What the Buddha Thought




What the Buddha
Thought

Richard Gombrich

eauIinoX



Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies Monographs
Series Editor: Richard Gombrich

The Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies promotes teaching and research
into all Buddhist traditions, as found in texts and in societies, and is equally
open to the study of Buddhism by methods associated with the humanities
(philology, philosophy, history) and the social sciences (anthropology,
sociology, politics). Itinsists only on using sources in their original languages
and on aiming at the highest scholarly standards.

Previously published by Routledge

Richard F. Gombrich, How Buddhism Began: The Conditioned Genesis of the Early
Teachings, 2nd edition

Soon-il Hwang, Metaphor and Literalism in Buddhism: The Doctrinal History of
Nirvana

Tse-fu Kuan, Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: New Approaches through Psychology
and Textual Analysis, of Pali, Chinese and Sanskrit Sources

Karma Phuntsho, Mipham’s Dialectics and the Debates on Emptiness: To Be, Not To
Be, or Neither

Peter Alan Roberts, The Biographies of Rechungpa: The Evolution of a Tibetan
Hagiography

Noa Ronkin, Early Buddhist Metaphysics: The Making of a Philosophical Tradition

Sarah Shaw, Buddhist Meditation: An Anthology of Texts from the Pali Canon

Will Tuladhar-Douglas, Remaking Buddhism from Medieval Nepal: The Fifteenth-
century Reformation of Newar Buddhism

Alexander Wynne, The Origin of Buddhist Meditation

Forthcoming from Equinox
Venerable Seongcheol, Sermon of One Hundred Daxs: Part One



First published in 2009 by

UK: Equinox Publishing Ltd, Unit 6, The Village, 101 Amies Street, London, SW11 2JW
USA: DBBC, 28 Main Sureet, Oakville, CT 06779

www.equinoxpub.com
® Richard Gombrich 2009

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, ¢lecuronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in
writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
ISBN 978 1 84553 6121  (hardback)

978 1 84553 6145  (paperback)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Gombrich, Richard F. (Richard Francis), 1937-

What the Buddha thought / Richard Gombrich.

p- em.—(Oxtord Centre for Buddhist Stucies monographs)

Includes bibliographical references and index

[SBN 978-1-84553-612-1 (hb)—ISBN 978-1-433% &5 ph)

1. Gautama Buddha—Teachings. I. Title.

BQY15.G66 2009

204.3'63—dc22

2008044777

Typeset by 8.].1L Services, New Delhi
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Lighuizz ~ ¢ = UK Lid, Milton Keynes



by @

CONTENTS
Preface vii
Background Information xi
Abbreviations Xvi
1. Introduction 1
2. More about Karma, and Its Social Context 19
3. The Antecedents of the Karma Doctrine in Brahminism 29
4. Jain Antecedents 45
5. What Did the Buddha Mean by ‘No Soul’? 60
6. The Buddha's Positive Values: Love and Compassion 75
7. Assessing the Evidence 92
8. Everything Is Burning: The Centrality of Fire in the
Buddha’s Thought 111
9. Causation and Non-random Process 129
10. Cognition; Language; Nirvana 144
11. The Buddha’s Pragmatism and Intellectual Style 161
" 12. The Buddha as Satirist;: Brahmin Terms as Social
Metaphors 180
13. Is This Book To Be Believed? 193
Appendix: The Buddha’s Appropriation of Four (or Five?)
Brahminical Terms 202
Notes 207
Bibliography 227

Index 233



For Geoff Bamford and Sarah Norman,
fellow enthusiasts














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































What the Buddha Thought

In What the Buddha Thought Richard Gombrich argues that the Buddha was one of the most
brilliant and original thinkers of all time.

Intended to serve as an introduction to the Buddha's thought, and hence even to Buddhism

itself, the book also has larger aims: it argues that we can know far mare about the Buddha than

it is fashionable among scholars to admit, and that his thought has a greater coherence than is
usually recognized. Interpreters both ancient and modern have taken little account of the historical
context of the Buddha's teachings; but by relating them to early brahminical texts, and also to
ancient Jainism, Gombrich gives a much richer picture of the Buddha's meaning, especially when
his satire and irony are appreciated. Incidentally, since many of the Buddha's allusions can only be
traced in the Pali versions of surviving texts, the book establishes the importance of the Pali Canon
as evidence.

The baok contains much new material. The author stresses the Buddha's capacity for abstraction:
though he made extensive use of metaphor, he did not found his arguments upon it, as earlier
thinkers had done. He ethicized and radically reinterpreted older ideas of karma (human action)
and rebirth. Similarly, building on older texts, he argued for the fundamental importance of

love and compassion, and analysed fire as a process which could stand as a model for every
component of canscious experience. Morally, the Buddha's theory of karma provided a principle
of individuation and asserted each individual's responsibility for his own destiny. To make the
book completely accessible to the general reader, the authar provides an introductory section of
'Background Information, for easy reference.

Richard Gombrich is founder and President of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies, and Chairman
of the UK Association for Buddhist Studies. Before his retirement in 2004, he held the Boden Chair of
Sanskrit at Oxford University and a Professorial Fellowship at Balliol College for twenty-eight years. The
author of 200 publications, he continues ta lecture and teach at universities round the world,
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