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Gautama the Buddha, a Hindu; Bauddham in 
dharma-dhamma continuum: a new look at 
history of thought and social evolution 
 
Itihasa, history, is about the evolution of thought and of society in dimensions of time and space. 
Historians indulge in ‘periodisation’ as a technique. Is this a valid and sufficient method? Is such a 
method not likely to befuddle the contributions of people, the janam, in their progress to realizing 
their potential? 
 
An alternative could be to narrate the evolution of dharma as a profound, dynamic thought 
changing with the progress in science and technology, in human history. Dharma is about 
abhyudayam (prosperity) at a social level and nihs’reyas (transcendence from being to becoming) 
at an personal level. In this grand narrative, the clash of civilizations created by christism and 
Islamism will be replaced by a striving for prosperity (called pravritti, worldly affairs) by natural 
laws of dharma which will also lead to yoga (called nivritti, self-realization linking the atman with 
the paramatman) 

 
One may not agree with everything Shamrao Vithal says concerning his assumptions based on 
‘Aryan’ tribes hypothesis or about the evolution of the laws of the land. But, Vithal certainly brings 
out an importat point for consideration by historians of Bharatam. Should there an artificial 
periodisation of history of Bharatam?  
 
Vithal demonstrates his point about historiography dramatically by noting that Gautama the 
Buddha was a Hindu and that Bauddham was essentially a Hindu system in the continuum of 
Hindu thought. 
 
The points made by Vithal should provide a framework for recompiling the itihasa of Bharatam 
and rewriting the evolution of dharma, in the dharma-dhamma continuum by avoiding use of 
stereotypes such as ‘arya’ ‘anarya’ but covering the entire spectrum of jaati and janajaati who 
have contributed to Hindu ethos and traditions and defining Hindu identity in Bharatam. After all, 
Hindu is a geographical connotation derived from the word ‘sindhu’ mentioned often in the 
Rigveda; the word ‘sindhu’ meant in the Rigveda ‘a natural ocean frontier’ which was the reason 
why the nation of the people was referred to in geographical terms as Hindusthana. The people of 
Hindusthana are referred to as ‘Bharatam Janam’ by Vis’vamitra Gathina in the Rigveda. The 
term, bharatam janam, means: nation of the people of Bharata. The word ‘bharatam’ is used in 
almost all bharatiya languages. The national poet Subrahhmanya Bharati sings eloquently and 
proudly of Bharata des’am.  
 
Excerpts from Shamrao Vithal’s article follow: 
 
“The word Dharma is derived from the root dhr. to hold or support and is defined to mean that 
which has the characteristic of enjoining or ordaining some duty or act which leads to prosperity 
in this world and to supreme felicity in the life to come. The term s’a_stra is derived from the root 
s’a_s to command or teach and in its primary sense signifies a command, a rule religious or civil. 
In its extended sense it includes any religious, scientific, philosophic or legal treatise or any 
sacred book or composition of divine or standard authority. 
 
“Dharma as defined above consists of two branches, one dealing with what is called the Pravritti-
Marga – the path of active or worldly life, the other with what is called the Nivritti-Marga – the path 
to the soul’s final liberation from existence and exemption from re-birth by withdrawing or 
separating onself from the world. 
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“The Dharma-s’a_stra with which we are concerned here deals chiefly with the Pravritti-Marga 
and lays down rules for the conduct of man both religious and secular… 
 
“I take this opportunity to give expression to a view which the perusal of the contributions of 
oriental scholars and their Indian followers to the early history of India has forced upon my mind, 
namely, that the lines on which the investigations of these savants have proceeded are not 
calculated to guide the critical spirit of the day correctly and judicially. The method of dividing the 
subject into what are designated the Vedic period, the Buddhistic period, the Brahamanic period, 
the Hindu period and any number of other periods – a method which was originally introduced on 
grounds of convenience – has engendered a spirit of theorizing and partisanship which is 
prejudicial to the discovery of truth pure and simple. It has led to the vicious habit of treating each 
of these subjects as distinct from the other. It makes the student or investigator forget that there is 
a principle of continuity running through the life of a nation and that a nation’s development for 
good or for worse proceeds according to certain fixed and general laws. 
 
“I should hold that the Indian Vaidiks, Buddhists and the Brahmanas together form essentially one 
people, the periods going by their names representing only different phases oif thought, and that 
a history of their civilization, which ignores this fact and isolates any one from the other periods as 
if it were entirely independent of what preceded and followed it, proceeds, in my opinion, on 
erroneous lines. Again a work which deals with a particular period should, I think, be strictly 
confined to the collection of materials relating to the condition of society during that period. It 
should not go further and generalize on those partial data. 
 
“The changes through which Aryan thought in India has passed from the earliest Vedic period to 
the present day are due to the operation of natural causes and not to causes personal to this or 
that class. It is not historically true to say that the Rishis and their descendants invented the Vedic 
sacrifices, the Vedic ritual and the system of caste with motives of individual aggrandisement. It is 
equally wrong to say that Buddhism was the result of caste oppression. As truly observed by 
Professor Oldenberg, for hundreds of years before Buddha’s time, movements were in progress 
in Indian thought which prepared the way for Buddhism. Buddha was not a social reformer. He 
did not abolish caste and place Indian society on a democratic basis as is generally supposed. 
He let the state and society remain what they were. To quote again Professor Oldenberg, the 
conception of Buddha as the victorious champion of the lower classes against a haughty 
aristocracy of birth and brain is historically untrue. 
 
“It is stated by some writers, who have taught themselves to regard Brahminism as the source of 
all the evil we see in India, that the Brahmans were deadly opposed to Buddhism and that it was 
owing to their persecution that Buddhism left India to seek shelter in more tolerant lands. We 
quote another deep student of the Buddhistic literature to show how unfounded this assertion is. 
Mr. Rhys Davids in his American Lectures on Buddhism says: ‘It is very interesting, as evidence 
of this wonderful toleration which prevailed at that time through the valley of the Ganges, that a 
teacher, whose whole system was so diametrically opposed to the dominant creed and logically 
so certain to undermine the influence of the Brahmins, the parsons of that day, should 
nevertheless have been allowed to carry on his propaganda so ceaselessly and so peacefully 
through a considerable period of time. It is even more than that. Wherever he went, it was 
precisely the Brahmins themselves who often took the most earnest interest in his speculations, 
though his rejection of the soul theory and of all that it involved was really incompatible with the 
whole theology of the Vedas and therefore with the supremacy of the Brahmins. Many of his chief 
disciples, many of the most distinguished members of his order, were Brahmins…On the whole 
he was regarded by the Hindus of that time as a Hindu. We hear of no persecution during his life, 
and of no persecution of his followers till many centuries afterwards. And it is a striking result of 
the permanent effect which this spirit of toleration had, that we find the great Buddhist Emperor 
Asoka, in his famous edicts inculcating reverence to the Brahmins and to the teachers of rival 
sects as much as to the leaders of his own persuasion…But this is only one proof out of many of 
the fact we should never forget that Gautama was born and brought up and lived and died a 
Hindu. His teaching, far-reaching and original as it was, and really subversive of the religion of the 
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day, was Indian throughout. Without the intellectual work of his predecessors his own work, 
however original, would have been impossible…Buddhism is essentially an Indian system.’ (Note 
4: There was absolutely nothing new in Buddha’s teaching. His doctrines were identical with the 
corresponding Brahminical doctrines. Only the fashion in which Buddha proclaimed and 
disseminated his principles was something altogether novel and unwonted. Weber’s History of 
Indian Literature, Third Edition, pp. 288-300). 
 
“In fact the decline of Buddhism in India was due to its own inherent weaknesses and it was 
complete before the time of Bhatta Kuma_rila and S’ankara_cha_rya who are said to have 
flourished at the end of the 7

th
 century and about the latter part of the eighth century after Christ 

respectively. 
 
“To return to my subject from this rather long digression, I think that the same causes which in 
former times led and which at the present day lead to the codification of laws among advanced 
nations were the origin of our Codes of Manu, Ya_jnavalkya and other law-givers, namely, the 
growth and expansion of society and the necessity for consolidation. Originally there were no 
priests among the Indian Aryas. The patriarch or head of the family presided at and performed 
the ceremonies prescribed by the Veda; but in course of time three causes brought about a 
change in their mode of life and led to the creation of a special class to attend to the singing of 
hymns and officiate at the performance of the ritual connected therewith, namely, 1

st
, the constant 

struggles with the aborigines to establish Aryan supremacy; 2ndly, when this had been 
accomplished, internal dissensions or civil wars sprang up among the Aryan tribes, the chief or 
king of one tribe contending with that of another for superiority; and 3rdly, the elaboration of thee 
sacrificial literature and the establishment by the Kurus, the Panchalas, the Videhas, Kosalas and 
Ka_s’is, of powerful kingdoms in the country between the Jamuna and the Ganges and the 
regions to the east of the Ganges, the effect of which is summed up by Mr. R.C. Dutt in his 
Ancient India as follows:--‘Manners changed, society became more refined and polished, learning 
and art made considerable progress. Kings invited wise men in their courts, held learned 
controversies with their priests, formed elaborate sacrifices according to the dictates of religion, 
led respectable and trained armies to the field, appointed duly qualified men to collect taxes and 
to administer justice and performed all the duties of civilized administrators…The priests 
multiplied religious rites and observances, preserved the traditional learning of the land and 
instructed and helped the people in their religious duties.’ 
 
“As a consequence of this social and political development…Rishis composed manuals giving a 
collective and concise summary of the laws systematically arranged under the heads of S’rauta 
(sacrificial), Griha (domestic) and Sma_rta or Dharma (legal)… 
 
“From very early times India has been a trading country. Besides a large home trade, it had an 
extensive commerce with foreign countries both by land and sea. With the rise of the Buddhistic 
spirit India’s intercourse with foreign nations became wider, and this circumstance naturally was 
followed by a rise in its trade… 
 
“If we find in it (Code of Manu) a large element of sacerdotalism asserting the supremacy of the 
Brahmana, we also find side by side with it a degree of self-denial imposed upon him which is 
scarcely equalled by any other system of priesthood in the world, ancient or modern. ” (pp.328-
330). 

Para_s'ariya Dharma s'a_stra: Shamrao Vithal, 1908, Journal of the Bombay Branch of 
Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. XXII, pp. 324-378 

http://kalyan96.googlepages.com/parasariyadharmasastra.pdf  

 


