
INTRODUCTION

Bodh Gaya’s Mahabodhi Temple Complex is located

115 kilometers south of Patna, Bihar’s state capital, and

16 kilometers from Gaya’s district headquarters. It is one

of the four sacred locations associated with the life of

the Lord Buddha, The holy place and it was at Bodhgaya

in Bihar that the Buddha shakyamuni attended Supreme

Enlightenment (Sambodhi) while meditating under the

sacred Bodhi Tree. The Great Mahabodhi Temple stands

majestically on the very site where the Buddha had

attained Enlightenment.

It is one of the most pious and solace land which is

directly linked with the MahaBodhi Temple situated in

Gaya district of Bihar.

The temple stands majestically on the site where

the Buddha reached the final stage of Nirvana.

Bodhgaya Temple was in the hands of its followers
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ABSTRACT

The research paper will examine the present situation and relevance of the Buddhist pilgrimage of Bodhgaya, Bihar.

One of the popular religious tourism spots in India and the reflection of radiant glories and the on-going practices

which flourished side-by-side in the gloomy way. The interacting and counteracting two sides of human life, sacred

and profane, consequently turn into contestation, seduction and differences. They encounter at a diverse degree in

the arrangement. In India the greater value accorded to tourism as an avenue for development reflects a perception that

the marketing of religious and solace premises enhanced the true value and transparency of the endangered history.

But having little consciousness of historical value and its transformed relevance today, there is huge conflict which

goes on between two religious communities such as Hindus and Buddhist for the management of the temple and

ownership on it. The growth and importance of pilgrimage-tourism may be related to an increased desire among

Hindus and Buddhist people to assert their identity. This is exemplified with a case study of Bodh Gaya as an insider’s

exposures.
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till early thirteenth century and lost control after its

destruction by the Turuska invaders. Later on a Œaivite

Hindu  Mahant, Ghamandi Giri, arrived at Bodhagaya in

1590 and claimed that he was the legitimate heir of the

Mahavihara. The first attempt to restore the Mahabodhi

Mahavihara to the Buddhists from the clutches of the

Hindu Mahant was made in an appeal to the British-

Indian Government by Sir Edwin Arnold though his

famous book The Light of Asia (1885) in 1890-92. It

was in response to this appeal that Anagarika Dharmapala

formed the Mahabodhi Society of India in 1891 to raise

this issue on the national and the international fronts.

A negotiated proposal put forwarded by Dr.

Rajendra Prasad (1924), who later became the first

President of the Republic of India, was thwarted several

times but finally became law in 1949 under the provision

of the Bodhagaya Temple Act 1949, (under the Bihar

Act 17 of 1949) for well-planned and settings of the
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temple.

The newly-constituted Bodhagaya Temple

Management Committee comprised nine members with

the District Magistrate of Gaya as its ex-officio

chairperson, and four members each from the Hindu and

the Buddhist communities. This initiative, which provided

for equal representation of both the communities in the

management committee transferred the control of the

Temple land along with other property as well as restored

the right to worship to both the communities.

According to UNESCO, the present temple is one

of the earliest and most imposing structures built entirely

in brick from the late Gupta period. It was declared as

UNESCO’s World Heritage Site in 2002 based upon the

criteria that it has “outstanding universal importance

as it is one of the most revered and sanctified places

in the world”.

Historical and architectural context:

The first temple was built by Emperor Asoka in the

3rd Century B.C., and the present temple dates from the

5th or 6th century. It has undergone many ups and downs

like destruction, rebuilding and embellishment during the

course of many centuries. Several Buddhist monuments,

temples, and monasteries highlight the historical and

scriptural significance of this sacred site. Ancient accounts

speak of Brahmanical Hindus paying homage to the

Buddha image and bodhirukka for Pindas, as early as

the Kushana period. Account of the 7th century of

Chinese traveler Xuanzang and 10th century inscription

from

Bodhgaya speaks of Shaiva Brahmin scholars and

Buddhist scholars residing side by side peacefully. Even

in the heydays of Buddhism, Hindus have worshiped in

Bodhgaya and the place assumes greater religious sanctity

as a place of pilgrimage in the Gaya Mahatmyain the

Vayu Purana, composed in the 13-14th Century where

in Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva are the principal deities

worshiped in the Gaya region also Buddha is revered as

Dharmesvara (righteous one) and the Bodhi tree as the

living manifestation of the Hindu Triad.

During the last quarter of the 12th centuries and the

first half of the 13th century, the Mahabodhi Complex

suffered many attacks and acts of vandalism by turkey

Muslim soldiers, rendering it deserted and ruined. It also

fell to puritanical and prudish attacks by Sri Lankan

Theravada monks who disapproved of Hinayana and

exercised authoritarian control over the temple. Traditional

accounts state that the Shaiva sanyasis from the later

decade of 16th century onwards embraced, appropriated

and reused the abandoned derelict Mahabodhi temple

which was not uncommon during those times. Buddhist

pilgrims were accommodated and inclusiveness

propagated. Later the Shaiva Mahants were given land

grants by rulers and were acknowledged by the British

too.

The origin of its controversy can be traced back to

Colonial Orientalists and British Ideologists who saw

Buddha as opposing Hinduism and presence of Hindu

symbols in the Mahabodhi temple as desecration of the

shrine. Sir Edwin Arnold thought his famous book The

Light of Asia (1885) highlighted the issue. Influenced by

such ideas Anagarika Dharmapala, a Sri Lankan monk

started an aggressive campaign against the manhunt’s

control of the Mahabodhi temple. Dharmapalas demand

for exclusive Buddhist control of the temple suffered a

serious blow with the Calcutta High Court Judgment that

acknowledged Hindu/Buddhist relations and restored the

right to worship to both the communities.

The site’s decline and restoration:

The vandalism and threats that the Mahabodhi

temple faced during various times and the restoration

that followed with an emphasis on the parties involved.

The Mahabodhi temple in Bodhgaya is the most venerated

Buddhist pilgrimage site in the world, as it is thought to

be the location where the Buddha acquired enlightenment

and spent seven weeks in meditation after attaining

perfect enlightenment.

According to the narrative of Dharmasvmin, who

visited India in 1234–36 CE, Bodhgaya withstood the

Turks’ attacks. As one of them put it, “This isn’t good!

Fearing the Turuks’ soldiers, everyone has gone”. In 1811,

however, Buchanan Hamilton discovered the Mahabodhi

temple in ruins. Cunningham discovered Mahants and

his followers engaged in a variety of non-Buddhist rituals

in the main temple in 1861. In 1875, the Burmese King,

Mindan Min, got permission from both the government

of India and the Mahants to repair the Mahabodhi

Mahavihar. The government of India later sent J. D.

Beglar, Cunningham, and Rajendra Lal Mitra to monitor

the repair work in 1880, due to the poor pace of the repairs.

Cunningham, J. D. Beglar, and Rajendralal Mitra diligently

explored the site in 1883 and undertook considerable

rehabilitation work to return Bodhgaya to its former

splendor.
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Management and present situation :

Post-Independence, the govt. of Bihar had taken

responsibility for the management and protection of the

temple properties and enacted the Mahabodhi

management Act, 1949. The Act ended the Mahanth’s

monopoly over the shrine. However, Section 3, obliges

the state government to constitute a nine-member temple

management committee, consisting of a Chairman, and

four Buddhists and four Hindus, including the Mahants

of Bodh Gaya. It thrust the situation that the “Mahants

must be a salivate Hindu”. If the mahants are unable to

do his duties that have been assigned, in that case only

members belonging to Hindu can/will substitute him.

This provision of BGT made it mandatory that only

a Hindu District Magistrate shall be the ex-officio

Chairman of the Committee. In circumstances if any

District Magistrate is non Hindu by religion, the

government will reappoint or nominate Hindu man as the

chairman for the committee for the whole period. It is

mandatory  that the government always chooses a

committee secretary for the  members of the internal

committee.

Thus, some Buddhists consider that it violates the

principles of secularism as well as the fundamental rights

of religious minorities as envisaged under the constitution.

For the better part of the 1990s the Buddhist leaders

have demanded an all Buddhist management committee.

When the then CM, Laloo Yadav moved to amend the

Bodh Gaya Temple Act, 1949, there was vandalism from

both sides. Laloo then played the cards and nominated

the agitators as members of the committee under the

same act to which the leaders suffered credibility. These

ongoing fights by militant Buddhists and Hindus in Bodh

Gaya have irked the local people.

The then governor RS Gavai and Acharya Kishore

Kunal, Chief of the Bihar Religious Trust Board worked

on a formula , as per which Buddhists were to be given

more say in the shrine management with the post of shrine

management committee secretary being reserved for a

Buddhist. The Gavai-Kunal formula wanted the position

of the chairman to the DM ex-officio irrespective of his/

her religious belief. But its success depended on the

approach of all the three stake-holders-the Buddhists,

Hindu organizations and the state government.

Consequently the idea was banned following the

premature transfer of Gaya from Bihar to governor of

Kerala.

The National Commission on Minorities following

representations from Buddhist groups has recommended

that the shrine was to remain under joint management;

the respective position of 2 communities with five Buddhist

and four Hindus was altered to show majority.

The Nitish Kumar Govt. passed the Bodhgaya

temple amendment Act, 2013, which allows the Gaya

district magistrate to be the chairman of the temple

management committee irrespective of his/her religious

affiliation has ensured that state of Bihar can effectively

intervene in affairs if need be and should be seen as

token to the minority Buddhist community and seemingly

the Govt. lacks the genuine political will to solve the crisis

for good.

According to UNESCO, the present temple is one

of the earliest and most imposing structures built entirely

in brick from the late Gupta period. It was declared as

UNESCO’s World Heritage Site in 2002 based upon the

criteria that it has “outstanding universal importance

as it is one of the most revered and sanctified places

in the world”. There have been several controversies

regarding the temple involving both the management and

care of the temple, and claims made by Hindus and

Buddhists regarding ownership.

Conclusion:

Bodhgaya is a small but internationally renowned

town of immense religious and cultural significance

located in the Gaya district of Bihar. It is considered as a

global sacred place which provides a common vision for

life to all. The conflicts and changes put the global

Buddhist sacred place at odds. This contestation not only

hinders the development of the religious sect but also

pollutes the purity and sanctity of the religion. Therefore

there is a need to balance different visions of the

contesting parties and make a peaceful global place for

Buddhists.
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