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Series Editor’s Preface

DOES BUDDHISM, IN ITS VARIOUS LOCALIZED FORMS, have a stronger affinity 
for communicative environments than other traditions? What is revealed if 
we foreground communication, travel, and trade networks in our studies of 
Buddhism? What opportunities might a focus on “robust communication 
regimes” provide for better understanding not only the current intersection of 
Buddhism and the Internet, but also the Buddhisms of ancient India, the Silk 
Road, or Central Asia? These questions hint at the remarkable scope and scale 
of this book as well as the many rewards it offers. Richly theoretical, highly 
imaginative, yet empirically grounded in quantitative data, From Indra’s Net 
to Internet steps out of traditional Buddhist studies frames to incorporate 
media and communications theory, producing a dramatically new perspective 
on the centrality of communication networks to Buddhism.

Few people in industrialized nations today would deny the Internet 
is drastically shifting how we perceive ourselves. As author Daniel Veidlinger 
notes, “The Internet is the greatest machine ever developed to cultivate 
desire, and perhaps the greatest teacher there has ever been of the unsatis-
factory nature of its fulfillment.” And, as he so amply demonstrates here, the 
Internet might well afford new avenues for comprehending Buddhism’s suc-
cess throughout history.
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Introduction

Media Theory and the Study of Buddhism

Buddhists, religious scholars, and seekers of enlightenment the world 
over are starting to see the Internet as a dataline to the heavens, its 
seeming limitless oceans of information perhaps persuading that the 
answers we all need can be found somewhere online. The net is more 
than just an information resource, however, also being a powerful 
communication tool. In giving us new ways of interacting with the 
world, and new models of it, it alters our ideas about how we fit in. 
Yet are the effects of computer-mediated communication and dwelling 
in cyberspace for extended periods compatible with the pursuit of a 
spiritual path? If you can believe the Buddhists who are online already, 
the net is breathing new life into Buddhism, and the wise use of the 
net’s tools can help us “transcend the wheel of life.”

Sean Healey, “Buddhism on the Internet”

Of all the major world religions, Buddhism supports basic beliefs that 
may lend themselves most easily to the Net, with its lack of a center 
and emphasis on interconnectedness. Unlike Judaism, Christianity, 
Islam, and Hinduism, Buddhism does not posit a God or a Creator. The 
basic philosophical concept underlying Buddhism is that of emptiness, 
which means not nothingness but rather that all things are regarded as 
lacking inherent independent essence, and as existing only in relation 
to all else that exists—much as a Web site does not exist in and of its 
own accord but only as a temporary arrangement of information that 
at any moment is dependent for its existence upon other temporary 
arrangements of information—upon, for instance, the browser used 
to access it. Emptiness applies to the nature of the self as well, which 
can be experienced in cyberspace, through the adoption of various 
identities, as fluid rather than fixed.

Jeffrey Zaleski, The Soul of Cyberspace:  
How New Technology Is Changing Our Spiritual Lives
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THESE PASSAGES WRITTEN BY JOURNALISTS IN 1997 constitute 
some of the very first assessments of Buddhism’s relationship to the Internet 
and they have proved to be remarkably prescient, for Buddhism is indeed 
flourishing online.1 There are myriad websites related to Buddhism lying at 
the fingertips of anyone with access to the Internet, and there are thousands 
more chat groups, discussion boards, blogs, smartphone apps, podcasts, and 
temples in virtual reality worlds. There is, in fact, a noticeable bias towards 
Buddhism amongst many of the denizens of cyberspace: recent online ethnog-
raphy has shown that Buddhist-related activities are responsible for over 5 per-
cent of English-speaking religious practice in the virtual world of Second Life 
whereas the Pew U.S. Religious Landscape Survey (Pew 2007) indicates that 
only 0.7 percent of the American population identifies as Buddhist (Grieve and 
Heston 2011). Likewise, many more people express an interest in Buddhism 
on Facebook than one would expect based on the proportion of Buddhist 
adherents in the population (Veidlinger 2015, 123). Even Dhammawiki.com, 
a Buddhist online crowd-sourced encyclopedia, recognizes the connection 
being forged between Buddhism and the Internet in its list of “8 Wonders of 
the Buddhist World” (Dhammawiki 2015). There, amidst references to the 
ancient spires of the Mahābodhi Temple and the heart- stopping magnificence 
of Angkor Wat, we find listed as the eighth wonder of the Buddhist world 
“Internet and Internet Forums” with the following justification: “a sizeable 
percentage of modern Buddhists now receive their Buddhist information 
and instruction off the internet, with reference sites such as Dhamma Wiki. 
Numerous online forums exist to discuss the Dhamma, such as Dhamma 
Wheel. Monks and nuns also participate in these forums and offer advice and 
teachings via blogs, websites, and forums.”

Many of the people who frequent sites in cyberspace that are con-
nected to Buddhism feel that the online experience greatly helps their Bud-
dhist practice, education, and community cohesion (Ostrowski 2015). What 
they may not realize is that the very forms of communication afforded by the 
structure of the Internet provide a fertile space for the promotion of ideas 
that are associated with Buddhism. The Internet, with its ever-expanding 
network of routers, servers, gateways, and stations, is, however, just the lat-
est development in the long line of communication revolutions that have 
occurred throughout time and changed the course of history.2 This book 
will explore the connections between the structure of communication net-
works and Buddhism, starting with the expanding trade routes and urban 
centers that constituted the cradle of Buddhism in ancient India, through 
to the Silk Road that functioned as the major communication and trade 
route across Asia for centuries, and on to the Internet of today. In all these 
cases, we will see that Buddhism flourished when communication networks 
were functioning at their most robust and fluid capacity, crucially allowing 
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for diverse communities to come into relatively free-flowing contact with 
each other, especially when compared to the previous more restricted com-
munication capacity. This very ability to communicate and share thoughts 
creates an environment in which the ideas and practices associated with 
Buddhism are best able to thrive, capture the minds of people, and guide 
their behavior. This does not, of course, mean that Buddhism will always 
blossom in environments such as this, nor does it mean that wherever Bud-
dhism is flourishing, the communications environment follows this pattern, 
but it is suggestive of the possibility that there is a deeply forged relation-
ship between the state of Buddhism and the communication opportunities 
available in society.

Communication is obviously a necessary condition for the success-
ful propagation of all religious ideas and practices, because without commu-
nication, all the requisite elements would have remained imprisoned in the 
minds of the founders. There have been many religions that arose through-
out history to achieve a small following amongst spiritual seekers, but if 
these religions did not successfully employ the communications media avail-
able to them, be they oral, written, or electronic, they surely came to an end 
as swiftly as they arose. Buddhism itself furnishes an excellent example of a 
religion that successfully negotiated the transmission of knowledge through 
the deft deployment of communication technologies. The organization of the 
Buddhist monastic community, or sangha, allowed for the preservation of 
the texts more effectively than any other heterodox group from ancient India. 
With the exception of the Jain leader Mahāvīra, none of the other non-Vedic 
religious teachers of the Buddha’s time, known as śramaṇas, hit upon effec-
tive methods to preserve their texts and therefore both the adherents and 
their teachings have died out (Gombrich 2006, 19–20).3 The Buddha seems 
to have understood that communicating his message to as many people as 
possible would be a key element in the success of his Dharma, or teachings. 
From the beginning, the Buddha stressed that monks should go forth and 
spread the teachings in their own language (Oldenberg and Rhys Davids 
1885, 150–151), and from that time, communication has played a crucial role 
in Buddhism. The Buddha lived probably during the fifth century BCE in 
northeast India before writing was used in that region (von Hinüber 1989), 
and therefore all of his sermons were retained and passed on through an 
oral tradition that partook of the astonishingly sophisticated system of Vedic 
memorization (Staal 1986), and added some of its own techniques (Allon 
1997). The discourses known as Suttas all begin with the phrase “evaṃ me 
sutaṃ,” which in the Buddhist language of Pāli means “Thus have I heard,” 
attesting to their oral origin. Monks would spend many hours each day mem-
orizing texts, and much of their training was structured so as to foster the 
memorization and transmission of the teachings. The texts themselves were 
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usually designed for memorization, and a number of their formal features 
developed in order to facilitate memorization (Collins 1992). Buddhists were 
also the first in India to take advantage of writing to record their religious 
texts, starting perhaps in the first century BCE, according to the Mahāvaṃsa 
(33.100–101), and Chinese Buddhists were the first in the world to develop 
printing techniques by at least the ninth century for transmitting religious 
texts.

The Buddha’s concern with propagating his message lives on in the 
wired world, as a great deal of information and primary texts are available 
on the Internet or in Digital Media. Today, many people who frequent Bud-
dhist websites say that they are doing so because they do not live in an area 
where Buddhist temples or teachers are accessible (Ostrowski 2015, 198). In 
the late 1990s, The Vipassana Research Institute (VRI), founded by wealthy 
Indo-Burmese businessman S. N. Goenka, produced a CD-ROM containing 
the entire Pāli canon based on the Burmese 1956 edition produced at the 
sixth council to honor 2,500 years since the Buddha’s Nirvana (tipitaka.org), 
and there have been numerous other projects to put the Dharma into a dig-
ital form. The VRI edition allows the text to be read in a variety of scripts, 
including Latin, Devanāgarī, Sinhalese, Burmese, Thai, and even Mongolian. 
A Thai edition of the Pāli canon from 1928 has been digitized and put on a 
CD-ROM by Mahidol University, and the website AccessToInsight.org has put 
a great many English versions of the texts online. Currently, there are several 
searchable databases with enormous collections of Buddhist texts, including 
the Chinese canon4 as well as the Tibetan canon (tbrc.org).

A good deal of the success that any religion has must come through 
the deft transmission of its message through whatever means are available—
that much is clear. What is not so clear, is whether the means of commu-
nication themselves have an effect on the religion’s message, and whether 
different communication technologies tend to promote specific religious 
ideas. Do media shape religious ideas and behaviors in particular ways, or 
are they merely servants to be used for whichever goals we choose? To what 
extent do the technologies that we use, in particular those involved in com-
municating ideas from one person to another, have the power to determine 
which ideas will succeed and which will be consigned to oblivion? While 
these are highly contested questions with deep philosophical implications 
about the extent to which human agency plays a role in the development 
of the world’s religions and other ideological edifices, recent research has 
begun to point to an answer, and the answer is: Yes, communication technol-
ogy has the ability to shape culture . . . to some extent. What is more, as media 
networks become increasingly complex and interactive, they tend to promote 
the ideas that are found more strongly in Buddhism than in any other world 
religion.5
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Media Theory

The debate about whether technology—namely the ability to harness some 
features of the physical world in order to manipulate others—can shape 
human thought, behavior, and society has a long and varied history,6 from 
Karl Marx’s Dialectical Materialism all the way to Alvin Toffler’s Third Wave 
(1980) and beyond. The study of communication and media technology spe-
cifically over the past fifty years has highlighted their role in shaping the way 
information is processed and digested by an audience. It is certain that with-
out media to communicate information, human society would be radically dif-
ferent, if it would exist at all. Media Studies as pioneered by thinkers such as 
Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, and Walter Ong has suggested that the way 
we receive information plays a role in determining the way it is processed. 
McLuhan’s famous dictum that “The medium is the message”7 sums up this 
approach succinctly and, though controversial, it has informed a great deal of 
innovative research in the field.8

Some observers hold that technology allows certain behaviors but 
does not actually cause them, or as historian Lynn White famously formu-
lated it, “a new device merely opens a door; it does not compel one to enter” 
(1978, 28). A lot hinges on what it means to be a cause. Linear or mechanical 
causality is used most commonly in physics and entails the action of some 
physical object operating on another physical object so as to force it to behave 
in a way other than it would have done without the causal interaction. For 
example, the impact of a billiard ball upon another stationary ball causes it 
to move, whereas it would otherwise have remained inert. However, there 
are other kinds of causes that we might refer to as soft causes that lead to 
certain effects without necessarily positing this same kind of direct, physi-
cal causality, which may be more useful for social theory. These soft causes 
are what White is referring to above; perhaps a better way to describe them 
is as affordances. The problem with this latter term, however, and also with 
White’s characterization, is that these affordances have a lot more force than 
is usually recognized. White’s door is often a trapdoor beneath our feet: the 
door does not cause us to enter, but once it is opened, most of us cannot help 
sliding through nonetheless.

To see this soft deterministic impact of media technology on cultural 
forms, we need look no further than our own television sets. The advent of 
digital video recording technologies such as TiVo that enable easy recording 
of television shows has led to an explosion of serialized programs with long 
story arcs such as Lost, 24, Breaking Bad, Game of Thrones, and many more. 
This would have been unthinkable previously because people generally have 
difficulty being regularly available every single week to watch the show live, 
which is necessary to follow the complicated plot. While this may be a “door 
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that does not compel one to enter,” once some television studios produced 
such shows and they became wildly successful, there was strong pressure for 
other studios to follow suit. Now we see an ever-increasing number of shows 
integrating at least some narrative features that continue over many episodes, 
which was uncommon in the 1960s and ’70s before even VCR technology 
(except of course in daytime soap operas, which were intended for a different 
audience and whose story arcs were so slow that missing a few episodes would 
not make a difference). It is probable that those studios that do not produce 
such shows will gradually lose more and more market share until they either 
come to adopt this plot device or declare bankruptcy. In this case we see the 
interaction of an external factor, DVR technology, with an internal factor—
the human psychological propensity to process experience in terms of narra-
tive and stories—that results in popular culture moving in a specific direction, 
impelled, if not compelled, by the technology.

A good way to pull these observations together is to take a look at a 
seemingly reasonable statement by one of the foremost researchers on digital 
technology and religion and to explain where I disagree. In her pioneering 
When Religion Meets New Media, Heidi Campbell says

I do not discount that technologies can encourage certain values 
or behaviors, coming from the intentions of their designers who 
may seek to promote certain uses or being built into the logic of the 
technology itself. Yet these occurrences do not necessarily dictate 
the outcomes of technology use amongst their users. A problem 
arises in the fact that this perspective seems to assume that media 
users are passive and do not make thoughtful choices about how, 
why, and to what end they will use the media technology that they 
are presented with. (2010, 6)

In saying this, she appears to be taking a soft determinist position, acknowl-
edging that media technologies are not completely neutral, and might promote 
certain effects rather than others. The use of the phrase “these occurrences do 
not necessarily dictate the outcomes” is also one I would agree with, but with 
reservations, depending on the intended meaning of the author. It appears 
that she holds that any given instance of an actual human being using the 
technology might not exemplify the values or behaviors that this technology, 
by her own admission, tends to “encourage.” On that point I would certainly 
agree. However, the implication is that because of this, we cannot say that 
technology determines behavior. This is where my main disagreement lies, 
for if a pattern emerges that describes the majority of such instances, then we 
can say that the technology is deterministic in the sense that over time, and 
with enough people using it, it will statistically be likely to encourage certain 
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specific values and behaviors. In other words, the technology shapes society. 
It is important to add that whether or not the technology induces the changes 
that the designers intended has no bearing on the extent to which a technol-
ogy is causally deterministic. It is from this perspective that this book will 
approach the notion that media affects the development of religious ideas in 
society.

It is important to understand the limits of this perspective. I am 
trying only to see the extent to which one particular factor—communication 
technology—tends to contribute to the development of a worldview and asso-
ciated practices that are in accord with Buddhism. I make no claims that this 
will always be the case, only that over time and across millions of people, this 
pattern will emerge. I agree with trade historian Philip Curtin that “without 
seeking anything so formal or iron-clad as historical ‘law,’ it is nevertheless 
worth noting in what circumstances particular patterns of behavior are likely 
to recur. Looking for patterns implies abstraction. All historical writing is, 
indeed, an abstraction from the full body of knowable data about a particular 
time and place” (1984, x).

Moving back to a time when only the most basic communication 
technologies were available, we can also see how the sociocultural milieu was 
shaped by technology (or lack of it). It is hard for us today in the modern 
wired world to imagine, but in traditional oral societies where people lived out 
their lives in small villages, most people would never have communicated with 
someone they did not already know. Their whole world would have been lim-
ited to a few hundred faces with whom they had shared ideas since childhood, 
leading to a relatively closed worldview. Better communication technologies 
that allow people to communicate more widely have the ability to change the 
way such a society would develop. From this basic idea that media technology 
can have a strong influence on the direction of culture, media scholars have 
developed a variety of theories. Some of the outlines of Media Theory were 
developed in the 1960s by Marshall McLuhan and, as his thinking is still very 
influential, it is important to highlight some of the key points that he made in 
order to serve as an entry point to media and communication theory.

Oral media, according to McLuhan, tend to create a tribal society, 
with nonlinear thinking, and a more emotional way of living, whereas print 
tends to detribalize society, because ideas can travel far and wide beyond the 
boundaries of a small group and unite disparate parties in common ways of 
thinking through joint readership.9 Writing, on this theory, also tends to fos-
ter a more logical and scientific outlook because it allows for the organization 
of thoughts in a linear manner, as well as allowing one to revisit and critique 
previous ideas more effectively. As writing and printing developed, people 
became exposed to different viewpoints from different quarters, and what 
was considered strange and foreign gradually became more acceptable and 
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more commonplace. This expands one’s vision and allows for social change to 
take place with less resistance. It also may give rise to the rule of reason over 
emotion, according to some media theorists. Electronic mass media such as 
radio and television, because of their far-reaching one-way broadcasts, can be 
used to consolidate power and authority in the hands of those who control the 
media, who now have the unprecedented ability to shape the thoughts of mil-
lions on a daily basis. As mass media develop, a clash builds up between the 
expansive intellectual vistas fostered by easy access to a great many different 
ideas, and the tendency for those who control the media to use this one-way 
channel to consolidate their power by controlling what information is allowed 
to reach the people. If we expand this scheme to digital media, we can see 
that they have the ability to create virtual sodalities of people who have not 
actually met, and unlike print or radio, these media engage many senses at 
once and allow for a much greater questioning of authority through two-way 
channels. The two-way information flow enabled by the Internet can foster 
greater criticism and lead to challenges from below to those on top who had in 
the past monopolized access to the mass media (Lull 2000, 38; Castells 2012).

Influenced by these ideas, Jeremy Rifkin has compiled a compre-
hensive study that looks at how different forms of consciousness arise in large 
measure due to the changes in the ways that humans connect and commu-
nicate with each other. Rifkin points out that the different forms of commu-
nication are in turn associated with the different ways that people relate to 
their natural environment. For example, hunter-gatherer societies tend not 
to develop writing, but large-scale hydraulic societies generally do—and of 
course this technology aids in the organization of such a society (2009, 181). 
People using these different technologies, as embodied intelligences that are 
always reacting to their environment, naturally order their world and their 
experiences in different ways; that is to say they think differently, based upon 
the ways the technology shapes their association with each other and their 
environment. Rifkin puts it well:

Stages of consciousness are a mental repositioning of human per-
ception, and they occur when new energy/communications rev-
olutions give rise to new social arrangements. In extending our 
collective central nervous systems into new realms and terrains, 
we undergo what psychologists call a gestalt change. Our tempo-
ral and spatial orientation is recalibrated—to use a reductionist 
term from mechanics. We come to see things differently. Equally 
important, we undergo a process of reinterpreting our new envi-
ronments and social context in an effort to locate our place and 
purpose in the new scheme of things. That process of reinterpreta-
tion is conditioned by the reality of the new relationships we fash-
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ion with the world around us. In other words, we come to see and 
interpret nature, the world, and the cosmos by the way we are cur-
rently interacting with them. (2009, 182)

One of the most significant shifts that occur through communicating with oth-
ers is that we gain some insight into their thinking and worldview, and become 
more familiar with ideas that are different from our own. “Our own” ideas 
themselves, in most cases, do not emerge unaided from deep within us, but 
rather, as Theravāda Buddhist psychology itself explains, out of our experience 
with the world. Buddhist psychology holds that all forms of normal conscious-
ness arise out of the contact of objects in the world with our sense organs, and 
the consciousness that arises thereby, be it visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, 
olfactory, or mental, in turn affects our emotions, desires and other mental fac-
tors, making us happy or sad depending on how this information has been pro-
cessed (Boisvert 1995, 113–125). If we were just minds with no senses and no 
contact with anything external, we would not have ideas, Kant notwithstand-
ing. Therefore, if we have different modes of contact with the external world, 
including especially other people and the ideas that they have incorporated in 
turn through their experience, our ideas will change and shift in various ways. 
As Philip Curtin points out in his masterful study of the role of trade in world 
history, “External stimulation . . . has been the most important single source 
of change and development in art, science, and technology. Perhaps this goes 
without saying, since no human group could invent by itself more than a small 
part of its cultural and technical heritage” (1984, 1).

What I will be exploring in this book is the possibility that the ideas 
associated with Buddhism are eminently amenable to taking root in the kind 
of mental state produced by contact with a variety of different people and 
ideas. I will argue that in such environments, Buddhism tends to succeed in 
spreading to a large number of people, and ideas similar to Buddhism will 
tend to emerge even in other religions. As such, technologies of communi-
cation play a crucial enabling role in the development of Buddhism, and will 
often tend to guide societies towards this way of thinking. To take just one 
of many examples that will be explored in this book, scholars who are in no 
way associated with Buddhist studies have examined how ideas of the self can 
be affected by different modes of communication. Many of them have drawn 
conclusions that are in accord with key insights of Buddhism. For example, 
Jay Bolter, a prominent media theorist, points out that “writing in general and 
print technology in particular have contributed to a series of related defini-
tions of self in the period from the Renaissance to the twentieth century: The 
self has been regarded as an autonomous ego, as the author of the text that 
constitutes one’s mental life.” He continues that “virtual reality and cyber-
space suggest a different definition. The self is no longer constructed as an 
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autonomous, authorial voice; it becomes instead a wandering eye that occu-
pies various perspectives, one after another” (1996, 106). Ultimately, Bolter 
echoes the Buddhist idea of anātman, or no-self, in saying, “Virtual reality 
denies any construction of self as a linguistic entity. In the space of virtual 
reality, the . . . ego, which was in large part a linguistic entity, is destabilized 
and ultimately dissolves” (118). Insights such as this will be explored in detail 
in later chapters of this book, but to set the groundwork for this exploration 
we must first get a better understanding of communication and the role tech-
nology plays in assisting it.

Human communication involves the exchange of information 
be tween the brains of two or more people through at least one of the five 
senses. The body is the prime communications medium utilized by the brain, 
which takes advantage of the mouth, hands, and other parts when necessary 
to convey a message to another brain. Buddhism, despite its heavy emphasis 
on silent, individual meditation, flourishes best when there is communication 
amongst a variety of people, and this contact with other people’s ideas can 
come about in three main ways: physically traveling to different places and 
thereby meeting a variety of diverse people; collecting these people into one 
place and meeting them there; or coming into contact with their ideas through 
some communications medium that transmits the message. Inasmuch as sad-
dles, wagons, and roads allow one to travel and thus meet different people 
in different places for communicative activity, these can be considered not 
only transportation technologies but by extension also communication tech-
nologies. Likewise, since urbanization brings people into contact with each 
other in one place, leading inevitably to more instances of communication, 
the technology used to build and support more densely populated settlements 
can also be regarded as communication technology (M. Smith 2003, 269). 
The contribution of cities and urban life to patterns of communication is high-
lighted by Monica Smith, who notes that cities are incubators in which social 
networks can develop into very large and complex webs of communication 
that grow exponentially with the amount of people involved.

In human terms, this means that as the number of interlocutors 
increases, each new participant gains access to an already existing 
network and thereby exponentially increases potential contacts. 
The view of cities as social phenomena that, regardless of their ini-
tial point of growth, are maintained as the focus of a social network 
provides a powerful explanation for the working of cities across 
time and space.

Network analysis involves the mathematical prediction of 
improved connectivity as distances between interlocutors are 
shortened. In social terms, this shortening affects the efficiency of 
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communicating not only economic information, but also the com-
pelling ephemera of ritual and symbolism. (2003, 270)

The communicative effects of transportation and travel, therefore, can also be 
felt in cosmopolitan urban centers in which people of different backgrounds 
come together in discursive intercourse. Lewis Mumford vividly articulates 
some of these points in his seminal study of urban life:

The city, as one finds it in history, is the point of maximum con-
centration for the power and culture of a community. It is the place 
where the rays of the many separate beams of light fall into focus, 
with gains in both social effectiveness and significance. The city is 
the form and symbol of an integrated social relationship; it is the 
seat of the temple, the market, the hall of justice, the academy of 
learning. Here in the city, the goods of civilization are multiplied 
and manifolded; here is where the human experience is trans-
formed into visible signs, symbols, patterns of conduct, systems 
of order. Here is where the issues of civilisation are focused; here, 
too, the ritual passes on occasion into active drama of a full, differ-
entiated and self-conscious society. . . .

Cities arise out of man’s social needs and multiply both their 
modes and their methods of expression. In the city remote forces 
and influences intermingle with the local: their conflicts are no less 
significant than their harmonies. And here, through the concen-
tration of the means of intercourse in the market and the meeting 
place, alternative modes of living present themselves: the deeply 
rutted ways of the village cease to be coercive and the ancestral 
goals cease to be all-sufficient: strange men and women, strange 
interests, and stranger gods loosen the traditional ties of blood and 
neighborhood. A sailing ship, a caravan, stopping at the city, may 
bring a new dye for wool, a new glaze for the potter’s dish, a new 
system of signs for long distance communication, or a new thought 
about human destiny. (1938, 3–5)

Trade and pilgrimage, which take advantage of both transportation 
technologies and civil engineering, are two important ways for an individual 
to come into contact with many others directly with their senses through trav-
eling; both of these have been seminal to the success of Buddhism and have 
helped prepare people to be more accepting of the particular teachings of this 
religion, as I will demonstrate throughout this book.

As E. M. Forster so well understood in his remarkable short story 
The Machine Stops (1909), physically journeying to meet other people can be 
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supplanted by various forms of communication technologies. At its simplest, 
the written word obviates the need to actually travel—either through space 
or, as the case may be, time—to meet the person who authored the words and 
ideas preserved on the paper, leaves, skin, bone, or whatever medium has 
been used. However, the written matter itself must be transported from the 
writer to the reader in some manner, which until modern times still enlisted 
some sort of transportation device in the process of communication. Elec-
tronic media have provided us with the opportunity to engage with the other 
in powerful ways that do not require any physical movement on the part of 
any of the parties. As Marshall McLuhan famously pointed out (1964), com-
munication technologies extend our senses and our bodies. We no longer 
have to move from one place to another to be heard or even seen by our inter-
locutors. Rather, we can pick up a telephone or broadcast a message on radio, 
television, and of course now on the Internet. For the purpose of communica-
tion, travel is no longer necessary.

First the telegraph, then the telephone, radio, and most radically the 
Internet have provided opportunities for people to connect with each other 
instantly in rich and deep ways in the modern era, and these have opened up 
channels for Buddhism to flourish. From the earliest Buddhist converts and 
communities that emerged in the rapidly growing urban areas of the Gangetic 
plane, to the Silk Road entrepots that served as way stations and trading cen-
ters for merchants plying the overland routes between India, Central Asia, 
and China, to the burgeoning Internet-age cyber-Buddhists, this religion has 
thrived in heterogeneous communicative environments. Conversely, but just 
as importantly for the understanding of this process, where lines of commu-
nication have been impeded, such as in Central Asia over the last half millen-
nium, the Buddhism that once flourished has often waned.

The Evolution of Ideas

I have suggested that ideas associated with Buddhism tend to thrive when 
technologies allow for robust networks of heterogeneous interaction, but we 
have still to examine more closely what it means for one idea to succeed where 
another does not, and how exactly technological developments could possi-
bly be involved in determining the outcome despite the appearance of human 
agency.

Some of the key insights of biological evolution can shed a lot of light 
on the process of cultural evolution through what amounts to natural selec-
tion, although it should be cautioned that analogies between cultural and bio-
logical evolution can be taken too far. Before the more recent scholars who 
have been looking at the evolutionary elements of cultural transmission and 
change,10 evolutionary models had been used by early linguists to explain the 
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developments and changes in the languages of the world, and these mod-
els actually influenced Darwin in his thinking about the descent of living 
beings, rather than the other way around.11 There are three key conditions 
that are required for evolutionary processes to take place in any environment, 
whether biological, cultural, or otherwise. These are not just necessary, but 
also sufficient conditions for evolution to occur, meaning that whenever they 
are present, some form of evolution will be witnessed. These conditions are: 
replication, variation, and differential fitness. Replication means that the unit 
is able to copy itself and variation means that all copies will not be exactly the 
same. Differential fitness means that when there is competition between the 
units for limited resources, some of the copies will succeed in capturing and 
utilizing those resources more effectively than others. In the case of ideas, the 
limited resource would be human brain capacity and in the case of organisms, 
food or shelter.

The main theoretical challenge with this approach is that culture 
may simply not be divisible into discrete units that can have their own, inde-
pendent trajectory, which is, strictly speaking, a requirement for evolution to 
occur (Aunger 2000, 20–21). The idea of memes, first formulated by biologist 
Richard Dawkins as an extension of his “selfish gene” theory (1976), was an 
attempt to address this issue. A meme, says Dawkins, is an heuristically use-
ful way to think of ideas as units that can be passed on from one individual to 
another and sometimes change through the transmission.12 As with biological 
genes, a meme’s mutation can be beneficial or detrimental. The main criticism 
of memes—and it is a strong one—is that, unlike genes that are clearly instan-
tiated in the structure of DNA, there is no obvious and commonly agreed upon 
substrate that carries the memes, nor is there any scientifically valid method 
of determining what counts as a meme and what does not. As Jaron Lanier has 
pointed out, “the notion is so variable as to provide no fixed target. . . . Depend-
ing on who you talk to, they can be so wispy as to be almost nothing. . . . They 
make no predictions and cannot be falsified” (Aunger 2000, 2).

Because of the difficulties involved in isolating the units of culture 
that can be subject to a formal process of Darwinian evolution, more work 
will have to be done in this field in order to use these concepts responsibly. 
There are still, however, enormous explanatory gains to be made by looking 
at cultural processes through the lens of three main features of Darwinian 
evolution: random mutations, natural selection, and the insight that evolu-
tion is not teleological. While at this stage of our knowledge it may be difficult 
to apply the formal calculus of evolution to culture because of the nebulous 
nature of memes, it is nevertheless clear that—to put it simply—some ideas 
survive and spread to a great many people, and some do not. Likewise, some 
complexes of ideas, such as religions, are more successful than others. They 
adapt and thrive whereas others become weak or even extinct. Darwinian evo-
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lution can provide very valuable insight into how this occurs using the con-
cept of natural selection. The process is not teleological, and therefore also is 
tautological: a fit idea is by definition one that is fit to survive, but no other 
qualities can be assigned to it beyond its raw survival. There is certainly no 
way that a human can know which ideas are going to succeed beforehand 
based on any kind of analysis. But some survive, and confer some advantages, 
and others do not. They simply conform well to the environment and best the 
competition that is occurring at that time and place. This holds no less true for 
communication environments, that is to say, the state of the various commu-
nication media available in a society—some ideas do well in certain communi-
cation environments, whereas others do not.

If we turn again to biological evolution, we can see how the envi-
ronment shapes the direction of evolution so strongly that there is a sense in 
which it is appropriate to say that it is determinative, and this is the process 
that we witness occurring in the technological world as well. It is not adaptive 
for all living beings to have fins. In an aquatic environment a fin provides a big 
advantage, but in a land-based environment it is a disadvantage. In the same 
way, on the Internet, religions with certain features might have an advantage, 
whereas in a small tribe living in the jungle, those same features might con-
stitute a disadvantage. The pressure is extremely strong to have fins in water, 
and as such the vast majority (but not all) of macroscopic aquatic creatures 
have fins. This leads to the phenomenon known as convergent evolution. Its 
importance, to my mind, has been underappreciated. Convergent evolution 
refers to the development of similar features in creatures with distinct phy-
logeny. These are not synapomorphic traits inherited from a common ances-
tor, but are developed independently based upon random adaptations to the 
environment that have built up over time. In this way, the dolphin, a mammal, 
the shark, a fish, and the ichthyosaur, a marine dinosaur, eventually ended 
up with almost identical fusiform bodies endowed with fins even though each 
developed along completely different evolutionary pathways. Evolution is the 
best system known to optimize an entity for its environment, and therefore 
once the environment is in place, appropriate forms will tend to emerge. As 
evolutionary biologist Karl Niklas says, “organisms differing in genetic and 
developmental capabilities can converge on comparable solutions to life’s exi-
gencies when confronted with the same or very similar selection pressures” 
(1997, 316). There is no purposive agency here, and no teleology, but neverthe-
less a fairly regular result occurs. George McGhee has catalogued a staggering 
number of examples of convergent evolution in the animal and plant kingdoms 
ranging from morphological features such as eyes and stingers to behavioral 
features such as nest building and herding. After surveying the current state of 
knowledge on this topic, he examines the philosophical implications of conver-
gent evolution (2011, 265–277), and highlights the conclusions of a number of 
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biologists who argue that when organisms evolve with limited resources within 
constrained environments, they will do so only within a restricted number of 
evolutionary pathways, essentially replaying what has been successfully devel-
oped before. What seem to be incredibly unlikely adaptations such as limbs 
into wings (17) actually have evolved several times independently throughout 
biological history, and there is every reason to believe that they can do so yet 
again, if necessary. Therefore, the evolutionary process is far more predictable 
and deterministic than has often been realized, and in fact is marked by “the 
repeated, independent, evolution of the same trait in multiple phylogenetic 
lineages at different points in geological time” (271). Likewise in the human 
sciences, one of the most influential mid-century proponents of multilinear 
cultural evolution,13 Julian Steward, has written that we should strive for “the 
determination of recurrent causal relationships in independent cultural tra-
ditions” (1972, 27). He cites Alfred Kroeber approvingly, who says that “pat-
terns develop spontaneously or from within probably more frequently than as 
a result of direct taking-over. Also, the types of culture forms being limited in 
number, the same type is frequently evolved independently. Thus, monarchi-
cal and democratic societies, feudal or caste-divided ones, priest-ridden and 
relatively irreligious ones, expansive and mercantile or self-sufficient and agri-
cultural nations, evolve over and over again” (Steward 1972, 21).

The evolutionary perspective is so important because it allows us 
to understand how complicated structures, be they flesh and blood bodies or 
social institutions, can arise based on the differential success of the variants 
regardless of the intentions of their architects. The different variants of DNA 
that code for different kinds of proteins leading to different kinds of living 
beings do not have subjective agency, consciousness, or intentions, but nev-
ertheless they lead through evolution to highly complex entities capable of 
remarkable feats. The human beings who build their societies, on the other 
hand, do have subjective agency, consciousness, and intentions, but it is their 
actions, rather than the desires and intentions behind them, that ultimately 
are judged by the environment in which they are taking place to either have 
been successful or mistaken. Likewise, although machines do not have inten-
tions, they do make and move things in the world, and as such they have 
effects in the world that are woven into the fabric of history and judged by the 
same selective hand of competition. The point is that subjectively felt inten-
tions—if there are any—do not matter for the ultimate course of events, rather 
what matters is what happens. Thus machines and humans can be judged as 
participating on a far more equal level than is often recognized, as is done, for 
example, in Actor-Network Theory (Latour 2005). In the course of this book, 
then, I will look at different features of religions and examine how and why 
some might succeed better than others in certain technological and commu-
nication environments.
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What Is Buddhism?

It is notoriously difficult to define Buddhism, or any religion for that mat-
ter, in a very precise way. Ann Heirman and Stephan Bumbacher explain the 
issues one has to consider in the introduction to a volume about the spread of 
Buddhism:

Buddhism is an abstraction, like any religion. Why? No single 
religion represents a coherent and definite system of concepts 
and notions, for several reasons. First of all, religions evolve and 
develop. . . . Second, no single member of a religion can be aware 
of all possible interpretations. This holds true for specialists like 
priests, monks or university professors as well as, and even more 
so, for the lay believers. What the ordinary Chinese of, say, the 
Chang’an area of the late second century AD could know about 
Buddhism—based on the few texts that were translated by then 
into Chinese—differed substantially from what an elite monk at 
the Tang court would have known thanks to the comprehensive 
libraries available to him. Furthermore, lay believers may have had 
a different understanding of the various elements of their religion 
than the religious specialists as their view may still be informed by 
the earlier “folk-religious” tradition of their primary socialization. 
We are, therefore, well advised to consider Buddhism in particular 
and religions in general as complexes consisting of a more or less 
“essential core” of concepts shared by most adherents (although 
they may understand them differently!) and layers of “secondary 
shells” of individually formed notions which may differ consid-
erably from one believer to the next. (Bumbacher and Heirman 
2007, 1)

Griffith Foulk further points out that

the key issue in any discussion of the spread of Buddhism is: how 
do we want to conceive of “Buddhism” itself, and what signs or 
marks do we want to take as evidence of its existence at any given 
place and time? . . . What criteria do we employ when we attach the 
label “Buddhism” to particular ideas, texts, images, institutions, 
and behaviors, or any combination of those? In point of fact, there 
is no single, uniform set of criteria that everyone agrees on, so it is 
up to individual scholars to question their own assumptions, estab-
lish a consistent pattern of usage, and make that usage as transpar-
ent as possible to their readership. (2007, 435)



Introduction 17

With respect to the modern, Western manifestations of Buddhism with which 
I will be concerned in the later parts of this book as it relates to the Inter-
net, Thomas Tweed (1999) has argued that we should go beyond a norma-
tive approach that counts as Buddhist only someone who adheres to essential 
beliefs and practices, or who has undergone a ritual of conversion if not born 
into the tradition. We should also, he opines, count “night-stand” Buddhists, 
which is to say, people who have read about Buddhism and consider it to be 
something that guides some part of their life. At what point, he asks, should 
Buddhist sympathizers be counted as part of the Buddhist landscape in the 
West? Perhaps the best strategy is to consider people Buddhist if they so con-
sider themselves. Whenever we attempt to look at who is and is not a Bud-
dhist, and to say what does and does not count as Buddhism, we inevitably 
run up against the problem of essentialism. Griffith Foulk can serve to guide 
us through the key issues on this thorny path:

Few Western scholars today, of course, would want to posit any 
sort of “original” or “pure” Buddhism as a standard for tracking 
the spread of the religion from India to other lands. . . . Buddhism 
is not a single phenomenon with an identifiable essence, but rather 
just a conventional designation for a wide range of texts, doctrines, 
rituals, art objects, architectural forms, and social and institutional 
arrangements that display certain similarities and can be shown to 
have certain historical connections. Viewed collectively, moreover, 
those diverse phenomena do not necessarily exhibit any single trait 
that might be taken as a common denominator. (2007, 437)

This is, however, a path that must be trod in order to pursue the argument 
that I am making in this book, because if there are no ideas that can defini-
tively be identified as “Buddhist” then how can we examine the effects of dif-
ferent communication technologies on the spread of Buddhist ideas? Here I 
will take some traditional Buddhist perspectives on the problem as my guide. 
While taking Foulk’s points very seriously into consideration, one can still iso-
late certain key ideas that form a kernel of the religion, as indeed the tradition 
itself has done. The question of what is and is not Buddhism has not only 
been posited by modern academics and Victorian orientalists, but has also 
been asked by Buddhists throughout history. While it may be that the reli-
gion called Hinduism is largely an invention of the West (Bloch, Keppens, and 
Hegde 2010), that is most certainly not the case with Buddhism. It conceived 
of itself as a coherent tradition from the outset, even if it was not exclusive in 
the way that most Western religions have been. In the Southeast Asian his-
torical chronicles, such as the fifth-century Mahāvaṃsa from Sri Lanka and 
the sixteenth-century Jinakālamālī from Thailand, there is a very clear con-
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ception of Buddhism as a discrete set of beliefs and practices that can travel 
from one place to another, such that it can be said at one time “Buddhism was 
not there” and at a later time “Buddhism was there.” The religion was known 
by various names, such as “the Middle Way” and perhaps most commonly 
as the Jinasāsana or literally, “the teachings of the conqueror” and it was 
held to be encapsulated in such core texts as the Dhammacakkappavattana 
Sutta (as noted in Mahāvaṃsa 12.41) and the Kāḷakārāma Sutta (as noted at 
Mahāvaṃsa 12.39). The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta contains what is 
purported to be the first sermon of the Buddha, and is the site of the most suc-
cinct expression of the Four Noble Truths, which entail the understanding of 
the nature of suffering, the origin of suffering in desire, the cessation of suffer-
ing through vanquishing desire, and the eightfold path to achieving Nirvana. 
For hundreds of years in Southeast Asia, the faithful have engraved abbrevia-
tions of the Four Noble Truths in amulets, on stupas and on Buddha images, 
hoping thereby to encapsulate the religion and its teachings (Veidlinger 2006, 
119–120). Clearly, they (if not we) thought that there was a common core to the 
religion, and that there was an actual body of teachings that could be accepted 
or rejected. We read in the Mahāvaṃsa that “The great thera Mahinda, the 
theras Itthiya, Uttiya, Sambala and Bhaddasala his disciples, these five theras 
he sent forth with the charge: ‘Ye shall found in the lovely island of Lanka 
the lovely religion of the Conqueror’ ” (Mahāvaṃsa 12.7–8). And “The thera 
Rakkhita, who had gone to Vanaväsa, preached, floating in the air in the midst 
of the people, the Anamataggasaṃyutta. The conversion of sixty thousand 
persons took place, thirty-seven thousand in number received the pabbajja 
from him. Five hundred vihāras were founded in the country. Thus did the 
thera establish there the religion of the Conqueror” (Mahāvaṃsa 12.31–33). 
These traditional Asian chroniclers seemed to have no doubt about the reality 
of the entity we know as Buddhism, and fashioned for it what appear to be 
hard and fast boundaries over a millennium before the Europeans were ever 
there to drive a wedge between communities by telling them who was and was 
not a Buddhist.

Many of the traditional Buddhist sects have argued about what the 
core teachings of Buddhism are, again suggesting that they thought there 
were core teachings to be argued about. The Sarvāstivādins, for example, crit-
icized the Mahāsāṃghikas for apparently holding that all the words of the 
Buddha can be considered the wheel of the doctrine. They insisted that the 
noble truths and the path to enlightenment must be considered the wheel of 
Dharma and not merely any speech of the Buddha.14 As evidence they suggest 
that in such a case, the tradition would have to consider his first words spoken 
under the Bodhi tree after becoming enlightened as the wheel of the doctrine 
(T.1545.27.912b7–13, as quoted in Dessein 2007, 37).

In contemporary times, the debate about the nature of Buddhism 
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is alive and well in places like Japan, where prominent Buddhist Studies 
scholars Hakamaya Noriaki and Matsumoto Shiro have stirred up a storm 
by attempting to stake out what is and is not true to the spirit of Buddhism 
(Hubbard and Swanson 1997). Ultimately, they focus on the critical nature 
of Buddhism as it challenges accepted norms, and criticize the conservative 
and oppressive features of Japanese culture that they say have been masquer-
ading as Buddhism for generations. Pushing aside doctrines that are widely 
accepted in East Asia such as the notion of original enlightenment, these 
scholars hold that “Buddhism is the teaching of non-self and the teaching of 
causality . . . the crucial point is the denial of any eternal, substantial, under-
lying basis or locus on which everything else depends upon or arises from” 
(Hubbard and Swanson 1997, 7).

In outlining the basic Buddhist teachings that will inform this book, 
the ideas of Hakamaya and Matsumoto function as a good starting point. Bud-
dhist texts affirm the notion of anitya or impermanence, which denies the pos-
sibility of a permanent soul. This denial, known as anātman in Sanskrit or 
anatta in Pāli, holds that the human being is constituted by nothing more than 
five physical and mental aggregates known as skandhas (khandhas in Pāli) 
that come together from moment to moment to form the human personality. 
These five aggregates are the physical body, sensations, perception, mental 
formations, and consciousness, and when they operate together they create the 
illusion that there is a real being there—a soul or self—that is the true person. 
This being is then assailed by desires that can never be truly fulfilled, because 
all objects of desire are impermanent as well. These unfulfilled desires there-
fore lead to suffering or duḥkha (dukkha in Pāli). Rather than an enduring 
soul, the continuity of personhood is assured by the chain of cause and effect 
known as pratītya samutpāda ( paṭiccasamuppāda in Pāli), often translated 
as “conditioned origination.” This is such an important concept that the Bud-
dha himself is said on numerous occasions to have proclaimed that “whoever 
sees paṭiccasamuppāda sees the Dharma” (see for example Majjhima Nikāya 
I.191). The identity of a person on one day is connected to that person on the 
following day because all five of the aggregates that constitute this person are 
conditioned by the state of those aggregates at previous times. The food that 
the person ate previously is what produces and sustains the body now, the sen-
sations that the person had in the past produce the mental state and desires 
that he has now. For example, having seen his wife flirting with a co-worker 
previously, he now experiences an arising of jealously (or relief depending on 
the nature of their relationship). All of these states arise and recede in an end-
less chain of cause and effect, continuing according to Buddhism even across 
the barrier of death and into another life, as one continues to traverse the end-
less cycle of birth and rebirth known as saṃsāra according to one’s karma 
(kamma in Pāli). Karma itself is built up by one’s own past deeds, the good 
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deeds leading to a favorable rebirth, and the bad deeds leading to rebirth in 
unpleasant circumstances. Ignorance drives the entire cycle, in particular the 
fantasy that we possess a permanent substrate or soul to which the objects of 
our desires can actually belong. Once one thoroughly comprehends the nature 
of impermanence and conditioned origination, such delusions fade away as 
the aspirant controls his or her desires and reaches the final bliss of Nirvana.

Perhaps it might be informative to see how outsiders in the premod-
ern world viewed Buddhism. There was a remarkable degree of intercourse 
between the Buddhist and Muslim worlds during the first three centuries of 
the Abbasid period (750–1258), much of which has been downplayed in later 
history. One of the most prominent families and chief advisors to the Abbasids 
during the first few decades of the caliphate was the Barmakid family from 
Balkh in Central Asia. They were originally Buddhists who later converted to 
Islam and had been associated with the Nawbahar Buddhist monastery for 
some time before a few of the family members were brought to Baghdad. They 
were instrumental in bringing Indian wisdom in the form of Sanskrit litera-
ture to the Abbasid court (Elverskog 2010, 59; Bladel 2011). While the caliph-
ate focused a lot of its attention westward to the Graeco-Christian world, a 
number of Muslim scholars also studied the Indic world, of which Buddhism 
at the time was an important part. It is therefore instructive to note that many 
of their writings on Buddhism highlight the features of this religion that I 
wish to focus on in this book. For example, an eleventh-century scholar, Gar-
dizi, wrote about Buddhists in the following manner:

Those who believe in the Creator and in rewards and punishments, 
but reject prophets, say that God called upon his creatures wishing 
them to have no need of anybody else, because he has placed in 
their minds inclination to Good and hatred of Evil, (and he taught 
them) not to accept anything from another person which would be 
unacceptable to Reason, and to oppose the nature of their bodies. 
(As) God has no need of his creatures, or of their worship, they 
say that Paradise can be reached (only) through mental exertions 
and through opposition to the nature of the body, for this is a mat-
ter difficult to attain and especially to persevere in till the goal is 
reached. (Elverskog 2010, 87)

Here we see that despite the manifestly devotional aspects of Buddhism 
such as stupa and image worship, Gardizi probably recognized that com-
pared to other religions Buddhism places the worship of divinities below 
self- cultivation with respect to salvation. He also recognized the emphasis in 
Buddhism on personal experience and rationality rather than blind faith, fea-
tures that will be discussed in detail in chapter 2.



Introduction 21

Of course, there are many different forms of Buddhism, some of 
which have radically divergent interpretations of these ideas,15 but the basic 
core can be seen in most schools of the religion. Certainly people who are not 
born into a particular Asian tradition of Buddhism are not likely to be famil-
iar with the nuanced disagreements in the positions of the different schools. 
In fact, even Asians who are Buddhist by heritage and steeped in the tradi-
tion often do not think of themselves as belonging to a particular sect with its 
own idiosyncratic ideas, but rather see themselves simply as Buddhists. This 
is certainly the case with the vast majority of Southeast Asian “Theravāda” 
Buddhists, who do not commonly think in terms of the two major divisions of 
the religion, Theravāda and Mahāyāna, but rather tend to identify themselves 
simply as followers of the Buddha’s Dharma (Assavavirulhakarn 2010), nor 
are they generally concerned with the sects to which monks belong (Carbine 
2011, 80). Likewise, on the Internet, Buddhist websites do not make it a habit 
to link to sites affiliated with the same sect any more than to sites affiliated 
with other sects of Buddhism (B. Smith 2012, 314). This suggests that the sec-
tual identity of the Buddhists running these websites is not a terribly import-
ant feature of their religious worldview, which is centered instead on the 
advocacy of a non-denominational or even amorphous notion of “Buddhism.”

Whatever one feels about the issue of what counts as Buddhism, for 
the present purposes we need not become mired in this debate because this 
book is not primarily concerned with Buddhism per se, but rather with the 
ideas that have generally been associated with Buddhism more strongly than 
other systems of thought. It is, perhaps, for the purposes of this book, best 
to conceive of what I am most concerned with not as Buddhism, but rather 
as “the collection of ideas commonly associated with Buddhism” or perhaps, 
Buddhism*. This is a crucial point, for I am most concerned here with arguing 
that certain ideas will tend to emerge and spread in certain communicative 
environments, and it so happens that of all the religions of the world, Bud-
dhism is the one that is most closely associated with these ideas. They can 
be found to some extent in a number of other religions that emerged in the 
“Axial Age,” a term denoting the middle of the first millennium BCE, coined 
by German philosopher Karl Jaspers to refer to the key moment in human 
religious development during which the tribal religions that had gripped 
the minds of humans for millennia gave way to the more universalistic and 
reflexive religious worldview that still dominates the spiritual life of much of 
humanity today. These ideas and their emergence, along with their presence 
in the various religions of the world will be explored in detail in the second 
chapter of this book, and include such notions as compassion, universalism, 
a transcendental ultimate reality, individualism, and a reformulation of rit-
ual that emphasizes its ethical aspects. This constitutes the basic framework 
within which the more specific ideas associated with Buddhism emerged, 
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such as anātman, duḥkha, anitya, and pratītya samutpāda. To be clear, I am 
not suggesting that all people who fall under the rubric of “Buddhist” believe 
these ideas, but I am saying that someone who is traditionally defined as a 
Buddhist would be more likely to accept these ideas than someone who is not. 
So, for example, if one were to gather a random group of people who con-
sider themselves to be “religious” belonging to the Jewish, Muslim, Christian, 
and Buddhist faiths, not all the Buddhists would accept, say, the doctrine of 
anātman, but surely more of them would believe that there is no permanent 
soul than would people who consider themselves observant Jews, Christians, 
or Muslims. The study of Buddhism has been dogged by essentialist notions 
since its inception, and I do not wish to contribute more to this problem. 
Therefore, I have attempted to be careful in my use of language, so I ask that 
my use of “most people” should not be read as “all people” and “tends” should 
not be read as “is.”

Interestingly, a fairly unique characteristic of Buddhism as com-
pared to other world religions is that the tradition itself does recognize that 
what I have called “the ideas commonly associated with Buddhism” can 
emerge outside the formal institutions of the religion. Whereas a religion like 
Christianity, for instance, has only in the last few decades begun to grapple 
with the possibility that people could come to embrace the core ideas of the 
religion on their own without having heard the Gospel,16 Buddhism has a long 
tradition of accepting this notion. A pratyekabuddha is a being who has inde-
pendently pierced the veil of ignorance and discovered the same truths as the 
Buddha Gotama. While they neither teach the Dharma nor establish any reli-
gious lineage, pratyekabuddhas are regarded as having understood the noble 
truths as well as having reached the state of Nirvana on their own (R. Ray 
1994, 213–250). Therefore, the project of tracing Buddhist ideas outside the 
institutional framework of Buddhism has in principle been acceptable even 
to Buddhists themselves, and in what follows I will be concerned both with 
their manifestations within communities commonly identified as Buddhist, 
and outside of these as well.

Urbanization, Trade, and Problems in the Spread of Buddhism

Having looked at what “Buddhist ideas” might be, it is now necessary to look 
at what it might mean for “Buddhist ideas” to “spread.” As Griffith Foulk has 
again pointed out, there are many different ways of understanding what is 
meant by “spread” in this context:

What do we have in mind when we speak of the spread of Bud-
dhism? Do we imagine something like butter being spread on a 
slice of bread? Water spreading over the land when a river floods 
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its banks? The spread of fire through a forest, or the spread of a 
contagious disease through a population?

If, for example, we conceive of Buddhism being spread like 
butter on bread or fertilizer on a field, some sort of purposive 
human agency is implied. Perhaps King Aśoka, with his rock-
carved edicts and monuments, or missionary monks who set out 
from India into Central Asia, could be said to have spread Bud-
dhism in this manner. The spread of flood waters or forest fires, 
on the other hand, are basically natural phenomena. Such meta-
phors could be appropriate in historical or social scientific studies 
where the spread of Buddhism is measured by numbers of monks 
ordained, monasteries built, or other observable, quantifiable 
data. The metaphor of contagious disease is a suggestive one, quite 
appropriate to the cross-cultural transmission of religious beliefs 
and practices . . . . [where] . . . it will infect some individuals and not 
others; that certain populations will be more susceptible than oth-
ers. (2007, 434)

Foulk here raises some of the key questions that will be dealt with in this book, 
which will attempt to join a humanistic understanding of the religion and its 
progress with a social scientific outlook on its spread that is strongly influ-
enced by biological perspectives on the evolution of living species. We know 
from the tremendous gains in knowledge achieved in evolutionary biology 
over the last few decades that living species are remarkably adept at adapting 
to their environment. As mentioned already, when we consider phenomena 
such as convergent evolution, it seems that the environment has the power to 
dramatically influence the course of evolution by culling those variants that 
have arisen by chance but that do not function effectively in said environ-
ment. It therefore falls upon us to examine how the environment in which 
it arose—and again, I will be focusing on the communication environment, 
but the same principle holds for other envirionmental features—might have 
affected the emergence of Buddhism and the spread of its ideas.

Bailey and Mabbett provide an excellent outline of one of the classic 
arguments about why Buddhism was able to succeed during its early period:

The Buddha was a wandering holy man who insisted the only way 
to find salvation lies in the total renunciation of life in society and 
all its values. He sought disciples who should wear rags and eat left-
overs, rejecting all responsibility to their families, seeking spiritual 
enlightenment, and rejecting all worldly involvement. His teaching 
earned royal patronage and social prestige. Why? Because it met 
the needs of a newly urbanized society; it appealed to the urbane, 
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cosmopolitan values of ambitious traders surrounded by new lux-
uries and immersed in practical affairs; it found disciples whose 
outlook was shaped by an expanding economy, by the wider hori-
zons of growing states seeking regional conquest. (2003, 13–14)

This picture, as they point out, has a serious flaw: it is unclear why the urban 
elite would have gravitated towards a religion preaching values that appear to 
be diametrically opposed to the values driving their culture. Of course, there are 
strong socially oriented ethical dimensions to Buddhism that no doubt would 
have appealed to those urban dwellers who remained lay devotees, but these 
dimensions were also offered by other religions or philosophical systems and 
were not as central to Buddhism as was the idea of asceticism; furthermore, 
many of the merchants did become monks and gave up their earlier lifestyle. 
Would it not have been more reasonable to expect the rural poor to become 
monks, a state that would have actually raised their standard of living to some 
extent inasmuch as they would have had an easier time procuring food, shelter, 
and respect, as Jane Bunnag (1970) has chronicled in modern times.

As Bailey and Mabbett rightly point out (2003, 34), we must be care-
ful to avoid the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy, by which the fact that the 
Dharma gained popularity shortly after the rise of urbanization on the Gan-
getic plains leads one to posit this very urbanization as the cause of the pop-
ularity of Buddhism. Of course, one must also avoid the other extreme that 
explicitly denies any causal connection between these two: it may very well be 
that urbanization led somehow to the flourishing of Buddhism but this needs 
to be proved with more care. What I would like to add to this discussion, and 
what strengthens tremendously the argument for a causal role on the part of 
urbanization and its associated inter-regional trade, is the observation that 
it is also in urban centers along well-traveled trade routes that Buddhism 
flourished outside of India and long after this early period. When there are 
many examples of x following y, this then begins to strengthen the proposi-
tion that x does indeed have some causal connection to y. A map of the spread 
of Buddhism from 500 BCE until 1200 CE could be overlaid almost exactly 
along the great trade routes in the region and especially the Silk Road. The 
more important an urban center, the more crucial it is as a regional hub of 
trade and mercantilism; the more cosmopolitan its inhabitants, the stronger 
Buddhism is. A study showed that more than two thirds of the monks and 
nuns in the early sangha were from large urban centers (H. Ray 1994, 124), 
even though the vast majority of people lived in rural areas. In fact, this holds 
true not only for Mathura, Kashgar, Turfan, Karakorum, Samarkand, Balkh, 
Luo yang, Chang’an, Taxila, and Dunhuang in premodern times, but for the 
“night-stand” Buddhism of New York, London, Tel Aviv, and San Francisco 
in the modern age.
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While I am certainly not the first to notice a correlation between 
trade, urbanization, and the success of Buddhism, it has often been assumed 
that the connection is due mainly to pragmatic geographical or economic 
considerations rather than due to the effects of this environment on the 
competition of ideas. Buddhism, on the mainstream view, spread along the 
trade routes because these were the arteries through which the people car-
rying the teachings of this religion traveled. Buddhism flourished along the 
trade routes because that is where the teachings and institutions of the reli-
gion were set up by missionary monks and laypeople. Once there, monaster-
ies became integrated into the economy by receiving donations that provided 
status to the donors and were repositories of people with essential economic 
skills such as writing (H. Ray 1994, 122). How could Buddhism take root in 
isolated villages that were not part of the international mercantile nexus if 
no missionaries actually went to these locations to bring the teachings and 
practices there? These are all valid points, so valid, in fact, that they may have 
obscured other reasons why Buddhism flourished in these places. First of all, 
even if it is the case that Buddhism is more likely to have flourished in these 
places for geographic reasons than elsewhere, it is also true that many other 
religions— Eastern (Nestorian) Christianity, Manicheanism, Mazdaism/Zoro-
astrianism, to name a few—were also being proselytized along these arteries, 
but they did not have as enduring an impact as Buddhism and in most cases 
were not nearly as widely accepted or deeply held. We are therefore still called 
to explain why Buddhism specifically fared so well there. Islam, of course, 
eclipsed Buddhism later on and this will have to be explained. We must 
remember, however, that the Islam that was so successful in South and Cen-
tral Asia was initially for many centuries highly impregnated with Sufism and 
was spread by wandering saints who appealed to much the same sentiments 
as did many of the Buddhist teachers, as will be discussed in detail in chap-
ter 4. Furthermore, as trade declined and these cities became less cosmopol-
itan and more peripheral to the real centers of culture and communication, 
so Buddhism declined as well. In fact, the very decline of Buddhism suggests 
that the transmission-route hypothesis is not the whole story. If Buddhism 
only flourished in these places because that is where it was most commonly 
brought, then once it was there, why did it decline as the movement of peo-
ple through these areas waned? The job of the missionaries would have been 
done at this juncture. We might also point out that it does not necessarily 
take many missionaries to sway a community towards a religion; it is a ques-
tion rather of quality than quantity in most cases. There would inevitably have 
been more missionaries coming through towns along the Silk Road and other 
cosmopolitan centers than those who were traveling off the beaten path to 
remote villages, but if the audience is receptive, even one charismatic teacher 
could implant strong seeds of a religion. Take, for example, the Buddha him-
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self. Assuming that there really was one human being who started the religion 
we know as Buddhism, he could have gone to villages just as easily as cities 
and preached his Dharma and people could have chosen to follow him or not 
based upon their reactions to his message. A city along a trade route would 
not provide much benefit in this regard and if anything, a person in a smaller 
audience in a village would be able to see and hear the great teacher better 
than someone listening in a big crowd in a city, and thus would have more of 
a chance of being inspired by his noble words. The texts that have come down 
to us record, however, that Buddhism fared far better in urban environments 
than in those of the village. Recent research has found that Buddhism is also 
flourishing on the Internet and in other digital environments, which, like cit-
ies, constitute arenas for heterogeneous communication (Veidlinger 2015).

Conversion

As I have said, in this book I am going to focus on the communications envi-
ronment that arises out of different states of technological development and 
how that appears to affect the development of religious ideas. In doing so, I 
will have to account for the interaction of this environment with the internal 
mental states of the individuals who are actually involved in the adoption of 
various religious ideas and practices. For a religion to be successful in the 
long run, its ideas and practices must be adaptive not only to the external 
environment, but also to the internal one, preferably in such a way that they 
satisfy the demands of both. Note that the use of the phrase “in the long run” 
is important, because, as with genetic evolution, it is always possible for mal-
adaptive entities to exist for a while,17 but over time those that are in some way 
maladaptive will become extinct, as occurred for instance with Manicheanism 
along the Silk Road, or the Ājīvikas in ancient India.18

As we consider the spread of Buddhism, therefore, we have to look 
at what internal—that is to say psychological—reasons there might have been 
for people to adopt the outlook of Buddhism. As with any set of beliefs, people 
might have endorsed Buddhism because they found something in it that reso-
nated with them and their existing mind-set or worldview. The communications 
environment in which they were living is likely to have been a major catalyst for 
the changes that occurred. Mark C. Taylor has written extensively about how 
the dynamics of complex networks can affect the development of culture, and 
the insights that he brings forth, based in large measure on a diverse array of 
fields such as biology, sociology, and information theory, help to illuminate the 
process that I believe occurred during the emergence of Buddhism:

As networks relentlessly expand, the mix of worlds, words, sounds, 
images, and ideas becomes much more dense and diverse. When 
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this media-mix approaches the boiling point, multiple cognitive 
and cultural changes become inevitable. (2001, 202)

It is also, of course, possible that Buddhism, like any religion, could 
have made inroads due to social, political, or military pressure to adopt it, 
which would in these cases override the role of the ideas themselves in attract-
ing people to them. There is no doubt that in the history of Buddhism, as is 
the case with Christianity, Islam, and many other religions, people often asso-
ciated themselves with this religious community for reasons other than intel-
lectual agreement with its premises. However, even in these cases, I will argue 
that if the ideas do not fit in somehow with the lived reality of the people who 
are following them, then they will eventually be rejected or changed so that 
they are better adapted first to the internal and then to the external environ-
ment. This notion is highly speculative, because of course we can never get 
into the minds of people in the past and assess their reasons for endorsing or 
rejecting any particular set of ideas. Therefore, it is important to explore what 
little we do know about the historical process of conversion to Buddhism in 
order to get a sense of what some of the motivations might have been.

In early Buddhist literature, there is definitely a focus on private con-
version experiences that drive people to accept the teachings of the Buddha. 
In his study of the spread of early Buddhism, Nalinaksha Dutt focuses on the 
importance of ideas in the conversion process, claiming that formal disputa-
tions during the time of the Buddha were an important part of the missionary 
activities of the sects (1980, 30). Teachers would vie with each other in public 
debates by arguing that their own doctrines were true and those of their oppo-
nents were false, with the winner typically gaining followers from the crowd. 
There are so many cases in which conversion language is used that it became 
formalized early on. A typical example can be found in the Sāmaññaphala 
Sutta of the Dīgha Nikāya when the parricidal King Ajātasattu chooses finally 
to adopt Buddhism after hearing the Buddha preach:

At this King Ajātasattu exclaimed: “Excellent, Lord, excellent! It is as 
if someone were to set up what had been knocked down, or to point 
out the way to one who had got lost, or to bring an oil lamp into a 
dark place, so that those with eyes could see what was there. Just so 
the Blessed Lord has expounded the Dhamma in various ways. And 
I, Lord, go for refuge to the Blessed Lord, to the Dhamma and to the 
Sangha. May the Blessed Lord accept me from this day forth as a lay 
follower as long as life shall last! (DN 1.85; Walshe 1987, 108)

Joy Manné (1991) has identified suttas that focus primarily on 
converting people to the teachings of the Buddha. These suttas, such as 
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Sonadaṇḍa and Kassapasīhanāda, typically involve a challenge from an 
adversary whose views are then refuted, after which the adversary chooses 
to become a follower of the Buddha. Centuries later, we can still see similar 
processes occurring along the Silk Road. The medieval Mongol rulers appear 
to have delighted in sponsoring public debates between representatives of the 
religions that were found within their realm. Buddhist, Nestorian, Muslim, 
Manichean, and Daoist leaders were called to debate each other on several 
occasions and it was expected that they would influence those in attendance 
to become more involved in their respective religions based upon the out-
comes of these debates (Foltz 1999, 122).

As Torkel Brekke points out in his study of the origins of Buddhism 
based on the Vinaya texts, not all converts were drawn to Buddhism because 
of the intrinsic merit of its doctrines. Certainly, many of the early converts 
were depicted as having been won over by the arguments of the Buddha or 
his eloquent disciples, but the texts such as the Vinaya and especially the 
Theragātha and Therīgātha also do not shy away from honest depictions of 
what psychologist Gordon Allport has called extrinsic motivations underlying 
some people’s decision to join the sangha. Brekke cites examples in which 
soldiers join the sangha in order to escape military service, debtors join to 
escape debts, and the poor join in order to have the necessities of life pro-
vided (Brekke 2002, 22–24). The fact that so many extrinsically motivated 
cases are mentioned strengthens our belief in the sincerity of that majority 
of passages that do describe the doctrinally motivated converts; an honesty is 
displayed here that is not common amongst the world’s religious scriptures. 
It is worth noting that one of the first scholars to produce a major study of the 
early spread of Buddhism concluded that “the strength of the Buddhist reli-
gion with its organization lay in the living faith and devotion of its followers 
and not so much in the structure through which the faith and devotion were 
ordained by Buddha to be given a material shape” (Dutt 1980, 19).

In the adoption of a new religion or any new system of thought, 
there will inevitably be ideas that one does not fully agree with, but unless one 
intends to start one’s own bespoke religion, the body of religions from which 
one must choose will never dovetail entirely with what one actually believes. 
In some cases, after adoption, one will come to believe the tenets of the new 
religion and will gradually shed one’s ideas that are not in accord with it. In 
other cases, one will cling to one’s pre-existing ideas that are not in accord 
with the ideas of the adopted religion and will choose either to interpret the 
new religion’s doctrines in such a way as to minimize discord, or to disregard 
altogether those doctrines that severely contrast with one’s own.

Let us add now to our examination of some of the conversion expe-
riences in ancient Buddhist literature some of the self-reported accounts of 
conversion or interest in Buddhism on the part of the more thoughtful early 



Introduction 29

American Buddhists as presented by Thomas Tweed (1992). One feature of 
their predicament that is particularly interesting is that there were at this 
time during the Victorian period almost no significant Buddhist organiza-
tions operating in America that could have provided the kind of institutional 
support that is commonly viewed as an important factor in the integration of 
potential converts into a religious community. Most converts had had very 
limited interactions with Asian Buddhists and almost no firsthand experience 
with the rites and rituals of the religion as practiced in Buddhist communities 
of Asia. Therefore, the main engagement that they had with the religion was 
intellectual, either through direct correspondence with Buddhist teachers, 
rarely in person, or through reading associated literature. Often, ideas would 
be discussed in small groups. Tweed asserts that the best way to understand 
Buddhist converts or sympathizers was by the degree to which they adopted 
Buddhist “frameworks of meaning” with which to interpret the world. For 
example, one might understand moral action in terms of karma rather than 
sin. What is clear from his research is that, at least according to the self- 
reports of these early Buddhists, the most important factors that drove their 
interest or conversion to Buddhism were intellectual ones. The system of 
thought appealed to their understanding of the physical and moral realms. 
Of course, they had to have been prepared to accept these teachings due to 
some tensions they were experiencing with their native religious and cultural 
frameworks. The continual process of affirmation of the accepted order that 
must go on internally, either explicitly or implicitly, in order to anchor one-
self securely in one’s world of meaning must have been weakened in some 
way that would let rays of Buddhism in. In this case such developments as 
the ideas of evolution, cosmology, anthropology, comparative religion, and 
Biblical criticism were severely challenging the ground upon which Christian 
faith was built. Not only was comparative religion as an academic discipline 
undermining certain assumptions about the singular truth of Christianity, but 
the encounter with other religions in the increasingly diverse cities of Amer-
ica or through print media was increasingly afforded to, or perhaps one could 
even say forced upon, the American Protestant populace. This state of affairs 
created a psychological environment in some people that proved fertile for the 
repudiation of previously held beliefs, in very much the same way that I con-
tend occurred in India and Central Asia and elsewhere in premodern times 
when Buddhism was successful in these regions.

There is a continual need to assess our worldview in response to 
our perceptions of reality. There can certainly be a fair degree of dissonance 
between what we believe and what we experience, but there is a threshold 
after which it becomes increasingly difficult to sustain one’s subjective views 
in face of the external reality with which one is coming into contact. In these 
cases, there is pressure to shift one’s views in order to adapt to the environ-
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ment and thereby achieve a state of being in which one’s inner life is in accord 
with the surrounding world (Brekke 2002, 58). Brekke sums up the senti-
ments of many scholars, in suggesting that “Buddhism, along with a number 
of other sects, was a reaction against beliefs and values that were no longer 
in harmony with a society undergoing drastic and rapid change. . . . The Brah-
minical tradition could not satisfy the religious needs of a considerable pro-
portion of the population, particularly in the growing towns” (2002, 59).

This brings us back to the question raised by Bailey and Mabbett: 
what, exactly, about this changing world was the key driver of Buddhist suc-
cess? Some have pointed to sociological factors, others to the spread of disease 
in the cities or general suffering that forced people to place an engagement 
with suffering, or duḥkha, at the center of their philosophies of life, others to 
disenchantment with the Vedic sacrifices. What I suggest is that the subtle 
cognitive changes effected through increasingly complex and heterogeneous 
communication networks shifted the contours in people’s outlook and created 
thereby a fertile ground for Buddhist ideas to take root. What exactly these 
ideas are, and how they might have blossomed in this kind of communicative 
environment will be the subject of the second chapter of this book. We will 
see that the increased communication between different groups of people that 
existed during this time provided just the right environment for these ideas 
to flourish, what historian Fred Spier has termed “Goldilocks circumstances” 
(2011).19 The third chapter will examine in more detail the social, political, 
technological, and economic environment specifically in India during the 
period when Buddhism emerged, and will tease out the role of communica-
tion networks in supporting the rise of this religion. The fourth chapter will 
look at the history of Buddhism along the Silk Road in such places as Kho-
tan, Kashgar, Turfan, and Dunhuang, and will connect it with the traveler’s 
view of the world that is likely to have helped shape their way of thinking 
and that of those with whom they came into contact. The fifth chapter will 
direct its attention to the modern world, examining the Internet as the cul-
mination of the many communications revolutions that we have witnessed 
throughout human history. As people become ever more connected through 
the power of the fiber optic cables that span the world, delivering messages 
at light speed from one corner of the globe to the other, it will argue that we 
can expect a radical shift in perspective amongst those who have access to 
this network. The Internet is changing the ways we engage with friends and 
family, the ways we experience sex, the ways we shop for products, the ways 
we listen to music and watch movies, and it is certainly changing our religious 
lives, leading to new developments in religious belief and practice that fit the 
contours of this new reality. This chapter will seek to demonstrate that the 
reconceptualization of religion fostered by the Internet, computer-mediated 
communication (CMC), and other digital information and communication 
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technologies (ICTs) is being accompanied by an increased interest in Bud-
dhism and the major ideas associated with it. The sixth chapter will focus on 
two key features of Buddhism that are not found in other religions, namely 
impermanence ( anitya) and no-soul (anātman), and will show how the cog-
nitive effects of CMC and ICTs guide users towards endorsing these unusual 
concepts. The seventh chapter will tie together the previous insights with 
quantitative data from an online survey of ICT usage patterns and religious 
ideas that will serve to ground empirically the theories presented in this book. 
The results of the survey suggest that there is a statistically significant cor-
relation between Internet usage and religious ideas that are associated most 
strongly with Buddhism.

I have chosen these three moments in the history of Buddhism, 
namely its origins in ancient Axial India, its Golden Age along the Silk Road, 
and the renewed interest directed towards it on the Internet, because they 
illustrate most clearly the connection that this religion has with the state of 
communication in a society. There are, of course, many regions and periods of 
Buddhist efflorescence that are not covered in this book, such as Tang China, 
Śailendra Java, Kamakura Japan, Sukhothai Thailand, and many others, and 
one hopes that investigation into the communication networks that were 
operational during these eras can one day be carried out to see how they com-
pare with the patterns identified in the representative examples discussed 
herein.
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