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Lesson 1: Student Information Sheet

Was the Buddha a scientist?

Science is the study of the world in which we live. Through carefully observing the world, scientists are able to make scientific claims or `theories` about how it works. The accuracy of these theories can be tested by more observation of the natural world or by setting up experiments in a lab. New theories about the world can replace older ones if, when tested through observation and experiment, they are seen to have more evidence in their favour.
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Was the Buddha an early scientist?

Some see the Buddha as an early scientist because, when searching for the answers to life’s deepest questions, he relied entirely on his own observation and experience. He did not accept what other religious teachers had to tell him but tested their theories to find out if they were true. Eventually, he analysed the nature of life in meditation and came up with his own theory. This theory of life is summed up in the Four Noble Truths:

1. Life involves great suffering.

2. The cause of suffering is desire.

3. When desire is overcome, suffering will end. This is Nirvana.

4. Nirvana can be achieved by following the Eightfold Path.

Read the account of the life of the Buddha. Use different coloured pens to underline occasions in Siddhartha’s life when:

1. He observed life and came up with a theory about it

2. He experimented with the theories of others

3. He advised people to put his own theory to the test

The Life of the Buddha

Siddhartha Gautama was an Indian prince who was brought up in great luxury. His father wanted Siddhartha to become ruler after him and was afraid that he would become interested in religion instead. To protect Siddhartha from sights that would make him think about life’s deepest questions, the king kept him within the palace walls. But as Siddhartha grew up, he became restless with his cosy little world and decided to find out what life was really like outside the palace walls.  

While out riding with his charioteer, Siddhartha saw three things that made him look at life in a completely different way: old age, sickness and death. Siddhartha had been led to believe in the palace that people stay young and healthy forever but he now realised that everyone and everything changes, suffers and eventually dies. A fourth sight, that of a wandering holy man, inspired Siddhartha to give up his life of luxury to find the answers to the problem of suffering in the world. He too became a wandering holy man.  

At first, Siddhartha studied with and listened to the views of well-known religious teachers but he did not find their teachings convincing. He also spent time with five other holy men who believed the meaning of life could be realised by disciplining the body and fasting. Siddhartha almost killed himself through starvation before he realised that such extreme discipline had not helped him find the truth about life. He decided that he must find the answer to the problem of suffering by himself. 

Siddhartha sat down underneath a tree and decided that he would not move from it until he had discovered why suffering exists and how it could be overcome. He calmed his mind through meditation and examined the nature of life at its deepest level until, finally, he achieved Nirvana. In the Four Noble Truths, he had found the answer to why suffering exists and the path that leads to the end of suffering. From this point onwards Siddhartha became known as `the Buddha` which means `the enlightened one` 

The Buddha decided to share his discovery with others by teaching them about the Four Noble Truths. However, he also insisted that enlightenment could not be found simply by having blind faith in his words: each person must test the truth of the Buddha’s teachings through their own personal experience. 

“Monks and scholars should well analyse my words, like gold to be tested through melting, cutting and polishing. Only then should they adopt them.”

`The Buddha was a scientist.`

Do you agree with this statement? Give reasons showing that you have thought about more than one point of view.
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