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ABSTRACT 
 

Buddhism as one of the world's major religions originated in India and later spread to Tibet. It 
evolved distinctively in each region. The interplay between Indian and Tibetan Buddhism is a 
fascinating study of cultural and religious exchange. This article explores the history of Buddhism in 
India, the historical and spiritual development of Tibet, the spread of Buddhism from India to Tibet, 
and its reintroduction to India, focusing on the religious, cultural and socio-political dynamics. The 
study employs a comparative historical analysis methodology, utilising both primary and secondary 
sources, including historical texts, religious scriptures and scholarly articles. This approach enables 
a detailed examination of the evolution and exchange of Buddhist practices and beliefs between 
India and Tibet. By systematically comparing these sources, the study aims to elucidate the 
historical and cultural interactions that have shaped the development of Buddhism in both regions. 
Overall, this manuscript not only advances historical scholarship but also fosters a deeper 
appreciation of the rich, interconnected history of Buddhism and its enduring impact on global 
religious and cultural landscapes. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Buddhism in India 
 
It is believed that Buddhism originated in ancient 
India and holds a profound place among the 
world's major religions. It began in India over 
2,500 years ago with the teachings of Siddhartha 
Gautama, the Buddha. From its roots in India, 
Buddhism spread to many parts of Asia, 
including Tibet, where it developed its own 
unique characteristics. Buddhism began in India 
in the 6th century BCE with the enlightenment of 
Siddhartha Gautama in present-day Bodh Gaya. 
The Buddha's teachings, known as the Dharma, 
centred on the Four Noble Truths and the 
Eightfold Path. It provides a framework for 
overcoming suffering and achieving Nirvana [1]. 
Early Buddhist communities, or Sanghas, 
established monastic traditions and began 
spreading the teachings across India [2]. 
 
During the Maurya Empire, under Emperor 
Ashoka in the 3rd century BCE, Buddhism 
received significant patronage across Asia. 
Ashoka's support included the building of stupas, 
monasteries and the dispatching of missionaries 
to neighbouring regions like Sri Lanka and 
Central Asia [3]. The spread of Buddhism during 
this period saw the development of various 
schools, including Theravada and Mahayana 
traditions. By the end of the 12th century, 
Buddhism had largely declined in India due to 
various factors, including the resurgence of 
Hinduism and invasions by Muslim rulers. The 
destruction of key Buddhist centres such as 
Nalanda University marked a significant blow to 
the religion in its homeland [4]. 
 

1.2 Buddhism in Tibet 
 

Buddhism's introduction to Tibet is traditionally 
attributed to the 7th century CE during the reign 
of King Songtsen Gampo, who married two 
Buddhist princesses from Nepal and China. 
These marriages facilitated the initial spread of 
Buddhist teachings and practices in Tibet [5]. The 
establishment of the Samye Monastery in the 8th 
century, under King Trisong Detsen, marked a 
significant milestone in Tibetan Buddhism [6]. 
However, the introduction of Buddhism to Tibet 
under King Songtsen Gampo not only marked a 
pivotal moment in Tibetan history but also 
initiated a profound cultural transformation. The 

marriages to Nepalese and Chinese princesses 
not only brought Buddhist teachings but also 
established diplomatic ties with neighbouring 
regions for the exchange of religious and cultural 
practices. The establishment of the Samye 
Monastery in the 8th century under King Trisong 
Detsen is indeed a pivotal moment in Tibetan 
history, as it represents the formal introduction of 
Buddhism to Tibet. However, to fully appreciate 
the significance of this event, it's crucial to 
acknowledge the contributions of Indian scholars 
like Shantarakshita and Padmasambhava, who 
played an instrumental role in shaping Tibetan 
Buddhism. Shantarakshita, an Indian Buddhist 
philosopher and abbot of Nalanda University, 
was invited by King Trisong Detsen to establish 
Buddhism in Tibet. He laid the philosophical 
foundation by teaching the principles of 
Mahayana Buddhism and helping to overcome 
initial resistance from the local Bon religious 
adherents. His efforts were key in establishing 
the first monastic community at Samye, which 
became the centre of Buddhist learning and 
practice in Tibet. On the other hand, 
Padmasambhava, often referred to as Guru 
Rinpoche, was invited to Tibet by King Trisong 
Detsen on the advice of Shantarakshita. He is 
credited with subduing the local spirits and 
deities who were opposed to the establishment 
of Buddhism, thereby enabling the successful 
construction of the Samye Monastery. 
Padmasambhava also introduced the Vajrayana 
teachings, which became integral to Tibetan 
Buddhism [7]. 
 
The 11th century saw the "Second 
Dissemination" of Buddhism in Tibet, primarily 
influenced by Indian scholars like Atisha. Tibetan 
Buddhism developed its unique characteristics, 
including the integration of indigenous Bon 
traditions and the establishment of major sects 
such as Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya and Gelug [7]. 
This integration did not occur solely as a result of 
the Second Dissemination. Instead, it was an 
ongoing interaction between the Bon and 
Buddhist traditions that spanned several 
centuries, beginning with the first introduction of 
Buddhism to Tibet in the 8th century and 
continuing well beyond the 11th century. The 
syncretic blending of Bon practices with Buddhist 
rituals and beliefs reflects the deep cultural and 
religious exchange that shaped Tibetan 
Buddhism into a unique tradition. Therefore, 
while the Second Dissemination played a 
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significant role in reinforcing Buddhist teachings 
in Tibet, the incorporation of Bon elements was 
part of a broader, long-term process of religious 
synthesis. This period witnessed the 
consolidation and further development of Tibetan 
Buddhism's distinct characteristics. Indian tantric 
teachings, particularly those of the Kadampa 
tradition brought by Atisha profoundly influenced 
Tibetan religious practices like ethical discipline 
and meditation techniques. Along with the 
integration of Indian Buddhist doctrines, Tibetan 
Buddhism also synthesized elements of the 
indigenous Bon religion that enriched Tibetan 
Buddhist rituals and cosmology. The 13th to 15th 
centuries are often considered the golden age of 
Tibetan Buddhism, with the consolidation of the 
Gelug school under Tsongkhapa and the 
establishment of the Dalai Lama lineage. The 
Gelug school became politically dominant in 
Tibet and influenced both religious and secular 
life [8]. 
 

1.3 Spread of Buddhism from India to 
Tibet 

 
The early transmission of Buddhism from India to 
Tibet involved translations of Buddhist texts into 
Tibetan. Indian scholars, including 
Shantarakshita and Padmasambhava played 
crucial roles in this process, bringing Indian 
Buddhist texts and practices to Tibetan 
monasteries [5]. Their efforts laid the foundation 
for the establishment of Tibetan monastic 
centres, where these translated texts formed the 
basis for doctrinal study, philosophical debate, 
and spiritual practice. Their efforts also facilitated 
the integration of Indian Buddhist philosophical 
systems such as Madhyamaka and Yogacara 
into Tibetan Buddhist tradition. 
 
The establishment of monastic institutions like 
Samye Monastery facilitated the spread and 
institutionalization of Buddhism in Tibet. These 
monasteries became centres of learning and 
spiritual practice that fostered the growth of 
Tibetan Buddhism [6]. These monasteries were 
more than just places of learning—they were 
central to the daily lives of monks and the wider 
community. Inside the monasteries’ walls, monks 
dedicated themselves to studying Buddhist 
scriptures, philosophy and rituals. They ensured 
that Buddhist teachings thrived and deepened 
over time. Samye Monastery, in particular, played 
a critical role by translating Indian Buddhist texts 
into Tibetan and creating new Tibetan Buddhist 
writings. These monastic centres also became 
hubs for cultural exchange, artistic creativity and 

the development of religious ceremonies. Today, 
they continue to influence Tibetan religious 
practices, preserving traditions and shaping the 
spiritual life of the region. 
 

Therefore, the transmission of Buddhism to Tibet 
was not just a religious transfer but also a 
cultural exchange. Tibetan Buddhism adopted 
and adapted various Indian practices, including 
tantric rituals, which became integral to Tibetan 
religious life [7]. The adoption of tantric 
Buddhism in Tibet also led to the development of 
unique Tibetan tantric lineages, each with its own 
distinct practices and teachings. This integration 
not only enriched Tibetan Buddhist traditions but 
also reflected the adaptability and syncretic 
nature of Tibetan religious thought. Moreover, the 
cultural exchange between Indian and Tibetan 
scholars and practitioners fostered a dynamic 
intellectual environment. 
 

1.4 Spread of Buddhism from Tibet to 
India 

 

In the 20th century, with the Chinese invasion of 
Tibet in 1950, many Tibetan Buddhists, including 
the 14th Dalai Lama, fled to India. This migration 
led to the establishment of Tibetan Buddhist 
communities in India, particularly in Dharamshala 
[9]. As a result of the migration, Dharamshala 
became a primary settlement and cultural centre. 
Here, Tibetan exiles preserved their religious 
traditions and institutions, continuing the lineage 
of Tibetan Buddhism outside their homeland. 
Tibetan exiles not only preserved Tibetan 
Buddhism but also sparked a global awareness 
and appreciation for its teachings and practices. 
The presence of the Dalai Lama and Tibetan 
Buddhist leaders in India has fostered 
international support for the Tibetan cause, 
promoting non-violence, compassion and 
interfaith dialogue as central themes of Tibetan 
Buddhist philosophy. 
 

Tibetan refugees established several 
monasteries and institutions in India, such as 
Namgyal Monastery and the Tibetan Institute of 
Performing Arts. Institutions like Namgyal 
Monastery, where Tibetan spiritual rituals are 
practised and taught, and the Tibetan Institute of 
Performing Arts, which promotes Tibetan artistic 
traditions. These centres have become important 
hubs for the preservation and propagation of 
Tibetan Buddhism [10]. They continue to play 
crucial roles in educating future generations of 
Tibetan Buddhists, maintaining traditional rituals 
and practices, and promoting cultural exchanges 
with the broader Indian and global communities. 
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The presence of Tibetan Buddhists in India has 
led to a revival of interest in Buddhism in its 
birthplace [11]. Tibetan Buddhism's presence in 
India has not only influenced local religious 
practices but has also attracted a diverse array of 
Indian and international followers seeking 
spiritual guidance and insight (ibid). Indian 
followers have incorporated Tibetan Buddhist 
teachings for their depth of philosophical inquiry 
and emphasis on compassion and mindfulness. 
The exchange of ideas between Tibetan and 
Indian practitioners has fostered a cross-cultural 
dialogue that enriches both traditions, promoting 
mutual understanding and respect. 
 

1.5 The development of Newar Buddhism 
 
The development of Newar Buddhism in 
Kathmandu is a significant aspect of the region's 
religious and cultural history. Practised by the 
Newar community in the Kathmandu Valley, 
Newar Buddhism has evolved over centuries, 
reflecting a unique blend of Mahayana 
Buddhism, Vajrayana traditions, and local 
customs [12]. Newar Buddhism has its roots in 
ancient Buddhist practices introduced to the 
Kathmandu Valley as early as the 3rd century CE 
[13]. Over time, it absorbed influences from 
various Buddhist traditions, including Tibetan 
Buddhism, due to historical interactions and 
migrations [14]. 
 
A key development in Newar Buddhism is its 
integration with local Hindu practices and rituals. 
This syncretism has resulted in a distinctive form 
of Buddhism that incorporates local deities, 
festivals, and rituals [15]. The coexistence of 
Hindu and Buddhist practices is a defining 
feature, reflecting the unique cultural blend that 
characterizes Newar Buddhism. The introduction 
of Vajrayana Buddhism in the 9th century had a 
profound impact on Newar Buddhism. This 
esoteric tradition, which emphasizes ritual and 
meditation, became central to the practice in 
Kathmandu [16]. The development of various 
Buddhist tantric practices and deities is a notable 
aspect, enriching the spiritual and ritual life of the 
Newar community. 
 
Monastic institutions also played a crucial role in 
the development of Newar Buddhism. The 
establishment of monasteries and stupas served 
as centres for religious practice, education and 
community gatherings [17]. These institutions 
were instrumental in preserving and propagating 
Buddhist teachings and rituals within the Newar 
community. Newar Buddhism is renowned for its 

vibrant festivals and rituals, such as the Indra 
Jatra. These celebrations reflect the deep-rooted 
Buddhist and Hindu influences in the region, 
showcasing a rich tapestry of historical and 
mythological events [18]. The festivals highlight 
the unique cultural synthesis that defines Newar 
Buddhism. In recent decades, there has been a 
revival and renewed interest in Newar Buddhism, 
particularly among the younger generation. 
Efforts to preserve traditional practices and 
promote Buddhist education have contributed to 
a resurgence of Newar Buddhist identity and 
practices [19]. This modern development 
underscores the ongoing relevance and 
adaptation of Newar Buddhism in contemporary 
times. 
 

2. CONCLUSION 
 
The evolution of Buddhism from its origins in 
India to its development in Tibet highlights a 
profound journey of cultural adaptation and 
religious transformation. Buddhism emerged 
from the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama in 
ancient India and spread throughout Asia, 
including Tibet, where it flourished amidst 
indigenous traditions and cultural practices. 
Tibetan Buddhism, evolving from Indian 
Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions, integrated 
with local Bon practices that created a unique 
syncretic tradition. The establishment of 
monastic institutions such as the Samye 
Monastery and the development of distinct sects 
like Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya and Gelug further 
contributed to its spiritual and cultural richness. 
The transmission of Buddhism from India to Tibet 
and its reintroduction to India in the modern era 
underscore significant cultural and socio-political 
dynamics. The exchange of religious ideas and 
practices between these regions facilitated not 
only spiritual enrichment but also cultural 
dialogue and artistic exchange. Tibetan 
Buddhism's revival in India, following the exile of 
the 14th Dalai Lama and thousands of Tibetan 
refugees in 1959, revitalized interest in Buddhist 
teachings and practices among Indians and the 
global community. 
 
The revival of interest in Buddhism in India is 
deeply influenced by the Tibetan diaspora, which 
began significantly after the 1959 Tibetan 
uprising. The arrival of the Dalai Lama and many 
Tibetans in India brought Tibetan culture and 
religious practices into the country, particularly 
revitalising Buddhism in the Himalayan regions 
and among the educated middle class. The 
Tibetan community established monasteries, 
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cultural centres, and educational institutions, 
making Tibetan Buddhism more visible and 
accessible to Indians. This presence rekindled an 
interest in the roots of Buddhism, as Tibetans are 
often viewed as custodians of an ancient and 
pure form of the religion. Additionally, the revival 
of Buddhism is part of a broader cultural 
renaissance within India. There is a growing 
recognition of Buddhism as an integral part of 
India’s spiritual heritage, which had been 
overshadowed by the dominance of other 
religions for centuries. Places associated with the 
life of the Buddha, such as Bodh Gaya and 
Sarnath, have seen an increase in both domestic 
and international pilgrimage, further highlighting 
the resurgence of interest in Buddhism. 
 
The story of Buddhism in India and Tibet is a 
testament to the enduring legacy of religious 
pluralism and cultural synthesis. It serves as a 
reminder of the transformative power of ideas 
and the resilience of spiritual traditions in 
adapting to diverse socio-political landscapes. As 
Buddhism continues to evolve in the modern 
world, its historical journey from India to Tibet 
remains a compelling narrative of human 
spirituality and cultural exchange. Buddhism's 
journey from India to Tibet and back to India 
highlights the dynamic nature of religious and 
cultural interactions. Today, Tibetan Buddhism 
continues to thrive in India, contributing to the 
rich tapestry of the country’s religious landscape. 
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