
history of buddhism and jainism
The history of Buddhism and Jainism offers a profound glimpse into the spiritual and philosophical
landscape of ancient India, revealing two distinct yet interconnected paths that have shaped billions
of lives. Both traditions emerged during a period of intense intellectual and religious ferment in the
6th century BCE, challenging the prevailing Brahmanical orthodoxy and proposing radical new ideas
about suffering, liberation, and the nature of reality. This article delves into the origins, key figures,
core tenets, and historical trajectories of Buddhism and Jainism, exploring their shared roots and
divergent evolutions. We will examine the lives and teachings of their respective founders,
Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) and Mahavira, and trace the development of their doctrines,
monastic orders, and influence across the Indian subcontinent and beyond. Understanding the
history of Buddhism and Jainism is crucial for appreciating the diverse tapestry of Indian thought
and its enduring global impact.
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Origins and Early Development of Jainism

Jainism, one of India's oldest living traditions, boasts a history that predates even the commonly
accepted timeline of its last Tirthankara, Mahavira. The Jain tradition itself claims a much deeper
antiquity, tracing its lineage through a succession of 23 spiritual teachers or Tirthankaras,
culminating in Mahavira. These Tirthankaras are revered as enlightened beings who have attained
liberation and shown the path to others. Rishabhanatha is traditionally regarded as the first
Tirthankara, and a significant gap is believed to have existed between him and Parshvanatha, the
23rd Tirthankara, who is historically more verifiable, likely living in the 8th century BCE. The
teachings attributed to Parshvanatha, particularly the four vows (non-violence, truthfulness, non-
stealing, and non-possession), form a foundational element of Jain philosophy.

The period of Mahavira's life and ministry saw a significant revitalization and codification of Jain
teachings. While the Jains believe Mahavira was not the founder of the religion but rather its 24th
Tirthankara who reformed and re-emphasized existing doctrines, his influence was monumental. He
is credited with organizing the Jain sangha, or monastic community, and formalizing the five great
vows. The historical context of the 6th century BCE in India was a fertile ground for new religious
and philosophical ideas, as various ascetic movements challenged the established Brahmanical
rituals and social hierarchies. Jainism emerged as a distinct and powerful voice within this spiritual
milieu, offering a path centered on self-discipline, non-violence, and asceticism.



The Life and Teachings of Mahavira

Vardhamana Mahavira, born into a royal Kshatriya family in Kundagrama near Vaisali around 599
BCE, is the central figure in the history of Jainism as understood by most adherents today. He was a
contemporary of the Buddha, and while their paths and specific doctrines differed, they shared a
common cultural and philosophical environment. Mahavira, also known as Jina (meaning
"conqueror" or "victor"), renounced his princely life at the age of 30 in pursuit of spiritual
enlightenment, seeking to understand and overcome suffering. He underwent rigorous ascetic
practices for twelve and a half years, enduring extreme hardships and meditations, before achieving
omniscience (Kevala Jnana).

Following his enlightenment, Mahavira began to preach his doctrines, attracting a large following of
both monks and lay disciples. His teachings emphasized the liberation of the soul from the cycle of
birth, death, and rebirth (samsara) through a path of stringent self-control and asceticism. He
organized the fourfold Jain community (monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen) and propagated the
five great vows, which became the cornerstone of Jain ethical conduct. Mahavira's emphasis on
ahimsa (non-violence) was particularly profound, extending to all living beings, and his teachings
laid the groundwork for the distinctive Jain philosophy and practice that continues to this day.

Core Principles of Jainism

The philosophical underpinnings of Jainism are complex and have evolved over centuries, yet several
core principles remain central. At its heart is the concept of the soul (jiva) and its inherent purity,
which is obscured by karmic matter. The ultimate goal in Jainism is liberation (moksha), which
involves freeing the jiva from this karmic bondage and achieving a state of eternal bliss and
omniscience. This liberation is attained through the practice of the Three Jewels (Triratna): right
faith (samyak darshana), right knowledge (samyak jnana), and right conduct (samyak charitra).

The rigorous adherence to the five great vows is paramount in Jain practice. These vows, as
expounded by Mahavira, are:

Ahimsa (non-violence): This is the supreme vow, encompassing non-violence in thought, word,
and deed towards all living beings, from the smallest microscopic organism to humans.

Satya (truthfulness): Speaking the truth, but not in a way that causes harm.

Asteya (non-stealing): Not taking anything that is not freely given.

Brahmacharya (celibacy/chastity): For monks and nuns, this means complete abstinence; for
laypeople, it involves fidelity and restraint.

Aparigraha (non-possession/non-attachment): Renouncing worldly possessions and
attachments to material things and even to one's own body.

Jainism also emphasizes the doctrine of anekantavada, the principle of manifold aspects or many-



sidedness of reality, which suggests that truth is relative and that any given statement about reality
is only partially true from a particular perspective. This philosophical stance encourages tolerance
and open-mindedness.

The History and Spread of Buddhism

The history of Buddhism is a vast and complex narrative, tracing its origins to ancient India in the
5th century BCE, a period of profound philosophical inquiry and social transformation. Buddhism
emerged as a response to the prevailing religious and social conditions, offering a path to liberation
from suffering that was accessible to all, regardless of caste or social standing. The teachings of the
Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, provided a radical alternative to the ritualistic practices of
Brahmanism and the ascetic extremes found in some contemporary movements.

Following the Buddha's death, his teachings were preserved and disseminated through oral tradition
by his disciples. The formation of monastic orders (Sanghas) played a crucial role in safeguarding
and propagating the Dharma (teachings). Early Buddhist councils were convened to codify the
scriptures and resolve doctrinal disputes. Over centuries, Buddhism gradually spread from its Indian
homeland, carried by monks, missionaries, and merchants. Its journey took it across Asia, adapting
to local cultures and giving rise to diverse schools and traditions, including Theravada, Mahayana,
and Vajrayana Buddhism, each with its unique interpretations and practices.

The Life and Enlightenment of Siddhartha Gautama

Siddhartha Gautama, the historical founder of Buddhism, was born a prince in Lumbini, in what is
now Nepal, around 563 BCE. His early life was one of privilege and comfort, shielded from the harsh
realities of the world by his father, King Suddhodana. However, a series of encounters with the
"Four Sights"—an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and an ascetic—shattered his sheltered existence.
These experiences profoundly impacted him, revealing the universality of suffering (dukkha) and
prompting him to seek a solution to this fundamental human condition.

At the age of 29, Siddhartha renounced his royal life, wife, and child, embarking on a quest for truth
as a wandering ascetic. He studied with various spiritual teachers and practiced extreme asceticism,
but found that these paths did not lead to the cessation of suffering. After years of intense self-
discipline and meditation, sitting under the Bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya, he attained supreme
enlightenment, becoming the Buddha, "the awakened one." This awakening revealed the Four Noble
Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path, the core of his teachings that offered a way to overcome
suffering and achieve Nirvana.

Key Buddhist Doctrines and Practices

The Buddha's enlightenment illuminated a path to liberation that revolves around understanding the
nature of existence and the cessation of suffering. The foundational doctrine of Buddhism is the Four



Noble Truths:

The Truth of Suffering (Dukkha): Life is inherently characterized by suffering, dissatisfaction,
and impermanence.

The Truth of the Cause of Suffering (Samudaya): Suffering arises from craving (tanha) and
attachment, rooted in ignorance.

The Truth of the Cessation of Suffering (Nirodha): Suffering can be overcome and brought to
an end.

The Truth of the Path to the Cessation of Suffering (Magga): The path to end suffering is the
Noble Eightfold Path.

The Noble Eightfold Path provides a practical guide for ethical conduct, mental discipline, and
wisdom:

Right Understanding

Right Thought

Right Speech

Right Action

Right Livelihood

Right Effort

Right Mindfulness

Right Concentration

Other crucial Buddhist concepts include impermanence (anicca), no-self (anatta), and karma (actions
and their consequences). The ultimate goal is Nirvana, a state of profound peace, liberation, and the
extinction of the cycle of rebirth. Buddhist practices often involve meditation, ethical conduct, and
the study of scriptures, all aimed at cultivating wisdom and compassion.

Comparing Buddhism and Jainism: Similarities and
Differences

Buddhism and Jainism share significant common ground, largely due to their emergence from the
same cultural and intellectual milieu in ancient India. Both traditions arose as reformist movements
challenging the rigid caste system and the emphasis on animal sacrifice prevalent in Brahmanical
Hinduism. Both founders, the Buddha and Mahavira, came from aristocratic backgrounds and
renounced their worldly lives to seek spiritual truth. They both taught the principles of karma and



rebirth (samsara), emphasizing that liberation from this cycle is the ultimate aim.

Furthermore, both religions advocate for a life of ethical conduct, meditation, and self-discipline as
the means to achieve liberation. However, their paths diverge in crucial aspects. Jainism places an
extreme emphasis on ahimsa (non-violence), extending it to the smallest of living beings, which
dictates a strict vegetarian diet and meticulous care in daily activities to avoid harming any life form.
Buddhism, while valuing compassion, does not advocate for the same level of rigorous non-violence
in daily life, allowing for the consumption of meat if it was not specifically killed for the consumer.
Another key difference lies in their concept of the soul. Jainism believes in an eternal, individual soul
(jiva) that is essentially pure but entangled by karma. Buddhism, on the other hand, teaches the
doctrine of anatta (no-self), asserting that there is no permanent, unchanging soul or self; rather,
what we perceive as "self" is a composite of constantly changing physical and mental aggregates.

Historical Evolution and Regional Influence

Following the lives of their founders, both Buddhism and Jainism underwent significant internal
developments and spread across the Indian subcontinent. Buddhism, in particular, achieved
immense popularity during the reign of Emperor Ashoka in the 3rd century BCE. Ashoka's patronage
led to the establishment of numerous stupas and monasteries and the propagation of Buddhism
throughout India and beyond, including Sri Lanka, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia. This period also
saw the beginnings of the major Buddhist schools, such as Theravada and Mahayana.

Jainism, while perhaps not achieving the same widespread political patronage as Buddhism at its
peak, maintained a strong and continuous presence, particularly in western and southern India. The
Jains developed sophisticated philosophical treatises and a rich artistic and architectural tradition.
While Buddhism saw periods of decline in India, eventually being largely absorbed back into the
broader Hindu landscape, Jainism has persisted as a distinct and influential religious community.
Both traditions have profoundly shaped Indian art, literature, philosophy, and social values,
contributing to the rich diversity of the subcontinent's religious heritage.

The Enduring Legacy of Buddhism and Jainism

The historical trajectories of Buddhism and Jainism have left an indelible mark on the world.
Buddhism, in its various forms, has become a major global religion, influencing cultures and
philosophies across Asia, and increasingly in the West. Its emphasis on mindfulness, compassion,
and ethical living continues to resonate with people seeking inner peace and a deeper understanding
of existence. The teachings of the Buddha have inspired countless individuals to pursue spiritual
growth and contribute to a more harmonious world.

Jainism, though numerically smaller, has maintained its distinct identity and ethical framework for
millennia. Its unwavering commitment to ahimsa has made it a powerful ethical force, influencing
movements for peace and non-violence throughout history. The Jain principles of non-attachment
and self-control offer a potent antidote to the materialism and consumerism of modern society.
Together, the history of Buddhism and Jainism represents a testament to the enduring human quest
for meaning, liberation, and a more compassionate way of life, continuing to offer profound insights



and guidance to millions worldwide.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference in the concept of the soul
between Buddhism and Jainism?
A: The primary difference lies in their respective views on the soul. Jainism firmly believes in the
existence of an eternal, individual soul (jiva) that is inherently pure but obscured by karmic matter.
Buddhism, conversely, teaches the doctrine of anatta (no-self), asserting that there is no permanent,
unchanging soul or self, but rather a composite of constantly changing physical and mental
components.

Q: Who are considered the founders of Buddhism and Jainism?
A: Siddhartha Gautama, who attained enlightenment and became known as the Buddha, is
recognized as the founder of Buddhism. In Jainism, while Mahavira is revered as the 24th and last
Tirthankara who revitalized and codified the existing doctrines, the tradition traces its lineage back
to a much earlier series of spiritual teachers, with Rishabhanatha being the first Tirthankara.

Q: What is the significance of "ahimsa" in Jainism compared to
Buddhism?
A: Ahimsa (non-violence) is the supreme vow and the cornerstone of Jainism, practiced with extreme
rigor, extending to all forms of life, even microscopic beings. Buddhism also values compassion and
non-violence, but its practice is not as absolute or ascetically demanding as in Jainism; for instance,
Buddhists may consume meat if it was not killed specifically for them, a practice unthinkable for
Jains.

Q: When did Buddhism and Jainism emerge, and what was the
historical context?
A: Both Buddhism and Jainism emerged in ancient India during the 6th century BCE, a period of
significant intellectual and religious ferment. This era saw a questioning of prevailing Brahmanical
rituals and social hierarchies, leading to the rise of various new philosophical and ascetic
movements.

Q: What are the core ethical principles that guide followers of
Buddhism and Jainism?
A: Both traditions emphasize ethical conduct. Buddhism follows the Noble Eightfold Path, which
includes right understanding, thought, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and
concentration. Jainism adheres to the five great vows: ahimsa (non-violence), satya (truthfulness),
asteya (non-stealing), brahmacharya (celibacy/chastity), and aparigraha (non-possession/non-



attachment).

Q: How did Buddhism spread from its origin in India?
A: Buddhism spread through the efforts of monks, missionaries, and traders. Emperor Ashoka's
patronage in the 3rd century BCE was particularly instrumental, leading to its dissemination across
India and to regions like Sri Lanka, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia, evolving into various schools
such as Theravada and Mahayana.

Q: What role did monasticism play in the development of
Buddhism and Jainism?
A: Monastic orders (Sanghas) were crucial in both traditions. They served as centers for preserving,
studying, and disseminating the teachings of the Buddha and Mahavira, as well as for developing
philosophical doctrines and ensuring the continuity of practice through generations.

Q: What is the ultimate goal for followers of Buddhism and
Jainism?
A: The ultimate goal for both traditions is liberation from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth
(samsara). In Buddhism, this state is called Nirvana, signifying the cessation of suffering. In Jainism,
it is referred to as moksha, the attainment of omniscience and eternal bliss by the freed soul.
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