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Many people, both Buddhists and non-Buddhists, naively assume there is only one
Buddhism. Non-Buddhists often do so out of ignorance of the diversity existing in
Buddhist circles, and Buddhists often do so because they assume the tradition they are
following is the authentic Buddhism, or it represents the true spirit or the complete form
of the Buddha’s teachings. Studying Buddhism in the United States where all traditions of
Buddhism can be found, I have heard many people willfully ignore the differences among
Buddhist traditions and claim the tradition they know of to be the one true Buddhism. For
example, I have encountered a Pure Land Buddhist who, upon learning that I studied the
Nikāya-s, questioned why I would waste time studying the Theravada texts instead of
focusing on the ‘true spirit’ of Buddhism, that is: Mahāyāna. Similarly, some Vajrayānist
friends wondered why I did not devote my life to Vajrayāna practice given that as a
scholar I should have “known better” and recognized that it was in Vajrayāna that the
Buddha’s teaching reached its complete form. Meanwhile, I continue to hear comments
from people whose first encounter with Buddhism was a demystified, ascetic-bent version
of Theravāda, comments such as “you Chinese people just like to mix traditions together;
Chinese Buddhism is not pure Buddhism” or “I don’t care about culture; I only care about
what the Buddha said; Buddhism is what the Buddha actually said, and Japanese
Buddhism is just culture.” It seems that people who recognize only one Buddhism
inevitably elevate one tradition at the expense of all other traditions.
At the other end of the spectrum, there are people who recognize the existence and
value of many different forms of Buddhism and in fact magnify the cultural variations to
the extent of asserting that there are many “buddhisms,” each of which makes sense in its
own culture and is incommensurable with another. In this approach, Buddhism is what the
local culture makes it to be, and Buddhists of one culture have no ground evaluating the
views and practices of Buddhists of another culture, just as the followers of one religion
have no business judging the followers of another religion. Being a person whose
academic training and teaching career involve religious pluralism and global ethics, this
cultural relativist approach is appealing and troubling at the same time. On the one hand,
this approach affirms all vehicles of Buddhism and avoids the pitfall of privileging one
Buddhist tradition while disparaging others. On the other hand, differences are so
amplified and reified in this relativist approach that it becomes meaningless to even ask
whether or not a view or practice is Buddhist when the understanding is there are many
Buddhisms.
Is there one Buddhism or many? What is Buddhist and what is not? Buddhists
generally hold that the Buddha’s teachings are universal, but is that universality
predicated on uniformity? Reversely, does the acknowledgment and acceptance of diverse
traditions mean that no view or practice can be recognized as Buddhist by all Buddhists?
Is it possible to find or construct any unifying principle without elevating a certain
tradition and dismissing all others? Would such a unifying view necessarily impose an
unrealistic and unwanted uniformity on diverse Buddhist traditions? Well in accordance
with the Buddha’s teachings, I will argue that Buddhist traditions, as all phenomena in the

world, are neither one nor many, neither uniform nor completely different. By referencing
the Nikāya-s in the Pāli Canon, I will attempt to show that certain views are indeed at the
core of the Buddha’s teachings and thus can be identified as the unifying views of
Buddhism. The unifying views, paradoxically, allow and even require huge diversity.
My choice of citing the Nikāya-s does not indicate any endorsement of the claim
made by some Theravādins and scholars of Theravāda that Theravāda Buddhism is the
“authentic” or “pure” Buddhism that has preserved the Buddha’s original teachings
without change. Rather, the choice is made based on the practicality of searching for
unifying views that are genuinely unifying. Theravādins generally consider the Pāli
Canon to be the authentic teaching of the Buddha and remain suspicious of many of the
texts preserved in the Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna collections. Mahāyānists and Vajrayānists,
on the other hand, generally do not question the legitimacy of the Pāli Canon, even
though they may consider their respective tradition to be the superior and ultimate form of
Buddhism and may consider the Pāli Canon a product of the Buddha’s “skillful means”
that caters to people of lesser capacities.1 That is, Buddhists across traditions recognize
early Buddhist literature as the basic and foundational texts of Buddhism, and more often
than not they “see themselves as directly in the line of that early Buddhism.”2 More
importantly, various forms of “Modern Buddhism,” such as the multiple strains of
“Engaged Buddhism” taking place simultaneously in different regions, east and west,
“Critical Buddhism” in Japan, “Buddhism for the Human Realm” in Taiwan, and
numerous Western Buddhist sanghas, all see themselves as a return to the Buddhist
Dhamma practiced at the time of the historical Buddha and all appeal to the early
Buddhist literature.3 Therefore, for any view to be recognized as being in accordance
with the Buddhadharma by Buddhists across traditions, it has to be supported by texts
that all Buddhists would consider basic and foundational.
The singular goal of the Buddha’s teaching is nibbāna, the cessation of dukkha.
Therefore, a view or practice that is not conducive to the cessation or alleviation of
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dukkha is not worth endeavoring for Buddhists, let alone holding onto. 4 That is,
according to the Buddhist Dhamma, the cessation of dukkha, rather than group identity or
cultural boundary, is the criterion for adopting a view or practice. The Buddha on
numerous occasions discouraged his followers from dogmatically clinging to
philosophical views or religious doctrines. In the Anguttara Nikāya, for instance, the
Buddha said that religions came into dispute with one another “because of lust for views,
because of adherence, bondage, greed, obsession and cleaving to views.” 5 In the
Majjhima Nikāya, the Buddha said it was in terms of not propounding “full understanding
of clinging to views” and not propounding “full understanding of clinging to rules and
observances” that a teaching would be “unemancipating” and “unconducive to peace.”6
Even when talking about his own teaching, the Buddha cautioned against clinging and
then reiterated that the purpose of imparting or learning or practicing the Dhamma was
emancipation and cessation of dukkha; the goal was NOT to accredit oneself or one’s
group with authority or superiority:7
Bhikkhus, both formerly and now what I teach is dukkha and the cessation of
dukkha. If others abuse, revile, scold, and harass the Tathāgata for that, the
Tathāgata on that account feels no annoyance, bitterness, or dejection of the heart.
And if others honour, respect, revere, and venerate the Tathāgata for that, the
Tathāgata on that account feels no delight, joy, or elation of the heart.”8
And the Buddha went on to suggest that his listeners adopt the same attitude. He taught
the Dhamma in order to cease dukkha, not to provide an anchor for identity clinging or
any form of self-absorbed dejection or elation. And his followers were instructed to do the
same.
The Buddha likened his Dhamma to a raft, which was built solely for the purpose
of crossing a great expanse of dangerous water and reaching the far shore that was safe
and free from fear. He asked his listeners to reason about the proper use of the raft:
By doing what would that man be doing what should be done with that raft? Here,
bhikkhus, when that man got across and had arrived at the far shore, he might
think thus: “…Suppose I were to haul it onto the dry land or set it adrift in the
water, and then go wherever I want.” Now, bhikkhus, it is by so doing that that
man would be doing what should be done with that raft. So I have shown you how
the Dhamma is similar to a raft, being for the purpose of crossing over, not for the
purpose of grasping.
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Bhikkhus, when you know the Dhamma to be similar to a raft, you should
abandon even the teachings, how much more so things contrary to the teachings.9
The Buddha gave teachings for people to practice and utilize so that dukkha would cease
in their lives. The teachings in and of themselves were not meant to be sacred or
inalterable. They could be abandoned, as the simile showed, once they served the purpose
of transporting people across the dukkha-filled body of water. In fact, they should be
abandoned if they did not help alleviate dukkha or, worse, ended up producing more of it.
Having the cessation of dukkha as the criterion also means that a teaching helpful
in removing dukkha from life should be learned and put into practice, even if it was not
given by the Buddha or a Buddhist master in one’s own tradition. In the famous Kālāma
Sutta, the Buddha taught his followers not to cling to or dismiss a teaching on account of
the identity, lineage, school, or denomination of the teacher.10 Whether a teaching is to be
accepted and practiced depends on whether it is conducive to the cessation of dukkha.
Whether or not the teaching is popular or the norm in one’s own philosophical, religious,
ethnic, social, or cultural group is ultimately irrelevant.
What kind of views and practices would be considered conducive to the cessation
of dukkha? The Buddha was reported to have said that it is through not understanding
interdependent co-arising that “this generation has become like a tangled ball of string,
covered as with a blight, tangled like coarse grass, unable to pass beyond states of woe,
the ill destiny, ruin and the round of birth-and-death.”11 For as long as people do not
understand the ways in which persons and psycho-socio-cultural forces co-arise and
inter-condition one another, they keep behaving themselves in such ways that produce
and reproduce dukkha for others as well as for themselves. Eventually the vicious cycle of
dukkha production is formed and people are caught up in it and unable to “pass beyond
states of woe.” If not understanding interdependent co-arising leads to dukkha, as it is
presented in the quote, then the cessation of dukkha cannot be effected without
understanding interdependent co-arising.
It has been established among both early Buddhists who compiled the Nikāya-s
and contemporary Buddhist scholars that interdependent co-arising is the central teaching
of the Buddha that can string all of his teachings together. In the Majjhima Nikāya,
Sāriputta (Sanskrit: Śāriputra), who traditionally has been recognized as the wisest and
most scholarly among the Buddha’s direct disciples, reported: “this has been said by the
Blessed One: ‘One who sees dependent origination sees the Dhamma; one who sees the
Dhamma sees dependent origination.’”12 Similarly, in the Samyutta Nikāya, Ānanda,
reportedly the Buddha’s closest disciple and his personal attendant, was amazed at the
fact that the entire meaning of the Buddha’s teachings could be stated by a single phrase,
i.e. interdependent co-arising.13 David J. Kalupahana, author of Ethics in Early Buddhism
and A History of Buddhist Philosophy, states, “The Buddha’s explanation of the nature of
existence is summarized in one word, paṭiccasamuppāda (Skt. pratītyasamutpāda),”14
i.e., co-arising. Thai Buddhist activist-scholar Sulak Sivaraksa writes, “The concept of
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interdependent co-arising is the crux of Buddhist understanding.15 Engaged Buddhist
scholar Joanna Macy points out that paṭiccasamuppāda was what the Buddha realized
under the bodhi tree, and that it serves not only as an explanation of human existence, but
also the ground for Buddhist morality and the means for liberation.16
Interdependent co-arising is the core, the summary, and the logic of the Buddhist
Dhamma. Some may think that the Four Noble Truths are the summary of the Buddha’s
teachings, and many Buddhist masters begin their series of dhamma talks with the Four
Noble Truths, honoring the tradition that they were the first Dhamma talk given by the
Buddha after his nibbāna. However, that first Dhamma talk was first directed at the five
wandering ascetics with whom the Buddha had once practiced austerities and meditation.
According to the early texts, all of them had attained very advanced levels of ethical
discipline and mental training. The very concise first Dhamma talk directed at those
advanced practitioners might not be suitable as the first talk to average people who have
little or no background in mental training and whose level of ethical discipline is probably
not comparable to that of those five ascetics. The Four Noble Truths are undeniably
central in the Buddhist Dhamma, but the reasoning behind the Four Noble Truths, behind
the arising and cessation of dukkha, is interdependent co-arising. In fact, “wisdom” in
Buddhism is frequently defined as seeing co-arising, seeing “into the arising and passing
away of phenomena, which is noble and penetrative and leads to the complete destruction
of suffering.”17 In the Samyutta Nikāya, it is said that having “correct wisdom” means
one is able to see, as it really is, “this dependent origination and these dependently arisen
phenomena.”18 Likewise, being mindful in Buddhism is to be mindful of the formation or
arising of phenomena in the world, including one’s body, one’s mind, and one’s very own
existence.19
Given that any one phenomenon depends on multiple causes and conditions to
come into existence and in turn is merely one among many causes or conditions for other
phenomena, the “logic” revealed by the teaching of interdependent co-arising is not linear
causality, but network causality. “Buddhist causality,” Nicholas F. Gier and Paul Kjellberg
state, “is seen as a cosmic web of causal conditions rather than linear and mechanical
notions of push-pull causation.”20 Instead of seeing one and only one cause leading to
one and only one effect without being affected by the effect, interdependent co-arising
points to multiple causes, multiple effects, and mutual influences among phenomena in
the world. To see interdependent co-arising is to see the causes, origins, and conditions21
of phenomena, to understand the network of origination, and to comprehend under what
conditions have things and events in human life come to be what they are. Therefore,
from a Dhammic perspective, a view that presumes only one cause for all existing
problems or proposes only one measure as the solution to all problems is to be viewed
with more suspicion than those that acknowledge the intricate interrelations among
multiple causes and recommend multiple measures simultaneously for dealing with
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dukkha-filled and dukkha-inducing situations. Insofar as people interdependently co-arise
with their socio-cultural contexts, any view or practice purported to be conducive to the
alleviation of dukkha has to be practical and practicable within the given socio-cultural
conditionings in order to be truly dukkha-alleviating.
Moreover, for any view to strike a chord with the audience, for any theory to be
persuasive to the audience, for any practice to be actually practiced by the audience, it has
to be relevant to the life experience of the audience. Greg Bailey and Ian Mabbett, authors
of The Sociology of Early Buddhism, observe that “the Buddha was fully aware of the
brāhmanical cultural bedrock on which so many of his potential converts operated and
knew that to extend his influence he would be required to present his teachings and
normative forms of conduct within the traditionally patterned forms of behavior.” 22 The
Buddha was very skillful in making use of the beliefs and concepts permeating the Indian
culture at his time in order to bring, gradually and gently, his interlocutors to understand
and practice the dukkha-alleviating Dhamma, whether or not they planned to become
Buddhist renunciates or identify themselves as lay followers of the Buddha. 23 For
example, although taking a non-theistic viewpoint and discouraging metaphysical
speculations, the Buddha frequently talked about the gods in the Hindu pantheon, as well
as kamma and rebirth, all of which were common beliefs in his day.24
In addition to re-appropriating the accepted concepts in the larger socio-cultural
context, the Buddha also adapted to the particular dispositions and capacities of his
interlocutors. Nyanaponika Thera and Bhikkhu Bodhi note that the Buddha “explains the
principles he has seen in the way most appropriate for his auditors.” 25 The same point
was made by Donald S. Lopez, Jr. in his introduction to Buddhist Hermeneutics: “The
Buddha is said to have taught different things to different people based on their interests,
dispositions, capacities, and levels of intelligence.”26 In dialoguing with brāhmins such
as Vāsettha, 27 Sundarika Bhāradvāja, 28 Sigālaka, 29 and Kūtadanta, 30 the Buddha
appealed to each person’s beliefs and practices in order to bring them to practice the
dukkha-ceasing Dhamma. Bhikkhu Ānanda observes that the Buddha, when addressing
rural folks, used similes that were familiar to them, such as bullock cart, seed, or
irrigation ditch, so that his teachings could be more easily comprehended.31
As a matter of fact, the Nikāya-s present the Buddha first and foremost as a
teacher, a human being who came to understand interconditionality and sought to teach it
out of compassion, not some speculator who invented doctrines or some supra-human
being who imposed rules:
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Whether Tathāgata arise in the world or not, it still remains a fact, a firm and
necessary condition of existence, that all formations are impermanent… that all
formations are subject to suffering … that all things are non-self. A Tathāgata
fully awakens to this fact and penetrates it. Having fully awakened to it and
penetrated it, he announces it, teaches it, makes it known, presents it, discloses it,
analyses it and explains it: that all formations are impermanent, that all formations
are subject to suffering, that all things are non-self.32
All Buddhist traditions hold that people can understand the formations and cessations of
phenomena on their own without receiving revelations of any kind from any specific
deity or person, and that the Buddha was one such person who understood, practiced, and
realized a way of life that will be conducive to the cessation of dukkha. He taught what he
had discovered and realized. He taught in order to enhance the listeners’ comprehension
of the conditions and conditionality of existence and to motivate them to engage in
conscious, self-initiated trainings and practices that would help alleviate dukkha for all
beings in the interconnected web of life.
To highlight the Buddha’s role as a teacher is to understand that the Buddha’s
words as recorded in the early Buddhist texts such as the Nikāya-s were uttered in the
middle of the process of teaching and for the purpose of teaching, and so as all other
scriptures in later traditions. For any teaching to be understood and practiced, it has to
reflect the immediate objectives of that particular moment, to appeal to what the targeted
audience take for granted, and to suit the interests, dispositions, and capacities of the
learners. Inasmuch as the causes and conditions of dukkha are different for each culture,
and in fact different for each person, teachers with the cessation of dukkha in mind need
to find myriad different ways to teach. The teachings that could induce dukkha-alleviating
understandings and practices in Northeastern India two thousand and five hundred years
ago may or may not be able to induce dukkha-alleviating understandings and practices in
another space-time. Therefore, it is not being true to the Buddha’s own teachings to
demand or impose uniformity in terms of dukkha-alleviating views and practices. It is an
illusion to think that “if people would only behave and think correctly, we’d all practice
the same religion.”33 The Buddha himself said that all he ever taught was the cessation of
dukkha and the Buddha himself cautioned against clinging to views or group identity. For
the purpose of transporting more beings, all of whom conditioned by their particular
socio-cultural contexts, to the shore of the cessation of dukkha, Buddhists should not
cling to a particular view or practice simply because it is taught in their tradition. They
should certainly not cling to any traditional teaching if it is no longer practical in the
particular space-time in which they find themselves. In the same spirit, they need not
hesitate to employ rafts previously not found in their own tradition, if those rafts are
conducive to the cessation of dukkha in their current contexts.
For Buddhism, the uniformity-diversity dichotomy is a false dichotomy, and so is
the dichotomy of universalism and particularism. The unifying Dhammic perspective is
interdependent co-arising, and the unifying Dhammic vision is the cessation of dukkha.
Buddhism is quite universalistic in its analysis of all phenomena in the world in terms of
interdependent co-arising, and it is universalistic in its goal of liberating all sentient
beings from duhkha. And yet the “logic” of interdependent co-arising and the goal of
cessation of dukkha allow and, in fact, require much diversity in teachings and practices.
The co-arising of and around a person is different from that of and around another person,
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and so the duhkha in a person’s life is different from that in another person’s life.
Likewise, the co-arising of each culture is different, and so the duhkha pervasive in each
culture is different. As such, the cessation of duhkha requires attention to particularity and
involves a huge variety of views and practices suitable for the person and the culture.
Buddhism never falls into complete relativism, though. The cessation of dukkha remains
the unwavering goal of Buddhism, and therefore a practice that is not conducive to the
cessation, or at least alleviation, of dukkha is not worth holding onto, even though it
might have been the norm in one’s tradition for a long time. And interdependent
co-arising remains the rationale of all Buddhist teachings, and therefore a view that is not
reasonable in light of interdependent co-arising is not a Dhammic view.
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