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Abstract 

This research paper presents a comparative study from both literary and historical perspectives 

of the various events surrounding the birth of Siddhārtha Gautama (the Buddha), drawing upon 

Pāli, Sanskrit, Chinese, and other available Buddhist sources. The primary objective of the 

research is to critically examine the historicity of the Buddha's birth in Lumbinī and the 

associated events. In this context, by comparing the birth narratives found across various 

Buddhist traditions, the study seeks to distinguish between elements belonging to the early 

tradition and those that evolved in later periods. The study will be grounded in both Buddhist 

texts and archaeological evidence, specifically the epigraphic and archaeological findings from 

Lumbinī.  

The research will also analyse events associated with the Buddha's birth that have been imbued 

with a supernatural or miraculous character within Buddhist tradition. For instance, a critical 

review will be conducted of elements such as the mention of a specific tree at the time of birth, 

the newborn Siddhārtha’s seven steps, his extraordinary proclamation, the concept of Satta-

sahajāta (the simultaneous birth of seven others alongside Siddhārtha), and the death of his 

mother. It will also examine the forms in which these accounts appear in early Buddhist 

literature and how they underwent transformation and expansion over time. 

Furthermore, the research paper will attempt to elucidate how various Buddhist sects and 

literary traditions portrayed the birth narrative in the process of establishing the Buddha's 

greatness and supernatural nature. 
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Thus, this research will present a comprehensive analysis of the historical, religious, and 

literary dimensions of the narratives surrounding the Buddha's birth, and will attempt to 

determine which elements are supported by historical evidence and which have evolved as a 

result of later literary and religious imagination. This study will not only enrich the historical 

understanding of the Buddha's life but also make a significant contribution to the study of 

Buddhist literature, the tradition of Buddhist thought, and its gradual evolution. 

Keywords: Gautam Buddha, Lumbinī, Buddhist texts, Pāli literature, Sanskrit Buddhist 

literature, Chinese Buddhist literature. 

If one examines the religious texts of any faith across the world, a common pattern emerges 

regarding their deities or great figures: there is a tradition of depicting their births not as natural 

occurrences, but as supernatural events. These births are likely portrayed symbolically to 

emphasize that they do not enter the world in the same manner as ordinary humans thereby 

distinguishing them from the rest of us. This same principle appears to apply to Siddhārtha 

Gautama; consequently, his birth, too, is depicted as extraordinary. 

In the Buddhist tradition, regarding the birth of Siddhārtha Gautama as an extremely sacred 

and exceedingly rare event, it is said-  

Dullabho purisājañño, na so sabbattha jāyati. 

Yattha so jāyati dhīro, taṃ kulaṃ sukhamedhati.1 

Means, the birth of an exalted person (a great soul) is extremely rare; such a person is not born 

everywhere. Wherever such a steadfast, wise, and great man is born, that lineage, that family 

attains happiness and prosperity. 

The gāthā described above centers on Gautama Buddha and other figures of his stature; 

historically, the event of his birth took place approximately 2,550 years ago on the full moon 

day of the month of Vesākha (Viaśākha) 2 . Almost all the traditions of Buddhist literature 

particularly the Theravāda tradition hold that two other significant events, namely the 

attainment of Enlightenment (Bodhi) and the Mahāparinirvāṇa (great demise), also occurred 

on this very day3; for this reason, the occasion is known as the Tividha Pāvanī (thrice-sacred) 

Vesākha Purṇimā. It is important to note, however, that some Buddhist traditions maintain these 

three events occurred on separate days rather than a single day, a view corroborated by the 

travel accounts of the great 7th CE Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang (often pronounced 'Hiuen Tsang' 

in India). According to literary sources, the event of the Buddha's birth holds immense 

significance, as Gautama Buddha himself stated in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta that there are 



four sites associated with his life that evoke a sense of spiritual urgency (samvejaniyaṭṭhāna) 

and should be visited by his followers. Among these sites, he specifically mentioned his 

birthplace at Lumbinī4; consequently, this research attempts to analyse the birth and the events 

associated with it. 

A fundamental question arises here, how do ordinary people today come to know about the life 

story of the Buddha? The answer is likely that whatever we know or understand about the 

Buddha today comes to us through literature available in modern Indian or foreign languages; 

however, the events of Lord Buddha's life as we encounter them now are not actually presented 

in ancient Buddhist texts with such simplicity, consistency, or chronological order in any single 

place. Upon study and analysis, it appears that the information currently available to us has 

been compiled and presented by modern scholars, who have utilized various sources to make 

it accessible through modern literature. Some of this information pertains to the birth of 

Gautama Buddha, his birthplace, and other related matters; among these, a discussion of his 

birthplace, Lumbinī, is essential. 

From a literary perspective, it is evident that his birthplace was ‘Lumbinī’5 , although the 

account of this event appears to have evolved in varying ways across different texts. 

Linguistically, the Suttanipāta6 considered as one of the oldest texts within the Pāli Tipiṭaka 

clarifies that he was born in ‘Lumbinī’, a territory of the Śākya clan. This fact is further 

corroborated by the 3rd century BCE pillar inscription of Emperor Aśoka found at Lumbinī7. 

Additionally, archaeological remains unearthed in recent excavations suggest that the site 

existed even prior to the 3rd century BCE8. It is important to clarify here that the term ‘Lumbinī’ 

has been used to denote both a gāma (village) and a janapada (larger territory) 9; however, 

archaeological evidence indicates that the site was essentially a village and likely remained so. 

Citing various passages from ancient Pāli literature, the erudite scholar Dharmanand Kosambi 

posits that Siddhārtha Gautama’s father, Suddhodana (Śuddhodana), was not a king of 

Kapilavastu but merely a landowner in Lumbinī10. Kosambi argues that while several Suttas 

provide evidence that Kapilavastu was under the authority of Mahānāma Śākya 11 , the 

Mahāvagga is the only text that associates Suddhodana with Kapilavastu12. It is also worth 

considering whether Lumbinī could ever have been a Janapada (an independent territory or 

state); the existence of a Janapada at Lumbinī seems doubtful given the proximity of a 

kingdom (or major settlement) like Kapilavastu. Furthermore, the inscription on the pillar 

erected by Emperor Ashoka in the third century BCE refers to it as "Lumbinī-gāma" (Lumbinī 

village) 13 , reinforcing the view that it was a village-although the actual archaeological 



discovery of such an ancient village site remains awaiting. If this reasoning holds, it is logical 

to conclude that the Lumbinī area was merely a small, relatively obscure village at the time. 

Additionally, Kosambi clarified that the region was under the control of the Śākyas, who lived 

under a democratic system; consequently14 , different areas had different landowners, and 

Suddhodana was the landowner of Lumbinī15. 

Buddhist texts inform us that Siddhārtha Gautama was born in the village of Lumbinī. These 

texts also clarify that his mother, Mahāmāyā, wished to visit her parental home in Devadaha 

during the tenth month of her pregnancy16 , a journey for which Suddhodana granted her 

permission. Both the Northern and Southern schools of Buddhism agree on this point, and the 

fact can be accepted without doubt, given that the custom of women visiting their parental 

homes during pregnancy remains common in Indian tradition. However, a significant question 

arises here that casts considerable doubt on the narrative: would any parents or husband even 

under favorable conditions decide to undertake (or permit) such a risky journey during the final 

stage of pregnancy (specifically the tenth month)? This is particularly pertinent considering the 

era, when there were no proper road networks or emergency medical facilities available. Even 

under normal circumstances, such permission and travel appear highly unusual17; therefore, 

accepting this account exactly as stated does not seem logical. Indeed, even today despite the 

availability of modern medical care, the practice of traveling during the final stage of pregnancy 

is virtually non-existent in India, except in cases of emergency. 

Therefore, from both literary and archaeological perspectives, there should be no objection to 

accepting that Siddhārtha Gautama was indeed born in Lumbinī; however, the account of the 

journey itself appears somewhat questionable. If the journey did not actually take place-yet 

Siddhārtha Gautama was indeed born in Lumbinī, this reinforces Kosambi’s argument that 

Suddhodana was a resident of Lumbinī and that Siddhārtha was born in a garden there. It is 

possible that, due to the infusion of supernatural elements from an early stage, the story was 

framed to suggest that Siddhārtha was born at a place called Lumbinī while the party was on 

route from Kapilavastu to Devadaha. 

In this context, André Bareau holds an interesting view that this might be a form of myth, given 

the scarcity of references to Lumbinī in ancient Buddhist texts. He further argues that 

Siddhārtha was likely born in Kapilavastu, but Lumbinī was linked to the narrative because a 

mother goddess was worshipped at that site 18 . His first argument holds some weight, as 

'Lumbinī' appears in only one or two instances in ancient Pāli texts, thereby casting doubt on 

its status as the birthplace; conversely, while Kapilavastu is not explicitly cited as the birthplace, 



it is frequently mentioned in those same texts raising the question of why the birthplace 

Lumbinī is rarely named while the place of upbringing is cited so often. If we accept the second 

argument that Siddhārtha was born in Kapilavastu we must conclude that the Lumbinī episode 

was a later addition, although there is no concrete evidence to substantiate this. 

If we consider André Bareau's perspective, it appears that the narrative of the Buddha’s birth 

in a forest as presented in the scriptures was shaped by the prevailing tradition of Mother 

Goddess worship in Lumbinī; this raises the question of why such a specific setting was deemed 

necessary. A writer could have centered the story on any location such as Kapilavastu and 

established a narrative that eventually took root in the public consciousness, a phenomenon for 

which countless examples exist across various religions. While absolute clarity on this matter 

remains elusive, the sources found in the oldest texts certainly hint at this possibility; therefore, 

it is practical to continue regarding Lumbinī as the birthplace until concrete evidence emerges 

to the contrary. Nevertheless, this is a significant hypothesis that cannot be easily dismissed, 

and establishing the facts of the matter will require comprehensive sources and solid evidence. 

The Naming of Lumbinī: 

An extremely interesting fact regarding the naming of the place Lumbinī is worth noting here; 

it appears nowhere in Pāli literature or other known texts ancient or modern nor is it part of 

Buddhist oral tradition or current local lore in the Lumbinī region. Chinese translations of 

certain Sanskrit Buddhist texts state that the Lumbinī grove was named after Siddhārtha 

Gautama’s maternal grandmother19, whereas another reference attributes the name to the wife 

of his maternal grandfather’s prime minister20. In my view, the latter account is likely the result 

of an error by the author. While the first version might be accepted as more logical from a 

literary standpoint, there is insufficient evidence to corroborate it historically. Thus, the matter 

calls for in-depth research and concrete evidence to accurately understand the facts surrounding 

the naming of this site. 

Following an analysis of the birthplace, the discussion will focus on the depiction of Mahāmāyā 

extensively described and portrayed in Buddhist literature and art holding a tree branch with 

her hand. Most Buddhist texts state that Siddhārtha Gautama was born while Mahāmāyā was 

in a standing position, grasping a tree branch. There is a disagreement between Northern 

(Mahāyāna) and Southern (Theravāda) Buddhist texts regarding the specific tree held by 

Mahāmāyā at the time of Siddhārtha Gautama's birth. Theravāda texts21 unanimously mention 

only the Sāla tree 22 , whereas Buddhist Sanskrit texts lack uniformity on this matter. The 



Mahāvastu text contains the term ‘Lumbodyāna’; Senart interpreted this as a "grove of Lumba 

trees," identifying Lumba as a specific type of tree23, a view supported by the Chinese text 

《修行本起經》 Caryānidānasūtra (reconstructed Sanskrit title) 24, which also identifies it as 

the ‘Lumba’ tree, although the exact nature of such a tree remains unclear. In his dictionary, 

Edgerton identified it as a specific tree possibly the Plakṣa, though this interpretation is open 

to doubt; conversely, the term ‘Lumba’ has also been identified as the name of a specific 

goddess25. 

According to some texts26, Siddhārtha was born beneath a Plakṣa tree27; other texts28 mention 

an Aśoka tree29; and some consistent with Pāli literature, describe him being born while holding 

the branch of a Sāla tree30. 

References to these three specific trees are also found in ancient Buddhist texts translated into 

Chinese. Such facts suggest that the story of giving birth while holding onto a tree branch likely 

evolved through varying practices across different Buddhist traditions, reflecting a journey of 

literary diversity and development. This description was possibly incorporated within symbolic 

or religious contexts to imbue the event of the Buddha's birth with special significance. 

Walking Seven Steps After Birth: 

In the sequence describing the events following his birth, Siddhārtha is depicted walking step 

by step. It is important to note here that within the Pāli Tipiṭaka, the account of walking seven 

steps reminiscent of the story associated with Gautama Buddha appears only in a few suttas 

(discourses) such as the Mahāpadāna Sutta31 and the Acchariyaabbhuta Sutta32. However, these 

accounts refer to Vipassi Buddha33 and other Buddhas traditionally regarded as predecessors 

to Gautama Buddha rather than to Siddhārtha Gautama himself. Thus, it is possible that over 

time, this narrative was adapted and attributed to Gautama Buddha in the Buddhavaṁsa text, a 

work many scholars consider to be a later, expanded composition34. Otherwise, why is there 

no mention of this event regarding Gautama Buddha in the more ancient texts? A study of the 

Buddhavaṁsa Aṭṭhakathā (commentary) 35  reveals that the account of the twenty-seventh 

Buddha, Gautama, is presented at the end, following the same biographical pattern used for the 

preceding Buddhas36 . While some texts merely mention the act of walking seven steps37 , 

Sanskrit Buddhist texts elaborate on the narrative, depicting him walking seven steps in every 

direction38. 

Furthermore, various supernatural events surrounding the birth of Siddhārtha Gautama are 

described in almost all the texts. These include the presence of deities, a shower of flowers 



from the sky, the trembling of the earth, and Siddhārtha’s declaration that "this is my final 

birth." Such variations across the texts indicate that the accounts of the events surrounding the 

Buddha's birth evolved over time and likely circulated in different forms across various 

traditions. 

Siddhārtha Gautama's Co-borns: 

The chronological account of the events surrounding his birth suggests that likely with the aim 

of making the Buddha's biography more compelling and divine significant figures destined to 

play pivotal roles in his future life came to be depicted as having been born simultaneously 

with Siddhārtha Gautama. 

For instance, according to the Theravāda tradition, those born on the same day as Siddhārtha 

Gautama include Yasodharā (Rahula's mother), Channa (Siddhārtha's charioteer), Kāludāyi39 

(a Śākya prince), Kanthaka (the horse on which Siddhārtha renounced the world), Ānanda (his 

cousin, who later became the Buddha's chief disciple), the Bodhi tree (beneath which he 

attained enlightenment), and four pots of treasure40. However, all these accounts appear to be 

the result of later literary embellishments, as conflicting views regarding this matter exist even 

within Pāli literature itself, giving grounds to question these details. For example, some Pāli 

texts describe Ānanda as younger than the Buddha41, whereas here he is depicted as having 

been born simultaneously with Siddhārtha even though both accounts appear in the 

commentaries42. 

This suspicion is further reinforced by the Northern Buddhist tradition, which states that on the 

very same day and at the same time, four kings were also born-Bimbisāra43 (King of Magadha, 

who later became a prominent follower of the Buddha), Prasenajita44 (King of Kosala and a 

follower of the Buddha), Canḍapradyota45 (King of Avanti), and Udayana46 (King of Kosāmbi) 

47. These figures went on to play significant roles in the Buddha's life and became renowned 

monarchs of that era. Meanwhile, other Buddhist Sanskrit texts elaborate on the miraculous 

nature of this event, stating that alongside the birth of the Bodhisattva, daughters and sons were 

born into the households of nobles, Brahmins, Kṣatriyas, and wealthy merchants48. Thus, it 

becomes evident that both literary traditions selected individuals who were directly or 

indirectly connected to the Buddha, served as his associates, or contributed to enhancing the 

aura of his miraculous nature. 

Death of the Mother (Mahāmāyā): 



Regarding the events surrounding his birth, we learn that Siddhārtha Gautama's mother, 

Mahāmāyā, passed away seven days after his birth. While various Buddhist texts unanimously 

agree on the timing of her death, it appears that rationales were introduced into Buddhist 

literature to prevent the mother's death or the newborn child from being perceived as 

inauspicious. Theravāda literature explains that the womb which gives birth to a being like the 

Buddha is supremely sacred; therefore, no other being can be conceived in that womb in the 

future, necessitating the death of every Buddha's mother on the seventh day after the birth49. 

Meanwhile, other schools of Buddhist thought suggest that she passed away on the seventh day 

because she could not have borne witnessing her son renounce the worldly life50. It is evident 

from these explanations that such narratives were likely incorporated to ensure the event was 

not viewed as an inauspicious omen. 

Such a diverse range of accounts regarding this subject suggests that the factual elements within 

the stories and events surrounding the Buddha's birth likely accumulated gradually; over time, 

the narrative took on increasingly miraculous and divine characteristics a transformation likely 

driven by the need to enhance the Buddha's stature and influence, making him more widely 

revered and popular within society. 

Conclusion: 

An analysis of the events surrounding the Buddha's birth makes it evident that his birth in the 

Lumbinī grove is the most ancient and historically authenticated fact. This fact is corroborated 

by Pāli, Buddhist Sanskrit, and Chinese Buddhist texts, as well as by the archaeologically 

significant Lumbinī pillar inscription of Emperor Aśoka; other archaeological evidence also 

supports it, although there remain certain grounds for doubt that may be clarified through future 

research and archaeological findings. 

In contrast, the inconsistent references to the Lumba, Sāla, Plakṣa, and Aśoka trees reflect later 

literary evolution. Theravāda texts mention only the Sāla tree, demonstrating a literary 

consistency wherein no alterations were seemingly accepted, whereas the influence of other 

texts and factors is evident in later literature. 

Sanskrit Buddhist and Chinese texts make reference to the Lumba, Plakṣa, Sāla, and Aśoka 

trees; this reflects the flexible and literature-oriented ethos of these traditions, which nurtured 

and enriched the sentiments of the common people of that era. Such diversity suggests that the 

concept of a "birth tree" likely evolved differently across various traditions. 



Similarly, the story of Siddhārtha Gautama taking seven steps also appears to be a later addition; 

from a scientific and logical perspective, the history of modern medical science records no 

instance of a newborn infant walking. While Pāli texts mention only the act of taking seven 

steps, Sanskrit Buddhist texts elaborate on this by specifying that seven steps were taken in 

every direction- a detail suggesting that this modification was likely introduced over time to 

firmly establish the supernatural nature of the Buddha. 

The stories regarding the Sahajātas individuals said to have been born on the same day as the 

Buddha and who played roles in his life at various stages appear historically dubious; they seem 

to be products of literary imagination rather than historical fact, serving to link these figures to 

the Buddha's life. Such inconsistent accounts reflect literary diversity rather than historical 

authenticity. 

Thus, it can be stated that the mention of the Lumbinī grove in connection with the Buddha's 

birth is the most ancient and historically authenticated fact, whereas other events likely evolved 

later. Various tales concerning trees, the concept of taking seven steps, the Sattasahajāta (the 

seven co-born entities), the appearance of the Four Kings, and the accounts in the Lalitavistara 

appear to be mere elaborations within literary and religious traditions, additions likely intended 

to establish the Buddha's divinity. In my view, while Siddhārtha Gautama's birth in Lumbinī 

can be accepted as a historical fact, the other narratives should be regarded merely as literary 

compositions inspired by tradition and faith. 
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