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Abstract: This dissertation explores the historical 

spread of Buddhism from its Indian origins to 

Southeast Asia, focusing on the processes of cultural 

transmission that enabled its transformation and 

localization. It begins with a detailed account of 

Buddhism’s origins under Siddhartha Gautama and 

its foundational principles, such as the Four Noble 

Truths, the Eightfold Path, and the formation of the 

Sangha. The study then traces the religion’s expansion 

through the efforts of missionaries, royal patrons like 

Emperor Ashoka, and the use of overland and 

maritime trade routes. Key regions such as Sri Lanka, 

Central Asia, China, and various Southeast Asian 

kingdoms (including Srivijaya, the Khmer Empire, 

and Dvaravati) are analyzed for their role in nurturing 

and adapting Buddhist traditions. The work highlights 

the dual transmission of Theravāda and Mahāyāna 

Buddhism and shows how local cultures assimilated 

and reinterpreted Buddhist ideas, resulting in rich, 

region-specific practices that shaped Southeast Asia’s 

religious landscape for centuries. 

INTRODUCTION 

A. Historical Background of Buddhism 

Buddhism is one of the most important spiritual 

traditions in the world. It originated in the Indian 

subcontinent between the fifth and fourth centuries 

BCE. It functions as a philosophy and a religion, 

stressing wisdom, mental discipline, and moral 

behavior as ways to end suffering. Buddhism 

emphasizes a person's path toward enlightenment, or 

nirvana, rather than a creator god like many other 

religions do. Buddhism began as a localized 

movement but later expanded wel beyond India, 

impacting nations in Southeast Asia, China, Japan, 

Korea, Tibet, Sri Lanka, and other parts of Asia. Its 

worldwide growth and ongoing significance were 

greatly aided by its capacity to adjust to a variety of 

cultural contexts. This dissertation examines how 

Buddhism traveled, changed, and established itself 

in various places throughout Southeast Asia. 

Understanding the history, core principles, and early 

spread of Buddhism outside of India is essential 

before looking at this. When Buddhism first 

appeared, Brahmanism, Vedic ceremonies, and 

Upanishadic philosophy dominated India's diverse 

religious landscape. With Brahmins at the top 

serving as the keepers of Vedic knowledge, society 

was structured according to the varna system (caste 

system). There was little room for individual 

spiritual development in religious life, which was 

mostly focused on complex sacrifices and hymn 

recitations. More contemplative concepts were 

introduced by the Upanishads, which placed a strong 

emphasis on renunciation and meditation. 

Dissatisfied with the exclusivity of Brahmanical 

traditions, many people in this environment began 

looking for alternate paths. Among them was 

Siddhartha Gautama, who transformed into the 

Buddha and established a radical spiritual path that 

disapproved of priestly authority, ritualism, and 

caste divisions. 

2. ORIGINS OF BUDDHISM IN INDIA 

2.1 The Birth and Early Years 

Around 563 BCE, Siddhartha Gautama was born at 

Lumbini, which is now part of Nepal. He was a 

member of the Kosala kingdom's royal Shakya clan. 

He was nurtured in luxury and shielded from the 

harsh truths of life by his father, King Suddhodana. 

2.2 The Four Sights and Renunciation 

Siddhartha had an interest in the world outside the 

palace despite having been raised in a sheltered 

environment. When he went outdoors, he saw four 

things: a dead body, an elderly man, a sick man, and 

a wandering monk. He was profoundly affected by 

these sights, which made him aware of the prospect 

of spiritual emancipation as we l as the realities of 

aging, disease, and death. He left behind his son 

Rahula, wife Yashodhara, and regal life at the age of 

29 in order to seek the truth about suffering. 

2.3 Spiritual Quest and Enlightenment 

Siddhartha studied under famous instructors like 

Uddaka Ramaputta and Alara Kalama for six years 

while maintaining a strict monastic lifestyle. He 

chose a moderate strategy known as the Middle Way 

after realizing that radical methods did not lead to 

the truth. He reached enlightenment and learned the 

Four Noble Truths, which form the basis of Buddhist 
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teachings, while meditating beneath the Bodhi tree 

in Bodh Gaya at the age of 35. 

3. THE BUDDHA'S TEACHINGS 

The Buddha spent forty-five years teaching 

throughout northern India after he became 

enlightened. His teachings placed a strong emphasis 

on wisdom, compassion, and mindfulness. 

3.1 The Four Noble Truths 

The journey to liberation and the human experience 

are summed up by the Four Noble Truths: 

● A universal aspect of life is suffering (Dukkha).  

● Suffering arises from craving (Samudaya).  

● Suffering(Nirodha) can be ended .  

● This is achieved through the Eightfold Path 

(Magga). 

3.2 The Eightfold Path 

There are three primary categories for this practical 

route to Nirvana: 

● Wisdom is the proper perspective and intention.  

● Ethical Behavior: Right Livelihood, Right Action, 

and Right Speech  

● Mental Hardness: Correct Focus, Correct 

Mindfulness, and Correct Effort 

3.3 The Doctrine of Anatta (No-Self) 

Buddhism teaches Anatta, or no-self, in opposition 

to Hinduism's belief in a permanent soul (atman). 

Form, sensation, perception, mental formations, and 

consciousness are the five aggregates (skandhas) 

that make up an individual, according to this 

perspective, and none of them are permanent. 

3.4 Karma and Rebirth 

Buddhism denies the existence of an eternal soul but 

embraces the concepts of reincarnation and karma. 

Rebirth, on the other hand, is viewed as an extension 

of consciousness influenced by past deeds. 

4. FORMATION OF THE SANGHA 

(MONASTIC ORDER) 

4.1 The First Sermon at Sarnath 

Once enlightened, the Buddha traveled to Sarnath 

and delivered his first sermon, titled "Setting the 

Wheel of Dharma in Motion." Here, he presented the 

Middle Way and the Four Noble Truths. The first 

monks were his first five disciples. 

4.2 Growth of the Buddhist Sangha 

The monastic community attracted individuals from 

a l walks of life and grew rapidly. Monks and nuns 

were subject to rigid regulations, and laypeople 

provided financial support. The teachings of the 

Buddha were preserved and disseminated in large 

part by the Sangha. A notable example of an early 

Buddhist supporter was King Bimbisara of 

Magadha. 

5. CHALLENGES AND OPPOSITION 

5.1 Conflict with Brahmanism 

Buddhism rejected the caste system and prioritized 

meditation over ceremonial sacrifices, which put it 

at odds with Brahmanical traditions. It questioned 

the Brahmins' authority and encouraged spiritual 

equality. 

5.2 Schisms and Internal Divisions 

Different schools of Buddhism, each with its own 

interpretations, emerged as a result of disputes 

regarding the Buddha's teachings after his death. 

6. EARLY EXPANSION OF BUDDHISM IN 

INDIA 

6.1 The First Buddhist Councils: Preserving the 

Teachings 

A number of councils were established in an attempt 

to preserve the Buddha's teachings:  

Soon after the Buddha's passing, the First Council 

(c. 483 BCE) was held in Rajgir. Under the 

patronage of King Ajātasattu, it was headed by 

Mahākāśyapa and sought to gather the teachings of 

the Buddha. Ānanda recited the discourses (Sutta 

Pitaka), while Upāli recited the monastic rules 

(Vinaya Pitaka).  

Vaishali hosted the Second Council (c. 383 BCE), 

which resolved disputes over monastic regulations. 

A faction split off to establish the Mahāsāṃghika 

school as a result of the decision to enforce strict 

discipline. The Third Council took place in 

Pataliputra during the reign of Emperor Ashoka (c. 

250 BCE). It aimed to purify the Sangha and settle 

doctrinal disputes under the leadership of 

Moggaliputta Tissa. In addition, the council 

coordinated missionary activities to disseminate 

Buddhism overseas and assembled the 

Abhidhamma Pitaka. 

6.2 The Role of Emperor Ashoka (268–232 BCE) in 

the Expansion of Buddhism  

6.2.1 Ashoka’s Conversion to Buddhism 

Ashoka gave up violence and became a Buddhist 

after seeing the atrocities of the Kalinga War. He 
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became renowned as a virtuous ruler and dedicated 

his life to promoting the Dhamma, or moral law. 

6.2.2 Ashoka’s Contributions to Buddhism 

He was a key figure in the spread of Buddhism in 

India: 

● Buddhist Monuments: Ashoka is recognized for 

having built thousands of monasteries and stupas, 

including those at Sarnath and Sanchi.  

● Edicts: His messages were written in several 

languages on pilars and rocks. These decrees 

promoted moral behavior, compassion, and 

tolerance. Rock Edict XIII, for instance, apologizes 

for the Kalinga War.  

● Missionary Work: Ashoka dispatched Buddhist 

missions to Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and Sri 

Lanka. Mahinda and Sanghamitta, his children, 

brought Buddhism to Sri Lanka. 

6.3 Buddhist Expansion in Different Indian Regions 

After Ashoka, Buddhism flourished even more. 

Though they were unable to completely eradicate 

Buddhism, the Shungas attempted to resurrect 

Brahmanism. Ajanta and other Buddhist sites were 

supported by the Deccan Satavahanas. Kanishka, the 

Kushan emperor, hosted the Fourth Council in 

Kashmir and propagated Mahāyāna Buddhism. 

Important educational institutions like Vikramashila 

and Nalanda universities developed into centers of 

Buddhist scholarship. Sarnath and Bodh Gaya 

became important pilgrimage destinations. 

6.4 Development of Buddhist Schools and Doctrinal 

Evolution 

● Theravāda: The oldest school, with a focus on 

individual enlightenment and monastic discipline. In 

Sri Lanka and a large portion of Southeast Asia, it is 

prevalent.  

● Mahāyāna: Spread throughout East Asia, he 

introduced new scriptures and the Bodhisattva ideal.  

● Vajrayāna: A later Mahāyāna that was popular in 

Tibet and Mongolia and featured esoteric rites. 

7. BUDDHISM IN SRI LANKA (3RD CENTURY 

BCE – PRESENT) 

Through the efforts of Ashoka's missionaries, Sri 

Lanka became the first nation outside of India to 

forma ly embrace Buddhism. When King 

Devanampiya Tissa was in power, Ashoka sent his 

daughter Sanghamitta and son Mahinda, according 

to the Mahavamsa. The king was converted by 

Mahinda's teachings, and Sanghamitta converted 

Bodh Gaya into a major Buddhist center by bringing 

a Bodhi tree sapling to Anuradhapura. 

In Sri Lanka, Theravāda Buddhism gained strong 

traction. Anuradhapura's Mahavihara Monastery 

became a prominent educational hub. To preserve 

the teachings, Sri Lankan monks composed the Pali 

Canon in the first century BCE. Later, these monks 

were instrumental in bringing Theravāda to 

Thailand, Cambodia, and Myanmar. 

8. BUDDHISM IN CENTRAL ASIA (2ND 

CENTURY BCE – 7TH CENTURY CE) 

Buddhism was brought from India to Central Asia 

and China thanks in large part to the Silk Road. 

Buddhist communities were established in areas 

such as Bactria, Sogdiana, and Khotan with the 

assistance of traders and monks. The Bamiyan 

Buddhas are evidence of the early fusion of Greek 

and Buddhist art forms at Gandhāra, which is now 

in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

In cities like Samarkand and Kashgar, monasteries 

developed into significant hubs for the translation of 

Tibetan and Chinese texts. However, the spread of 

Islam and changing trade routes ultimately led to a 

decline in Buddhism in Central Asia. 

9. BUDDHISM IN CHINA (1ST CENTURY CE – 

PRESENT) 

During the Han Dynasty, Buddhism traveled from 

Central Asia to China. Monks from Central Asia and 

India started translating texts into Chinese by the 

first century CE. With government backing and the 

emergence of schools like Chan (Zen) and Pure 

Land, the religion expanded quickly, particularly 

during the Tang Dynasty. To enhance Chinese 

Buddhism and foster greater understanding, Chinese 

monks like Faxian and Xuanzang journeyed to India 

to collect genuine texts. 

10. BUDDHISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA (3RD 

CENTURY BCE – 12TH CENTURY CE) 

Buddhism made its way to Southeast Asia through 

royal patronage and trade. Beginning in the third 

century BCE, Thailand and Myanmar were 

impacted by Sri Lankan Theravāda Buddhism. The 

Buddhism of Mahāyāna made its way to Vietnam 

and Cambodia via Chinese contacts. Numerous 

societies blended Hindu influences and local beliefs 

with Buddhist practices. 

An important hub for Mahāyāna Buddhism, the 

Srivijaya Empire in Indonesia, the Khmer Empire in 
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Cambodia (known for Angkor Wat), and the Pyu in 

Myanmar were among the many strong Buddhist 

kingdoms that arose. The region's rich Buddhist 

legacy is emphasized by landmarks like the 

Shwedagon Pagoda in Myanmar and the Borobudur 

in Indonesia. 

 

B. The Spread of Buddhism to Southeast Asia 

Buddhism's spread from India to Southeast Asia is 

regarded as one of the most significant cultural 

movements in history. The spiritual, political, and 

social systems of nations like Vietnam, Cambodia, 

Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Indonesia have al 

been influenced by Buddhism over many centuries. 

This expansion was a slow process aided by 

prosperous trade routes, royal backing, missionary 

travel, and cross-cultural exchanges. The primary 

routes by which Buddhism spread throughout the 

region are examined in this chapter, along with the 

functions played by traders, monks, and local rulers. 

1. Transmission Routes 

There were two main ways that Buddhism made its 

way to Southeast Asia: by land, through China and 

Vietnam, and by sea, connecting coastal Southeast 

Asia with India and Sri Lanka. The region's religious 

and cultural development was greatly influenced by 

both routes. 

1.1 Overland Route (Via China and Vietnam) 

Through China and its cultural impact on Vietnam, 

the overland route was the main means of 

introducing Mahāyāna Buddhism into Southeast 

Asia. 

1.1.1 The Arrival of Buddhism in China: 

Through trade with Central Asia, Buddhism made 

its way into China during the Han Dynasty in the 

first century CE. Thanks to the efforts of monks and 

academics who translated Sanskrit texts into 

Chinese and made them widely available, Buddhism 

had established itself in China by the fourth or sixth 

century CE. 

1.1.2 Silk Road and Central Asia’s Role: 

The Silk Road transported ideas, including religious 

teachings, in addition to goods. Buddhist texts were 

translated and disseminated by monks from India 

and Central Asia, such as Kumārajīva in the fourth 

century. To bring back the original texts and expand 

knowledge, Chinese pilgrims like Faxian and 

Xuanzang traveled to India. 

1.1.3 Buddhism in Vietnam: 

Due in large part to Chinese influence, Vietnam, 

which was ruled by China from 111 BCE to 939 CE, 

adopted Mahāyāna Buddhism. Buddhist concepts 

and texts were introduced to Vietnam by monks and 

traders, who founded monasteries and temples there, 

especialy in the north. In Vietnam, schools like 

Tiantai and Chan (later known as Zen in Japan) 

gained popularity. 

1.1.4 Further Spread to Cambodia, Laos, and 

Thailand: 

Mahāyāna Buddhism slowly spread westward from 

Vietnam. During the Khmer Empire, Buddhist 

customs started to emerge in Cambodia and Laos 

alongside long-standing Hindu customs. The 

Dvaravati culture, which flourished in Thailand 

between the sixth and eleventh centuries CE, also 

exhibited Mahāyāna influences. In Thailand, 

however, Mahāyāna Buddhism gradualy gave way 

to Theravāda Buddhism. 

1.2 Maritime Route (Via India and Sri Lanka) 

Theravāda Buddhism was brought to the coastal 

regions of Southeast Asia from India and Sri Lanka 

thanks in large part to the maritime route. This path 

turned into the primary conduit for the teachings of 

Theravāda's enduring influence. 

1.2.1 Trade and Buddhism Across the Indian 

Ocean: 

Buddhism crossed maritime trade routes with Indian 

missionaries, monks, and traders. Departure points 

were major ports like Tamralipti in India. From 

there, Buddhist pilgrims brought texts, teachings, 

and artifacts to important Southeast Asian cities. 

1.2.2 Important Port Cities and Kingdoms: 

● Tamralipti (India): A significant hub for Buddhist 

travel to Southeast Asia.  

● Sri Lanka: A major source of monks and texts for 

Southeast Asia, it is a stronghold of Theravāda 

Buddhism.  

● Oc Eo (Vietnam): An old harbor that shows 

archeological evidence of early Buddhism.  

● Srivijaya (Indonesia): A strong Buddhist kingdom 

that contributed to the regional spread of Mahāyāna 

Buddhism. 
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1.2.3 Sri Lanka’s Role in Spreading Theravāda 

Buddhism: 

Sri Lanka became the center of Theravāda 

scholarship in the third century BCE after Emperor 

Ashoka dispatched Buddhist missions. Southeast 

Asia's religious life was significantly shaped by the 

island's monks and texts. 

Religious and Monastic Exchanges: 

King Anawrahta of Myanmar dispatched envoys to 

Sri Lanka in the eleventh century in order to reform 

religious practices in his kingdom and obtain 

Theravāda texts. To bolster their monastic orders, 

Thai and Cambodian kings also established 

connections with Sri Lanka. 

Influence on Buddhist Practices: 

Southeast Asian Theravāda Buddhists adopted the 

Pali Canon from Sri Lanka as their primary text. The 

rigorous discipline and teachings propagated by the 

Sinhalese Buddhist tradition started to be reflected 

in monastic life in the area. 
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