
CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: ROAD MAP FOR TRAVELERS

This exploration follows in the footsteps of travelers who left traces 
of their journeys in a wide range of literary and epigraphic records, 
devotional images, and archaeological artifacts with the goal of under-
standing how and why various Buddhist traditions flourished outside 
of the original homeland of the historical Buddha in ancient India. 
Interpretation of these sources helps to discern internal and external 
factors, along with historical contexts and socio-economic catalysts, 
which set this religion in motion throughout and beyond South Asia. 
The injunction purportedly spoken by the Buddha (and preserved in 
monastic codes, or vinayas) to “wander the path for the benefit and 
satisfaction of many people and out of compassion for the world” 
in order to “teach the dharma” gave canonical warrant for Buddhist 
mobility, although his instruction that “two must not go by a single 
(way)” was not strictly followed.1 Investigation of the religious agendas 
and practical details of their journeys helps to develop a fuller picture 
of the monks and nuns and other travelers who set out across the 
world’s highest mountain ranges, deep river valleys, and formidable 
deserts.

Rather than restricting themselves to a single Buddhist superhigh-
way, Buddhist missionaries followed various itineraries, including 
major arteries, minor capillary routes, and “middle paths” to travel 
back and forth between destinations. Their roads frequently over-
lapped and intertwined with those of merchants and traders in pursuit 
of both religious and economic goals. Since both itinerant monks and 
cenobitic communities inhabiting residential monasteries depended 
upon donations for material support, the dynamic growth of Bud-
dhist institutions was directly linked with the generation of surplus 
resources. Thus, Buddhist transmission, which necessarily involved 
the transformation of basic ideas and common practices through 

1 Mahāvagga 1.11.1: Caratha bhikkhave cārikam bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya 
lokānukampāya . . . Mā ekena dve agamittha. Desetha bhikkhave dhammam . . . (Olden-
berg, Hermann, ed. 1879. The Vinaya Pitaka. London: Pali Text Society, 1.21).
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2 chapter one

interactions with local host cultures and other religious traditions, 
was symbiotically related to parallel processes of commercial and cul-
tural exchanges. This book demarcates networks for the transmission 
of Buddhism and cross-cultural exchanges with the goal of explaining 
the ultimate success of the multidirectional movement of this pan-
Asian religious tradition.

This introductory chapter provides a “road map” to theoretical 
models of religious mobility, critical issues in the study of religion 
and economics, and methodologies for analyzing primary sources. 
In the first section (Models for the Movement of Buddhism), a brief 
treatment of different metaphors and paradigms for understanding 
patterns of Buddhist movement widens the range of perspectives by 
exploring possible alternatives to the typical view of the spread of Bud-
dhism by gradual diffusion. The following section (Merit, Merchants, 
and the Buddhist Sangha) highlights linkages between Buddhist net-
works and trade exchanges after engaging with debates over relation-
ships between economics and religions. The third section (Sources and 
Methods for the Study of Buddhist Transmission) is an overview of 
relevant literary, epigraphic and archaeological sources and a guide 
to methods of interpretation, which is intended to familiarize readers 
with recent discoveries of manuscripts, inscriptions, and other materi-
als. A synopsis of the other chapters (Outline of Destinations) at the 
end of this chapter is the starting point for an investigation of his-
torical and economic contexts for networks of Buddhist transmission, 
commercial exchanges, and cross-cultural contact between South Asia 
and Central Asia.

Models for the Movement of Buddhism

Themes of mobility pervade Buddhist imagery, beginning with the reli-
gious biography of Śākyamuni Buddha, who relinquished his destiny 
of becoming a “wheel-turning” ruler (cakravartin) when he “set out” 
(Sanskrit: pravrajita) as a renouncer rather than fulfilling his duties as 
a settled householder in Kapilavastu. After a period of ascetic wander-
ing and his subsequent awakening at Bodh Gaya, Śākyamuni set the 
“wheel of dharma” (dharmacakra) in motion with his first teaching at 
Sarnath. The wheel symbolizes this hagiographic event, which is also 
recalled by the Buddha’s gesture of “turning the wheel of dharma” 
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 introduction: road map for travelers 3

in recurring iconographic patterns.2 Dynamic turning of a wheel has 
polyvalent meanings in Buddhist art and literature, including the wide-
spread metaphor of the “wheel of becoming” (bhavacakra) to depict 
the cycle of rebirth in medieval Buddhist art from India, Central Asia, 
China, and Tibet.3 In addition to the wheel, motifs of roads, ways, and 
paths are employed as analogies for the teachings of the Buddha, who 
is characterized as the re-discoverer of an ancient road.4 A basic fea-
ture of Buddhist rhetoric is the “Middle Way” between extreme prac-
tices of ascetic self-mortification and luxurious self-indulgence and 
between philosophical extremes of nihilism and eternalism. Another 
prominent example is the “Noble Eightfold Path” elaborated by the 
Buddha during his first teaching at Sarnath, which is glossed as the 
“Way leading to the end of suffering” (dukhanirodhagāmanī pratipad) 
in commentaries. Buddhist texts with titles such as the Path of Puri-
fication (Visuddhimagga), and the Lamp for the Path to Awakening 
(Bodhipathapradīpa) demonstrate that Buddhaghosa, Atīśa, and other 
Buddhist scholars from very different traditions framed methods of 
reaching religious goals in terms of “paths” (mārga).5 Many of these 
Buddhist texts schematically ‘map’ doctrinal complexities and medita-
tion techniques for reaching Nirvāna, fulfilling Bodhisattva vows, and 
realizing Buddhahood.6 On the basis of the variety of “mārga schemes” 
for reaching Buddhist goals, Robert Buswell and Robert Gimello argue 
that “the concept of ‘path’ has been given an explication more sus-
tained, comprehensive, critical, and sophisticated than that provided 
by any other single religious tradition” (1992: 2).7 The project of 
finding pathways of practice and thought to escape from suffering is 

2 Brown, Robert L. 1996. The Dvāravatī Wheels of the Law and the Indianization of 
South East Asia. Leiden: Brill.

3 Teiser, Stephen F. 2006. Reinventing the Wheel: Paintings of rebirth in medieval 
Buddhist temples. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

4 Samyutta Nikāya ii.105–6.
5 Additional titles include the Path of Discrimination (Pāli Patisambhidāmagga), 

Sequence of the Path of Apparition (Māyadhvakrama of Niguma), and the Great Expo-
sition of the Stages of the Path (Lamrimchenmo of Tsongkhapa in Tibetan), as well as 
verses under the heading of magga/mārga in Dhammapada/Udānavarga anthologies.

6 Examples include the thirty-seven factors of awakening, five paths, six/ten stages 
of the Bodhisattva’s career (according to the Daśabhūmika Sūtra), six/ten perfections, 
and the Bodhisattva path in fifty-three stages.

7 Buswell, Robert E. and Robert M. Gimello, eds. 1992. Paths to Liberation: the 
Mārga and its transformations in Buddhist thought. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press.
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4 chapter one

not exclusively Buddhist, but the repeated emphasis and continuous 
elaboration of mārga-type imagery shows that metaphors and motifs 
related to journeying are particularly apt. Epithets of the Buddha as 
a “caravan leader” (sārthavāha) and narratives of Bodhisattva mer-
chants discussed later in this chapter suggest that literary and visual 
allusions to wheels, pathways, and vehicles to express abstract goals of 
release may have had considerable basis in the experiences of everyday 
Buddhist monks and merchants who traveled on ordinary roads to 
reach conventional destinations.8

Diffusion vs. Long-Distance Transmission

Buddhist traditional terms related to movement on multiple worldly 
and supramundane paths reflect an institutional history of remark-
able mobility, which can hardly be characterized as a straightforward 
process of gradual diffusion. A theory of diffusion from point-to-point 
along established routes does not account for rapid accelerations, sud-
den halts, and periodic declines in the growth of the Sangha, or for 
the irregular travel patterns of Buddhist monks, merchants, and pil-
grims who did not follow fixed itineraries. Models of “geographical 
diffusionism” involve an implicit assumption that cultural and reli-
gious changes emanate from a dominant core, typically a center of 
economic or political power, to dependent peripheries.9 In standard 
models for the “spread of Buddhism” by diffusion, Buddhist institu-
tions gradually expanded from India to Central Asia and eventually to 
China in a gradual sequence.10 Erik Zürcher labels the basic pattern of 

 8 Juxtapositions between the “inferior vehicle” (Hīnayāna), the “superior vehicle” 
(Mahāyāna), and the “diamond / thunderbolt vehicle” (Vajrayāna) refer to polemic 
differences over the interpretation and application of Buddhist doctrines, textual 
authenticity, and a host of other issues. Here it is sufficient to remark that the trope 
of ‘vehicle’ ( yāna) can also be tied to metaphors of mobility.

 9 Blaut, James M. 1993. The Colonizer’s Model of the World: Geographical diffusion-
ism and Eurocentric history. New York: Guilford Press. Blaut criticizes the “super-
theory” of diffusionism as a mechanism for explaining cultural innovation and change 
as a result of Eurocentric Inside-Outside models, but does not offer clear alternatives 
to the basic assumptions. 

10 Early comments by Erik Zürcher typify the perspective that Buddhism “. . . must 
have slowly infiltrated from the North-West, via the two branches of the conti-
nental silk-road which entered Chinese territory at Tunhuang, and from there 
through the corridor of Kansu to the ‘region within the Passes’ and the North China 
plain . . .” (Zürcher, Erik. 1959. The Buddhist Conquest of China: The spread and 
adaption of Buddhism in early medieval China. Leiden: Brill. 2 vols., vol. 1. 22–3). 
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 introduction: road map for travelers 5

diffusion in which wandering Buddhist ascetics established residential 
monasteries near agricultural and commercial centers along trade and 
travel routes as “contact expansion.”11 According to Zürcher, diffu-
sion by contact expansion required adequate surpluses generated by 
lay donors (dānapatis) to support economically “parasitic” communi-
ties of monks and nuns:

Since the local monastic community was—economically speaking—par-
asitic, the maximum number of monks in a given parish (sīmā, “begging 
circuit”) was defined by the surplus production of the local lay believers 
who supported the sangha by their gifts. If the local monastic commu-
nity grows—as every successful institution tends to do—surplus monks 
will wander away, in search of new hospitable localities; they will move 
along the main routes to places where new dānapati are to be found: a 
prosperous agrarian region, or a big city. In this way a continuous pro-
cess of outward movement and gradual expansion is set into motion—a 
process that must have started very early, and that forms the most basic, 
grass-roots level force behind the spread of Buddhism as a monastic 
system. (1999: 9–10)

In this paradigm of contact expansion, the proximity of monasteries 
located on the main routes next to each other facilitated regular com-
munication and constant feedback, thus accounting for complicated 
monastic organizations, formalized textual collections, and integrated 
religious doctrines.12 In contrast to smaller monasteries in the coun-
tryside, large-scale monasteries clustered near cities on a “network of 

The approach is similar in Zürcher, Erik 1962. Buddhism: Its origin and spread in 
words, maps, and pictures. New York: St Martin’s Press and Zürcher, Erik “Buddhist 
Missions” in Eliade, Mirceau and Charles J. Adams. 1987. The Encyclopedia of Religion. 
New York: Macmillan, vol. 9, 570–573. In “The Spread of Chan (Zen) Buddhism” in 
Heirman, Ann, and Stephan Peter Bumbacher. 2007. The Spread of Buddhism. Leiden: 
Brill, 433–456, T. Griffith Foulk questions the use of metaphors related to the “spread” 
of Buddhism (434–5), and suggests that the spread of fire is particularly apt for Chan 
tropes of “transmitting the flame” (449–50). Separate historical periods for the “spread” 
of Buddhism from India to Tibet are traditionally standardized as the “first diffusion,” 
“second diffusion,” etc. (Heirman and Bumbacher 2007: 11–12).

11 Zürcher, Erik. 1990. “Han Buddhism and the Western Region.” In Hulsewé, 
A.F.P., W.L. Idema, and E. Zürcher. 1990. Thought and Law in Qin and Han China: 
Studies dedicated to Anthony Hulsewé on the occasion of his eightieth birthday. Leiden: 
Brill, 169–171; Zürcher, Erik. 1999. “Buddhism Across Boundaries: The Foreign 
Input.” In Zürcher, E., Lore Sander, et al. 1999. Collection of Essays 1993: Buddhism 
across Boundaries: Chinese Buddhism and the Western Regions. Sanchung, Taiwan: 
Fo Guang Shan Foundation for Buddhist & Culture Education. 1–60, esp. 6–12. Both 
articles are significant reassessments of Zürcher’s earlier views.

12 Zürcher 1990: 181.
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6 chapter one

highways” (Zürcher 1999: 11) benefited from élite patronage by rul-
ers and merchants. Although contact expansion accounts for gradual 
movement between closely connected monastic centers, this structural 
framework for institutional spread by diffusion restricts the scope of 
changes in religious practices and ideologies, local contingency, inter-
actions with regional cultures, and distinctive features of multiple 
centers.

Zürcher’s juxtaposition of oversimplified yet pervasive assumptions 
of diffusion by contact expansion to an alternative model of “long-
distance transmission” is a very useful heuristic tool for understanding 
different patterns of Buddhist movement across transit zones between 
India and China. In contrast to his earlier views expressed in the Bud-
dhist Conquest of China (1959) and other works, in later publications 
Zürcher argued that contact expansion does not apply to the initial 
phases of Chinese Buddhism during the Later Han period in the first 
two centuries CE.13 Anomalous ‘cultic’ practices and images associated 
with “Hybrid Court Buddhism” (1990: 159–162) appear quite early 
during this period and “a nucleus of organized monastic Buddhism” 
characterized by Zürcher as the “Church of Luoyang” (1990: 163) 
began to flourish by the middle of the second century with the arrival 
of An Shigao in 148 CE. However, Buddhist monasteries were only 
established later in the Tarim Basin of eastern Central Asia (modern 
Xinjiang), which remained a “Buddhological vacuum” (1990: 172) or 
a “mere transit zone” (1999: 13) until at least the middle of the third 
century CE.

In order to address this problematic gap and to explain anomalous 
features of early Chinese Buddhism that were not consistent with con-
tact expansion, Zürcher developed a theory of long-distance transmis-
sion. Zürcher attributed irregular travel by foreign monks, unusual 
hybrid images, lack of coherent doctrines, and absence of monastic 
ordination rituals in the initial phases of Chinese Buddhism during 
the Later Han period to distinctive features of long-distance trans-
mission, including “incidental and intermittent contact, long and dif-
ficult routes of communication, lack of feed-back, and unsystematic 
borrowing of elements detached from their original context” (Zürcher 
1999: 15). He also emphasized that “Chinese Buddhism became a 
melting pot of different types of Buddhism, a mass of scriptural, dis-

13 See notes 10–11 for references to Zürcher’s earlier (1962, 1987) and later (1990, 
1999) publications.
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 introduction: road map for travelers 7

ciplinary, and scholastic traditions of various provenance that not 
seldom contradicted each other” because missionaries, texts, images, 
and rituals came via overland and maritime routes “from many cen-
tres simultaneously . . . from virtually the whole Buddhist world” (ibid., 
16). Therefore, many distinctive elements of early Chinese Buddhism 
result from more dynamic process of long-distance transmission via 
multiple routes over great distances rather than regular patterns of dif-
fusion from closely linked locations.14

Perhaps Zürcher’s deliberate contrast between contact expansion 
and long-distance transmission is overdrawn, since the two modes of 
movement overlap. After all, itinerant monks and prominent translators 
followed similar routes and benefited from élite patronage of monastic 
centers. Other objections have to do with the notion of “transmission” 
as a process in which Buddhist ideas, symbols, and institutions remain 
unchanged by cross-cultural encounters and exchanges, thus reifying 
unproductive lines of debate between ‘Indianization’ and ‘Sinification’ 
of Buddhism.15 Nevertheless, the model of long-distance transmis-
sion as formulated by Zürcher necessarily involves a high degree of 
transformation, and can help to clarify separate chronological stages, 
sociological levels, and geographical patterns in the movement of Bud-
dhism, not only to early China, but throughout Asia in pre-modern 
periods.

Aquatic Metaphors of Religious Flows and Buddhist Networks

Hydraulic metaphors of religious ‘flows’ across boundaries also help 
to conceptualize changing patterns of long-distance transmission and 
transformation of Buddhism. Acknowledging that “Root metaphors 
have their limits” (2002: 261), Thomas Tweed expands upon spa-
tial and locative themes of religious geography emphasized by other 

14 Although Zürcher does not precisely define “long-distance,” his hypothesis that 
long-distance transmission implies that transmission over great distances rather than 
proximate contact with South Asia was responsible for innovations in early Chinese 
Buddhism.

15 Teiser 2006, for example, criticizes a theory of transmission (without explicit 
reference to Zürcher’s model of long-distance transmission) which does not account 
for regional and local transformation of Buddhist symbols, such as the bhavacakra. 
Sharf, Robert H. 2002. Coming to Terms with Chinese Buddhism: A reading of the 
treasure store treatise. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, comments on scholarly 
predispositions to “to highlight fidelity to the Indian tradition (the Buddhist conquest 
of China) or the overpowering force of sinitic culture (the Chinese transformation of 
Buddhism)” (10).
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8 chapter one

scholars (such as Jonathan Z. Smith) to develop a theory of itinerant 
religions as ‘flows’ that are “on the move” rather than homogeneous 
unchanging static entities fixed in place.16 Tweed proposes to define 
religions as “confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy 
and confront suffering by drawing on human and suprahuman forces 
to make homes and cross boundaries” (2006: 167). As he observes, 
‘aquatic metaphors’ in Buddhist, Jain, and Hindu literature have mul-
tivalent applications: river crossings refer to ‘terrestrial’ pilgrimage 
places, ‘corporeal’ life-cycle rituals are associated with different life-
stages, and the “flood” of sensory attachments must be overcome in 
order to reach the “far shore” of the “ocean” of rebirth.17 For example, 
very early Buddhist verses preserved in the first chapter of the Pāli 
Suttanipāta (Sn), Gāndhārī manuscripts of the Dharmapada, and 
Sanskrit versions of the Udānavarga implore monks to give up desire 
(literally “thirst”), doubt, and other hindrances in order to leave this 
shore and the far shore (present life and future rebirth), just as a snake 
sheds its skin:

That monk who has completely cut off his thirst,
Having dried up the swift-flowing stream of desire,
Leaves behind this life and the next,
Just as a snake leaves behind his old, worn-out skin. (Sn 3)18

16 Tweed, Thomas A. 2002. “On Moving Across: Translocative Religion and the 
Interpreter’s Position” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 70: 253–278. 
Tweed, Thomas A. 2006. Crossing and Dwelling: A theory of religion. Cambridge, 
Mass: Harvard University Press. See also Smith, Jonathan Z. 1978. Map is not Ter-
ritory: Studies in the history of religions. Leiden: Brill, Smith, Jonathan Z. 1987. To 
Take Place: Toward theory in ritual. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, and Smith, 
Jonathan Z. 2004. Relating Religion: Essays in the study of religion. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, particularly Topography of the Sacred (pp. 101–116) in which he 
succinctly identifies a contrast between an essentially spatial and classificatory under-
standing of the sacred and the profane (102) and the sacred (or the holy) as a positive 
religious force and reality (103). In much of Smith’s work, the focus is on issues of 
demarcation of a “locative, imperial worldview” by “scribal elites who had a deep 
vested interest in restricting mobility and valuing place” (1978: 293), whereas Tweed 
and others emphasize mobility across artificially constructed borders. In his presiden-
tial address to the Association for Asian Studies “Maps in the Mind and the Mobility 
of Asia,” Journal of Asian Studies 62.4 (2003), 1057–1078, David Ludden comments 
on “. . . very old histories of mobility animate the Asia that South Asia inhabits today” 
(2003: 1061) despite the fact that “The vast record of territorial order banished disor-
derly mobility to the outlands” (ibid.).

17 Tweed 2006: 155–6, n. 36.
18 Brough, John. 1962. The Gāndhārī Dharmapada. London: Oxford University 

Press, 130 (verse 84). Lenz, Timothy. 2003. A New Version of the Gāndhārī Dharma-
pada and a Collection of Previous-birth Stories: British Library Kharosthī fragments 
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 introduction: road map for travelers 9

The monk who rids himself of the of the five hindrances is without 
affliction,

Has crossed over doubt, and is free from pain,
Leaves behind this world and the next,
Just as a snake leaves behind his old worn-out skin. (Sn 17)19

These verses addressed to monks exemplify ideals of homeless itiner-
ancy, but Tweed’s theory of religion also accounts for ways in which 
religious practitioners (including Buddhist monastic renouncers) 
establish “dwellings” and “make homes” by localizing narratives, ritu-
als, codes, and artifacts (Tweed 2006: 162). His elegant description of 
spatial practices of mapping social and natural terrain according to 
“spiritual cartographies” seems to refer to processes of domestication, 
which is an important dynamic in Buddhist contexts of interaction 
between lay and monastic communities that must adapt to different 
environments and host cultures.20 He regards economy, society, and 
politics as other types of “transfluvial currents” (2006: 131) that com-
pel and block religious flows, thus viewing exogenous networks as 
secondary formations at institutional levels.21 Tweed admits that his 
‘flow’ models of religious transmission (crossing) and domestication 
(dwelling) are imprecisely situated in historical contexts and risk sub-
merging individual agency in impersonal streams (2006: 172, 174). He 
poses the question: “. . . if we try to trace the complex flows that emerge 
from ‘initial conditions,’ will interpreters be washed away while try-
ing to chart the transfluence of innumerable causal currents?” (2006: 
172). If the movement of Buddhist itinerants, ideologies, and visual 
repertoires can be viewed as religious flows, the task of this explora-
tion is to map networks for channeling these flows across geographical 

16 + 25. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 63 (verse 7). Norman, K.R. 1985. 
The Rhinoceros Horn and other Early Buddhist Poems: The group of discourses (Sutta-
Nipāta). London: The Pali Text Society, 1 (verse 3). The translation follows Lenz, but 
Norman’s translation of the second and third pādas of the Pāli verse (which is not 
completely preserved in either Gāndhārī version) is more literal: “. . . like one drying 
up a fast-flowing stream, leaves this shore and the far shore” (1985: 1).

19 Brough 1962: 131 (verse 90), Lenz 2003: 75 (verse 13), Norman 1985: 2 (verse 17). 
Except for “crossed over” (which is preserved in the Pāli version, but not in Gāndhārī 
or Sanskrit), the translation follows Lenz.

20 Models for the “domestication of the Sangha” are elaborated in the subchapter 
on Domestication of Gandhāran Buddhism in Chapter 4, 253–256.

21 Tweed provides examples of Aśoka’s role in promoting Buddhist expansion 
(2006: 131) and the Silk Road as a “trans-Asian network” (2006: 132). These examples 
are discussed in greater detail in Chapters 2 and 6.
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10 chapter one

territories and historical periods without getting washed away in a 
deluge of details.

A “networks approach” to patterns of Buddhist transmission also 
helps to understand relationships between religious mobility and cul-
tural, intellectual, material, and, of course, economic exchanges. In the 
broadest sense, networks facilitate the movement or “flow” of mate-
rial and cultural goods as well as people and ideas through “conduits” 
joined by variable “nodes” of economic, political, and/or religious 
power. Just as trade networks accelerate commercial exchanges of com-
modities via multiple routes connected to “hubs,” religious networks 
contribute to dynamic processes of conversion, migration, patronage, 
and institutional expansion, as well as the transfer and permutation 
of doctrines, practices, and artifacts. Since network analysis has been 
applied more extensively to the natural and social sciences, especially 
to studies of economic transactions, scholars in the humanities in gen-
eral and religious studies in particular suspect that these models are 
overly functional, reductionist, and deterministic.22 Network analysis 
has been criticized for limiting the role of intention and agency, since 
extreme applications aim to show how actors are governed by sys-
tematic patterns in a structured system.23 However, rulers, adminis-
trators, merchants, scholars, and religious specialists create their own 
networks for interactions amongst themselves and with other groups 
rather than merely being acted upon by static structures. Rather than 
embedding religious mobility and cross-cultural transmission within 
economic, political, and social networks, it is possible to map parallel 
overlapping networks. Routes and nodes belonging to these networks 
frequently overlap, since centers of power, wealth, and administration 
often have multiple functions as places of religious veneration and 
cultural production of literature and art. While social, economic, and 
cultural factors can impose limits or act as catalysts for expansion, par-

22 Vasquez, Manuel. 2008. “Studying Religion in Motion: A Networks Approach” 
Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 20: 151–184 argues for the primacy of 
“power” relationships, and proposes that a networks approach is a useful corrective 
to deterritorialized metaphors of hydraulic flows and spatial approaches that “reify the 
local . . . as a bounded whole held together by a unified cultural system” (167). While 
acknowledging the “dangers” of reductive network approaches (168), he suggests that 
networks can be re-conceptualized as dynamic structures that facilitate movement. 

23 Emirbayer, Mustafa and Jeff Goodwin. 1994. “Network Analysis, Culture, and the 
Problems of Agency.” American Journal of Sociology 99: 1411–1454 criticize network 
analysis for limiting the scope of intention. 
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 introduction: road map for travelers 11

allel networks for religious mobility are not strictly confined to trade 
networks or fixed political boundaries.

Despite resistance to adapting a networks model to the study of 
religion, scholars working in different fields and separate religious tra-
ditions have successfully developed frameworks for network applica-
tions. James Heitzman (1997: 181–201), for example, analyzed donor 
networks for the patronage of Chola period Hindu temples based on 
an onomastic study of personal names in inscriptions.24 Monica Smith 
applies a network model to a comparative archaeological and histori-
cal study of “ancient states” of the Incas, Sasanians, and Mauryans, 
with ramifications for models of Buddhist patronage.25 Rodney Stark 
and William Sims Bainbridge examine the role of pre-existing social 
networks in attracting converts to a Doomsday group, a New Age 
commune, and the Mormon church.26 Links between Islamic networks 
and Sufi master-disciple brotherhoods, missionary traders, political 
dynasties, literary cultures, social movements, ethnic identities, and 
kinship classifications have recently received considerable scholarly 
attention.27

Although Buddhist networks have not received as much attention, 
significant archaeological, epigraphic and literary evidence demon-
strates links between regional networks of shrines and monasteries 
that facilitated religious transmission and long-distance trade net-
works used for exchanges of high-value commodities between South 
Asia and Central Asia.28 An interpretation of these sources situates the 

24 Heitzman, James. 1997. Gifts of Power: Lordship in an early Indian state. Delhi: 
Oxford University Press.

25 Smith, Monica. 2005. “Networks, Territories, and the Cartography of Ancient 
States” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 95.4: 832–849.

26 Stark, Rodney and William Sims Bainbridge. 1980. “Networks of Faith: Interper-
sonal Bonds and Recruitment to Cults and Sects” American Journal of Sociology 85: 
1376–1395.

27 Recent edited volumes on Islamic networks include Allievi, Stefano and Jørgen 
Nielsen, eds. 2003. Muslim Networks and Transnational Communities in and across 
Europe. Leiden/Boston: Brill; Cooke, Miriam and Bruce Lawrence, eds. 2005. Mus-
lim Networks from Hajj to Hip Hop. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina; and 
Loimeier, Roman, ed. 2000. Die islamische Welt als Netzwerk: Möglichkeiten und 
Grenzen des Netzwerkansatzes im islamischen Kontext. Würzburg: Ergon. Also see 
Loimeier, Roman and Stefan Reichmuth. 1996. “Zur Dynamik religios-politischer 
Netzwerke in Muslimischen Gesellschaften” Die Welt des Islams 36.2: 145–185 and 
Reichmuth, Stefan. 2000. “Netzwerk und Weltsystem: Konzepte zur neuzeitlichen 
‘Islamischen Welt’ und ihrer Transformation” Saeculum 51: 267–293.

28 Notable exceptions include Stanley Tambiah’s work on monastic educational net-
works for the mobility of modern Thai novices and monks: Tambiah, Stanley Jeyaraja. 
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12 chapter one

establishment and growth of Buddhist networks in specific geographi-
cal contexts and historical frameworks from the middle of the first 
millennium BCE to the end of the first millennium CE. Interconnected 
networks of arteries and capillaries were used for ancient migrations 
into the Indian subcontinent, interregional and long-distance trade, 
and cross-cultural transmission. Mapping of conduits between nodes 
for the localization of religious, economic and political power in India 
and the northwestern borderlands of Gandhāra is based on distribution 
of remains of stūpas, monastic and wayside shrines, images, artifacts, 
coins, inscriptions, and manuscripts, as well as eyewitness accounts 
of visitors. Graffiti and petroglyphs of individual travelers, visitors to 
shrines, itinerant monks, novices, students, long-distance traders, and 
local donors reflect different stages and levels of Buddhist transmis-
sion and multicultural flows through northern Pakistan, which served 
as a pivotal transit zone to the southern Tarim Basin in eastern Cen-
tral Asia.29 Exchanges of material and religious commodities at Central 
Asian hubs located on branches of the so-called silk routes that formed 
an overland network across Asia demonstrate links between commer-
cial and cultural transmission.

Merit, Merchants and the Buddhist Sangha

An investigation of a nexus between historical patterns of Buddhist 
transmission and transcultural trade exchanges inevitably raises ques-
tions related to longstanding debates about theoretical frameworks for 
the study of economy and religion. Forging a “middle way” between 
polarizing disputes over the primacy of economy or religion by dem-
onstrating mutual imbrication of these two seemingly separate spheres 
would be a suitable Buddhist solution, but it is necessary to recognize 

1976. World Conqueror and World Renouncer: A study of Buddhism and polity in 
Thailand against a historical background. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
chapter 15: Monastic Careers and Monastic Network, pp. 313–364. He also refers to 
routinized networks of forest-monks in Tambiah, Stanley Jeyaraja. 1984. The Buddhist 
Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets: A study in charisma, hagiography, sec-
tarianism, and millennial Buddhism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 334. 
A conference on Buddhism Across Asia: Networks of Material, Intellectual and Cul-
tural Exchange held in Singapore on February 16–18, 2009 was an initial step in apply-
ing network-type approaches to Buddhist studies (proceedings are forthcoming).

29 Inscriptions and petroglyphs from northern Pakistan are treated in detail in 
Chapter 5: Capillary Routes of the Upper Indus, 268–273, 278–287.
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at the outset that distinctions between ‘profane’ economic patterns and 
‘sacred’ religious realms are largely contrived. The dichotomy between 
the study of economy and the study of religion is largely due to late 
eighteenth century theories about the “naturalization” of economic 
patterns acting according to their own laws and the demarcation of 
religion as a separate sphere of belief and practice removed from the 
material world.30 From strictly “formalist” standpoints,31 Buddhism 
and other religious traditions are epiphenomenal results of economic 
causes of supply and demand, production and consumption, and class 
dialectics (according to Marxist analysis). However, models of eco-
nomic determinism that require the quantification of capital, popula-
tion, land ownership, and other inputs are very difficult to apply to 
pre-modern non-western societies, since the preserved sources typi-
cally lack sufficient economic data to test hypotheses.32

Max Weber argued against economically determinist positions by 
seeking to identify religious influences on social and political econo-
mies in world history. In his introduction to Collected Essays in the 
Sociology of Religion, he asserted: “The magical and religious forces, 
and the ethical ideas of duty based upon them, have in the past always 
been among the most important formative influences on conduct” 
(1922/1930: xxxix; 2001: 160).33 In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 

30 On the “naturalization” of economy, see Morley, Neville. 2007. Trade in Classi-
cal Antiquity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press and Robertson, Roland. 1987. 
“Economics and Religion.” In Eliade, Mircea and Charles J. Adams, eds. 1987. The 
Encyclopedia of Religion. New York: Macmillan, vol. 5, 1–11. Robertson points out 
that “. . . it was not until as recently as the end of the eighteenth century that ‘the 
economy’ became fully thematized (and then only in the Western world) as a rela-
tively autonomous realm of human life” (1987: 1). The historical development of the 
study of religion as a modern academic field, including the study of Buddhism as a 
“world religion,” is critically analyzed by Balagangadhara, S.N. 1994. “The Heathen 
in his Blindness”: Asia, the West, and the dynamic of religion. Leiden: Brill, Masu-
zawa, Tomoko. 2005. The Invention of World Religions, or, How European universal-
ism was preserved in the language of pluralism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
and Smith, Jonathan Z. 1998, “Religion, Religions, Religious.” In Taylor, Mark C., ed. 
Critical Terms for Religious Studies. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 269–284.

31 Formalist-Substantivist positions are clearly outlined by Curtin, Philip D. 1984. 
Cross-cultural Trade in World History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 14.

32 Morley comments that “The application of modern economic categories and 
concepts is tantamount to ‘modernising’ the ancient economy . . .” (2007: 11). 

33 Weber, Max. 1922. Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Religionssoziologie. Tübingen: Mohr 
(translated by Talcott Parsons as Collected Essays in the Sociology of Religion. Lon-
don: Allen and Unwin, 1930, reprinted with an introduction by Anthony Giddens as 
Max Weber: The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. London and New York: 
Routledge Classics, 2001). The translation by Kalberg, Stephen, 2001. The Protestant 
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14 chapter one

of Capitalism and in later volumes on the “Economic Ethics of World 
Religions,” including The Religion of India, he proposed to identify 
“inner-worldly asceticism” (1958 [1921]: 337) with the underlying 
“spirit” of Protestant capitalism in northern Europe, in contrast to 
the “world-indifferent behavior” (ibid. 333) exemplified by Buddhist 
renunciation.34 However, his attempt to identify European economic 
success with a Protestant ethic and to attribute “the lack of economic 
rationalism and rational life methodology in Asia” (1958 [1921]: 340) 
to Buddhist and other renouncer movements not only oversimplifies 
interactions between monastic communities and lay donors in Asia, 
but also overlooks significant relationships between European Chris-
tian monastic institutions and economic history.35

Weber’s arguments for the role of religion as an underlying motiva-
tion has continued to shape the perspectives of “substantivists” such as 
Karl Polanyi, who aimed to show that long-distance trade exchanges 
and other economic processes are embedded in social relationships 
and religious values.36 Polanyi posited a sequential hierarchy of reci-

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 3rd Roxbury edition. Los Angeles: Roxbury is cited 
here. 

34 Weber, Max. 1921. Hinduismus und Buddhismus. Tübingen: Mohr (reprint, 
Weber, Max. 1996. Gesamtausgabe Die Wirtschaftsethik der Weltreligionen Hinduis-
mus und Buddhismus, 1916–1920. Tübingen: Mohr and translated by Hans W. Gerth 
and Don Martindale as 1958. The Religion of India: The Sociology of Hinduism and 
Buddhism. Glencoe, IL: Free Press). For critical essays, see Schluchter, Wolfgang, ed. 
1984. Max Webers Studie über Hinduismus und Buddhismus: Interpretation und Kri-
tik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

35 Ilana Friedrich-Silber discusses Weber’s “Western” and more specifically “Cal-
vinist” bias against monasticism in general, and refers (fn. 27) to scholars (such as 
Tambiah 1973) who emphasize that “Buddhism’s potential for economic dynamism 
and worldly involvement may have been much greater than Weber granted” (1995: 10) 
in Friedrich-Silber, Ilana. 1995. Virtuosity, Charisma, and Social Order: A comparative 
sociological study of monasticism in Theravada Buddhism and medieval Catholicism. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Stark, Rodney. 2005. The Victory of Reason: 
How Christianity led to freedom, capitalism, and Western success. New York: Random 
House comments that Weber’s thesis “. . . was widely embraced despite the fact that it 
was so obviously wrong” (2005: xi), but his own argument that “the Christian com-
mitment to rational theology that surely predated Protestantism by far more than a 
millennium” (xiii) was responsible for Western (European) capitalism is also deeply 
flawed due to his apparent lack of awareness of pre-modern interactions between 
Asian religions and economies.

36 Polanyi, Karl. 1957. “The Economy as Instituted Process.” In Polanyi, Karl, Conrad 
Arensberg, and H.W. Pearson, eds. Trade and Market in the Early Empires; Economies 
in History and Theory. Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, (reprint: Polanyi, Karl. 1968. Primi-
tive, Archaic, and Modern Economies: Essays of Karl Polanyi, ed. George Dalton. Gar-
den City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 139–175), “Traders and Trade.” In Sabloff, Jeremy A., 
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procity tied with tribal society, redistribution associated with archaic 
societies, and market exchange only emerging after 1800 in western 
societies. However, Buddhist literary, epigraphic, and archaeological 
sources indicate that all three forms of transaction were simultaneous.37 
Andre Gunder Frank dismissed Polanyi’s theory of a “Great Transfor-
mation” to a market economy in Europe during the nineteenth cen-
tury as Eurocentric since Asia, not Europe, played the major role in “a 
single global world economy with a world-wide diffusion of labor and 
multilateral trade from 1500 onward” (1988: 52).38 Other advocates 
of “world systems” propose the integration of earlier Afro-Eurasian 
regional trade networks, including maritime trade across the Indian 
Ocean between India and China between the eleventh and fifteenth 
centuries, with even earlier precedents in Buddhist exchanges via over-
land routes across Central Asia.39 Critics of the world system model 
caution against “definition being mistaken for explanation” (Renfrew 
and Bahn 1991: 334) when ancient and modern economic worldviews, 
internal and external exchanges, and scales of commercial and cul-
tural flows are insufficiently distinguished.40 Marxist-oriented theo-
ries of economic and cultural exchanges within world systems have 
also been criticized for limiting the concepts of center and periphery 
to functionalist paradigms in which exogenous changes (such as the 
impact of Buddhism) are imposed on peripheral satellites by power-
ful core regions.41 Nevertheless, more flexible conceptions of multiple 
centers as shifting nodes within dynamic networks are useful rubrics 

and C.C. Lamberg-Karlovsky, eds. 1975. Ancient Civilization and Trade. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 133–154.

37 Liu, Xinru. 1988. Ancient India and Ancient China: Trade and religious exchanges, 
AD 1–600. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 77.

38 Frank, Andre Gunder. 1998. ReOrient: Global economy in the Asian Age. Berke-
ley: University of California Press.

39 Sen, Tansen. 2003. Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The realignment of Sino-
Indian relations, 600–1400. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press discusses models of 
Indian Ocean “world systems” reconstructed by Jerry Bentley (ca. 1000 CE) and Janet 
Abu-Lughod (13th century), and argues for a “gradual restructuring of commercial 
exchanges between India and China from a Buddhist-centered to a market-dominated 
activity” (2003: 202) by the end of the 10th century, with a vigorous phase between 
the 11/12th and 14/15th centuries.

40 Renfrew, Colin, and Paul G. Bahn. 1991. Archaeology: Theories, methods, and 
practice. New York: Thames and Hudson. See also Morley 2007: 90–102 (Chapter 6: 
The limits of ancient globalization).

41 Champion, Timothy. 1989. “Introduction” to Champion, T.C., ed. 1989. Centre 
and Periphery: Comparative studies in archaeology. London: Unwin Hyman, 1–21 (espe-
cially 9–10 for Renfrew’s critique); Rowlands, Michael. “Centre and periphery: A review 
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for understanding patterns of trade exchanges and religious transmis-
sion in peripheral regions, which as transit zones linked core areas 
of political and cultural power but independently adapted and trans-
formed outside influences to develop localized markets for transre-
gional economic and religious interactions.

While this treatment focuses on overlapping networks for cross-
cultural trade and Buddhist transmission along long-distance routes 
in South and Central Asia, a “new paradigm” of “religious markets” 
provides an alternative model for viewing similarities between eco-
nomic and religious behavior in comparative historical contexts.42 A 
basic premise of this model is that “ordinary people behave religiously 
just as they presumably behave economically” (Warner 2002: 7).43 
Rodney Stark and Roger Finke distinguish between a “demand-side” 
of “religious consumers” who employ rational choice in their doctri-
nal affiliations and institutional participation on the one hand and 
a “supply-side” of constantly shifting religious organizations which 
fill market niches on the other hand.44 As a corollary, they propose 
that competition for market share between religious firms (churches, 
denominations, sects, and cults) to meet the needs and preferences 
of religious customers (devotees, patrons, “joiners,” and committed 
renouncers) stimulates participation.45 This economic model for reli-
gious participation and patronage is potentially useful as a heuristic 
tool for assessing the growth of Buddhist monasticism in very com-
petitive religious markets of ancient India and its ultimate success in 
filling niches in Central Asia and East Asia. However, Steve Bruce 
caustically observes that “There is rather a good case for saying that 
economics does not explain economic action terribly well but, leaving 
that aside, it provides little or no purchase on religious action” (2002: 
182).46 Bruce acknowledges that propositions of rational choice and 
religious economics “sometimes coincide with the truth” (ibid.), but 

of a concept.” In Kristiansen, Kristian, and M.J. Rowlands, eds. 1998. Social Transforma-
tions in Archaeology: Global and local perspectives. London: Routledge, 219–242.

42 Jelen, Ted G., ed. 2002. Sacred Markets, Sacred Canopies: Essays on religious mar-
kets and religious pluralism. Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.

43 Warner, R. Stephen. 2002. “More Progress on the New Paradigm.” In Jelen 2002, 
1–30.

44 Stark, Rodney and Roger Finke. 2002. “Beyond Church and Sect: Dynamics and 
Stability in Religious Economics.” In Jelen 2002, 31–62. 

45 Stark and Finke 2002: 39–45 (proposition 7, H1–4).
46 Bruce, Steve. 2002. “The Poverty of Economism or the Social Limits on Maximiz-

ing.” In Jelen 2002, 167–185.
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traditional religious behavior is not dependent on economism. The 
application of rational choice theories of religious identity to Asian 
traditions that do not require exclusive allegiance is especially prob-
lematic, since it is not necessary to switch between ‘brands’ when mul-
tiple affiliations are possible, and the boundaries between religions are 
not very well defined. Although a “market model” can not be imposed 
on Buddhist transmission, aspects of “religious economics” help to 
clarify basic economic structures which are necessary for the expan-
sion of monastic institutions and to point out relationships between 
Buddhist values and material cultures, commodities, and other spheres 
of cultural transaction.

Buddhist Economies of Merit

A symbiotic structural exchange of material donations for religious 
merit directly connects the establishment, maintenance, and growth 
of Buddhist monastic institutions to networks of social and eco-
nomic support. As ascetic renouncers (śramanas), Buddhist monks 
and nuns ostensibly depend on gifts from donors to sustain their 
religious lifestyle, since monastic regulations mandate against their 
direct participation in economic activities.47 After going forth on the 
path of homeless wandering, monks, nuns, and novices must reject 
all worldly possessions except the “requisites” of food, clothing, 
shelter, and medicine supplied by lay patrons, according to norma-
tive vinaya codes.48 In practice, a much broader range of donations 
is permitted in order to maintain residential monasteries inhabited 
throughout the year.49 Although the accumulation of personal wealth 
is forbidden, rules governing communal ownership of property by 
the sangha allowed Buddhist monasteries to receive unlimited dona-
tions.50 As monks and nuns make themselves available to give religious 

47 Friedrich-Silber 1995: 85–86.
48 Wijayaratna, Mohan. 1990. Buddhist Monastic Life according to the Texts of the 

Theravāda Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (Translated by Claude 
Grangier and Steven Collins from Le moine bouddhiste selon les textes du Theravâda. 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1983) clearly summarizes monastic rules concerning food, 
clothing, and dwelling places based exclusively on Pāli sources. 

49 Hinüber, Oskar von. 2006a. “Everyday Life in an Ancient Indian Buddhist Mon-
astery.” Annual Report of the International Research Institute for Advanced Buddhology 
at Soka University 9, 1–31, esp. 13–17 discusses the expansion of material requisites.

50 Hinüber 2006a: 18 ff. With regard to the Chinese context, Kieschnick, John. 2003. 
The Impact of Buddhism on Chinese Material Culture. Princeton: Princeton University 
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instruction to lay supporters in return for material donations, they 
participate in a symbiotic relationship in which “the ‘gift of the law’ 
(dharmadāna) compensates for the ‘material gift’ (āmisadāna)” (Lam-
otte 1988 [1958]: 66).51 In exchange for their religious gifts, donors 
receive religious merit (punya), which can be transferred to relatives, 
teachers, and “all beings” (as widely attested in Buddhist epigraphic 
formulae).52 The practice and promotion of generous giving (dāna) 
simultaneously encourages selfless renunciation of material wealth, 
especially if it is given away with the proper intentions, and embeds 
an economic stimulus for its acquisition, since additional donations 
result in greater merit.53 In this structure of mutual and symbiotic 

Press explains that “although individual monks were not supposed to amass per-
sonal wealth, the corporate wealth of the monastic community was not restricted” 
(2003: 6).

51 Lamotte, Étienne. 1988. History of Indian Buddhism from the Origins to the Śaka 
Era. Louvain-la-Neuve: Université catholique de Louvain, Institut Orientaliste (Trans-
lated by Sara Webb-Boin from Histoire du bouddhisme indien: des origines à l’ère Śaka. 
Louvain: Université de Louvain, 1958). Hereafter dates in brackets refer to the original 
publication date [1958].

52 Friedrich-Silber states that the “dāna relation” of particularized and general 
exchange “. . . played a crucial role in a complex and expansive economy of merit” 
in which merit could be converted into a “reified, fluid, and transferable substance” 
(1995: 95). On epigraphic formulae for the transfer of merit to “all beings” see Schopen, 
Gregory. 1985a. “Two Problems in the History of Indian Buddhism: The Layman/
Monk Distinction and the Doctrine of the Transference of Merit.” Studien zur Indolo-
gie und Iranistik 10, 9–47 (reprinted in Schopen, Gregory. 1997a. Bones, Stones, and 
Buddhist Monks: Collected papers on the archaeology, epigraphy, and texts of monastic 
Buddhism in India. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press. 23–55). Walsh, Michael J. 
2007. “The Economics of Salvation: Toward a Theory of Exchange in Chinese Bud-
dhism.” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 75.2, 353–382 discusses merit 
exchange and transfer in the context of Chinese Buddhism, which he regards as “the 
quintessential social mechanism of Buddhist material exchange” (356).

53 In Sizemore, Russell F. and Donald K. Swearer, eds. 1990. Ethics, Wealth, and Sal-
vation: A study in Buddhist social ethics. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
the editors argue that “. . . Buddhism gives at least a provisional affirmation to material 
prosperity . . . and there are many norms for handling wealth which intimately link lay 
and monastic society” (1). The concept of the “gift” in Indian Buddhist traditions is 
extensively theorized by Reiko Ohnuma (2005, 2007) in “Gift” in Lopez, Donald S., ed. 
2005. Critical Terms for the Study of Buddhism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
103–123 and Head, Eyes, Flesh, and Blood: Giving away the body in Indian Buddhist lit-
erature. New York: Columbia University Press, especially 140–166 (chapter IV, Dāna: 
The Buddhist Discourse on Giving). Ohnuma critiques Marcel Mauss’ theory that gifts 
are always reciprocated by arguing that “unreciprocated” gifts are regarded more highly 
in Buddhist literary traditions, while “reciprocated” gifts in which donors receive merit 
“. . . bind one to the world and are thoroughly mundane in nature” (2007: 147). For a 
similar critique based on a wider range of Buddhist, Jain and Hindu sources, see Heim, 
Maria. 2004. Theories of the Gift in South Asia: Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain reflections 
on dāna. New York: Routledge. Such critiques tend to diminish the practical impor-
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exchange in which monastic communities depend upon lay patrons 
for material donations, an economic surplus is necessary to support 
the growth of Buddhist monastic institutions.54 While acknowledging 
that basic material conditions of surplus resources must be available 
for monastic communities to survive, the institutional expansion of 
Buddhism is not fully determined by economics alone, since other 
social and cultural factors, as well as religious motivations, play impor-
tant roles. Nevertheless, monastic dependence on lay support directly 
connects material support of the sangha to commercial networks for 
long-distance trade exchanges and patronage by merchants and other 
wealthy donors.

Buddhist Material Culture and Long-Distance Trade

The distribution of archaeological sites of Buddhist shrines and mon-
asteries on routes for commercial exchange indicate symbiotic rela-
tionships between religious institutions and economic networks. 

tance of the material gift (amisadāna), thus reifying an apparent bias against mundane 
exchanges in Mauss’s theory of the gift, as succinctly noted by Tambiah: “. . . Mauss was 
partially color-blind to the margins of material gain that greased the spirit of reciproc-
ity” (1984: 340). Laidlaw, James. 1995. Riches and Renunciation: Religion, economy, and 
society among the Jains. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 294 ff. examines Jain theories and 
practices of gift-giving based on ethnographic studies, and observes that monks and 
nuns acknowledge that they reciprocate for donations by teaching the laity (325). Also 
see Walsh 2007 for a very useful assessment of theories of gifts (Mauss, Derrida) and 
commodities (Marx, Bourdieu) applied to Chinese Buddhist concepts of merit. 

54 The “idea of a surplus” is discussed by Bailey, Greg and Ian W. Mabbett 2003. The 
Sociology of Early Buddhism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 66–76. How-
ever, their conclusion that a surplus above subsistence level was not necessary for 
Buddhist donations (234) contradicts earlier statements that “. . . an ascetic movement 
like Buddhism could not have survived in the absence of a broadly based dispos-
able surplus of production above subsistence needs” (66). Benavides, Gustavo. 2005. 
“Economy” in Lopez 2005, 77–102 remarks that “. . . a degree of abundance is the pre-
requisite for asceticism” (2005: 82). Max Weber refers to the location of monasteries 
near cities as an advantage to “the purely parasitic character of Buddhistic income 
seeking” (1958 [1921]: 230). In a keynote address to the IABS conference in Bang-
kok in 2002 (“Relying on the dharma and not the Person: Reflection on Authority 
and Transmission in Buddhism and Buddhist Studies.” Journal of the International 
Association of Buddhist Studies 26.1, 9–24), Paul Harrison wryly remarks that “Both 
the Sangha and academia are also institutions sustained by the economic surpluses of 
society, in which people are afforded the leisure and the means to pursue objectives 
which many outside simply do not understand or see the point of. Monks and nuns, 
like academics, have throughout the history of Buddhism been regularly denounced 
as parasites, and have just as enthusiastically been supported by the societies in which 
they lived” (2003: 24). 
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In a brief article on “Early Buddhism, Trade and Empire,” James 
Heitzman (1984) suggested that relatively early Buddhist sites clus-
tered near cities or on routes connecting cities provided opportuni-
ties for “ostentatious display” (132) and thus functioned as “symbols 
of hierarchy” (133).55 A triad of Buddhist institutions, trade routes, 
and political power implies that the spheres of religion, commerce, 
and rulership significantly overlapped, but determining the economic 
role of early Buddhist monasteries in trade networks and their impact 
on the changing political landscape of ancient India based solely on 
archaeological evidence remains a formidable challenge.56 Kathleen 
Morrison (1995) lodges criticism against an overemphasis on connec-
tions between urban and monastic centers patronized by powerful and 
wealthy donors at the expense of smaller Buddhist establishments in 
rural hinterlands with significant agricultural resources supported by 
a broad array of donors.57 P. Krishna Mohan Reddy has argued that a 

55 Heitzman, James. 1984. “Early Buddhism, Trade and Empire.” In Kennedy, 
Kenneth A.R. and Gregory Possehl, eds. 1984. Studies in the Archeology and Palaeo-
Anthropology of South Asia. New Delhi: American Institute of Indian Studies, 121–137. 
This short contribution, which is invariably cited in contexts of relations between Bud-
dhism, trade, urbanism, and patronage, is now updated by Heitzman’s final article: 
“The Urban Context of Early Buddhist Monuments in South Asia,” in Hawkes, Jason 
and Akira Shimada, eds. 2009. Buddhist Stūpas in South Asia: Recent archaeological, 
art-historical, and historical perspectives. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 192–215. In 
his earlier article, Heitzman defines an early Buddhist monastic site as a place with 
structural remains of stūpas, caityas, monasteries, or temples for Buddhist images 
(122), but the architecture and layout of monasteries only developed after the period 
of Aśoka, and most archaeological remains of vihāras do not date before the first cen-
tury CE (Allchin, F. Raymond. 1995. The Archaeology of Early Historic South Asia: The 
emergence of cities and states. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 246; Schopen, 
Gregory. 1994c. “Doing Business for the Lord: Lending on Interest and Written Loan 
Contracts in the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya.” Journal of the American Oriental Society 
114.4, 527–553, esp. 548–551, reprinted in Schopen, Gregory 2004. Buddhist Monks 
and Business Matters: Still more papers on monastic Buddhism in India. Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 45–90). 

56 Himanshu Prabha Ray sees links between long-distance trade and Buddhist 
monastic networks operating at ideological, social, economic, and community levels. 
She asks but does not directly answer questions about “the role of long-distance trade 
in stimulating social change” (1995: 143) in “Trade and Contacts,” in Thapar, Romila, 
ed. 1995. Recent Perspectives of Early Indian History. Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 
142–175. She is equally circumspect in The Winds of Change: Buddhism and the mari-
time links of early south Asia. Delhi: Oxford University Press: “What is being envisaged 
is not a causal relationship between the emergence of Buddhism and the expansion 
of trading networks, but an interactive support system that constantly evolved and 
adapted itself between 300 BC and AD 300” (1994: 122). 

57 Morrison, Kathleen. 1995. “Trade, Urbanism, and Agricultural Expansion: Bud-
dhist Monastic Institutions and the State in Early Historic Western Deccan.” World 
Archaeology 27.2, 203–221.
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connection between trade and Buddhist establishments has been over-
generalized in the Andhra region of eastern India, since stūpas and 
monasteries are concentrated in coastal areas of the Godavari delta, 
but not on important inland routes across the Deccan plateau.58 The 
importance of products from the local and regional hinterlands of cen-
tral India leads Monica Smith to suggest that “. . . the overall impact of 
long-distance exchange on the socio-political constructs of the sub-
continent may be overestimated when exchange is investigated solely 
from the point of view of exotic commodities” (2002: 148).59 Such 
critiques do not invalidate the general model of a symbiosis between 
Buddhist monastic institutions and trade networks, but do illustrate 
local and regional complexity.

While archaeological investigations can contribute valuable per-
spectives on the study of local and long-distance trade networks based 
on the distribution of materials, there are significant limitations to 
reconstructing a “complete system” of cultural and economic exchange 
because geographical origins, centers of production, and patterns of 
consumption are often difficult to identify.60 According to C.C. Lam-
berg-Karlovsky, archaeological studies of trade relationships require 
chronological frameworks, data to determine production, supply and 
demand, quantitative and contextual analysis, and knowledge of geol-
ogy, composition, and modes of production of trade goods.61 In his 
report on contacts between Shortughaï in northeastern Afghanistan 
and lower Indus valley sites in the second millennium BCE, Henri-Paul 
Francfort points out the difficulty of mapping commercial routes on the 
basis of archaeological finds, since it is not possible to determine fre-
quency of exchanges.62 Archaeological critiques raise broad questions 

58 Reddy, P. Krishna Mohan. 1998. “God, Trade and Worship: A Glimpse into the 
Religion of Early Āndhradeśa.” East and West 48, 291–311.

59 Smith, Monica. 2002. “The Role of Local Trade Networks in the Indian Sub-
continent during the Early Historic Period.” Man and Environment 27.1, 148; she 
also criticizes the general emphasis on “luxury goods as the driving force of exchange 
activity” (114) in Smith, Monica. 1999. “The Role of Ordinary Goods in Premodern 
Exchange.” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 6.2, 109–135.

60 Renfrew and Bahn 1991: 307–338 provide a useful overview of issues and meth-
ods in the archaeological study of contact, exchange, and cultural interaction.

61 Lamberg-Karlovsky, C.C. 1975. “Third Millennium Modes of Exchange and 
Modes of Production.” In Sabloff and Lamberg-Karlovsky, eds. 1975: 341–368. 

62 Francfort, Henri-Paul. 1989. Fouilles de Shortughaï: Recherches sur l’Asie Centrale 
protohistorique. Paris: Mission archéologique française en Asie centrale. vol. 2, 413. 
Robin Coningham comments that “. . . the most we can do is to identify items not 
available locally” (in Allchin 1995: 64) when a distinction between “down-the-line-
exchange” and “direct trade” is unclear.
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about whether long-distance trade is a “catalyst of civilization” or a 
“simple epiphenomenon” (Francfort 1989: 1.281). Caution against 
over-interpretation of limited primary source materials is necessary, 
but the “mutually appropriative movement of goods between hands” 
(Polanyi 1957: 266) through intermediate and long-distance trade net-
works enhances demand and intensifies the value of certain commodi-
ties and also closely parallels the movement of technical knowledge, 
religious and cultural ideologies, and symbolic systems.63

Buddhist donations of precious commodities demonstrate an inter-
twined relationship between religious and economic values, since 
high-value / low-volume objects were highly significant as both com-
mercial goods in long-distance trade exchanges and as Buddhist sym-
bols. Commodities referred to as the “seven jewels” (saptaratna), 
including gold, silver, crystal, beryl, carnelian, coral, and pearls, are 
frequently found among the contents of reliquary deposits and val-
orized as laudable donations in Buddhist texts (especially but not 
exclusively Mahāyāna sūtras).64 Based on archaeological patterns and 

63 Appadurai, Arjun. 1986. “Commodities and the Politics of Value.” In Appadu-
rai, Arjun, ed. 1986. The Social Life of Things: Commodities in cultural perspective. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 29, 42; Helms, Mary 1988. Ulysses’ Sail: An 
ethnographic odyssey of power, knowledge, and geographical distance. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press: 5–7; Helms, Mary. 1993. Craft and the Kingly Ideal: Art, 
trade, and power. Austin: University of Texas Press, 99; Renfrew, Colin. 1975. “Trade 
as Action at a Distance: Questions of integration and communication.” In Sabloff and 
Lamberg-Karlovsky 1975: 3–59. 

64 As Xinru Liu demonstrates in “Buddhist ideology and the Commercial Ethos in 
Kusāna India” (1988: 92–101, reprinted in Hawkes and Shimada 2009: 177–191), com-
ponents of the saptaratna vary considerably in Sanskrit and Pāli literary sources. The 
standard list of items in the Mahāvastu includes gold (suvarna), silver (rūpya), beryl 
(vaidūrya), crystal (sphatika), red precious stones (lohitikā), coral (musāragalva), and 
pearls (muktā). Other lists refer to varieties of red precious stones as rohitamukti 
and replace pearls or other items with aśmagarbha (amber, coral, diamond, or emer-
ald). The model for this list was probably the “seven jewels” of a king: disc (cakra), 
elephant (hastin), horse (aśva), gem (mani), queen (strī), minister (parināyaka or 
āmātya), and treasurer (grhapati), which are frequently referred to in Buddhist lit-
erature and depicted in Buddhist art (for example, on the pedestals of Pāla period 
sculptures and miniature stūpas at Bodh Gaya). In addition to Liu’s reference (1988: 
94) to the Kalawān stūpa at Taxila, also see Errington, Elizabeth. 1998. “Gandhāra 
Stūpa Deposits.” Arts of Asia 28.2, 80–87; Errington, Elizabeth, and Joe Cribb. 1992. 
The Crossroads of Asia: Transformation in image and symbol in the art of ancient 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. Cambridge: Ancient India and Iran Trust, 172–197; Willis, 
Michael D. 2000. Buddhist Reliquaries from Ancient India. London: Published for the 
Trustees of the British Museum by British Museum Press, particularly p. 90, no. 19, 
fig. 103 for deposits in the Bhojpur stūpas at Sāñcī; Subrahmanyam, B. 1999. Buddhist 
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literary references to the seven jewels, Xinru Liu argues that “. . . the 
circulation of luxury commodities stimulated the standardization of 
the concept of the saptaratna, and the ritual meaning the Buddhist 
movement brought to these goods increased their value and enlarged 
their market” (1988: 100 / 2009: 189). Liu’s conclusion that “Buddhist 
values created and sustained the demand for certain commodities 
traded between India and China during the first to the fifth centuries 
AD” (1988: 175) is highly debatable, since commodities such as gold 
with intrinsic economic values can be adopted for religious purposes, 
even in traditions (like Buddhism and Christianity) that explicitly 
reject worldly riches.65 Furthermore, the symbolic value of gold, jew-
els, gems, and other luxury commodities in Buddhist relic deposits in 
Gandhāra (at least) may have been influenced by the use of these items 
in royal burial practices in neighboring areas of western Central Asia.66 
Although arguments for the influence of commercial and cultural fac-
tors on the symbolic values of religious commodities tend to be more 
convincing than vice versa (i.e., ritual demand determining economic 
value), scholarship on ‘material culture’ emphasizes the impact of 
commodities on social transformation and explores the roles of reli-
gious practices, ethics, and norms in the “moral economy” underlying 
the “objective economy.”67 By positing that “. . . merit, like goods, could 
be transferred and exchanged” (Liu 1988: 101 / 2009: 190), Xinru Liu, 
Michael Walsh, and Andy Rotman extend market theories of religion 
promulgated by Rodney Stark, Rodney Finke other theorists of the 

Relic Caskets in Andhradesa. Secunderabad: Ananda Buddha Vihara Trust, 35–84; and 
Czuma, Stanislaw J., and Rekha Morris. 1985. Kushan Sculpture: Images from early 
India. Cleveland, Ohio: Cleveland Museum of Art in cooperation with Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 165–167.

65 Compare, for example, the sumptuous display of gold, silver, gems, and textiles 
in Christian contexts in Janes, Dominic. 1998. God and Gold in Late Antiquity. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

66 Brown, Robert. 2006. “The Nature and Use of the Bodily Relics of the Buddha in 
Gandhāra.” In Behrendt, Kurt and Pia Brancaccio, eds. 2006. Gandhāran Buddhism: 
Archaeology, art, and texts. Vancouver: UBC Press, 182–209.

67 Such approaches are exemplified by Arjun Appadurai, Patrick Geary, Igor Kopy-
toff, and other contributors to Appadurai, ed. 1986. Now also see Binsbergen, Wim 
M.J. van, and Peter Geschiere. 2005. Commodification: Things, agency, and identities: 
The social life of things revisited. Münster: Lit. Kieschnick 2003 presents several case 
studies to show how the use of relics, images, texts, silk robes, and numerous other 
objects of Chinese Buddhist donations increased their total social and religious value 
and had impacts on Chinese material culture.
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so-called ‘new paradigm’ to Buddhist economies of merit, whereby 
merit is to be viewed as a material commodity.68

Buddhist Inscriptions of Meritorious Merchants

Buddhist inscriptions demonstrate that patronage networks played 
critical roles in the growth of monastic institutions and provide con-
crete evidence of donors with commercial backgrounds. Donative 
inscriptions at stūpas, caityas, and monastic sites in early India reveal 
that donors came from a broader range of social backgrounds than 
the traditional élite of Brahmin householders and ksatriya rulers.69 
At many sites (e.g., Bharhut and Sāñcī), the largest single group of 
donors were monks and nuns, who evidently owned personal prop-
erty despite prohibitions on private wealth.70 The fact that monks and 
nuns often acted as patrons of Buddhist shrines and images provides 
evidence that the monastic community was not completely dependent 
on donations from lay supporters. Nevertheless, many lay donors 
whose occupational backgrounds are indicated by specific titles in 
donative inscriptions clearly belonged to merchant groups or families. 
The most common mercantile designation in Indian Buddhist inscrip-
tions is śresthin (Sanskrit), sethin (Pāli/Prakrit), and other variants, 
which D.C. Sircar defines as “a banker or merchant or the foreman of 

68 Walsh in particular strongly argues for an economistic view that “. . . merit was 
a commodity, a commodified object of exchange, and in this sense always part of a 
distribution of power that constituted part of an exchange for salvation. . . . Merit, as an 
object of exchange in the Chinese Buddhist context, was (and is) a product of labor, 
a direct result of a donor who labors to produce the donation, and the recipient who 
labors to award the merit and explicate its meaning to a wider society, a process that 
was the direct consequence of an agricultural culture” (2007: 373). Rotman, Andy. 
2003. Monks, Merchants, and a Moral Economy: Visual culture and the practice of faith 
in the Divyāvadāna. Thesis (Ph. D.) University of Chicago, Dept. of South Asian Lan-
guages and Civilizations, 277–284 similarly argues for a “commodification of merit” 
in which “everything is for sale” through donations to the sangha. 

69 Dehejia, Vidya. 1992. “The Collective and Popular Basis of Early Buddhist Patron-
age: Sacred Monuments, 100 BC–AD 250.” In Miller, Barbara Stoler, ed. 1992. The 
Powers of Art: Patronage in Indian culture. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 35–45.

70 Lamotte 1988 (1958): 414 observes that of 126 donors at Bhārhut, 24 were bhiksus 
and 14 were bhiksunīs. Schopen, Gregory 1996a. “What’s in a Name? The Religious 
Function of the Early Donative Inscriptions.” In Dehejia, Vidya, ed. 1996. Unseen Pres-
ence: The Buddha and Sanchi. Mumbai: Marg Publications, 58–73 (= Schopen 2004: 
382–394) calculates that almost 40% of donors at Sāñcī were monks or nuns, with the 
proportion rising to 60% at Sāñcī stūpa 2. For the relative proportions of monastic to 
lay donors at other early Indian Buddhist sites, see Schopen 1997a [1985a]: 30ff. 
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a guild” (1966: 317).71 Other merchant titles attested in Indian Bud-
dhist inscriptions include sārthavāha / sathavāha72 (perhaps denoting 
a merchant involved in long-distance trade in inscriptions), vanij / 
vāniya73 (probably traders in basic goods), negama74 (members of 
guilds of traders or artisans), hairanyaka / heranika75 (goldsmiths or 
treasurers), gandhika (usually translated as “perfumers” but a broadly 
meaning merchants and shopkeepers), and vyāvahārika (a general 
term for a businessman). Merchant titles appear in inscriptions mark-
ing individual and group donations, as well as in donations by wives, 
daughters, sons, and other members of merchant families. For exam-
ple, an inscription written on a large stone bowl found on the outskirts 
of Mathura records a donation to the Mahopadesaka teachers in the 
“goldsmiths’ monastery” (Suvanakāra-vihāra):

The gift of Ayala, the son of Imdrasama (Indraśarman), for the worship 
of all Buddhas in the Suvanakāravihāra for the acceptance of the Maho-
padesaka teachers.76

While Indian Buddhist inscriptions from Mathura reflect the role 
of merchants, traders, their wives, and their relatives as significant 
patrons, it is important to note that Jain monasteries in Mathura also 
received gifts of images and other items from similar groups of com-
mercial donors.77 Although occupational titles are not very common 
in inscriptions from further Northwest in the Indian subcontinent, 

71 Sircar, Dineschandra. 1966. Indian Epigraphical Glossary. Delhi: Motilal Banar-
sidass. Lüders, Heinrich. 1912. “A List of Brāhmī Inscriptions from the Earliest Times 
to about 400 AD” Epigraphia Indica 10 [Appendix] (reprinted as Lüders, Heinrich. 
1973. A list of Brahmi Inscriptions from the Earliest Times to about AD 400 with the 
Exeception (sic.) of those of Asoka. Delhi: Indological Book House) cites twenty-four 
attestations of śresthin, śrestin, sethin, or sethin. 

72 Lüders 1912 (1973): nos. 1062, 1065, 1066 at Kuda in western India 
73 Lüders 1912 (1973): nos. 1213, 1214, 1229, 1230, 1239, 1278, 1281 (vāniya) and 

nos. 1285, 1292 (vāniyinī [wives]) at Amarāvatī in southeastern India
74 Lüders 1912 (1973): nos. 987, 995, 998, 1000, 1001, 1024 at Kānherī (Mumbai/

Bombay), nos. 1127, 1139 at Nāsik, and no 1172 at Junnar in western India
75 Lüders 1912 (1973): nos. 987, 993, 996, 1033 at Kānherī and nos. 1239, 1247, 

1297 at Amarāvatī
76 Lüders, Heinrich and Klaus Ludwig Janert. 1961. Mathurā Inscriptions. Unpub-

lished papers edited by Klaus L. Janert. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 122–
123, no. 89. 

77 Lüders and Janert 1961: 46–47, no. 15 (pedestal inscription from the remains 
of a Jain stūpa at Kankālī Tīla recording the gift of an image of Rsabha by Dattā, the 
wife of a cotton-dealer: kārppāsika); Quintanilla, Sonya Rhie. 2007. History of Early 
Stone Sculpture at Mathura, ca. 150 BCE-100 CE. Leiden: Brill, 277–278, nos. 17, 
19, figs. 153, 156–8 (āyāgapata plaques from Kankālī Tīla donated by the goldsmith 
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graffiti of itinerant merchants in the upper Indus region of northern 
Pakistan show that they were engaged in Buddhist patronage and 
long-distance trade.78

Nāmdighosa and Sihanāmdika, the son of Simhaka, a vānika, probably a merchant, 
although Lüders tentatively translates the title as ‘musician’ or ‘singer’). 

78 For the title of sarthavāha in graffiti from northern Pakistan, see Hinüber, Oskar 
von. 1989a. “Brāhmī Inscriptions on the History and Culture of the Upper Indus Val-
ley.” In Jettmar, Karl, ed. Antiquities of Northern Pakistan: Reports and studies. Mainz: 
P. von Zabern, vol. 1, 46, no. 28, pl. 71 (śrī vita sarthavahasya); Bandini-Konig, Ditte 
and Gérard Fussman 1997. Die Felsbildstation Shatial. Mainz: P. von Zabern, no. 39: 
23. A reliquary inscription from Charsada (now in the Peshawar Museum) may record 
the establishment of a monastery by a merchant from Varānasī (varanasi-sarthabaho), 
but the reading proposed by Harry Falk in a catalog entry contributed to Luczanits, 
Christian, ed. 2008. Gandhāra, the Buddhist Heritage of Pakistan: Legends, monasteries, 
and paradise. Mainz: P. von Zabern, 205 (catalog no. 122) is problematic and depends 
on interpretation of a “. . . garbled but not hopelessly unrecognizable miscopying of a 
standard donative formula” (Salomon, Richard 1997: 368 in “The Rededication of Bud-
dhist Reliquaries: A Clue to the Interpretation of Problematic Kharosthī Inscriptions.” 
In F. Raymond Allchin, Bridget Allchin, eds. 1997. South Asian Archaeology, 1995. 
New Delhi: Published for the Ancient India and Iran Trust, Cambridge, 368–371). 
Salomon reconstructs the formula: “relics of the Lord in his own stūpa” (bhagavato 
śarira tanuvae thubae) based on parallels with other Kharosthī inscriptions. For earlier 
readings, see Majumdar, N.G. 1937b. “Inscriptions on Two Relic-caskets from Char-
sadda.” Epigraphia Indica 24, 8–10; Konow, Sten. 1940. “A New Charsadda Inscrip-

Figure 1.1. Trapusa and Bhallika, Gandhāran Sculpture, Chandigarh Museum 
Courtesy of the American Institute of Indian Studies
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Patronage Patterns in Buddhist Literary Narratives

By extolling the generosity of donors who gave material support to 
the Buddha and the early monastic community, Buddhist textual tra-
ditions promote merchants as exemplary figures to be emulated by 
other patrons. Donors from the lifetime of the Buddha range from 
villagers of Uruvilvā who made simple gifts of milk-rice and grass to 
wealthy supporters such as Anāthapindada in Śrāvastī, whose gift of 
the Jetavana monastery with its pavement of coins is commemorated 
in literary and artistic narratives. The widely transmitted story of two 
merchants named Trapusa and Bhallika who gave gruel and honey 
in bowls provided by the guardians of the directions to the Buddha 
emphasizes the role of merchants as the first lay devotees (Fig. 1.1).79 
According to some versions, they received relics of the Buddha’s hair 
and nails, which the Buddha instructed them to enshrine in stūpas in 
their home countries.80 The portrayal of Trapusa and Bhallika as early 

tion.” In Law, Bimala Churn, and Devadatta Ramkrishna Bhandarkar, eds. 1940. D.R. 
Bhandarkar Volume. Calcutta: Indian Research Institute, 305–310; Konow, Sten. 1948. 
“Charsadda Kharosthī Inscription of the Year 303.” Acta Orientalia 20, 107–119. See 
Baums, Stefan and Andrew Glass. In Progress. Catalog of Kharosthī Inscriptions no. 
178 (http://www.ebmp.org/a_inscription.php?catid=CKI0178) [hereafter CKI] for fur-
ther references.

79 Citations in Pāli, Sanskrit, and Chinese are compiled by Malalasekera, G.P. 1937. 
Dictionary of Pāli Proper Names. London: J. Murray, vol. 1. 991; Lamotte 1988 [1958]: 
66, n. 155; and Bareau, André. 1963. Recherches sur la biographie du Buddha dans 
les Sūtrapitaka et les Vinayapitaka anciens. Paris: École française d’Extrême-Orient, 
106–123. A Gāndhārī version is also preserved in a Kharosthī manuscript from the 
second century CE: Allon, Mark. 2007. “Introduction: The Senior Manuscripts.” In 
Glass, Andrew. 2007a. Four Gāndhārī Samyuktāgama Sutras: Senior Kharosthī frag-
ment 5. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 17–18, 24–25. This episode is com-
monly cited as historical evidence of Buddhist patronage by merchants: Chakraborti, 
Haripada. 1966. Trade and Commerce of Ancient India, c. 200 BC–c. 650 AD Calcutta: 
Academic Publishers, 25; Liu 1988: 113; Ray 1994: 127–128. Granoff, Phyllis. 2005. 
“The Gift of the Two Merchants: Defining the Buddhist community through story.” 
East and West 55, 129–138 re-examines Sanskrit narratives not as reflections of his-
torical reality, but as reworking of Jain hagiographies of Rsabha which she argues are 
appropriated to “. . . set the Buddha and the Buddhist community apart from the Jains” 
(2005: 137). Since early Buddhist and Jain donors were drawn from the same urban 
milieu (Laidlaw 1995: 87), it is significant that both renouncer movements sought to 
appeal to merchants by incorporating them into narratives.

80 Strong, John. 2004a. Relics of the Buddha. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 72–82 discusses traditions connecting the distribution of the hair relics given 
to Trapusa and Bhallika to sites in Myanmar (Burma) and Sri Lanka, but the place of 
origin of Trapusa and Bhallika is associated with Bactria in the pilgrimage of Xuan-
zang. This localization probably reflects a late association of Bhallika with Bāhlīka (the 
Sanskrit geographical term for Bactria), sometimes confused with Vāhīka, “an old 

J. Neelis - 9789004194588
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:39PM

via free access



28 chapter one

donors and promoters of relic veneration and stūpa worship in other 
regions suggests that Buddhist authors valued the material support 
of traders, merchants, and wealthy figures (like Anāthapindada) and 
hoped to draw more donors like them into patronage networks.

In addition to hagiographical accounts of Śākyamuni’s present life-
time, numerous stories about merchants, long-distance trade, and 
overland and maritime journeys connected with previous births of 
the Buddha and bodhisattvas appealed to this important audience of 
donors. Pāli commentaries on jātaka stories about the circumstances 
of his earlier births before his rebirth as Prince Siddhārtha link the 
bodhisattva to families of traders sixty-seven times.81 Merchants also 
play significant roles as protagonists in avadānas (a closely related 
genre of previous-birth narratives) in Buddhist Sanskrit literature. 
Among avadānas in the Divyāvadāna, an anthology drawn largely 
from the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya, a sizeable proportion (9 out of 
38 avadānas) involve merchant caravans or maritime journeys, lead-
ing Andy Rotman to identify an “unmistakable commercial ethos” 
(2003: 35).82 Merchants and stories about trade are also prominently 
represented among narratives collected in the Avadānaśataka and the 
Mahāvastu.83 Merchants are portrayed as wealthy bankers, caravan 

name of the Punjab” (Sircar, Dineschandra. 1971a. Studies in the Geography of Ancient 
and Medieval India. 2nd ed. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 101).

81 Gokhale, Balakrishna Govind. 1977. “The Merchant in Ancient India.” Journal of 
the American Oriental Society 97.2, 125–130. Pāli jātaka commentaries (to be distin-
guished from the canonical verses) were composed by the fifth century CE. 

82 Rotman 2003: 35, fn. 41 lists 9 avadānas with accounts of merchant caravans 
or maritime journeys: Kotikarna-avadāna (no. 1), Pūrna-avadāna (no. 2), Supriya-
avadāna (no. 8), Dharmaruci-avadāna (no. 18), Sahasodgata-avadāna (no. 21), 
Samgharaksita-avadāna (no. 23), Cūdapaksa-avadāna (no. 35), Mākandika-avadāna 
(no. 36), Maitrakanyaka-avadāna (no. 38). If the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya is dated 
after the time of Kaniska in the second century CE (although Schopen 2004: 20–22 
suggests that it may belong to pre-Kusāna or early Kusāna periods prior to Kaniska), 
a relatively later date for the Divyāvadāna in the 3rd–5th century seems likely. Rot-
man, Andy (translator). 2008. Divine Stories: Divyāvadāna. Boston: Wisdom Publica-
tions refers to a scholarly consensus for dating the text of the Divyāvadāna between 
200–350 CE (6) and discusses its Mūlasarvāstivāda affiliation (15–19).

83 The Avadānaśataka (edited by Speyer, J.S. 1906–9. Avadānaçataka: A century of 
edifying tales belonging to the Hīnayāna. 2 vols. St. Petersbourg: Commissionnaires de 
l’Académie Impériale des Sciences; translated by Feer, Léon. 1891. Avadāna-Çataka: 
Cent légends bouddhiques. Paris: Musée Guimet (reprint, Amsterdam; APA-Oriental 
Press, 1979) includes a Sārthavāha-avadāna (no. 4) and a Śresthī-avadāna (no. 48), 
along with other stories involving sārthavāhas (nos. 6, 11, 23, 24, 36, 77, 80, 81, 85, 86, 
88), śresthīs or characters in their families, and maritime voyages. A date for the for-
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leaders and itinerant traders in petty commodities. In the Cūdapaksa-
avadāna (Divyāvadāna 35), for example, a poor servant is able to accu-
mulate enough wealth through commercial transactions to become a 
rich merchant. Wealthy characters are not always portrayed favorably, 
since avarice (mātsarya) necessarily leads to misfortune.84

Many stories emphasize rewards to poor donors who give relatively 
small donations of whatever they possess with selfless intentions in 
order to illustrate the karmic results of generosity and to stimulate more 
elaborate donations by wealthier patrons. According to Dhammapāla’s 
(Pāli) commentary on Vimānavatthu 1.1:

. . . even so little as a handful of rice-beans or a piece of rag or a spread 
of grass or leaves or a gall-nut in decomposing (cattle-) urine bestowed 
with devout heart upon a person who is worthy of receiving a gift of 
devotion will be of great fruit, of great splendor, and of great pervasive-
ness. (Falk 1990:140)85

Since these narratives illustrate karmic causation, birth into a wealthy 
family or into a powerful position is depicted as a positive result of 
donations given during previous lifetimes. Such positive valuations of 
wealth are certainly not unique to Buddhist literature, since Sanskrit 
and Prakrit didactic narratives in the Pañcatantra, Kathāsaritsāgara, 
and Jain traditions share thematic concerns with the karmic conse-
quences of generous donations. However, normative dharmaśāstra 
and arthaśāstra texts assign merchants to a relatively low status, since 
their economic power is considered inferior to the ritual importance 

mation the Sanskrit version before the 6th century CE (which differs from a Chinese 
translation in the 5th/6th century) is supported by analysis of Sanskrit manuscript 
fragments in the Schøyen collection: see Demoto Hahn, Mitsuyo, 2006. “Fragments of 
the Avadānaśataka.” In Braarvig, Jens, ed. 2006, Buddhist Manuscripts 3. Oslo: Hermes 
Pub, 209–212. In the Mahāvastu (Senart, Émil, ed. 1882. Le Mahāvastu. 3 vols. Paris: 
Imprimerie nationale; Jones, J. J. trans. 1949. The Mahāvastu. London: Luzac) the 
Bodhisattva is a merchant in 7 out of 35 previous birth stories, according to Lewis, 
Todd. 2000. Popular Buddhist texts from Nepal: Narratives and rituals of Newar Bud-
dhism. Albany: SUNY, 189, n. 3. 

84 The fifth decade of the Avadāna-śataka is a collection of stories about the karmic 
results of avarice.

85 Falk, Nancy Auer. 1990. “Exemplary Donors of the Pāli Tradition.” In Sizemore 
and Swearer 1990: 140 quotes the translation of Horner, I.B., trans. 1974. Vimānavatthu: 
Stories of the mansions. London: Pali Text Society, 1–2. This passage is also translated 
by Peter Masefield, assisted by N.A. Jayawickrama. 1989. Elucidation of the Intrin-
sic Meaning so named Commentary on the Vimāna Stories (Paramattha-dīpanī nāma 
Vimānavatthu-atthakathā. Oxford: Pali Text Society, 11.
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Figure 1.2. Simhala avadāna, Mathura sculpture, Indian Museum, Kolkata 
(author’s photo). The middle of the panel depicts the rescue of merchants by 

a horse (Avalokiteśvara).
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of Brahmins and to the political authority of Ksatriyas.86 Rather than 
demeaning the value of material wealth, Buddhist literary viewpoints 
on merchants and trade implicitly acknowledge the necessity of receiv-
ing donations from prosperous patrons as well as other marginalized 
social groups.

The bodhisattva who rescues travelers from distress during over-
land and maritime journeys is also a significant fixture in Buddhist 
stories about merchants. H.P. Ray points out that while dharmaśāstra 
rules forbid orthodox Brahmins from traveling by sea, “it is how-
ever in Buddhism that the notion of a protector who could be called 
upon in distress either by merchants traveling in caravans or by 
seafarers, developed into the ideal of a Bodhisattva” (1994: 153). 
Illustrations of seafarers in distress in Buddhist art from India and 
Central Asia (as in the so-called “cave of the swimmers” in Kizil ) 
have been identified with Buddhist literary narratives.87 Narratives 
about bodhisattvas who rescue shipwrecked merchants and sailors 
in Sanskrit, Pāli, Gāndhārī, and other Buddhist literary sources dem-
onstrate that the popularity of this motif, regardless of geographical 
orientation. For example, a Gāndhārī summary of a previous birth 
story of a bodhisattva (bosisatva-provayoge) who was a “merchant 
of the great ocean” ([sa]mudr[a va]nige) cast ashore when his ship 
was destroyed is similar but not exactly parallel to narratives about 
a bodhisattva merchant who gave up his own life to save the lives 
of his companions.88 Expanded versions of stories about merchants 

86 Gokhale 1977: 125–130 problematically links anti-mercantile attitudes with 
Indian feudalism, but dharmasūtra and dharmaśāstra texts reflecting such views gen-
erally belong to earlier periods in the late centuries BCE and early centuries CE than 
the time assigned to the emergence of feudalism after the Guptas. It is tempting to 
attribute the secondary status of merchants and traders to a social divide between 
conservative Brahmins belonging to rural village milieus and other groups in dynamic 
urban settings, but such a division is overdrawn since Brahmins (and the literature 
they produced) were not confined to the countryside. In general, religious condem-
nation of trade is minimal in Hindu culture compared with Christian and Islamic 
cultures (Laidlaw 1995: 325, referring to Jonathan Parry). 

87 Schlingloff, Dieter. 1987. Studies in the Ajanta Paintings: Identifications and Inter-
pretations. New Delhi: Ajanta Books International, 195–218 (Chapter 22: “Ships and 
Seafaring”); Bell, Alexander Peter. 2000. Didactic Narration: Jātaka Iconography in 
Dunhuang with a Catalogue of Jātaka Representations in China. Münster: Lit includes 
helpful references to avadāna and jātaka illustrations from Bhārhut, Sāñcī, Mathurā, 
Gandhāra, Kizil, and Dunhuang, but the lists are not exhaustive.

88 Lenz 2003: 150–157, §11.2.2 (Pūrvayoga 1), with clarifications of the story based 
on an alternative reading of liyavido in place of liśavido by Oskar von Hinüber (review 
of Lenz 2003 in Journal of the American Oriental Society 124.4, 2004, 805).
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rescued from peril during difficult maritime journeys are connected 
with avadānas of Pūrna,89 Dharmalabdha,90 Maitrakanyaka, and 
Śronakotīkarna.91 The story of a caravan leader (sārthavāha) named 
Simhala who is rescued by a bodhisattva in the form of a horse 
(identified with Avalokiteśvara in Mahāyāna versions) from female 
ogres (rāksasīs) when shipwrecked on an island is retold in numer-
ous Buddhist texts and artistic representations (fig. 1.2).92 The role 
of Avalokiteśvara as a savior of merchants in distress is elaborated 
in Mahāyāna sūtras, as illustrated by invocations in the Lotus Sūtra 
(Saddharmapundarīkasūtra) to chant his name when ships are blown 
off course towards lands of rāksasas and when merchants are travel-
ing on dangerous roads infested with robbers.93 Since Avalokiteśvara 
and other bodhisattvas who rescue travelers from distress have a spe-

89 Tatelman, Joel. 2000. Glorious Deeds of Pūrna: a translation and study of the 
Pūrnāvadāna. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon translates versions from the Divyāvadāna, 
Bodhisattvāvadānakalpalatā, Pāli commentaries, and the Chinese Mahāsamghika-
vinaya and discusses illustrations of the Pūrna story in in cave paintings at Ajantā and 
Kyzil. See also Tatelman, Joel. 2005. The Heavenly Exploits: Buddhist Biographies from 
the Divyāvadāna. vol. 1. Clay Sanskrit Library, New York University Press, 103–218 
and Rotman 2008: 78–117 for more recent translations of the Sanskrit version of the 
Divyāvadāna (chapter 2). 

90 Liu 1988: 115 cites Mahāvastu (Senart 1882: 3.286–300; Jones 1949: 274–287).
91 A version of the Śronakotīkarna story in chapter 1 of the Divyāvadāna is trans-

lated by Tatelman 2005: 25–102 and Rotman 2008: 39–70.
92 Schlingloff 1987: 256–264 regards the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya rather than a 

Pāli jātaka (no. 196) as the source of depictions of the Simhala avadāna at Mathurā 
and Ajantā, as well as other versions in the Mahāvastu (Senart 1882: 3.67–76) and 
the Kārandavyūha. Lienhard, Siegfried. 1985. Die Abenteuer des Kaufmanns Simhala: 
eine Nepalische Bilderrolle aus der Sammlung des Museums für Indische Kunst, Berlin. 
Berlin: Museum für Indische Kunst refers to parallels in Khotanese, Tibetan, Chinese, 
and Japanese Buddhist texts and depictions in the Buddhist art of Mathura, Ajantā, 
Angkor, Borobudur, Central Asia, East Asia, and Nepal. For analysis of versions of 
the story that still circulate in Nepal, see Lewis, Todd. 1993. “Newar-Tibetan Trade 
and the Domestication of the Simhalasārthabāhu Avadāna.” History of Religions 
33.2, 135–160; Lewis, Todd. 1995. “Story of Simhala the Caravan Leader.” In Lopez, 
Donald S., ed. 1995a. Buddhism in Practice. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 153–169; Lewis 2000: 49–88 (chapter 3). 

93 Kern, Hendrik, and Bunyiu Nanjio, eds. 1912. Saddharmapundarīka. Bibliotheca 
Buddhica 10. St. Pétersbourg: Impr. de l’Académie Impériale des Sciences (reprint: 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1992), 439.2– 441.7, translated from Sanskrit by Kern, 
Hendrik. 1884. Saddharmapundarīka, or The Lotus of the True Law. Oxford: Claren-
don press, 407–8 (reprint, New York, NY: Dover Publications, 1963) and from Chi-
nese by Tsugunari Kubo and Akira Yuyama. 1993. The Lotus Sutra, Translated from 
the Chinese of Kumārajīva. Berkeley, CA: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation 
and Research, 311–2. Also see Schlingloff 1987: 175–180 (Chapter 18: “Avalokiteśvara 
the Saviour”) for connections between the painting of Avalokiteśvara in Ajantā cave 
2 and the list of 8 dangers described in the Lotus Sūtra.
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cial appeal for traders and other devotees on long-distance journeys, 
it is not surprising to find them portrayed in petroglyphs and vener-
ated in inscriptions at wayside shrines in the upper Indus region.94

In Pāli and Buddhist Sanskrit literature, the commercial epithet of 
“caravan leader” (sārthavāha) is applied to the Buddha in order to 
portray him in the role of a guide and protector of his followers on 
the journey across the worldly realm of samsāra to the ‘other shore’ of 
nirvāna.95 In the Milindapañha, for example, Nāgasena explains to King 
Milinda that the Buddha “is like a caravan leader (Pāli: satthavāha) to 
men in that he brings them beyond the sandy desert of rebirths.”96 The 
epithet of the Buddha as a “Great Caravan Leader” (Mahasarthavaha) 
also appears in a first century CE Buddhist reliquary inscription of King 
Senavarman of Odi (fig. 2.2), perhaps located in the Swat valley of north-
western Pakistan.97 Since the epithet of “caravan-leader” (satthavāha) 
is also given to the Yaksa Mānibhadra in a first century BCE inscrip-
tion found near Kauśāmbī in northern India,98 a case could be made 

94 Hinüber, Oskar von. 1989b. “Buddhistische Inschriften aus dem Tal des oberen 
Indus.” In Jettmar, ed. 1989, 84–89, nos. 80–88, pls. 157–158, 163.

95 Pāli references to the Buddha as satthavāha include Samyutta Nikāya 1.192: “So 
they attend on the victor in battle, the unsurpassed caravan leader—the disciples bear-
ing the triple knowledge, who have left Death far behind” (Bodhi, Bhikkhu, trans. 
2000. The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of the Samyutta 
Nikāya. vol. 1. Boston: Wisdom, 288), with a commentarial explanation that “He is 
the caravan leader (satthavāha) because he leads beings across the desert of samsāra 
on the chariot of the Noble Eightfold Path” (463, n. 517). In the Mahāvastu, “caravan 
leader” occurs as an epithet of Siddhārtha (Senart 1883: 2.164.11) and as an epithet 
for a devotee who will become a Buddha by removing withered flowers from a shrine 
(2.393). 

96 Rhys-Davids, T.W., trans. 1890. The Questions of King Milinda. Sacred Books 
of the East, v. 35–36. Oxford: Clarendon Press (reprint, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1965), 274. 

97 The reading of line 4b: te tasa bhagavato abhutapurusa-naravara-kujarasa 
mahasarthavah[o] is translated: “(this relic) of that lord, the wonderful person, best 
of men, the elephant, the great caravan-leader” by Salomon, Richard. 1986. “The 
Inscription of Senavarma, King of Odi.” Indo-Iranian Journal 29.4, 270; Hinüber, 
Oskar von. 2003. Beiträge zur Erklärung der Senavarma-Inschrift. Abhandlungen der 
Geistes- und Sozialwissenschaftlichen Klasse, Jahrg. 2003, Nr. 1. Mainz: Akademie 
der Wissenschaften und der Literatur is the most recent edition and reading. For 
additional references to earlier publications of this inscription by Bailey (1980) and 
Fussman (1982) and a comparison of readings, consult CKI 249: http://www.ebmp.
org/a_inscription.php?catid=CKI0249.

98 Quintanilla 2007: 256–257 (Appendix 1, no. 5: l.1. namo bhagavato l.2. sathavāhasa 
l.3. mānibhadasa . . .) interprets sathavāha as a title of the father of one of the donors 
instead of an epithet of Mānibhadra, as translated by Dineschandra Sircar: “Adoration 
to the Holy One, the leader (protector?) of caravans, Mānibhada!” 
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that the Buddha was promoted as a superior tutelary figure for traders 
in an environment of inter-religious competition for surplus resources. 
Literary motifs of the Buddha and the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara as 
patron saints of caravan traders and narratives of merchants as donors 
to the Buddhist sangha reflect intimate connections between religious 
transmission and trade. While it is very difficult to glean a kernel of 
objective historical reality from Buddhist textual traditions, monastic 
authors employed commercial epithets, allusions to merchants, and 
laudatory references to traders to promote donative practices and to 
illustrate core doctrines of karmic retribution (with rewards for gen-
erosity and punishments for stinginess). By cultivating networks of 
commercial patrons as significant donors, whose roles are apparent in 
donative inscriptions and in the archaeological distribution of monas-
teries and stūpas on long-distance and regional routes between urban 
nodes, Buddhist institutions benefited from a basic structural impe-
tus to exchange material gifts for religious merit. Having introduced 
ways in which literary discourses link commercial patronage to the 
accumulation of merit by merchants, who (along with other classes of 
donors) helped to supply the resources necessary for the expansion of 
the Buddhist sangha, the following section addresses the role of Bud-
dhist institutions in the development of trade networks by reading 
between the lines of normative rules in monastic codes.

Religious Economy of Buddhist Monasteries in Vinaya Literature

Analysis of normative vinaya rules intended to regulate almost all 
aspects of monastic life and social interactions of monks and nuns 
with lay communities reveals many interesting details about monastic 
participation in commercial transactions and interactions with mer-
chants involved in trading activities. The relevance of vinaya texts 
for investigating Buddhist patronage, material culture and everyday 
life has long been recognized, as Lamotte comments: “the Vinaya is 
an inexhaustible mine of curious and precise information on Indian 
life in general and that of the Buddhist monks in particular” (1988 
[1958]: 167). The relative dating of codes belonging to separate lin-
eages and various layers of these complex texts is still disputed, so 
scholars now hesitate to accept information gleaned from vinayas as 
an accurate reflection of socio-economic conditions during or shortly 
after the time of Śākyamuni. Many problems arise from a basic rule 
(common to all vinayas) specifying punishments for monks and 
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nuns who handle gold and silver and engage in “buying and selling” 
(krayavikrayam).99 Myriad exceptions to this rule in vinaya texts such 
as the Mūlasarvāstivādin Uttaragrantha permit the monastic commu-
nity to accept money, invest perpetual endowments, lend and borrow 
on interest, deal in commodities, and own servants and slaves.100 Based 
on rules for handling money in versions of vinayas preserved in Chi-
nese translations, Jacques Gernet comments: “[I]t appears that com-
mercial and financial activities were unevenly developed in the circles 
in which the Vinaya were compiled and that the various Buddhist sects 
adopted a more or less conciliatory attitude with regard to commerce” 
(1995 [1956]: 162).101 Although idealized views of Buddhist monks and 
nuns assume that rules restricting their possessions prevent economic 
engagement, the involvement of the sangha in the economic life of 
society is apparent.102 While lay officials with titles such as “monastery 
superintendents” (vihārasvāmin) and “legitimizers” (kalpikāra) acted 
as intermediaries for some transactions, Buddhist inscriptions record-
ing permanent endowments and specific vinaya rules concerning the 
ways and means of financing residential Buddhist monasteries clearly 
indicate that monks and nuns participated in a range of economic 

 99 Juo-Hsüeh Bhikkhunī addresses monastic rules for handling money in “Who is 
Afraid of Gold and Silver? A Study of the Rule against Monetary Gifts in the Various 
Vinayas.” In Gombrich, Richard and Cristina Scherrer-Schaub, eds. 2008. Buddhist 
Studies. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 35–95. Problems in the interpretation of prescrip-
tions against handling money are addressed by Gregory Schopen in 2000a. “The Good 
Monk and His Money in a Buddhist Monasticism of ‘The Mahāyāna Period.’” Eastern 
Buddhist 32.1, 99–105 and 2001. “Dead Monks and Bad Debts: Some Provisions of 
a Buddhist Monastic Inheritance Law” Indo-Iranian Journal 44, 120–125 (= Schopen 
2004: 12–15 and 142–147). 

100 Schopen 2000a: 103–105 (2004: 14–15) gives an expanded list of economic 
activities of Buddhist monks sanctioned in the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya, which is the 
primary basis for Schopen’s analysis in other articles collected in Schopen 2004. 

101 Gernet, Jacques. 1995. Buddhism in Chinese Society: An Economic History 
from the Fifth to the Tenth Centuries. Translated by Franciscus Verellen. New York: 
Columbia University Press (Originally published as Gernet, Jacques. 1956. Les aspects 
économiques du bouddhisme dans la société chinoise du Ve au Xe siècle. Saigon: École 
française d’Extrême-Orient).

102 Schopen, Gregory. 1994a. “Ritual Rights and Bones of Contention: More on 
Monastic Funerals and Relics in the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya.” Journal of Indian 
Philosophy 22, 31–80 suggests that reluctance to acknowledge the commercial and 
financial roles of Buddhist monasteries may be related to Protestant or Romantic 
bias in the study of Buddhism: “Perhaps because of the Protestantization—or at least 
romanticization—of early Buddhism, we are not in the habit of thinking about the 
economic aspects of Buddhist monastic practice” (1994a: 56 = 2004: 307).
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activities.103 Some of the ways in which Buddhist ‘renouncers’ partici-
pated in commercial transactions at individual and institutional levels 
in spite of vinaya restrictions against handling gold and silver may be 
compared to the role of Roman Catholic clergy and monastic orders 
in the medieval European profit economy (after ca. 1050) despite vows 
of religious poverty and prohibitions of usury.104

Although monastic rules developed in the Sri Lankan Theravādin 
milieu do not necessarily apply more generally to other South Asian 
monastic communities, Pāli vinaya references to Buddhist monks 
traveling with caravans indicate that commercial and religious mobil-
ity often coincided. Rules attributed to the Buddha, such as “I allow 
you, monks, to enter on the rains in a caravan” and “I allow you, 
monks, to enter on the rains in a boat”105 explicitly acknowledge that 
monks are allowed to travel with trade caravans during the rainy sea-
son retreat (Pāli vassavāsa). Provisions for expiation of offenses allude 
to monastic participation in commercial travel.106 For example, monks 

103 For several examples taken from the Uttaragrantha of the Mūlasarvāstivāda-
vinaya, see Schopen 2001 (=2004: 122–169). Silk, Jonathan. 2008. Managing Monks: 
Administrators and administrative roles in Indian Buddhist monasticism. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press is a detailed study of lay and monastic administrative titles 
found in literary and epigraphic sources.

104 Little, Lester K. 1978. Religious Poverty and the Profit Economy in Medieval 
Europe. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press examines the roles of various religious 
orders which adapted to an economic shift to a profit economy in the middle of 
the 11th century by establishing monasteries in rapidly growing cities (25), acting 
as monastic landlords (64), becoming involved in moneylending (65), using a “mar-
ketplace vocabulary” (200) to critique new moral problems associated with avarice—
which replaces pride as “the root of all evil”(36), and benefiting from the material 
support of patrons (203–205). Also see Stark 2005: 57–66 for a succinct overview of 
“The Rise of Religious Capitalism” although his arguments for linking the dominance 
of capitalism in Europe to ‘rational’ Christian theology (in juxtaposition to Islamic 
prohibitions of lending with interest) deliberately oversimplify much more complex 
historical and economic processes and ignore cases in which earlier religious move-
ments (such as Buddhism) facilitated commercial trends without the leading to the 
results that he attributes to Christianity. Friedrich-Silber cautions that “. . . we must be 
careful not to project upon traditional monasticism as a whole a picture of economic 
expansion and “rationalization”” (1995: 144) and distinguishes the entrepreneurial 
successes of medieval Catholic monasteries from Theravāda monasteries in Sri Lanka 
(145). 

105 Horner, I.B., trans. 1938–1966. The Book of the Discipline. London: Luzac & Co., 
vol. 4, 201 [1.152, §3.12.2] (references in brackets indicate volume and page of the PTS 
edition by Oldenberg 1879, followed by chapter and paragraph divisions). This rule is 
also discussed by Bailey and Mabbett 2003: 62 and Ray 1994: 132.

106 I am grateful to Mark Allon for suggesting that the Pācittiyavagga is a rich 
source for rules concerning merchant caravans and monks.
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who arrange to travel with traders knowing that their purpose is rob-
bery or tax evasion must admit their mistake, but “there is no offense 
if they go not having arranged” or if they do not realize that the cara-
van is going to engage in plunder or corruption.107 Another rule lim-
iting donations from caravans is connected with a delay caused by 
excessive alms taken from a devotee (upāsaka) who was subsequently 
robbed when he set out to travel.108 These examples indicate that itin-
erant monks not only followed the same travel routes as long-distance 
traders, but often traveled together with them and solicited them for 
donations. This intermingling of monks and merchants on overlapping 
religious and commercial missions can be extrapolated to the journeys 
of other travelers, including Chinese pilgrims and envoys to India.109

Other vinaya regulations offer detailed instructions for the monastic 
community’s involvement in commercial transactions. For example, 
the section on “Lodgings” (Sayanāsana) in the Cullavagga of the Pāli 
vinaya stipulates that valuable textiles given to monasteries could be 
traded for “(something) advantageous” in order to increase other 
provisions.110 Such “advantageous” exchanges allowed monasteries to 
acquire various commodities, such as produce necessary to feed visi-
tors, including itinerant merchants.111 Xinru Liu’s suggestion that “the 
Buddhist sangha provided valuable services for the traders” (1988: 122) 
may be compared to medieval European cloisters such as the St. Denis 
priory of Toury “where merchants and pilgrims found . . . a pleasant 

107 Horner 1938–66: vol. 3, 15–17 [4.131–2, §66.2]; Bailey and Mabbett connect this 
passage with the value of monks as impartial mediators, but the rebuke of a monk who 
“had travelled with a caravan which he knew was engaged in theft” (2003: 218) sug-
gests that this rule was not only directed at dishonest monks, but also at limiting harm 
to the sangha’s reputation through association with unscrupulous merchants. 

108 Horner 1938–1966, vol. 2, 322–2 [4.79, §24.2].
109 In addition to the journeys of Song Yun and Huisheng to Gandhara and Swat 

in 518–522 CE (Beal, Samuel, trans. 1884. Si-yu-ki. Buddhist records of the Western 
World. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, lxxxiv–cviii), diplomatic exchanges 
between the Tang court and the rulers of Kanauj in northern India between 619–753 
demonstrate the overlap of military and religious aims (Sen 2003: 16–21, 34–44). While 
Xuanzang’s meeting with King Harsavardhana of Kanauj initiated these exchanges, 
Wukong’s pilgrimage journeys in India began with his participation in an official mis-
sion to Kapiśa, located in modern Afghanistan (Chavannes, Édouard and Sylvain Lévi 
1895. “L’itinéraire d’Ou-k’ong (751–90).” Journal Asiatique 6 n.s. 9, 341–384).

110 Horner 1938–66, vol. 5, 245 [2.174, §6.19]. 
111 Schopen cites an episode in the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya in which the Buddha 

orders monks to sell rice to a visiting group of merchants, and comments “. . . being in 
one business, the business of attracting donors, required engaging in other businesses 
as well, like buying and selling grain” (2004: 33).
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reception” (Bloch 1961 [1939]: 1.64).112 Permanent endowments of 
tax-free landholdings to Buddhist monasteries lessened their depen-
dence on donations from individual donors, to the extent that they 
were able to function as significant economic institutions. Medieval Sri 
Lankan monasteries, for example, controlled a significant proportion 
of the arable land and large irrigation networks, thus functioning as 
important economic as well as religious hubs.113

The intertwining of religious and economic networks stimulated 
material and ideological exchanges and processes of cross-cultural 
mobility. As monastic institutions expanded and consolidated support 
networks throughout Asia in the first millennium CE, the Buddhist 
sangha facilitated commercial transactions long before medieval Cath-
olic monasteries participated in the profit economy in Europe during 
the second feudal age. Buddhist monks and nuns were not just passive 
recipients of unreciprocated gifts restricted to basic necessities of food, 
clothing, shelter, and lodgings, but made their own donations of per-
sonal property to earn merit for themselves and their relatives while 
accumulating significant resources of land and portable wealth to sus-
tain and strengthen the economic position of the corporate sangha. 
Rather than inhibiting trade and economic growth (as Weber assumed 
by contrasting the otherworldly asceticism of Asian renouncer move-
ments with this-worldly asceticism of Protestantism), Buddhist reli-
gious economies based on symbiotic exchanges of material donations 
for religious merit stimulated the generation of surplus resources. By 
using merchant commercial metaphors, incorporating merchants into 
narrative motifs, and promoting the Buddha as a “caravan leader” and 
Avalokiteśvara as a patron and protector of merchants, the monas-
tic authors who gave the “gift of dharma” (dharma-dāna) encouraged 
itinerant traders, financiers, and other donors to accumulate commod-
ities, and profits, which could be generously given to the sangha in 

112 Bloch, Marc L. 1961. Feudal Society. 2 vols. Chicago: University of Chicago 
(translated by L.A. Manyon from La société féodale. Paris: A. Michel, 1939–1949). 

113 Gunawardana, Ranavira 1979. Robe and Plough: Monasticism and economic 
interest in early medieval Sri Lanka. Tucson: Published for the Association for Asian 
Studies by University of Arizona Press examines the economic and political position 
of Buddhist monasteries in medieval Sri Lanka. Also see Friedrich-Silber 1995: 86–87, 
who refers to the economic activity of “Sri Lanka’s regime of monastic landlordism” as 
a transgression of interdictions against commerce, although a more thorough analysis 
of Pāli vinaya texts would reveal other allowances for institutional commercial trans-
actions in addition to those cited here. 
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exchange for more important religious goods. Patterns of movement 
by monks and nuns who were the primary religious agents of long-
distance transmission overlapped considerably with the itineraries and 
commercial interests of commercial agents who generated the surplus 
wealth which was necessary to establish shrines and to sustain residen-
tial monasteries. Before mapping geographical and historical contexts 
for specific linkages between Buddhist networks of transmission and 
trade networks in the following chapters, a guide to methodologies for 
interpreting relevant primary sources serves as an inspection of the 
components of the vehicle (to borrow another Buddhist trope con-
nected with mobile traditions).

Sources and Methods for the study of Buddhist Transmission

A synthesis of texts, inscriptions, and archaeological materials reveals 
patterns of Buddhist transmission which stand out in sharper relief 
when multiple sources are utilized for interpretation. Such an approach 
requires consideration of fundamental questions about how the pri-
mary sources related to the social and economic history of Buddhism:

1) What is the basis for situating these sources in chronological and 
geographical contexts? Addressing issues of time and place is nec-
essary to discern the viewpoints of authors and producers of textual 
and material artifacts, as well as their audiences.

2) How does source analysis shed light on issues of institutional expan-
sion, trade networks, and mobility? Is it possible to use evidence 
from religious sources to address questions about cultural, social, 
and economic contexts without reductionist oversimiplification?

3) How can internal Buddhist discourses illuminate historical pro-
cesses of cross-cultural exchange, inter- and intra-religious dia-
logues, and shifting practices? While scholarly skepticism requires 
further questioning of emic claims of conversion narratives, for 
example, examination of underlying motives and assumptions can 
help to understand the practical and ideological concerns of Bud-
dhist communities.

4) Can external sources be correlated with Buddhist sources to pro-
vide more comprehensive viewpoints on religious, historical, and 
economic contexts? ‘Outside’ sources include travel itineraries, 
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coins and seals, and other written and visual materials that are not 
directly connected with monastic production.

5) Which etic perspectives in the academic study of Buddhism help 
to clarify relationships between sources, and which scholarly biases 
have clouded their interpretation? While the field of Buddhist 
Studies has inherited a tendency to privilege literary texts from 
the so-called Oriental Renaissance in the nineteenth century when 
scholars such as Eugène Burnouf initially identified common fea-
tures in accounts of the Buddha’s life, teachings, and community in 
Sanskrit, Pāli, and Tibetan texts,114 many recent scholars have chal-
lenged uncritical acceptance of this basic bias (which is certainly 
not unique to the study of Buddhism).115 Gregory Schopen char-
acterizes this longstanding bias as a “Protestant Presupposition” in 
that Protestant reformers located religion in scripture rather than 
‘vulgar’ external works and elevated doctrinal ideas over manifesta-
tions of devotion.116 Such methodological critiques are not intended 
to dismiss the importance of textual sources for illuminating key 
doctrines, but to seek answers to questions about material culture, 
religious practices, and socio-economic concerns by broadening 
inquiries to include a wider variety of literary discourses, epigraphic 

114 Burnouf, Eugène. 1844. Introduction à l’histoire du bouddhisme indien. Paris: 
Imprimerie royale (translated by Katia Buffetrille and Donald S. Lopez, Jr. as Introduc-
tion to the History of Indian Buddhism. Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 
2010). For appreciative accounts of Burnouf ’s contributions, see Schwab, Raymond. 
1984. Oriental Renaissance: Europe’s Rediscovery of India and the East, 1680–1880. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1984 (translation by Gene Patterson-Black and 
Victor Reinking of La renaissance orientale. Paris: Editions Payot, 1950) and Yuyama, 
Akira. 2000. Eugène Burnouf: The Background to his Research into the Lotus Sutra. 
Tokyo: International Research Institute for Advanced Buddhology, Soka Univer-
sity. The contributions of other influential figures in the history of the discipline are 
described by de Jong, J.W. 1987. A Brief History of Buddhist Studies in Europe and 
America. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications (2nd rev. ed.) and Silk, Jonathan. 2004. “Bud-
dhist Studies.” In Buswell, Robert, ed. 2004. Encyclopedia of Buddhism. New York: 
MacMillan Reference, vol. 1, 94–101.

115 Almond, Philip. 1988. The British Discovery of Buddhism. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 37; Lopez, Donald S., ed. 1995b. Curators of the Buddha: The 
study of Buddhism under colonialism. Chicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 6–7; Balagangadhara 1994: 133; Masuzawa 2005: 126.

116 Schopen, Gregory. 1991b. “Archaeology and Protestant Presuppositions in the 
Study of Indian Buddhism,” History of Religions 31, 1–23 (= Schopen 1997a: 1–22). 
Kieschnick 2003: 20 traces a tendency to distinguish “scriptures as the source of spiri-
tual insights” from religious artifacts as “outward things” to Mircea Eliade’s dichot-
omy between sacred and profane. Lewis 2000: 167–177 criticizes an overemphasis on a 
limited range of “master texts” and a focus on scholastic doctrines, monastic concerns, 
and orthodox viewpoints at the expense of everyday practices.
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sources, and archaeological remains. While striving to avoid “the 
bugaboo of binary oppositions” (Swearer 2008: 109)117 between lit-
erary and material sources, élite scholasticism and popular practice, 
and the abstract thought and concrete practices, the goal here is to 
synthesize different genres of textual sources, epigraphic evidence, 
and archaeological materials, while acknowledging limits to their 
interpretation. The following outline of sources aims to introduce 
methodologies for approaching these valuable sources.

Panorama of Buddhist Literature

Texts belonging to Buddhist and non-Buddhist literary traditions con-
tribute significantly to understanding social and historical contexts for 
various stages in the inception and expansion of Buddhism beyond 
South Asia. While traditional narratives touch on particular features, 
episodes, and themes in the transmission of the Buddha’s teachings and 
the history of different communities, the complete story is not related 
in any one text or language. Instead of a unified account, versions of 
the “Buddha’s words” (buddhavacana) were initially transmitted orally 
in multiple languages, and his followers were instructed to transmit his 
teachings “in their own dialects” (Pāli: sakāya niruttiyā).118 Recovering 
the original words, teachings, language, or languages spoken by the 
Buddha is difficult if not impossible, since relatively late Pāli sources 
refer to the first written transmission of Buddhist texts in Sri Lanka 
only in the first century BCE.119 Information gleaned through philo-
logical comparisons of Buddhist texts preserved in different languages 
from separate periods is extremely valuable, but the normative ideals 
prescribed in Buddhist literature are not necessarily descriptions of 
historical reality (as indicated by the discussion of vinaya prohibitions 
against monetary transactions in the previous section). This cautionary 

117 Donald Swearer cautions against “. . . privileging the epigraphic, the cultic, and 
the magical at the expense of the canonical text, the scholar-monk, and the philosoph-
ical” (Swearer, Donald. 2004. Becoming the Buddha: The Ritual of Image Consecration 
in Thailand. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press), 109.

118 Lamotte 1988 [1958]: 552–555; Brough, John. 1980. “Sakāya niruttiyā: cauld kale 
het.” In Bechert, Heinz, ed. 1980. Die Sprache der ältesten Buddhistischen Überliefer-
ung. (= The Language of the Earliest Buddhist Tradition). Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
und Ruprecht, 35–42 (reprinted in Brough, John. 1996. Collected Papers, ed. Minoru 
Hara and J.C. Wright. London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 461–468). 

119 Norman, K.R. 1997b. A Philological Approach to Buddhism. London: School of 
Oriental and African Studies (revised ed. London: Pali Text Society, 2006), 99–121 
(Chapter V: Buddhism and Writing).
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point about using literary sources does not exclude the possibility 
that Buddhist texts reflect practical details about the everyday lives of 
monks, nuns, and devotees, especially since such details reveal impor-
tant viewpoints and attitudes.

Literature in Pāli is more extensive and accessible than other Indian 
Buddhist literary traditions largely due to its continuous use, repro-
duction, and preservation by Theravāda communities in Sri Lanka and 
Southeast Asia. The authoritative collection of texts into the “three 
baskets” (Tipitaka) along with important para-canonical texts, com-
mentaries, and digests have been edited and translated into English in 
publications of the Pāli Text Society and electronic versions are available 
online.120 However, Pāli texts do not necessarily represent the oldest or 
relatively “pure” versions of the Buddha’s teachings, since new mate-
rial continued to be added to the “canon” until at least the fifth century 
CE during the time of Buddhaghosa’s commentaries.121 Although the 
Theravāda tradition views Pāli as equivalent to Māgadhī, a vernacular 
language of northeastern India believed to have been spoken by the 
historical Buddha, scholars have convincingly demonstrated that Pāli 
is an artificial literary language more closely related to the languages 
of western India, with some features of other contemporary regional 
vernaculars and later Sanskritisms.122 Thus, a treatment of the early 
history of Buddhist transmission can not rely solely on Pāli texts, but 
must also engage with other South Asian Buddhist literary traditions.

The earliest Buddhist manuscripts (or South Asian literary texts in 
general) are not in Pāli, but in a related vernacular language of the 
Northwest called Gāndhārī.123 This regional language was written in 
the Kharosthī script, which was used from the third century BCE in 

120 Pāli literature is surveyed by Hinüber, Oskar von. 1996. A Handbook of Pāli 
Literature. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1996 (reprint, Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 
2001) and Norman, K.R. 1983. Pāli Literature, Including the Canonical Literature in 
Prakrit and Sanskrit of all Hīnayāna Schools of Buddhism. Wiesbaden: Otto Harras-
sowitz. The Pāli Canon Online Database is available at: http://www.bodhgayanews.
net/pali.htm (accessed 29 June, 2009). 

121 Norman 1997b: 139.
122 Oberlies, Thomas. 2003. “Aśokan Prakrit and Pāli.” In Cardona, George and 

Dhanesh Jain, eds. 2003. The Indo-Aryan Languages. London/New York: Routledge 
succinctly lays out the evidence for the argument that “Pāli as we have it . . . is basically 
a language of western India” (166). 

123 Bailey, Harold W. 1946. “Gāndhārī.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and Afri-
can Studies 11, 764–797 is responsible for coining the name of this language, which 
had previously been termed Northwest Prakrit.
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Aśokan rock edicts in northwestern Pakistan to the fourth century CE 
in administrative documents from the southern Tarim Basin in Xinji-
ang.124 A single manuscript of an incomplete version of the Dharma-
pada in Gāndhārī found near Khotan in 1892 suggested that a more 
extensive Buddhist literature in Gāndhārī may have flourished, but 
until recently Kharosthī inscriptions, coin legends, and other types of 
documents provided only tangential confirmation.125 The discovery of 
additional collections of birch-bark scrolls and fragments of Kharosthī 
manuscripts acquired by the British Library, Robert Senior, Martin 
Schøyen, and the University of Peshawar in the 1990s confirms that 
Buddhist monastic communities in ancient Gandhāra composed, 
transposed, and preserved a significant corpus of Buddhist texts “in 
their own language.”126 While the general content of sūtras and verse 

124 Falk, Harry. 1993. Schrift im alten Indien: Ein Forschungsbericht mit Anmerkun-
gen. Tübingen: Gunter Narr, 84–105; Salomon, Richard. 1998a. Indian Epigraphy: 
A guide to the study of inscriptions in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Other Indo-Aryan lan-
guages. New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 42–56; Salomon, Richard. 2003a. 
“Writing Systems of the Indo-Aryan Languages.” In Cardona and Jain 2003: 90–94. 
For the late survival of Kharosthī in biscript and triscript potsherd inscriptions from 
southern Uzbekistan and in biscript Tocharian documents from Kucha in Xinjiang 
perhaps dated to periods between the 5th–7th centuries CE, see Salomon, Richard. 
2008b. “Whatever Happened to Kharosthī? The Fate of a Forgotten Indic Script.” In 
Baines, John, John Benet, and Stephen Houston, eds. 2008. The Disappearance of Writ-
ing Systems: Perspectives on literacy and communication. London: Equinox, 139–155. 
Kharosthī inscriptions are discussed in more detail below with epigraphic sources pp. 
53–54.

125 Brough 1962: 43, 48–50.
126 Salomon, Richard. 1999a. Ancient Buddhist Scrolls from Gandhāra: The British 

Library Kharosthī Fragments. Seattle/London: University of Washington Press/ Brit-
ish Library is a general introduction to the British Library collection. For overviews 
of other recently discovered collections, see Salomon, Richard. 2002a. “Gāndhārī and 
the other Indo-Aryan languages in the light of newly-discovered Kharosthī manu-
scripts.” In Sims-Williams, Nicholas, ed. 2002. Indo-Iranian languages and peoples. 
Proceedings of the British Academy 116, 119–134; Salomon, Richard. 2003c. “The 
Senior Manuscripts: Another Collection of Gandhāran Buddhist Scrolls.” Journal of 
the American Oriental Society 123, 73–92; Salomon, Richard. 2006. “New Manuscript 
Sources for the Study of Gandhāran Buddhism.” In Behrendt and Brancaccio 2006: 
135–147. More recent discoveries in Bajaur are introduced by Nasim, Khan M. and M. 
Sohail Khan. 2004 (2006). “Buddhist Kharosthī Manuscripts from Gandhāra: A  New 
Discovery.” The Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences [Peshawar] 12, 9–15, and 
Nasim Khan, M. 2008. Kharosthī manuscripts from Gandhara. Peshawar: M. Nasim 
Khan. For a more thorough overview of the Bajaur collection, see Strauch, Ingo. 
2007–08. The Bajaur collection: A new collection of Kharosthī manuscripts. A prelimi-
nary catalogue and survey (in progress reports available from http://www.geschkult.
fu-berlin.de/e/indologie/bajaur/publication/index.html, accessed 29 June, 2009) and 
Strauch, Ingo. 2008. “The Bajaur Collection of Kharosthī Manuscripts—a preliminary 
survey.” Studien zur Indologie und Iranistik 25, 103–126. An online Bibliography of 
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texts, Abhidharma commentaries, vinaya texts (in the Bajaur col-
lection), summaries of Avadānas and Pūrvayoga stories of previous 
births, and some early or Mahāyāna texts (in the Schøyen and Bajaur 
collections) is not unexpected, published editions of some of these texts 
reveal interesting similarities with and differences between versions 
in other Buddhist languages.127 Early Buddhist texts in Gāndhārī fill 
gaps in knowledge of textual transmission between northern India, the 
northwestern borderlands, the silk routes of Central Asia, and China.128 
Since these manuscripts have only recently become available, examples 
drawn from these texts receive considerable attention here.

In contrast to the regional use of Gāndhārī and the limited appli-
cation of Pāli as the canonical language of the Theravāda tradition, 
Sanskrit was eventually adopted as the predominant language of pan-
Buddhist transmission by the middle of the first millennium CE. Since 
the historical Buddha is understood to have instructed his followers to 
transmit his teachings in vernacular languages, the role of Sanskrit as 
a Buddhist literary language may seem paradoxical, as K.R. Norman 
remarks:

. . . Buddhism, which had started out as a revolt against the social and 
religious system which was exemplified by the use of Sanskrit for liter-
ary and religious purposes, now began itself to embrace Sanskrit as a 
medium for the propagation of the Buddhavacana. (1997: 95)

Gāndhārī Studies is available at http://www.ebmp.org/a_bibliography.php#s. Allon, 
Mark, Richard Salomon, Geraldine Jacobsen, and Ugo Zoppi. 2006. “Radiocarbon 
Dating of Kharosthī Fragments from the Schøyen and Senior Manuscript Collec-
tions.” In Braarvig, ed. 2006: 279–292 address results of radiocarbon dating of some 
fragments. For futher analysis of these manuscript collections, see Chapter 4, subchap-
ter: Gandhāran Material and Literary Cultures.

127 Six volumes have been published in the Gandhāran Buddhist Texts series 
(GBT) edited by Richard Salomon: Salomon, Richard. 2000. A Gāndhārī Version of 
the Rhinoceros Sūtra: British Library Kharosthī Fragment 5B. GBT 1. Seattle/London: 
University of Washington Press; Allon, Mark. 2001. Three Gāndhārī Ekottarikāgama-
Type Sūtras: British Library Kharosthī Fragments 12 and 14. GBT 2. Seattle/London: 
University of Washington Press; Lenz 2003 (GBT 3); Glass 2007a (GBT 4); Salo-
mon, Richard. 2008a. Two Gāndhārī manuscripts of the Songs of Lake Anavatapta 
(Anavatapta-gāthā): British Library Kharosthī fragment 1 and Senior Scroll 14. Seattle: 
University of Washington Press (GBT 5); Lenz, Timothy. 2010. Gandhāran Avadānas: 
British Library Kharosthī fragments 1–3 and 21 and supplementary fragments A-C. 
Seattle: University of Washington Press (GBT 6).

128 Boucher, Daniel. 1998. “Gāndhārī and the Early Chinese Translations Reconsid-
ered: The Case of the Saddharmapundarīkasūtra.” Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 118.4, 471–506. 
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Oskar von Hinüber plausibly links the use of Sanskrit to the pragmat-
ics of Buddhist expansion: “. . . as soon as Buddhism began to spread 
over a larger area, the development of a language widely understood 
became imperative” (1989c: 351).129 In a recent treatment of the “liter-
arization” of Sanskrit, Sheldon Pollock argues that the Buddhist shift 
from resistance to appropriation of Sanskrit was connected to a broad 
expansion of the “prestige economy” (2006: 59) of Sanskrit, which was 
no longer restricted to religious purposes but was also used in royal 
eulogies and formal poetry.130 The adoption of Sanskrit in Buddhist 
literary texts parallels a transition in the languages of Indian inscrip-
tions from Prakrit to “Epigraphical Hybrid Sanskrit” by the middle 
of the second century CE.131 Patterns of “Sanskritization” or insertion 
of Sanskritic features in Pāli, Gāndhārī, and other hypothetical “Bud-
dhist Middle Indic” literary languages can be identified in varieties of 
mixed Sanskrit and Buddhist Sanskrit that Franklin Edgerton termed 
“Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit.”132 Buddhist Sanskrit texts range in literary 

129 Hinüber, Oskar von. 1989c.”Origin and Varieties of Buddhist Sanskrit.” In Cail-
lat, Colette, ed. 1989. Dialectes dans les littératures indo-aryennes: Actes du colloque 
international. Paris: Collège de France, Institut de civilisation indienne, 341–367.

130 Pollock, Sheldon. 2006. Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, 
culture, and power in premodern India. Berkeley: University of California Press, 51–59, 
100.

131 Lamotte 1988 [1958]: 577–580; Norman 1997b: 124–5; Salomon 1998a: 81–95. 
For the use of “epigraphical hybrid Sanskrit” in Buddhist, Jain, and other inscriptions 
in Mathura, see Damsteegt, Theo. 1978. Epigraphical Hybrid Sanskrit: Its Rise, Spread, 
Characteristics and Relationship to Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit. Leiden: Brill. 

132 Edgerton, Franklin. 1953. Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary. 
2 vols. New Haven: Yale University Press. Edgerton proposed that Buddhist Hybrid 
Sanskrit [BHS] was an artificial literary language of Buddhist transmission, but his 
conclusions have been disputed by Lamotte (1988: 582), who distinguishes “mixed 
Sanskrit” from relatively standard “Buddhist Sanskrit.” Oskar von Hinüber argues that 
“. . . a common Buddhist language, which may be called ‘Buddhist Middle Indic’ [was 
the] earliest literary language of Buddhism, from which Pāli and Buddhist Sanskrit 
branched off . . .” (1983a: 9) (“The Oldest Literary Language of Buddhism.” Saeculum 
34, 1–9 = Hinüber, Oskar von. 1994. Selected papers on Pāli studies. Oxford: Pali 
Text Society, 177–194). Hinüber compares features of “Middle Indic” languages in 
Das ältere Mittelindisch im Überblick. 2nd ed. Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2001 (1st ed. 1986). Norman distinguishes Middle 
Indo-Aryan [MIA] texts (particularly Pāli) with “Sanskritisms” inserted from texts 
translated from MIA into BHS and texts originally composed in BHS or Buddhist 
Sanskrit in “Buddhism and Sanskritisation” (chapter 6 of Norman 1997b: 124). In 
a survey of sanskritized epigraphic Gāndhārī and examples of non-sanskritized and 
sanskritized Gāndhārī manuscript fragments from the first to third centuries, Richard 
Salomon (2001. “’Gāndhārī Hybrid Sanskrit’: New Sources for the Study of the San-
skritization of Buddhist Literature.” Indo-Iranian Journal 44, 241–252) observes that 
“Buddhist literary Gāndhārī followed essentially the same path as that of the midland 
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style from the Mahāvastu with archetypal features of Buddhist Hybrid 
Sanskrit (especially in verse sections) to classical Sanskrit in the epic 
poems (mahākāvyas) of Aśvaghosa and learned treatises (śāstra) of 
Buddhist thinkers such as Nāgārjuna.133 Lamotte’s observation that 
Buddhist authors who transposed passages from Buddhist languages 
into Sanskrit or composed texts in Sanskrit were not merely “repeat-
ers” but could “add new to the old” (1988: 581) seems especially valid 
with regard to Mahāyāna sūtras, although recent identifications of 
Gāndhārī manuscripts of Mahāyāna texts complicate Lamotte’s pre-
supposed connection between Buddhist Sanskrit and Mahāyāna lit-
erature.134 Discoveries of Buddhist Sanskrit manuscripts in Xinjiang, 
Bamiyan (central Afghanistan), and Gilgit (northern Pakistan) dat-
ing from between the second and early eighth centuries CE and from 
later periods in Nepal and Tibet reflect the widespread persistence of 
Sanskrit as an important Buddhist literary language.135 Although ver-
sions of many Buddhist texts in Indic languages are no longer extant, 

MIA dialects of Buddhism, which similarly became more and more sanskritized until, 
in effect, they turned into Sanskrit” (2001: 246–7). Also see Salomon, Richard. 1998b. 
“Kharosthī Manuscript Fragments in the Pelliot Collection, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France.” Bulletin d’études indiennes 16, 123–160 for analysis of Kharosthī fragments 
in a “more or less Sanskritized variety of Gāndhārī” (1998b: 152) from Kucha in the 
northern Tarim Basin of Xinjiang.

133 Brough, John. 1954. “The Language of the Buddhist Sanskrit Texts.” Bulletin of 
the School of Oriental and African Studies 16.2, 351–375 (reprinted in Brough 1996: 
130–154).

134 Glass, Andrew. 2004. “Kharosthī Manuscripts: A Window on Gandhāran 
Buddhism.” Nagoya Studies in Indian Culture and Buddhism: Sambhāsā 24, 129–
152 refers to Gāndhārī fragments in the Schøyen collection of the Bhadrakalpika-
sūtra, which Chinese and Tibetan traditions regard as a Mahāyāna text (2004: 141). 
Also see Strauch 2007–8 for reports on a Gāndhārī version of a text similar to the 
Aksobhyavyūhā-sūtra.

135 A survey of recent discoveries of Buddhist Sanskrit manuscripts remains a 
desideratum, but helpful contributions include Sander, Lore. 1999. “Early Prakrit and 
Sanskrit Manuscripts from Xinjiang (second to fifth/sixth Centuries CE): Paleography, 
Literary Evidence, and Their Relation to Buddhist Schools.” In Zürcher, et al. 1999: 
61–106; Hartmann, Jens-Uwe. 2004. “Buddhism along the Silk Road: On the Rela-
tionship between the Buddhist Sanskrit Texts from Northern Turkestan and those 
from Afghanistan.” In Durkin, Desmond, et al. eds. 2004. Turfan Revisited: The first 
century of research into the arts and cultures of the Silk Road. Berlin: Reimer, 125–128; 
Kapstein, Matthew. 2003. “The Indian Literary Identity in Tibet.” In Pollock, Sheldon, 
ed. 2003. Literary Cultures in History: Reconstructions from South Asia. Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California, 755 ff.; and articles in Berkwitz, Stephen C., Juliane Schober, and 
Claudia Brown, eds. 2009. Buddhist Manuscript Cultures: Knowledge, ritual, and art. 
Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
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Chinese and Tibetan translations give scholars access to an extensive 
corpus of Buddhist literature.136

Relationships between Buddhist literary cultures can be discerned 
by studying patterns of textual transmission based on languages of 
Buddhist translation, relative chronologies, and distribution of manu-
scripts. Systematic selection, redaction, classification, and preserva-
tion of Buddhist texts in separate but related Pāli, Gāndhārī, Sanskrit, 
Chinese, and Tibetan collections reflect the choices made by monastic 
agents who were responsible for transmitting the Dharma to include 
or exclude certain ideas, values, and practices which they attributed to 
the normative sanction of the Buddha’s words (buddhavacana). Rather 
than accepting traditional accounts of the codification of the Buddha’s 
teachings in early communal recitations or ‘councils’ (sangītis) con-
vened after his parinirvāna, differences between these collections show 
that fluid processes of generating Buddhist discourses considerably 
varied as monks and nuns belonging to separate ordination lineages 
moved from place to place with the expansion of the sangha. Instead 
of uncritically accepting what is transmitted in textual traditions as 
authoritative evidence for “what the Buddha taught,” it is necessary 
to ask questions about why Buddhist authors and transmitters chose 
to feature particular narratives and individuals (such as stories about 
previous births of the Buddha and Bodhisattvas as merchants), doctri-
nal concepts, devotional rituals, meditation techniques, epithets, and 
formulae (which are sometimes found in epigraphs as well ). Although 
definitive conclusions about imagined audiences, the role of host cul-
tures in shaping the types of texts selected for transmission, translation, 
and (re-)composition, and the impact of economic and political forces 

136 The formation of Chinese and Tibetan collections of Buddhist literature is 
beyond the scope of this survey, but it is important to note that many apocryphal 
texts were not directly translated from Sanskrit or other Indic originals. Nattier, Jan. 
2008. A Guide to the Earliest Chinese Buddhist Translations: Texts from the East-
ern Han and Three Kingdoms Periods. Tokyo: International Research Institute for 
Advanced Buddhology, Soka University emphasizes that “. . . we should assume that 
any text translated in the second or third century CE was not based on Sanskrit, but 
rather on one or another of the many Prakrit vernaculars” (2008: 22). In a useful sur-
vey of Indian Buddhist literature preserved in Chinese and Tibetan, Paul Demiéville 
observed that in contrast to Pāli and Tibetan sources, “Dans le Canon chinois . . . toutes 
les écoles indiennes sont représentées par des traductions qui s’échelonnent sur près 
de dix siècles, du IIe au XIe” (In Renou, Louis and Jean Filliozat, eds. 1947–1953. L’inde 
classique: manuel des études indiennes. Paris: Payot [reprint, Paris: École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 2000]), vol. 2, 399).
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on the Buddhist literary milieu are difficult to reach, the effort to find 
intertextual connections can reveal links between Buddhist intellec-
tual networks, which often produced manuscripts and other religious 
commodities at or near hubs for long-distance trade. A discrepancy 
between methods of interpreting literary and material sources com-
mented upon by Nicola Di Cosmo with regard to the study of ancient 
Chinese history certainly also applies to the study of Buddhism:

The textual sources often refer to an inherited tradition and, in any case, 
incorporate the thought process of their authors; the material evidence 
(as a body) is relatively accidental, and its interpretation and usefulness 
depend on the questions asked by modern scholars. (2002: 3)137

This investigation aims to bridge the gap by taking both potential 
sources of evidence into account in order to find common patterns of 
cross-cultural transmission.

Buddhist Inscriptions: Epigraphic markers of transmission

Inscriptions offer unique perspectives on the study of trade networks 
and Buddhist transmission, but they have been underutilized in com-
parison to literary sources.138 Inscriptions are typically used to cor-
roborate textual references, but disagreements between the two types 
of sources can result in an “awkward situation” in which epigraphic 
and archaeological sources “. . . have to sit quietly in the corner spin-
ning cloth for the emperor’s new clothes” (Schopen 1991b [1997a]: 3).139 
Richard Salomon comments:

The resolution of such conflicts is no simple matter, but there can be 
no question that in Buddhological studies as a whole the testimony of 
inscriptions has not generally been given the weight it merits, and that 
the entire field of the history of Buddhism, which has traditionally been 

137 Di Cosmo, Nicola. 2002. Ancient China and its Enemies: The Rise of Nomadic 
Power in East Asian History. Cambridge, UK, New York: Cambridge University Press. 

138 Tsukamoto, Keisho. 1996–. Indo Bukkyō himei no kenkyū (A Comprehensive 
Study of the Indian Buddhist Inscriptions). 3 vols. Kyoto-shi: Heirakuji Shoten is not 
exhaustive, but does provide useful bibliographic references, notes, and maps; Hazra, 
Kanai Lal. 2002. Buddhism and Buddhist Literature in Early Indian Epigraphy. New 
Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal is rather eclectic and unreliable.

139 Chattopadhyaya, Brajadulal. 1994. Making of Early Medieval India, Delhi: 
Oxford University Press makes similar remarks in regard to early medieval Rajast-
han: “epigraphic evidence, while it may not always contradict the evidence of literary 
texts . . . does not happily blend with the evidence of such texts either” (1994: 90).
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dominated by a strongly text-oriented approach, must be reexamined in 
this light (1998a: 242).

Gregory Schopen provocatively argues that epigraphic material “. . . pre-
dates what we can definitely know from literary sources . . .” and more 
accurately depicts “. . . what a fairly large number of practicing Bud-
dhists actually did” (1997a [1985a]: 30). Buddhist inscriptions typi-
cally provide enduring written records of merit for donors who gave 
various items to monastic communities. Among the inscriptions from 
the stone railing that surrounded the stūpa at Bharhut, located in cen-
tral India on overland routes between the Ganga-Yamuna doāb to the 

Figure 1.3. Bharhut Pillar donated by Bhiksunī Nāgilā (author’s photo). 
The scene below the donative inscription is labeled as the Bodhi tree of 

“Blessed Vipasi” (previous Buddha Vipaśyin).
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50 chapter one

north and the Deccan peninsula to the south, are several recording 
donations of pillars, such as this example:

Pillars (thabhā), the Gift of Bhikhunī Nāgilā from Moragiri. (fig. 1.3)140

This donative inscription, which is written above another label inscrip-
tion in a different hand identifying the Bodhi tree of the previous Bud-
dha Vipaśyin,141 indicates that the donor of this carved stone pillar 
was a Buddhist nun who came to Bharhut from Moragiri (Sanskrit: 
Mayūragiri), which, along with the inscriptions of donors from Vidiśā 
and Pātaliputra, demonstrates significant mobility on routes pass-
ing through Bharhut in the 2nd–1st century BCE.142 An inscription 
from Mathura in northern India recording a gift of a pillar by a monk 
named Jivaka, who was originally from Uddiyāna, or the Swat valley 
in northwestern Pakistan, provides another example of mobility and 
circulation between monastic communities around 300 CE:

In the year 77, in the 4th (month) of summer, on the 4th day, in the 
monastery of Mahārāja Rājātirāja Devaputra Hūvīska the gift of the 
monk Jivaka, the Odiyanaka (native of Uddiyāna), (consisting in) pillar-
base 25. May welfare and happiness of all sentient beings prevail. To the 
community of the four quarters.143

Many donative inscriptions also give important details about the titles 
of nuns and monks and the identity of their ordination lineages, thus 
illustrating the geographical distribution of mainstream Buddhist 
schools and Mahāyāna affiliations of individuals in particular areas in 
certain periods.144 For instance, two inscriptions at Bodh Gaya record 
donations of a shrine and an image of the Buddha by a Sri Lankan 

140 Lüders, Heinrich. 1963. Bharhut inscriptions. Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, 
v. 2, pt. 2. Ootacamund: Government Epigraphist for India, 25, no. A 29 (pl. 5) 
reads: moragirimha nāgilāyā bhikhuniyā dānam thabhā (thabhā is not visible in my 
photograph).

141 Lüders 1963: 82, no. B 13 (pl. 33): bhagavato vipasino bodhi. 
142 Hawkes, Jason. 2009. “The Wider Archaeological Contexts of the Buddhist Stūpa 

Site of Bharhut.” In Hawkes and Shimada 2009: 146–174 suggests “There would, in 
fact, seem to have been a conscious effort on the part of the monastic community 
to establish the site in relation to these routes” (2009: 161). The location of Bharhut 
within a network of interregional routes is discussed in Chapter 3 within the subchap-
ter on the Southern Route (Daksināpatha) pp. 211–212. 

143 Lüders 1961: 68, no. 62, §31. 
144 Lamotte 1988 [1958]: 523–528; Schopen, Gregory. 1979. “Mahāyāna in Indian 

Inscriptions.” Indo-Iranian Journal 21, 1–19 (reprint, Schopen 2005: 223–246); Shas-
tri, Ajay Mitra. 1965. An Outline of Early Buddhism: A historical survey of Buddhol-
ogy, Buddhist schools & Sanghas mainly based on the study of pre-Gupta inscriptions. 
Varanasi: Indological Book House, 42–111.
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monk (sthavira) named Mahānāman, whose title of śākyabhiksu and 
donative formula are employed widely but not exclusively in Mahāyāna 
inscriptions of this period (6th century CE):

Om! This is the religious offering (deyadharmmo’yam) of the Śākya-
monk (śākyabhiksu), the Elder (sthavira) from Āmradvīpa (Sri Lanka), 
Mahānāman. May whatever merit there is (in this gift) be for the attain-
ment of supreme knowledge by all beings.145

Buddhist records of donations of material items provide concrete 
information about the daily life of monastic residents and their interac-
tions with a wide range of patrons, including but not limited to rulers, 
administrators, merchants, craftsmen, and (significantly) their wives 
and daughters. This record of a lay female devotee (upāsikā) named 
Harisvāminī in 450–451 CE illustrates her patronage of a monastery at 
Sāñcī, which she supported with a perpetual endowment (aksayanīvī) 
of coins for maintaining lamps to illuminate images of the Buddha and 
the four previous Buddhas, with directions that the merit of her act be 
directed to her parents:

By the female lay devotee Harisvāminī, the wife of the male lay devotee 
Sanasiddha, having directed (the merit) to her parents, these twelve coins 
(dīnāras) are given as a perpetual endowment to the noble sangha of the 
four directions at the great monastery (mahāvihāra) of Kākanādabota 
(Sāñcī). . . . With the increase (of interest) on one coin given to the throne 
of the four Buddhas a lamp of the blessed Buddha is to be lit daily at the 
throne of the four Buddhas . . .146

An enormous corpus of graffiti inscriptions from the Upper Indus 
region in the modern Northern Areas of Pakistan discovered only 
recently since the construction of the Karakorum Highway mer-
its attention in Chapter 5, since these epigraphic sources record the 
movement of visitors on routes between the frontiers of South and 
Central Asia.

145 Fleet, John Faithful. 1888. Inscriptions of the Early Gupta Kings and their Suc-
cessors. Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, v. 3. Calcutta: Printed by the Superinten-
dent of Government Printing, India (2nd rev. ed. Varanasi: Indological Book House, 
1963), 274–279, nos. 71–72 (pl. 41A-B); for the first inscription, also see Sircar, Din-
eschandra. 1983. Select Inscriptions bearing on Indian History and Civilization: from 
the sixth to the eighteenth century AD. Vol. 2. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 56–58, 
no. 12: Bodhgayā Inscription of Mahānāman, (Gupta) year 268 (587 AD). 

146 Fleet 1888: 260–262, no. 62 (pl. 38B); Majumdar, Nani Gopal. “Inscriptions” in 
Marshall, John Hubert, A. Foucher, and Nani Gopal Majumdar. 1940. The monuments 
of Sāñchi. London: Probsthain, 389–390, no. 834 (pl. 130, 105).
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Since Indian epigraphic sources for the study of trade and transmis-
sion receive considerable emphasis in this study, additional background 
information about the historical development of writing systems and 
languages will be helpful. Rock edicts and other inscriptions of the 
Mauryan emperor Aśoka provide the first definite attestations of the 
Brāhmī and Kharosthī scripts in the middle of the third century BCE.147 
Brāhmī was widely used for writing Buddhist inscriptions in Prakrit 
regional vernacular languages in the post-Mauryan period through-
out most of the Indian subcontinent. As Sanskrit gradually eclipsed 
regional Prakrits in northern Indian inscriptions in the early centuries 
CE (as already discussed), regional styles of Brāhmī develop.148 After a 
period of overlap in the third to fourth century CE, Brāhmī replaced 
Kharosthī in the Northwest as well, so that the vast majority (approxi-
mately eighty percent) of graffiti inscriptions from the Upper Indus 
region is written in Brāhmī from about the fourth to seventh centu-
ries CE. Other scripts derived from regional varieties of Brāhmī were 
eventually adopted for writing South Asian languages as well as non-
Indic languages in Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and Tibet.149 Just as 
the use of Sanskrit linked widespread Buddhist communities within 
and outside of India proper, so also the broad dissemination of writing 
systems based on Brāhmī probably facilitated communication.

147 Hultzsch, E. 1925. Inscriptions of Aśoka. New Edition. Corpus Inscriptionum 
Indicarum, vol. 1. Oxford: Clarendon Press (reprint, New Delhi: Archaeological Sur-
vey of India, 1991) remains a standard reference, but more recent discoveries and 
advances in the field have been compiled by Falk, Harry. 2006. Aśokan Sites and Arte-
facts: A Source-book with Bibliography. Mainz: P. von Zabern. Discoveries of Brāhmī 
graffiti on potsherds from Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka in strata from the 4th–5th cen-
turies BCE have led some scholars to question whether Aśokan edicts preserve the 
earliest forms of Brāhmī (Allchin 1995: 178–181). Falk (1993: 205–218) , however, 
argues that internal developments in the Brāhmī script point to northern India as 
the place of its origin. Hazra (2002: 24–60) devotes a chapter to pre-Mauryan period 
inscriptions, but the early Brāhmī inscriptions on the Piprāwā vase and the Mahāsthān 
stone plaque cannot be dated with any certainty before the inscriptions of Aśoka. For 
additional comments on the origins and antiquity of Brāhmī and Kharosthī, see Salo-
mon 1998a: 10–31 and Salomon 2003a: 85–93. See Chapter 2: Legacy of the Mauryans: 
Aśoka as Dharmarāja (pp. 78–94) for historical details and analysis.

148 Dani, Ahmad Hasan. 1963. Indian Palaeography. Oxford: Clarendon Press (2nd 
ed. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1986) remains a very helpful reference for the 
regional differentiation of Brāhmī scripts.

149 Salomon, Richard. 1996a. “South Asian Writing Systems.” In Daniels, Peter T., 
and William Bright, eds. 1996. The World’s Writing Systems. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 371–431. For the development of the Tibetan writing system from 
Siddhamātrkā, see van der Kuijp, Leonard. 1996. “The Tibetan Script and Derivatives.” 
In Daniels and Bright, eds. 1996: 431–441.
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In contrast to Brāhmī, which was widely used in Buddhist and non-
Buddhist inscriptions, manuscripts, and other materials in numerous 
languages, the Kharosthī script was reserved almost exclusively for 
writing Gāndhārī, a northwestern Prakrit which served as an impor-
tant Buddhist literary language in early manuscripts. The geographical 
range of Kharosthī radiated outwards from ancient Gandhāra (where 
Aśokan edicts in Kharosthī at Shahbazgarhi and Mansehra in mod-
ern Northwest Pakistan are the earliest examples) to the Punjab and 
northwestern India (including Mathura), and throughout Afghanistan 
to southern Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in the Oxus/Amu Darya water-
shed, and extended to the Tarim Basin in modern Xinjiang. Kharosthī 
inscriptions generally record Buddhist donations of reliquaries, sculp-
tures, and a variety of other objects, but the use of Kharosthī for writ-
ing visitors’ inscriptions, coin legends, and administrative documents 
indicate that the script was utilized for secular as well as for religious 
purposes.150 A gradual transition from Kharosthī to Brāhmī in the 
third to fourth century reflects the decline of Gāndhārī and the tran-
sition to Sanskrit as the primary language of Buddhist transmission 
between the northwestern frontiers of South Asia and the silk routes 
of Central Asia.

An extensive range of written materials in addition to Buddhist 
inscriptions in Brāhmī and Kharosthī shed valuable light on cross-
cultural interactions. Graffiti inscriptions at sites in the Upper Indus 
region of northern Pakistan written in South Asian languages and 
scripts (including Proto-Śāradā, a closely related script which replaced 
Brāhmī in the seventh century in Northwest Pakistan and Kashmir) 
as well as Middle Iranian (particularly Sogdian, but also Bactrian), 
Chinese, and Tibetan certainly reflect transregional movements in a 

150 Earlier discoveries (before 1929) of Kharosthī inscriptions were edited by Konow, 
Sten. 1929. Kharoshthī Inscriptions with the exception of those of Aśoka. Corpus Inscrip-
tionum Indicarum, vol. 2, part 1. Calcutta: Government of India, 1929 (reprint, New 
Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1991) and Central Asian Kharosthī documents 
were edited by Boyer, A.M., E.J. Rapson, and E. Senart. 1920–1929. Kharosthī Inscrip-
tions Discovered by Sir Aurel Stein in Chinese Turkestan. 3 vols. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press (reprint, Delhi: Cosmo Publications, 1997). Subsequent discoveries of 69 addi-
tional Kharosthī inscriptions are referred to by Fussman, Gérard. 1989a. “Gāndhārī 
écrite, Gāndhārī parlée.” in Caillat, ed. 1989: 433– 501. Publications of Central Asian 
documents are updated by Lin, Meicun. 1996. “Kharosthī Bibliography: The Collec-
tions from China (1897–1993).” Central Asiatic Journal 40, 188–220. Baums and Glass. 
For current updates on recent discoveries and publications, the Catalog of Kharosthī 
Inscriptions (CKI) is available online at: http://www.ebmp.org/a_inscriptions.php.
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54 chapter one

multilingual environment. As explicitly Buddhist inscriptions from 
this area make up a relatively small proportion of the graffiti, non-
Buddhist inscriptions can indicate important details about cultural and 
regional identities and shed light on interactions with foreigners from 
outside of the Indian subcontinent and with local indigenous inhabit-
ants and their religious beliefs. Visitors’ graffiti with proper names, 
records of donations of petroglyph images as “religious offerings,” and 
label inscriptions invariably provide more information about religious 
practices rather than doctrinal ideals. When inscriptions are found 
in situ (as in the case of graffiti or excavated written materials) or if 
the find-spot is known, the evidence from epigraphic sources can be 
situated in particular places with much greater security than infor-
mation gleaned from literary sources. Formulae of dated inscriptions 
with references to historical eras and palaeographic analysis of written 
characters permit the chronological range to be narrowed down with 
greater certainty than is possible for textual traditions. Unlike liter-
ary sources, inscriptions retain their original form without selective 
emendation through processes of editorial transmission. Despite the 
difficulties of incomplete preservation and limited scope due to the 
repetition of formulaic patterns, the treatment of inscriptions is given 
significant weight in this study because epigraphic materials offer use-
ful perspectives on Buddhist practices, patterns of mobility, and every-
day concerns of individual agents of transmission in specific places 
and times.

Archaeological Sources: Material Contexts for the Establishment of 
Buddhism

Archaeological materials arguably provide the most tangible evidence 
for Buddhist mobility by demonstrating localization of Buddhist pres-
ence and movement of artifacts, images, and coins from one region to 
another. Early Buddhist art and archaeology amply demonstrate that 
the presence of the Buddha was localized at stūpas, which functioned 
as memorial mounds for the bodily relics of Śākyamuni Buddha (or 
objects and events linked to his hagiographical accounts), previous 
Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, prominent followers, and narratives of former 
lives.151 Veneration of stūpas was the primary way worshipping the 

151 Now see Hawkes and Shimada, eds. 2009 for alternative approaches to those in 
Dallapicola, Anna Libera, and Stephanie Zingel-Avé Lallemant, eds. 1980. The Stūpa: 
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Buddha at particular places, where his presence was localized. Stūpas 
are identifiable by ubiquitous architectural features ranging from a 
basic platform (medhi) with a dome (anda) surmounted by a row 
of disks (chattrāvalī) to much more elaborate structures surrounded 
by decorated railings and elaborate gateways, staircases up multiple 
terraced levels to paths for circulation around the central dome, and 
pillars, niches, and detailed superstructures. Excavations of stūpas fre-
quently reveal chronological stages of construction and reconstruc-
tion involving enlargement of the early core, renovations with new 
materials, and expansion of the complex with addition of elements as 
veneration and patronage increased. Mortuary patterns of burial ‘ad 
sanctos’ in which smaller subsidiary stūpas with anonymous deposits 
of bones and ashes of monastic devotees and lay followers surround 
the central stūpa indicate that physical proximity to the remains of the 
Buddha had special significance for devotees.152 As stūpas function as 
the pre-eminent archaeological indicators of devotional practices for 
worshipping the Buddha, these shrines supply valuable evidence for 
discerning levels of transmission in a given area.

The religious function of Buddhist stūpas is directly connected to the 
worship of different types of relics, which establish the “actual living 
presence of the Buddha” (Schopen 1997a [1987a]: 134).153 According 
to versions of his final days in the Mahāparinirvāna sūtra, Śākyamuni’s 
explicit instructions that his bodily relics (śarīra) were to be placed in 
stūpas at crossroads following the customary burial practice for a ruler 

Its Religious, Historical and Architectural Significance. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner. Also 
see Brown, Robert L. 1986. “Recent Stupa Literature: A Review Article.” Journal of 
Asian History 20, 215–232; Fussman, Gérard. 1986b. “Symbolisms of the Buddhist 
Stūpa.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 9.2, 37–53, and De 
Marco, Giuseppe . 1987. “The Stūpa as a Funerary Monument: New Iconographical 
Evidence.” East and West 37, 191–246. Kevin Trainor (1997) provides a very useful 
overview of scholarly literature on stūpas and the closely related term caitya (particu-
larly from the perspective of Pāli literary sources) in Relics, Ritual, and Representation 
in Buddhism: Rematerializing the Sri Lankan Theravāda Tradition. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 32–65, 96–117. 

152 Schopen, Gregory. 1987a. “Burial Ad Sanctos and the Physical Presence of the 
Buddha in Early Indian Buddhism: A Study in the Archaeology of Religions.” Religion 
17, 193–225 (= Schopen 1997a: 114–147) and Schopen, Gregory. 1994b. “Stūpa and 
Tīrtha: Tibetan Mortuary Practices and an Unrecognized Form of Burial Ad Sanctos 
at Buddhist Sites in India.” In Skorupski, T. and Ulrich Pagel, eds. 1994. Buddhist 
Forum III. London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 273–293 (= Schopen 2005: 
350–369).

153 Schopen, Gregory. 1998. “Relics.” In Taylor 1998: 256–268 makes additional 
comparisons with Christian conceptions of relics as living entities.
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(cakravartin) directly connect the relic cult to the construction of stūpas 
(and monasteries) near junctions of trade and travel routes.154 The por-
tability of Buddhist relics across Asia is attested widely in archaeologi-
cal finds, and materials from relic deposits serve as historical data for 
practices central to the establishment and transmission of Buddhism.155 
Epigraphic and textual evidence confirms that the merit resulting from 
the establishment of relics in stūpas in new areas was a powerful incen-
tive for localizing the presence of the Buddha and expanding Buddhist 
sacred geography.156 John Strong emphasizes that “. . . relics came to 
be seen not just as spreaders of the presence of the Buddha, but also 
as exotic emblems of this new religion of Buddhism—something that 
Brahmanism, Confucianism, or Shintō did not have” (2004a: 232). 

154 Przyluski, Jean. 1936. “Le partage des reliques du Buddha.” Mélange chinois et 
bouddhiques 4, 341–67; Schopen, Gregory. 1991a. “Monks and the Relic Cult in the 
Mahāparinibbāna-sutta: An Old Misunderstanding in Regard to Monastic Buddhism.” 
In Shinohara, Koichi and Gregory Schopen, eds. 1991. From Benares to Beijing: Essays 
on Buddhism and Chinese Religion, Koichi Shinohara and Gregory Schopen. Oakville, 
Ontario: Mosaic Press, 187–201 (= Schopen 1997a: 99–113).

155 John Strong 2004a examines worship of various types of Buddhist relics and 
connected narratives in South and Southeast Asia. Articles on Buddhist relic ven-
eration in Sri Lankan, medieval Indian, Thai, Tibetan, Japanese, and other contexts 
appear in Germano, David and Kevin Trainor, eds. 2004. Embodying the Dharma: 
Buddhist Relic Veneration in Asia. Albany: State University of New York. Skilling, 
Peter. 2005. “Cutting Across Categories: Relics in Pāli Texts, the Bhadrakalpika-sūtra, 
and the Saddharmapundarīka-sūtra.” Annual Report of the International Research 
Institute for Advanced Buddhology at Soka University 8, 269–332 assesses an extensive 
range of textual discussions of relics, on which he bases his argument that “the cult 
of relics is central to all Buddhisms” and links the history of Buddhism to the his-
tory of relics. Also see Cribb and Errington 1992: 172–197, catalogue nos. 169–196, 
Kieschnick 2003: 29–52, and Sen 2003: chapter 2.

156 Kevin Trainor (writing about relic veneration in Sri Lanka) emphasizes the loca-
tive aspect of relic worship: “The power of the relic to identify particular locations as 
centers of sacrality, that is, to create places of powerful religious significance, consti-
tutes one of the distinctive functions of the relic cult in the Buddhist tradition” (1997: 
97). John Kieschnick (focusing in the relic cult in Chinese Buddhism) connects the 
“portability of relics” to proselytization: “. . . the portability of relics, a tangible way 
of transporting Buddhist devotional practices and concomitant religious doctrines 
to new regions, was well suited to the Buddhist proclivity for proselytizing (2003: 
30). Salomon, Richard and Gregory Schopen. 1984. “The Indravarman (Avaca) Cas-
ket Inscription Reconsidered: Further Evidence for Canonical Passages in Buddhist 
Inscriptions.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 7, 107–123 
have found that donative formulae in Kharosthī reliquary inscriptions from the early 
first century CE and in textual passages from the Gilgit Sanskrit manuscript of the 
Sanghabhedavastu and the Ekottarāgama quoted by Yaśomitra in his Abhidharmakośa 
commentary refer to the “Brāhma merit” generated by the establishment of relics in a 
“previously unestablished place.”
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This study expands upon contributions to the study of relics and Bud-
dhist devotional rituals, regional history, and religious symbolism by 
situating archaeological and epigraphic evidence for relic veneration in 
economic contexts of long-distance trade networks.

The concept of a relic extended beyond physical relics (śarīra) to 
materials that had been contacted by the Buddha or could be used to 
commemorate his life and teachings. Relics of commemoration are 
added relatively later to Pāli literary classifications, but the observa-
tion by Michael Willis that “the three relic types . . . should be taken 
as points on a sliding scale which to some extent allowed one type of 
relic to be substituted and transformed into another” (2000: 16) points 
towards structural incentives for expanding relic categories.157 The 
“sliding scale” of relics was eventually broadened to include textual 
materials regarded as “dharma relics” (such as manuscripts, inscrip-
tions, seals, dhāranīs, etc.).158 Mahāyāna Buddhist traditions associated 
with the “Cult of the Book” (as Gregory Schopen terms a range of 
practices calling for the worship of sūtra texts) regard such textual 
relics as the “Dharma body” (dharmakāya), which some polemic dis-
courses claim are superior to other forms of worshipping the Buddha’s 
physical body.159 A verse formula giving a brief synopsis of the doctrine 
of causation and cessation (beginning ye dharmā hetuprabhavā . . .) 
inscribed on clay seals deposited in miniature stūpas and images in 
shrines throughout the Buddhist world also served as a focus for 

157 Willis 2000: 13 points out that relics of commemoration (uddesika dhātu) were 
probably accepted as worthy of veneration after the development of the Buddha image 
in the first century CE, while the two other types of relics (bodily relics and relics 
of contact) were accepted earlier in the Pāli tradition. According to Trainor, “this 
threefold classification was well-established by the commentarial period (fifth century 
CE)” (1997: 89, fn. 82 [also see Germano and Trainor 2004: 16, 26, note 33]) based 
on references in the Khuddakapātha Pāli commentary on the seventh verse of the 
Nidhikandasutta.

158 John Strong broadly observes that “. . . both dharma relics and body relics could 
be used in similar ways as stand-ins for the Buddha” (2004a: 9). 

159 Schopen, Gregory. 1975. “The Phrase sa prthvīpradeśaś caityabhūto bhavet in 
the Vajracchedikā: Notes on the Cult of the Book in Mahāyāna.” Indo-Iranian Journal 
17, 147–181 (= Schopen 2005: 25–62). Drewes, David. 2007. “Revisiting the phrase ‘sa 
prthvīpradeśaś caityabhūto bhavet’ and the Mahāyāna Cult of the Book.” Indo-Iranian 
Journal 50, 101–143 challenges Schopen’s thesis of a competition between a Mahāyāna 
“Cult of the Book” and mainstream stūpa worship, but his argument that “. . . it is in 
fact not clear that sūtra worship was not especially important for the Mahāyāna at all” 
is contradicted by his acknowledgement that “Mahāyāna sūtras commonly advocate 
the veneration of written sūtras . . .” (137).
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devotional and donative practices by infusing these objects with the 
Buddha’s dharmakāya.160

Like bodily and textual relics, images materialize the presence of the 
Buddha in particular places. The earliest anthropomorphic images of 
the Buddha appear in Mathura, Gandhara and Swat in the first century 
CE after a long phase of symbolic representation.161 The “Image Cult” 
was promoted by monastic and lay patrons who labeled their gifts of 
sculptures to stūpa complexes, murals in Buddhist cave monasteries, 
as well as smaller or more rudimentary images, including petroglyphs, 
as “religious offerings” (deyadharma/devadharma).162 Since Buddhist 
narratives about seemingly insignificant donations (of grass, dirt, flow-
ers, etc.) repeatedly emphasize that the intention motivating a gift is 
considered more important than an object’s physical value, gifts of 
“ordinary images” and elaborate works of art from donors with dif-
ferent social backgrounds have similar results and fulfill identical 
purposes: they generate merit for donors and expand opportunities 

160 Bentor, Yael. 1995. “On the Origins of the Tibetan Practice of Depositing Relics 
and Dhāranīs in Stūpas and Images.” Journal of the American Oriental Society 115.2, 
248–261; Boucher, Daniel. 1991. “The Pratītyasamutpāda and Its Role in the Medi-
eval Cult of the Relics.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 
14, 1–27.

161 Art historical / iconological debates about the “aniconic” phase of early Bud-
dhist art between Susan Huntington and Vidya Dehejia are summarized by Karlsson, 
Klemens. 2000. Face to Face with the Absent Buddha: The Formation of Buddhist Ani-
conic Art. Uppsala, Sweden: Uppsala University. Also see Brown, Robert L. 1998. “The 
Miraculous Buddha Image: Portrait, God, or Object?” In Davis, Richard H., ed. 1998. 
Images, Miracles, and Authority in Asian Religious Traditions. Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 37–54, esp. 42–44, for arguments against Huntington’s restrictive 
explanations of the absence of the Buddha’s human image as resulting from depictions 
of places rather than events. Carter, Martha. 1993. “Petroglyphs at Chilas II: Evidence 
for a Pre-iconic Phase of Buddhist Art in Gandhara.” In Gail, Adalbert J. and Gerd J.R. 
Mevissen, eds. 1993. South Asian Archaeology 1991. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 349–366, 
demonstrates that earlier rock drawings accompanied by Kharosthī inscription do not 
depict the Buddha in human form in contrast to later petroglyphs from other sites 
around Chilas and Thalpan. 

162 Schopen, Gregory. 1988. “On Monks, Nuns, and ‘Vulgar’ Practices: The Intro-
duction of the Image Cult into Indian Buddhism” Artibus Asiae 49.1–2, 153–168 
(= Schopen 1997a: 238–257) argues against the view of the worship of images as a 
corruption of the Buddha’s ethics by pointing out that inscribed images of the Buddha 
were often donated by monks and nuns. Deyadharma formulae are also used to record 
donations of a wide range of non-visual materials to Buddhist communities, includ-
ing architectural elements (doors, cells, pillars) in western Indian cave inscriptions, 
water pots from Gandhara (including those found with the British Library collection 
of Kharosthī manuscripts), and Sanskrit manuscripts from Gilgit.
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for worshipping and remembering the Buddha.163 Colossal images of 
the Buddha located along important trade routes at Bamiyan, Gilgit, 
and the Upper Indus served as devotional landmarks for local patrons, 
monastic residents, visiting pilgrims, and traveling merchants. Just as 
the deposit of relics in stūpas localizes and expands the geographi-
cal range of Buddhist devotional practices, the installation and conse-
cration of images as “commemorative relics” broadened the “field of 
merit” by stimulating more devotees to make selfless acts of generosity 
with pure thoughts and intentions.

With the aid of numismatic and epigraphic evidence of donative 
inscriptions on sculptures and other visual materials, Buddhist art can 
be better situated in chronological and regional contexts.164 Since coins 
are datable to relatively specific periods and localized at geographical 
centers of production, they serve as useful indicators of cross-cultural 
interactions.165 Hoards of Roman coins in southern India and Sri Lanka 
and Saka and Kusāna coins in Khotan (Xinjiang) provide numismatic 
evidence of long-distance trade networks between the Indian subcon-
tinent, the Mediterranean world, and Central Asia in the early cen-
turies CE. When the historical framework is fairly secure, studies of 
coins and images reveal complex patterns of cross-cultural transmis-
sion through borrowing of specific elements from outside on the one 
hand and appropriation and transformation of symbolic values in 
response to various internal circumstances on the other hand. While 
the adoption or incorporation of stylistic elements is often still viewed 

163 The term “ordinary images” is borrowed from Abe, Stanley K. 2002. Ordinary 
Images. Chicago and London: University of Chicago, which he uses to designate “a large 
body of visual imagery ‘of the usual class’ . . . created for those of a lesser social, politi-
cal, and economic standing” (1). Abe specifies that the patrons of “ordinary images” 
were not the lowest class, but “subélites” including small landowners, merchants, 
lower officials, and others without high political or aristocratic standing (2–3). 

164 For an example of contextualization of Buddhist art using numismatic and epi-
graphic sources, see Fussman, Gérard. 1987a. “Numismatic and Epigraphic Evidence 
for the Chronology of Early Gandharan Art.” In Yaldiz, Marianne and Wibke Lobo, 
eds. 1987a. Investigating Indian Art. Berlin: Museum für Indische Kunst, 67–88. Simi-
lar approaches are adopted in contributions to Alram, Michael and Deborah Klim-
burg-Salter, eds. 1999. Coins, Art, and Chronology: Essays on the Pre-Islamic History of 
the Indo-Iranian Borderlands. Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften 
and Srinivasan, Doris, ed. 2007. On the Cusp of an Era: Art in the Pre-Kusāna World. 
Leiden: Brill. 

165 Renfrew and Bahn observe that: “coins often give an accurate indication of the 
intensity of interactions in space and time because they can usually be dated and 
because the place of issue is frequently indicated” (1991: 333).
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as resulting from a process of gradual diffusion of influences from one 
region to another, the actual routes, economic conditions, and politi-
cal, religious, social, and cultural background frequently remain vague. 
This effort to map networks is intended to clarify these contexts for the 
movement of Buddhist images across geographical and chronological 
boundaries. A synthesis of the literary, epigraphic, and archeological 
sources (including visual images) is the basis for investigating relation-
ships between trade networks and the transmission of Buddhism.

Outline of Destinations

Having outlined some of the sources, methods, and theories at the 
outset of the journey, where do paths of Buddhist transmission lead? 
Before embarking, it is necessary to identify a starting point and desti-
nations, both in terms of chronological time and geographical space.

Chapter 2: Historical Contexts for the Emergence and Transmission of 
Buddhism within South Asia

The second chapter establishes a diachronic foundation for the study 
of trade and transmission beginning with the emergence of Buddhism 
in northern India during the time of the historical Buddha around the 
fifth century BCE and continuing through the first millennium CE. 
Issues related to the emergence and growth of renouncer movements 
in very competitive social, economic, and religious environments are 
addressed in this re-examination of the initial phases of Buddhist for-
mation in northeastern India from approximately the fifth century 
BCE to the Mauryan period. The focus of the historical overview shifts 
to contacts between India, Iran, and Central Asia in the early cen-
turies CE, since various groups migrated to South Asia along routes 
that were also used in the transmission of Buddhism in the opposite 
direction to their former homelands. Although it will not be possible 
to completely fill every gap in the history of Indian and Central Asian 
Buddhism, historical contexts for the patronage of Buddhist monastic 
institutions in later periods during the first millennium CE receive 
particular emphasis.
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Chapter 3: Trade Networks in Ancient South Asia

Roads for the expansion of Buddhist communities throughout ancient 
India known as the ‘Northern Route’ (uttarāpatha) and ‘Southern 
Route’ (daksināpatha) are explored in the third chapter. These terms 
generally designate geographical / cultural regions of northern and 
southern India, often in relation to the location of the author of a text, 
the original homelands of travelers, or the domain of rulers whose 
exploits are eulogized in inscriptions. These arteries of commercial 
and cultural exchange, which were linked to much larger overland and 
maritime networks, served as paths of Buddhist transmission. Literary 
references as well as epigraphic and archeological evidence associated 
with particular nodes demarcate paths and patterns for the transmis-
sion of Buddhism in the Indian subcontinent.

Chapter 4: Old Roads in the Northwestern Borderlands

An extension of the Northern Route beyond the northwestern frontier 
of South Asia is a particularly significant part of the itinerary and is 
detailed in the fourth chapter. This chapter focuses on the domestica-
tion of Buddhist narratives, art and architecture, literary culture, and 
monastic institutions in ancient Gandhara, a pivotal border region for 
cross-cultural contact between Indian, Iranian, Hellenistic, and Central 
Asian spheres located in northwestern Pakistan and eastern Afghani-
stan. Archaeological remains of stūpas and monasteries, distinctive 
artistic traditions which had a wide impact beyond South Asia as well 
as donative inscriptions and several collections of early Buddhist man-
uscripts written in the Gāndhārī regional language amply demonstrate 
that Buddhist institutions flourished in many impressive centers of 
cultural production in the Gandhāran region. Buddhist cultures in the 
Swat valley (ancient Uddiyāna) and Bajaur in northwestern Pakistan 
and in Kashmir were closely linked with Gandhāra, but developed 
their own artistic and literary traditions and localized shrines and nar-
ratives, as attested in the accounts of Chinese pilgrims.

Chapter 5: Capillary Routes and Buddhist Manifestations in the Upper 
Indus

Inscriptions and rock drawings in the Upper Indus, Gilgit, and Hunza 
valleys of northern Pakistan demarcate a network of capillary routes 
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that directly connected branches of the Northern Route with the so-
called ‘Silk Routes’ in the Tarim Basin of eastern Central Asia. Man-
ifestations of a Buddhist presence in petroglyphs of stūpas, jātakas, 
hagiographical events in the life of Śākyamuni, and previous Buddhas 
and Bodhisattvas and the names of Buddhist visitors and local dev-
otees who patronized wayside shrines are examined in detail in the 
fifth chapter. Although Buddhist monasteries did not proliferate until 
the Palola Sāhis of Gilgit acted as literary and artistic patrons in the 
late sixth to early eighth century CE, this region was a crucial transit 
zone for Indian, Iranian, and Chinese travelers. A careful examina-
tion of different layers of Buddhist evidence from this area shows that 
although the high mountain desert environment lacked adequate sur-
plus resources to support large-scale residential monasteries, travelers 
on pathways through the deep river valleys and across passes through 
the western Himalayas, Hindu Kush, and Karakorum mountain ranges 
still acted as successful agents of long-distance transmission.

Chapter 6: Long-Distance Transmission to Central Asian Silk Routes 
and China

An investigation of trans-regional exchanges between South Asia, 
Central Asia and China in the sixth chapter provides the broad context 
for understanding the initial pattern of long-distance transmission of 
Buddhism through the transit zone of Xinjiang via numerous routes 
from multiple centers. Material evidence for Buddhist establishments 
in Khotan, Miran, and other oases in the southern Tarim Basin dur-
ing the first centuries CE is emphasized, but artistic traditions and lit-
erature connected with centers on the northern and intermediate silk 
routes near Kucha, Turfan, and Dunhuang are also discussed. Diverse 
Central Asian and Chinese Buddhist traditions did not arrive from 
either Bactria or Gandhara via a single main artery of the Silk Road, 
but resulted from more complex processes of transplantation, trans-
mission, and transformation.

Chapter 7: Conclusion: Alternative Paths and Paradigms of Buddhist 
Transmission

The concluding chapter of this exploration of premodern trans-Asian 
networks demonstrates that routes for economic and cultural exchange 
functioned as paths for the transmission of Buddhism. Intermediate 
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and long-distance trade routes across topographical, linguistic, and 
cultural boundaries enabled Buddhist missionaries to “spread the 
dharma” at élite and sub-élite levels. Manifestations of the presence of 
the Buddha in the form of reliquary stūpas, inscriptions, and images 
show that the process of transmission involved more than adoption 
of philosophical ideas and religious ideals. As flexible religious sys-
tems rather than monolithic unchanging entities with fixed doctrines 
and rigid orthodox rules, Buddhist traditions were able to adapt to 
different environments. The ability to change with shifting conditions 
of economic support and to appeal to a wide audience of potential 
patrons differentiates the lasting success of Buddhist missions outside 
of the Indian subcontinent from other religions originating in South 
Asia. This reassessment of sources, methods, and models illuminates 
paths and processes of Buddhist transmission across Asia in order to 
answer longstanding questions about why the sangha was able to suc-
cessfully transmit the dharma in its various manifestations beyond the 
homeland of Śākyamuni Buddha.
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