
Role of Ṣūfism 
Islam was not a champion of egalitarianism, or for that matter, of the cause of so-called 
suppressed people of India. Nor is it correct to say Buddhists were attracted towards Islam 
because they saw Islamic egalitarianism as being compatible with the Buddha’s views on 
caste system and other forms of inequality.  
Buddhism had become completely marginalized and insignificant in most parts of India when 
the Ṣūfīs began their activities.  
Trimingham: Islam was “a holy-man Islam” in India where the Ṣūfīs acquired an aura of 
holiness. It was this aura of holiness which attracted Indians to the Ṣūfīs, rather than formal 
Islam.  
The dargahs and khānaqāhs played a seminal role in proselytization as their appeal went far 
beyond the divisive walls of caste and creed.  
There is sufficient evidence to show that Buddhists in Bengal regarded Muslims as their 
well-wishers vis-à-vis Brāhmaṇical-Hindus . 
I.H. Qureshi: “Such sentiments themselves constitute almost a halfway house towards the 
acceptance of Islam.” 
 
  



Revival of Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism and Rise of Bhakti Movement 
From the time of king Aśoka onwards institutional Buddhism came to acquire the character 
of a pan-Indian and politically significant religion. Consequently, the Buddha and Buddhism 
came to enjoy a socio-political status that the Brāhmaṇical community simply could not 
ignore and its response was the formulation of a well-thought out two-pronged agenda:  
  

1. to be purposely friendly and assimilative towards those ideas of Buddhist thought 
which had become socio-religiously commonsensical, and  

2. to slowly and steadily, but systematically, subvert institutional Buddhism. 
 
This can be seen in the shifting of the theories and political orientation of kingship from 
Buddhist to Vaiṣṇava and Śaiva rationales from the eighth century CE onwards.  
R.B. Inden: before the eighth century, the Buddha was accorded the position of a universal 
deity and the ceremonies by which a king attained status were elaborate donative ceremonies 
entailing gifts to Buddhist monks and the setting up of a symbolic Buddha in a stūpa. This 
was so even for imperial dynasties that had strong associations with the Brāhmaṇical-Hindu 
gods Viṣṇu and Śiva. However, this pattern changed in the eighth century when one of the 
Brāhmaṇical-Hindu gods usurped the place of the Buddha as the supreme, imperial deity. The 
change was marked by the building of the first monumental Brāhmaṇical-Hindu temples and 
the elevation of either Viṣṇu or Śiva (or Sūrya, the Sun) to the status of supreme deity 
(parameśvara, maheśvara), equivalent to the Cosmic Man by relegating the Buddha to a 
secondary position.  
 
The avatāra device of Viṣṇu was an ingenious and convenient means used to assimilate and 
then to subordinate the figure of the Buddha and put him in his Brāhmaṇical place thereby 
undermining his historicity by making him an appendage of the Vaiṣṇava mythic hierarchy. 
Interestingly, when one looks into how and to what extent was the Buddha ritually included 
within the Brāhmaṇical-Hindu tradition, there is not much to find. Cultic veneration of the 
Buddha within Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism is virtually missing. 
 
From about the sixth century onwards, as compared to Jains, the Buddhists failed “to respond 
meaningfully to the threat posed by the waves of bhakti that swept across India” (P.S. Jaini). 
The Bhakti cult achieved tremendous popularity through its association with Rāma and 
Kṛṣṇa, weaning away some of the lay supporters and nearly all the patrons of the flatfooted 
Buddhists. In fact, with the depiction of the Buddha in the Mahābhārata, certain Purāṇas, and 
Jayadeva’sGītagovinda as just another avatāra of Viṣṇu, Buddhism had already been brought 
within the reach of overarching Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism. The Buddhists were not perhaps 
conscious of the grave danger that this development posed because they did not make any 
attempt to either assimilate the popular Brāhmaṇical-Hindu deities into Buddhist mythology 
or to refute any notion of the Buddha as an avatāra.  
However, the Jainas responded to these very pressures in a remarkably different manner and 
successfully repulsed the Brāhmaṇical-Hindu advances. They rebuffed the Brāhmaṇical 
insinuations that Ṛṣabha, their first Tīrthaṅkara, was an incarnation of Viṣṇu by questioning 
the very “divine” status of Viṣṇu himself, by taking resort to censuring the unethical deeds of 
the avatāras in particular. To top it all, they created full-length alternate versions of both the 
epics, the Rāmāyaṇa and the Mahābhārata, depicting Rāma and Kṛṣṇa in them as worldly 
Jaina heroes subject to the retribution of Jaina ethical laws. Thus, the Rāma of the Jainas does 
not slaughter Rāvaṇa. This immoral job is assigned to his brother Lakṣmaṇa and Rāma is 
reborn in heaven for strictly adhering to the principle of ahiṃsā. However, the Jainas send 
Kṛṣṇa to hell as his misdeeds of violence and treachery were unforgivable as per Jaina ethics. 



In other words, the Jainas managed to outdo the Bhakti Movement by adopting its main cult-
figures in a uniquely Jaina context as their own.  
The manner in which the temple-centered Bhakti brought about the metamorphosis of 
Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism in the north was repeated even more vigorously and systematically in 
the South. The Bhakti inspired brāhmaṇa-peasant alliance appears to have succeeded in 
forming the basis of socio-political power to the complete disadvantage of Buddhism. 
Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism with its institutional base in the temple-centred agrarian settlements 
grew into a dynamic and progressive force whereas Buddhism still continued to be urban and 
elitist. The ideology of Bhakti acted as a unifying force by bringing together kings, brāhmaṇa 
priests, and the common masses to the disadvantage of the non-Vedic religions. Whereas 
Bhakti Movement had an agrarian-feudal bias, Buddhism had its supporters primarily among 
the mercantile community based in urban centres. Thus, it is not improbable that the rivalry 
between the non-Vedic creeds and the Bhakti Movement reflects, at least implicitly, the 
conflict for socio-political dominance between the landowning classes and the trading 
classes.  


