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This article embarks on a journey through the
intertwined histories of Hinduism and Buddhism,
providing a foundational sketch for understanding
their development and enduring impact. We will
explore their shared roots in ancient India,
examining key differences and surprising parallels
that continue to fascinate scholars and spiritual
seekers alike. This “historical sketch,” Vol. 1,
focuses on the formative periods of both religions,
laying the groundwork for a deeper exploration in
future installments. Key areas we’ll cover include
the Vedic period, the rise of Buddhism as a reaction
to certain aspects of Brahmanical Hinduism, the
spread of both religions, and the ongoing dialogue
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between these two influential belief systems.
Keywords explored throughout will include: Vedic
religion, Mahavira and Jainism, Siddhartha
Gautama, Ashoka, and Buddhist councils.

I. The Vedic Foundation: Seeds
of Shared Heritage
The story of Hinduism and Buddhism begins with
the Vedic period (roughly 1500-500 BCE), a time of
significant cultural and religious development in the
Indian subcontinent. The Vedas, a collection of
hymns, prayers, and rituals, form the foundational
texts of what would later evolve into Hinduism.
These texts reveal a complex society with a
sophisticated understanding of cosmology, ritual
practice, and social organization. The Vedic religion
centered around a pantheon of gods and goddesses,
intricate sacrificial rites, and a hierarchical social
structure known as the *varna* system. This period
laid the groundwork for many concepts and
practices that would later influence both Hinduism
and Buddhism, demonstrating the deeply
intertwined nature of their origins. Understanding
this shared Vedic heritage is crucial to appreciating
the subsequent divergence of these two major world
religions.

### The Emergence of Brahmanical Hinduism
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Over centuries, the Vedic traditions gradually
transformed into what we recognize as Brahmanical
Hinduism. The Brahmins, the priestly class, played a
crucial role in interpreting and codifying Vedic
teachings. The concept of *Brahman*, the ultimate
reality, emerged as a central tenet, along with the
emphasis on dharma (righteous conduct), karma
(action and consequence), and reincarnation. This
period also witnessed the development of various
schools of philosophy, such as Samkhya, Yoga, and
Nyaya, enriching the theological and philosophical
landscape of Hinduism. This evolution of Vedic
religion into Brahmanical Hinduism provides crucial
context for understanding Buddhism's emergence
as a distinct religious tradition.

II. The Rise of Buddhism: A
Response and a Departure
Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, lived in
the 6th century BCE, a period of significant social
and religious ferment. While the exact nature of his
relationship with Brahmanical Hinduism is still
debated by scholars, it’s clear that Buddhism
emerged as a response to certain aspects of
contemporary religious and social practices. The
Buddha's teachings emphasized personal
experience, meditation, and ethical conduct as
paths to enlightenment, rather than focusing solely
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on ritualistic practices or the authority of the
Brahmin caste. The rise of other ascetic movements,
such as Jainism under Mahavira, further highlights
the dissatisfaction with certain aspects of existing
religious practices during this period. This
dissatisfaction, however, was not a rejection of all
Vedic traditions. Instead, it was a reformation, an
attempt to distill the core spiritual essence and
make it more accessible.

### Key Differences and Similarities

While Buddhism diverged significantly from
Brahmanical Hinduism in its rejection of the Vedic
ritual system and the authority of the Brahmins, it
retained certain fundamental concepts such as
karma and rebirth. The Buddha’s teachings focused
on the elimination of suffering (dukkha) through the
attainment of Nirvana, a state of liberation from the
cycle of birth and death. This emphasis on individual
spiritual experience contrasts with Hinduism’s more
diverse approaches, which incorporate a wider
range of philosophical and devotional practices.
Nevertheless, both traditions share a common
Indian heritage and a commitment to ethical living
and spiritual liberation. This underlying continuity,
despite surface-level differences, continues to
fascinate students of religious history.
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III. The Spread of Hinduism
and Buddhism: Conquest and
Conversion
The Mauryan Empire under Ashoka (304-232 BCE)
played a pivotal role in the spread of Buddhism.
After his bloody conquest of Kalinga, Ashoka
embraced Buddhism and promoted its teachings
throughout his vast empire. He commissioned the
erection of numerous stupas and pillars, inscribed
with edicts promoting non-violence, dharma, and
social harmony. This imperial patronage significantly
contributed to the dissemination of Buddhist
teachings across India and beyond, eventually
reaching Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and even
parts of East Asia. Concurrently, Hinduism continued
to evolve and spread, adapting to diverse regional
contexts and integrating various local traditions. The
subsequent centuries saw a complex interplay
between Hinduism and Buddhism, with periods of
coexistence, competition, and even mutual
influence.

IV. Ongoing Dialogue and
Intertwined Legacies
The relationship between Hinduism and Buddhism is
not one of simple opposition. Throughout history,
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there have been periods of significant interaction
and even mutual influence. Scholars have identified
instances of syncretism, where elements of both
traditions blended and intertwined. The
development of Vajrayana Buddhism, for example,
displays certain parallels with Tantric traditions
within Hinduism. Moreover, both traditions share a
common cultural and philosophical heritage rooted
in ancient India. Studying them together reveals a
richer and more nuanced understanding of both
their individual trajectories and their collective
impact on global thought and culture.

Conclusion
This first volume of our historical sketch provides a
foundational overview of the early development of
Hinduism and Buddhism. We’ve seen how their
histories are inextricably linked, originating in the
Vedic tradition but diverging in their specific
doctrines and practices. The shared cultural context
and overlapping philosophical concerns offer a rich
tapestry of intellectual and spiritual inquiry. Further
volumes will explore later developments,
interactions, and the ongoing global impact of these
two influential religious traditions.
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FAQ
Q1: What are the key differences between
Hinduism and Buddhism?

A1: While sharing roots in ancient India, Hinduism
and Buddhism diverge in several key aspects.
Hinduism is characterized by a vast pantheon of
deities, a belief in Brahman as ultimate reality, and
the emphasis on dharma and karma within the cycle
of samsara (reincarnation). Buddhism, on the other
hand, rejects the existence of a creator god and
focuses on the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path,
and the attainment of Nirvana as liberation from
suffering. While both incorporate concepts of karma
and rebirth, their interpretations and implications
differ significantly.

Q2: How did the Vedic religion influence both
Hinduism and Buddhism?

A2: The Vedic religion, with its rich rituals, pantheon
of gods, and social structures, forms the
foundational base for both traditions. Many concepts
like karma, reincarnation, and the importance of
dharma are rooted in Vedic thought. However,
Buddhism ultimately rejected the Vedic ritual
system and the authority of the Brahmin priesthood,
while Hinduism evolved to incorporate and
reinterpret these Vedic elements.



Hinduism And Buddhism An Historical Sketch Vol 1

Hinduism And Buddhism An Historical Sketch Vol 1
8

Q3: What is the significance of the Mauryan
Empire in the spread of Buddhism?

A3: The Mauryan Emperor Ashoka's conversion to
Buddhism and his subsequent patronage played a
crucial role in its spread across India and beyond.
His edicts, inscribed on pillars and rocks, promoted
Buddhist principles of non-violence and dharma,
contributing significantly to the religion's
dissemination throughout his vast empire and
beyond its borders.

Q4: Did Hinduism and Buddhism influence
each other?

A4: Yes, despite their differences, Hinduism and
Buddhism have mutually influenced each other
throughout history. There are instances of
syncretism, especially in later periods, and the
exchange of ideas and practices has enriched both
traditions. For example, the development of
Vajrayana Buddhism shows certain parallels with
Tantric traditions in Hinduism.

Q5: What are some key sources for further
study of Hinduism and Buddhism?

A5: For further exploration, consult scholarly works
on the Vedic period, early Buddhist texts (such as
the Pali Canon), and historical accounts of the
Mauryan Empire. Books focusing on comparative
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religion and the interactions between Hinduism and
Buddhism offer insightful perspectives. Academic
journals specializing in religious studies and South
Asian history are also valuable resources.

Q6: How does understanding the historical
relationship between Hinduism and Buddhism
enhance our understanding of each religion
individually?

A6: By studying their intertwined histories, we gain
a deeper understanding of the evolution and
development of both traditions. It allows us to
appreciate the complexities and nuances of their
respective doctrines, practices, and social contexts.
The comparative approach reveals both their shared
heritage and their distinctive features, enhancing
our appreciation for the richness and diversity of
religious thought.

Q7: What are some ongoing debates among
scholars concerning the historical relationship
between Hinduism and Buddhism?

A7: Ongoing debates include the precise nature of
the Buddha's relationship with Brahmanical
Hinduism, the degree of influence between the two
traditions, and the precise timeline of various
developments within both religious systems. The
interpretation of archaeological evidence and
textual sources continues to evolve, leading to
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ongoing scholarly discussions.

Q8: What are the implications of studying the
history of Hinduism and Buddhism for
contemporary interfaith dialogue?

A8: Understanding the historical relationship
between these two great religions can provide a
valuable framework for contemporary interfaith
dialogue. It highlights the shared heritage and the
possibilities for mutual understanding and
cooperation. By acknowledging both the points of
convergence and divergence, we can foster a more
respectful and informed approach to interfaith
relations.

Hinduism and Buddhism: An Historical Sketch, Vol. 1

Introduction:

Embarking on a exploration through the vast
tapestry of Hinduism and Buddhism is like
discovering a Pandora's box filled with ancient
wisdom, profound philosophies, and engrossing
religious practices. This first volume focuses on the
genesis of these two influential faiths, exploring
their intertwined trajectories and divergent
transformations. We will investigate the socio-
political setting that gave rise to these traditions,
following their advancement from their primitive
forms to their later expansions.
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The Seeds of Hinduism:

Hinduism, unlike many religions, doesn't have a
single originator or a definite date of establishment.
Instead, it's a intricate amalgam of doctrines and
practices that developed over centuries in the
Indian subcontinent. Its roots can be tracked back to
the Indus Valley Civilization (around 3300 – 1300
BCE), where signs of ritualistic activities suggests a
forerunner to later Hindu traditions. The emergence
of the Vedic period (around 1500 – 500 BCE) marked
a significant milestone with the creation of the
Vedas, a collection of chants and rituals that laid the
basis for much of later Hindu philosophy. The
following evolution of Upanishads, with their focus
on philosophical exploration, further formed the
philosophical environment of Hinduism.

The Birth of Buddhism:

Buddhism originated within the setting of Hinduism
in ancient India. Siddhartha Gautama, the historical
Buddha, was born in the 6th century BCE into a
royal lineage. His life, however, was marked by a
profound understanding of suffering and
impermanence. This inspired him to reject his
privileged life and undertake on a philosophical
journey for liberation. After years of meditation and
austerity, he reached enlightenment under the
Bodhi tree. His teachings, focusing on the Four
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Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, offered a way
to liberation from the wheel of birth. Unlike
Hinduism, Buddhism emphasizes the individual's
responsibility in attaining enlightenment, minimizing
the importance of practices and class structures.

The Intertwining and Divergence:

For several decades, Buddhism flourished alongside
Hinduism in India. However, gradually, they
differentiated in their doctrines and customs. While
Hinduism accepted a multi-deity view, Buddhism
initially focused on a path towards self-realization.
Despite these differences, both traditions shared
mutual ground concerning action and rebirth,
although their interpretations varied significantly.

Conclusion:

This first volume offers a glimpse into the complex
interaction between Hinduism and Buddhism in their
formative years. Understanding their origins and
early transformations provides a essential basis for
grasping their subsequent effects on global society
and spiritual philosophy. Further volumes will
explore into the multiple schools that emerged
within both traditions, their geographical expansion,
and their ongoing effect on the contemporary world.

FAQs:
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1. Q: What is the main difference between
Hinduism and Buddhism?

A: While both originated in India and share some
concepts like karma and rebirth, Hinduism is
polytheistic and emphasizes dharma (duty) and
caste, while Buddhism focuses on the individual's
path to enlightenment through the Four Noble
Truths and Eightfold Path, rejecting the caste
system.

2. Q: Did Buddhism completely replace
Hinduism in India?

A: No. While Buddhism spread widely for centuries,
Hinduism eventually reasserted itself as the
dominant religion in India. However, both religions
continued to coexist and influence each other.

3. Q: How did the Vedic period impact the
development of Hinduism?

A: The Vedic period, with its hymns, rituals, and
sacrificial practices, laid the foundational
groundwork for many core beliefs and practices that
would shape later Hindu thought and philosophy.

4. Q: What is the significance of the Buddha's
enlightenment?

A: The Buddha's enlightenment marked a pivotal
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moment in the development of Buddhism,
establishing his teachings as a path to liberation
from suffering, a path that emphasized self-reliance
and personal transformation.
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