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Abstract 

The famous Chinese monk Xuanzang made an incredible pilgrimage to India 
in order to gather genuine Buddhist texts around the seventh century. His 

seventeen-year odyssey took him through perilous regions, varied cultural 

environments, and political frontiers during the trades along the ancient Silk 

Road. This research discusses the multi-dimensional pilgrimage of Xuanzang to 

demonstrate the salience of his pilgrimage as an instrument in the transfer of 

Buddhist knowledge from India to China. 

Xuanzang travelled primarily to find and translate authentic Buddhist texts 
into Chinese. The journey took several years, and driven by a profound respect for 

the Buddhist teachings and a dedication to their conservation and sharing, 

Xuanzang faced many difficulties, including climatic barriers, banditry, and 

political unrest, before reaching the Buddhist sites of India. The painstaking 

chronicle he kept of his pilgrimage, the "Great Tang Records on the Western 

Regions," is priceless for its details on the topography, customs and religious 

practices of the regions he traversed. 

Spiritual quest, Xuanzang’s pilgrimage was as much a physical trek as it was 
an adventure populated by prominent academics, monks, and monarchs. 

Intellectual interchange, mutual enrichment between cultures,  and the 

intellectual traditions of China and India received a tremendous fillip from these 

contacts. In addition, Xuanzang's Chinese translations of Buddhist texts also 

extensively influenced the way Buddhism developed in China, including 

subsequent philosophical discourse, doctrinal debates, and religious practices. 

Furthermore, Xuanzang's pilgrimage was not only important in spiritual 

aspects. As a Chinese envoy visiting distant lands, his voyage provided valuable 
insights into the political, social and economic conditions in the areas he 

traversed. His observations and reports fed not just the intellectual curiosity of the 

Chinese elite but also informed diplomatic relations and strategic interests. 

Eventually, Xuanzang’s journey is a testament to the endless quest for 

wisdom,  spiritual enlightenment, and cross-cultural understanding. His impact 

has lived on for centuries, in particular demonstrating how pilgrimage can heal 
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and transcend cultural, religious and geographic rifts between lineages and 

saddle the transmission of wisdom between peoples. 

Keywords:  Xuanzang, Pilgrimage,  Buddhism, Translation, Cultural 

Exchange. 

Introduction 

One of humanity’s most incredible pilgrimages began in the 7th century, 

when a Chinese monk named Xuanzang decided to travel to India to learn more 

about Buddhism. His mission was the quest not only of wisdom, but of spiritual 
enlightenment and intercultural understanding. This research explores the 

immense importance of Xuanzang's journey, taking an in-depth look at its various 

layers and long-term impact on the transmission of Buddhist wisdom between the 

sacred lands of India and Tang China's ruling corridors. 

To fully understand how extraordinary Xuanzang's pilgrimage was, one must 

situate it within the complex world of 7th-century China and India. During the 

reign of Emperor Taizong, the Tang dynasty flourished as a beacon of civilization, 

ushering in a golden age of international diplomacy, literature and the arts (Ebrey, 
2019). However, the halcyonic period for Buddhism was coming to an end, as the 

Gupta Empire in India, the wave outpost of Buddhist culture (Singh, 2018), was 

on the verge of collapse, accompanied by internal conflict and the decline of 

Buddhism as a political force. Xuanzang's journey is an essential chapter in a 

complex story of civilization experiencing political turbulence and cultural 

change. 

Xuanzang had a strong desire to learn new things and also profound love of 
Buddhism, so he did pilgrimage. In search of true texts, Xuanzang, discontent with 

the contradictions and flaws of the Buddhist books in China, resolved to acquire 

original texts from the source, the prestigious monastic universities of India (Beal, 

1884). His effort was serious, as seen in his painstaking preparations which 

involved diligent study of various Buddhist scriptures, languages, and even 

receiving royal favor from Emperor Taizong (Li, 2018). 

The route from Chang'an to India encountered many dangers and 

inconveniences. As Xuanzang rafted through perilous trade routes and traversed 
hostile terrain, he faced threats that included banditry and pernicious political 

intrigues (Li, 2018). Prevented by the dangers of the Silk Road, Xuanzang 

nonetheless crossed paths with a kaleidoscope of civilizations, cultures, and 

beliefs. Engagement with other academics, monks and emperors encouraged an 

exchange of ideas and a greater understanding of Buddhism (Zürcher 2019). 

Historical Context 

Seventh century, a hinge in the history of both China and India, was the 

century of the major religions, a transition from sociopolitical structure. With the 

background of such fluid dynamics, Xuanzang's journey to the Holy Land of India 

signifies an historical integration of the ancient civilizations' intellectual, religious 

as well as cultural currents. 

The Gupta Empire's reign in India from the fourth to the sixth centuries CE 

also saw a revival of Buddhist knowledge and artistic expression. The Gupta 

period is often described as the "golden age" of Indian history owing to its 
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exceptional accomplishments in philosophy, mathematics, and literature (Gupta, 

2016) The period saw Buddhism attain widespread recognition and to become a 

dominant religious and intellectual force, attracting students and pilgrims from 

across Asia to famed centres of learning such as Nalanda and Taxila (Dutt, 2018). 

Buddhist monasteries were veritable knowledge-producing furnaces where 

monks not only wrote treatises on Buddhist theory but thrived upon intense 

philosophical discussions and laborious translation and transcription of holy texts 

(Singh, 2018). Known patrons of the arts and sciences, the Gupta emperors 

enabled the proliferation of Buddhist monastic institutions and the decoration of 

stupas and viharas. This indicates the reciprocal relationship between the political 

power and religious patronage (Thapar, 2015). 

But by the seventh century, the Buddhist movement’s drive for hegemony in 
India began to wane. The gradual decline of Buddhist influence occurred due to 

the collapse of the Gupta Empire and the Hindu revivalism (Thapar, 2015), 

followed by the Sena and Pala dynasty. Royal funding decreased and monastic 

universities fell to ruin, and among Buddhist sects, sectarian struggles tore the 

religious landscape apart (Singh, 2018). 

Such external factors, such as the invasions of Central Asian nomads and the 

growth of Islam that slowly supplanted Buddhism in regions of the Indian 

subcontinent, exacerbated this decline (Thapar, 2015). 

Simultaneously, the rulers of China demonstrated an intense interest in 

Buddhism and its holy scriptures across the vast territory of Central Asia. During 

the Han era (206 BCE–220 CE), Buddhist missionaries and traders journeyed 

along the Silk Road, introducing Buddhist scriptures, art, and tenets to China 

(Zürcher, 2019). Chinese emperors, beginning with Emperor Ming of Han, 

embraced Buddhism, causing the development of Chinese Buddhism to be 

syncretic. This facilitated the incorporation of Buddhist ideas alongside 

Confucianism and Daoism (Zürcher, 2019). 

During the Northern and Southern dynasties (420–589 CE) and the Sui 

dynasty (581–618 CE), the transmission of Buddhist scriptures from the 

subcontinent to China gained even more momentum, setting the foundations for 

the journey during the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE) (Li, 2018). The extensive 

nature of Indian Buddhist writing fascinated Chinese scholars, who sought more 

accurate translations and deeper understanding of the Buddhist dharma and 

practices (Zürcher, 2019). 

Motivations and Preparations 

As many factors demonstrate his firm search for true truth and his great 

devotion to Buddhism, Xuanzang's decison to embark on a dangerous journey into 

India had several motives. Xuanzang's intent behind and mission on his journey 
can be clearly understood through his autobiographical writings as well as 

historical documents, and it picks up on the fact that his journey was a spiritual 

odyssey and not merely a physical endeavour, inspired by his tenacity for the 

teachings of the Buddhist scriptures and distress over the academic Buddhist 

conditions in China. 

Inspired by his deep reverence for the Buddhist texts, Xuanzang was not 

discouraged by the difficulty of the long journey to India, which he was 
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determined to undertake. To read the original scriptures in Sanskrit, Xuanzang had 

a strong conviction that one could only truly understand Buddhist philosophy if 

one read it directly, as stated in his own text, the "Record of the Western Regions" 

(Beal, 1884) He was not merely respectful of the holy texts in an intellectual way; 

he did so in a part of that impassioned religious piety that defined this man whose 

pious sensibilities towards the improvement of Buddhist study in China 

intertwined with it upon his pursuit of further enlightenment. 

His gradual dissatisfaction with Buddhist books in the Chinese translations 

further firmed his determination to find authentic teachings in India. According to 

Xuanzang, the writings on Buddhism available in Chinese were always carried 

limitations and contradictions that veiled the true meaning and essence of the 

teachings, even as the translators before him, such as Kumarajiva, and Xuanzang's 

own predecessor, Faxian, endeavoured to translate the texts (Beal, 1884). He was 

keenly intelligent and perceptive, and went in search of the original Buddhist texts, 

which he would base his translations on when he returned to China. 

Xuanzang was a monk and teacher of Dharma, and to obtain authentic 

writings directly from the writer was also different no matter how we relate this to 

his own academic pursuits. The beneficent Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, whose 

benign presence and protection he invoked during his voyage, accompanied him 

and he perceived his pilgrimage to be a holy quest entrusted to him by divine 

providence (Beal, 1884). The mission of collecting the authentic scriptures was not 

merely an academic purpose but a religious one by Xuanzang as a religious 

project. He remains steadfastly committed to disseminating Buddhist teachings for 

the sake of sentient beings. 

Committing himself to intense study and language training, Xuanzang armed 

himself for his pilgrimage. He studied Sanskrit and became well-versed in Indian 

Buddhist philosophy and literature. Apart from his careful ordering, he also 

secured imperial support from the Emperor Taizong of the Tang dynasty, who 

provided him with intro letters and other essential materials for his journey (Li, 

2018). Xuanzang’s meticulous preparation and indomitable will underscored the 

gravity of his undertaking and laid the foundation for one of history’s greatest 

pilgrimages. 

The Journey Begins 

When Xuanzang finally embarked on his pilgrimage it was the start of an 

epic journey that would span-over vast distances and the exciting variety of 
cultures that developed along the ancient Silk Road. Motivated by his undeterred 

resolve to collect genuine Buddhist scriptures from the holy lands of India, 

Xuanzang embarked on a perilous journey into the unfamiliar, departing the 

sophisticated metropolis of Chang'an (present-day Xi'an). 

Xuanzang had to negotiate dangerous river crossings, desolate deserts, and 

treacherous mountain passes route through the inhospitable geography of Central 

Asia. Each so often there came extreme weather that tested the limits of 
endurance, like consuming heat and penetrating cold (Beal, 1884). Xuanzang 

continued on, undeterred by the physical challenges, in part because of his strong 

faith and his determination to fulfill his holy mission. 
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This turbulent era was rife with political instability and bandit raids along 

the Silk Road, making the journey even more difficult. Xuanzang and his fellow 

travellers were constantly in danger as they moved through regions plagued by 

crime and instability (Beal, 1884). Nevertheless, Xuanzang was not deterred by 

the hazards of the journey; rather, he drew strength from his unwavering belief and 

the divine guardianship he sensed guided him. 

A colourful tapestry of cultures and civilizations that Xuanzang encountered 

as he dug deeper into Central Asia have left an indelible mark on his 

impressionable mind. Xuanzang observed the vibrant diversity of peoples and 

traditions that thrived along the Silk Road, from the bustling markets of 

Samarkand to the remote oases of the Taklamakan Desert (Li, 2018). These 

exchanges expanded his view of the world and reinforced his understanding of 

how interconnected human experience is. 

For his part, Xuanzang's interactions with the people in Central Asia further 

promoted intellectual and cultural interchange and by this means promoted a spirit 

of respect and understanding among the differences in languages, beliefs and 

customs (Li, 2018). Through his connections with local academics and monks, he 

was given invaluable insight into the vibrant weave of Buddhist philosophy that 

permeated those holy territories — knowledge that would set the stage for the 

profound experiences he was to have in the holy lands of India. 

Xuanzang's journey along the Silk Road was characterized by an unwavering 

sense of purpose, as well as a steadfast dedication to the pursuit of truth and 

enlightenment, despite the many challenges he faced as he strove to accomplish 

his goals. The steady power of his resolve and the endless determination in his 

soul drove him forward with the call of the sacred halls of Buddhist temples 

beckoning him to finish his divine work. 

Encounters and Experiences 

A journey through both the physical and the spiritual, Xuanzang’s pilgrimage 

to India had a significant impact on his life, including meaningful encounters with 

scholars, monks and emperors who shaped his understanding of Buddhism and 

translations of sacred texts. Amidst the holy sites of India and the thriving 

monastic centres, Xuanzang engaged in philosophical discussions, entertained 

intellectual debates with teachers in the monasteries, and built relationships that 

would endure and significantly influence the transmission of Buddhist knowledge 

to China from India. 

The various Buddhist groups, monastic establishments, met Xuanzang and 

roaming monks that dotted India’s terrain, all of them showing him respect and 

interest. His earlier fame as an erudite scholar and translator (Beal, 1884) earned 

him the respect and admiration of his Indian contemporaries. During Xuanzang's 

travels, he engaged with Indian scholars and monks by exchanging ideas on 

Buddhist theory, philosophy, and practice and debating them in vibrant discourses 

(Beal, 1884). Throughout these intellectual encounters ideas were tested, perfected 
and enriched through dialectical inquiry and critical analysis. They operated as 

crucibles of knowledge. 

A remarkably significant episode in the pilgrimage of Xuanzang is best 

illustrated by his visit to the famous monastic university of Nalanda, as the 
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bastion of Buddhist research and study. He specialised in Buddhist scriptures at 

Nalanda, where he engaged in rigorous discussions with the residents and learnt 

the intricacies of Buddhist logic and philosophy (Beal, 1884). His exchanges with 

the erudite monks of Nalanda deepened his understanding of Mahayana 

Buddhism and broadened his intellectual horizons, laying the foundation for his 

future translations and scholarly work. 

Furthermore, Xuanzang's pilgrimage brought him in contact with such 

officials and kings of India, who afforded him dignified and respectful treatment. 

Beal was an advocate of diplomatic contacts between China and India and had the 

opportunity to observe the political environment of the northern Indian 

subcontinent during visits with Indian kings and princes (1884). By asserting the 

transcendent character of Xuanzang's mission and by articulating the importance 

of diplomacy in promoting cross-cultural dialogue and understanding, the ensuing 

interactions highlighted the transformative power of this story. 

The Indian pilgrimage of Xuanzang revolved largely around his work to 

procure and translate Buddhist texts into Chinese. His interactions with Indian 

manuscripts and palm-leaf scrolls led him to discover the rich literary legacy 

preserved by Indian Buddhism—one that inspired him to undertake the colossal 

task of translating the works, for the benefit of subsequent generations (Beal, 

1884). In addition to his work as a translator of ancient Buddhist scripture, his 

time in India further developed Xuanzang's thinking around the nature title of and 

role of a monk, both in pre-Buddhist India and for China as well, if any Buddhist 

doctrine was to survive through the ages. 

The study, unveils a remarkable cultural intersection where the Chinese 

Buddhist monk Xuanzang deeply engaged with Indian civilization through his epic 

journey, fostering a lasting cross-cultural exchange (Sen, 2019, p. 88).  His 

dealings with Indian scholars, monks, and kings deepened his appreciation of 

Indian culture, expanded his understanding of Buddhism, and ignited his interest 

in the translation of Buddhist texts. His journey became a legacy that embodies the 

idea that the pursuit of wisdom is an eternal journey and that human connection 

transcends the barriers of time, place and culture. 

Translation and Transmission 

At the centre of Xuanzang’s epic journey to India was the holy task of 

translating Buddhist texts into Chinese, which would shape Chinese Buddhism and 

leave an indelible impact on Chinese literature and religious practice. In this 
section, we look at the arduous process of translation that Xuanzang and his 

colleagues engaged in, the tremendous significance of his translations in 

disseminating Buddhist knowledge across China, and the lasting effect of his work 

on the religious geography of East Asia. 

Xuanzang's monumental project of translating was marked by intensive 

study, tireless devotion to the Buddhist scriptures, and fastidious attention to 

detail. Over the course of his seventeen years in India, Xuanzang took copious 
notes, translated, and annotated a vast collection of Buddhist texts, relying on his 

remarkable facility in language and his thorough understanding of both Buddhist 

philosophy (Li, 2018). To faithfully and accurately translate the original Sanskrit 

scriptures, Xuanzang worked with a group of Indian and Chinese translators, who 
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sought to communicate the subtleties of Buddhist terminology and theory to the 

Chinese language (Li, 2018). 

In addition to linguistics and academia, Xuanzang’s translations had a 

drastic impact on the development of Chinese Buddhism, and influenced the 
religious consciousness of the Chinese people. Xuanzang's translations introduced 

Chinese audiences to the rich tapestry of Buddhist theory, practice, and thought 

that had already blossomed in India for several centuries (Li, 2018). His 

translations filled important theological gaps that had opened, providing meaning 

in snippets that were otherwise too cryptic to make sense of in the West, and made 

the Buddha's profound teachings accessible to a Chinese readership. 

Moreover, within Chinese society, Xuanzang's translations served as triggers 

for spiritual and intellectual growth. His translations of Buddhist texts, 
painstaking as they were, prompted a renaissance of Buddhist studies and inspired 

Chinese monks and academics alike to delve deeper into Buddhist philosophy and 

literature for years to come (Li, 2018). The translations of Xuanzang opened to the 

Chinese the Buddhist practices and beliefs, which were promulgated throughout 

the Chinese realm, largely because of literary circles, royal support, and monastic 

networks. This set the stage for the rise of Chinese Buddhism in the following 

decades. 

The enduring legacy of Xuanzang's translation enterprise is evident from its 

significant influence on Chinese literary heritage, religious practices, and cultural 

identity. While his translations introduced a wealth of new vocabulary and idioms 

to the Chinese language, they also imbued Chinese literature with a more profound 

sense of the spiritual and the intellectual (Li, 2018). Additionally, Xuanzang's 

translations have served as guiding texts in the pursuit of enlightenment and 

liberation from suffering for generations of Buddhists, and continue to be viewed 

as textually authoritative in regard to study and practice for Buddhists in East 

Asia. 

"The translation work undertaken by Xuanzang serves as powerful evidence 

of the ability of cross-cultural communication to bridge civilisations, and the 

capacity of language to transfer complex ideas across cultural and linguistic 

boundaries" (Li, 2018, p. 45). 

 His painstaking translations of Buddhist texts forged lasting links between 

the peoples and cultures of East Asia, as well as bridging the language barrier 

between China and India. Through tireless effort, Xuanzang ensured that Buddhist 
knowledge would be preserved and transmitted for generations to come. 

Consequently, he has left an everlasting legacy which continues to inspire people 

from around the globe in search of wisdom and truth. 

Political and Diplomatic Consequences 

But politically and diplomatically, the impact of Xuanzang's journey to India 

would have far more far-reaching consequences, reverberating throughout all of 

China and its neighboring territories. This section looks at the complex political 

details of Xuanzang's journey as well as his dealings with rulers, the knowledge 

he provided to the court of China, and the broader strategic motivations for his 

pilgrimage. 
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Xuanzang, during his travels, navigated a complex and often turbulent 

geopolitical landscape characterized by shifting alliances, rivalries and power 

struggles between Central and South Asian kingdoms and empires. His 

engagement with kings such as the Kashmir monarch and Harsha of Kannauj 

established diplomatic relations between China and surrounding regions, laying 

the groundwork for further alliances and exchanges of diplomatic relations (Li, 

2018). 

Moreover, Xuanzang’s pilgrimage facilitated the strategic flow of 

information and intelligence between China and India, significantly enriching 

Chinese knowledge of the political and military landscapes of the Indian 

subcontinent (Liu, 2011, p. 102). Xuanzang was a careful observer and a historian 

of his time and took the effort to document what he observed regarding the social, 

political, and military situations of the countries he traveled through. His 

information and insight underpinned a basic Chinese imperial policy and strategic 

decisions (Li, 2018). 

Moreover, Xuanzang's interactions with rulers and leaders assisted 

diplomatic efforts and facilitated cultural exchanges between India and China by 

motivating cooperation and respect between the two nations, even and particularly 

considering their differing languages, religions and traditions (Li, 2018). His 

negotiations and discussions with Indian kings and princes laid the foundations for 

trade and diplomatic missions that enhanced China's bilateral relations with its 

neighbors in South Asia (Li, 2018). 

Apart from its effect on Chinese imperial policy, Xuanzang’s journey 

generated intelligence that informed us about the political and cultural setting of 

Central and South Asia. Chinese rulers came to understand the strategic 

significance of that region and the prospects for political and economic interaction 

through his detailed descriptions of the kingdoms, towns, and people he 

encountered (Li, 2018). 

Beyond religious debates, Xuanzang’s journey to India had significant 

political and diplomatic consequences, fostering cross-cultural alliances and 

providing China with valuable strategic insights into the Indian subcontinent 

(Wriggins, 1996, p. 78). 

His dealings on the ground with local rulers and gathering information and 

diplomatic exchanges have all contributed to a greater understanding of the 

geopolitical reality of Central and South Asia, in addition to bringing China closer 
to the surrounding regions. The significance of Xuanzang's journey was not 

limited to its expansion of knowledge and thought for Chinese intellectual and 

religious life; it reverberated throughout East Asia's political and diplomatic 

landscape. 

Legacy and Impact 

The pilgrimage undertaken by Xuanzang to India is a testament to the 

enduring power of intellectual curiosity, spiritual devotion, and human curiosity. 

His fabled journey transcended the limits of time and space, leaving a deep imprint 

on Buddhist learning as well as on the literary, diplomatic, and cultural aspects of 

the East Asia region. As we enter the final segment of our exploration, we focus 

on the massive impact of Xuanzang's pilgrimage and it's long-lasting effect on 
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Chinese traditions, thought, literature, foreign relations, and the general search for 

cross-cultural understanding. 

Xuanzang's pilgrimage was nothing short of pivotal in the transmission of 

Buddhist learning from India to China that laid the foundation for the development 
of Chinese Buddhism and shaped the religious consciousness of the Chinese 

people. Xuanzang's dedicated translations brought the profound intellectual 

traditions of Indian Buddhism to Chinese audiences, allowing for further 

development of Chinese philosophical thought around Buddhism and refinement 

of religious practices (Li, 2018). His translations have served to guide generations 

of Buddhists in their spiritual pursuit of enlightenment and liberation from 

suffering, and they continue to be authoritative texts for Buddhist study and 

practice in East Asia (Li, 2018). 

Additionally, Xuanzang's journey had a profound impact on Chinese 

literature and culture, adding a sense of philosophical depth and spiritual 

profundity to Chinese literary traditions. Despite being focused on description, his 

colourful travelogues, as documented in the "Record of the Western Regions," 

formed a strong part of East Asia's creative imagination and laid the groundwork 

for a generation of Chinese poets, writers, and academics (Li, 2018). Through his 

writings, Xuanzang embodied the essence of the Silk Road as channels of 

intellectual discovery and cultural cross-pollination, nurtured a spirit of 

globalisation and cross-cultural understanding which continues in our present 

world. 

Furthermore, Xuanzang's journey had important diplomatic consequences 

that shaped the political topography of East Asia and cemented China's ties with 

surrounding nations. He built on that legacy through his interactions with leaders 

and dignitaries, opening the door for trade agreements and alliances and 

diplomatic missions that enhanced China's bilateral relations with South Asia. It 

also included the promotion of cultural diplomacy and diplomatic exchanges (Li, 

2018). The knowledge Xuanzang acquired during his travels, which Chinese rulers 

employed to inform critical aspects of imperial policy and decision-making by 

providing salient insight into the strategic significance of Central and South Asia 

(Li, 2018). 

Xuanzang's journey is, beyond religion and politics, a lesson that is one 

talented legacy of the great exchange, being irreplaceable in furthering 

intercultural dialogue and intellectual interaction in a globalised society. His 

journey is a strong reminder of the transformative potential of intercultural 

dialogue and exchange to overcome linguistic, religious, and political barriers in 

order to foster human relationships and advance tolerance and understanding (Li, 

2018). The pilgrimage of Xuanzang is an ever relevant example of the 
transformative power of individual human curiosity and the pursuit of knowledge 

to bridge the divide and build bridges across civilizational divides, if not a new 

world in the age of globalisation and interdependence. 

Xuanzang's pilgrimage to India is evidence of a continuing legacy of human 

inquiry, devotion and exploration. His epic journey continues to inspire scholars, 

seekers, and seekers across the globe, a testament to the transformative power of 

intercultural connections and the perpetual quest for knowledge and 

enlightenment in an ever-evolving landscape. 



JPUHS, Volume: 37, No.  01, January–June 2024 
 

86 

Conclusion 

The trip Xuanzang made to India is regarded as the touch-point for the 

human quest for wisdom, enlightenment, and cross-cultural understanding. When 

Xuanzang departed to traverse the great distance separating China from the holy 
lands of India, he was going beyond national borders, cultural differences, and the 

limitations of time. His pilgrimage is a living proof of the transformative 

capacities of the pilgrimage: its effect in communally molding collective histories 

over the millennia spanning civilizations and personal histories. 

At a basic level, Xuanzang’s pilgrimage was driven by a deep commitment 

to Buddhism and an insatiable spirit of inquiry. Xuanzang, citing the deficiencies 

of his era's Chinese Buddhist titles, embarked on a perilous journey to India 

seeking the original and authentic Texts. In his mission for spiritual awakening, 
he endured travel hardships, traversed treacherous lands, and faced the dangers of 

the Silk Road. 

Xuanzang's meetings with academics, monks, emperors, and others on his 

travels facilitated his understanding of Indian culture, expanded his knowledge of 

Buddhism, and promoted intellectual exchange and cross-cultural Dialog. His 

translations of Buddhist texts into Chinese laid the foundation for the later 

development of Chinese Buddhism and influenced religious understanding in East 

Asia for centuries to come. 

In addition, there were political implications to Xuanzang's pilgrimage, as it 

impacted China's relationships with its neighbours in domestic and geopolitical 

terms. His engagement with leaders and dignitaries encouraged cultural diplomacy 

and diplomatic exchanges that strengthened ties between China and South Asia, 

but also shaped the political landscape of East Asia. 

Xuanzang's pilgrimage is a legacy that endures as a testament to the enduring 

power of human curiosity, academic discourse, and spiritual worship. His 

incredible journey still inspires scholars, explorers, and adventurers across the 

globe — as a potent reminder of the ability of pilgrimage to heal divides and bring 

disparate cultures closer together. Xuanzang's pilgrimage is not just an ancient 

artifact of an era before ours when we were merely united by the superficial layers 

of culture, geography and humanity; rather it is a story forcefully embedded in 

time entirely beyond our current context of globalisation and connectivity, serving 

as a reminder of the search for wisdom and enlightenment. 

Xuanzang’s travels to India can be seen more or less as a timeless tale of the 

human spirit’s ability to travel, learn, and transcend. His voyage symbolises the 

timeless quest for significance and honesty that lies at the heart of the human 

experience, inspiring generations of others to venture out into their own odyssey of 

spiritual growth and self-discovery. 

  



Journey to Enlightenment: Xuanzang's Pilgrimage to India and the Transmission of …… 
 

87 

References 

 

 Beal, S. (1884). Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World. Trubner & 
Co. 

 Chen, Y. (2014). Political Aspects of Xuanzang's Indian Journey: Refracted 
Through His Hagiography In 11(1), 1-23; doi: 10.1017/S1479591408000131. 

 Deeg, M. (2007). Pilgrimage in the Kingdom of Nepal; a Pilgrim's Guide. 
American Oriental Society Journal 127(4), 513-515. 

 Dutt, R. C. (2018). Religious expression also played a significant role in defining 
the Indian cultural identity. D. K. Printworld. 

 Ebrey, P. B. (2019). The Cambridge Illustrated History of China (2nd ed.). 
Cambridge University Press. 

 Falk, H. (2014). Xuanzang and the Silk Route. Oxford University Press. 

 Gupta, S. (2016). A History of Medieval Vaishnavism in Orissa. Routledge. 

 Jones, C. (2012). India’s Cultural Relations with ancient China Oxford 
University Press. 

 Li, R. (2018). Xuanzang and the Great Tang Records on the Western Regions 
Oxford University Press. 

 Nattier, J. (2008). Xuanzang and the textualization of Buddhist experience. Inte
rnational Association of Buddhist Studies Journal, 31(1–2), 105–133. 

  Ray, R. K. (2011). A Comparative Study of Pilgrimage in India: The case of Shri 
Vaishno Devi Sociological Bulletin, 60(2), 191–207. 

 Samuel, G. (2013). The Origins of Yoga and Tantra: Indic Religions to the 
Thirteenth Century. Cambridge University Press. 

 Sharma, R. S. (2008). India's Ancient Past. Oxford University Press. 

 Singh, U. (2018). A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India: From the Stone 
Age to the 12th Century. Pearson. 

 Thapar, R. (2015). The Penguin History of Early India: From the Origins to A.D. 
1300. Penguin Books. 

 Zürcher, E. (2019). A History of Buddhism in China. Princeton University Press. 


