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Module 3: Historical Survey of Buddhist Thought

Lecture No. 2 (13, October, 2004)

The Mahasamghikas

1
Their locus of influence as reported in travel records of pilgrims

The main region of Mahasamghika influence seemed to have originated within the so-called ‘central region’ of the Buddha’s activities i.e. Magadha area including Vaisali; Anga also came under the stronghold of Mahasamghika. The Mahasamghika then seemed to be active within the north-eastern part of India. Later, the teachings of Mahasamghika spread to the southern areas through Kalinga, reaching Andhra, which was to become a thriving meeting place of many Theravada sects.


“Fa Hsien who made a pilgrimage to India in 399 A.D noted in his travel record, Fo-guo-ji (T2085) that 3000 monks in the country of Lo-I (Rohi or Lakki) in North India studied both Hinayana and Mahayana teachings and 3000 monks in Pa-na (Bannu) studied Hinayana teachings. He also noted that among the many countries he visited, nine were Hinayanist, three were Mahayanese and three were both Hinayanist and Mahayanese. In addition, he mentioned that 20 other countries also practiced Buddhism but did not identify which type of Budddhism was followed. Though brief, Fa Hsien’s record gave us an idea of Buddhism in 5th century India.


Xuan Zang’s record, Da-tang-Xi-yu-ji  (T2087, Buddhist Records of the Western World) is a detailed report of Buddhism in 7th century India (he left China for India in 629). The doctrinal affiliations of some 99 areas were recorded: 60 were Hinayanist, 24 Mahayanese and 15 were both. Further, out of the 60 Hinayanist areas, 14 were Sarvastivada, 19 were Sammitiyas, two were Theravada, three were Mahasamghikas, one was Lokkottaravadin, five were Theravada-Mahayana, the other 16 were said to be Hinayanist without further information.


I-ching who visited India in 671 wrote Nan-hai Ji-gui-nei-fa zhuan (T2125, A Record of the Buddhist Religion as practiced in India and the Malay Archipelago). He noted that the distinction of Mahayana and Theravada monks was not very clear: both observed the 250 ‘Hinayana’ precepts and practiced in accordance to the Four Noble Truths. But he noted that Hinaya Buddhism at that time was dominated by the Mahasamghika, Theravada, Mulasarvastivada and Sammitiya schools. In Sindh in western India, Sammitiyas were the most influential though the other three schools existed to a lesser extent. In southern India, Theravada school was powerful and the other schools had only a minor presence – Sri Lanka was completely dominated by Theravada and the Mahasamghika had withdrawn from the island. In eastern India, all four schools were present. South-east Asia was dominated by the Mulasarvastivadin school with the Sammitiyas maintaining a small presence. Only Mo-lo-yu (the Malay peninsula?) exhibited Mahayana influence.


The above travel records show that Indian Buddhism in 6th and 7th centuries was dominated by the Sarvastivadin, Sammitiya and Theravada.”
           (Hirakawa, p.120-122)

Nevertheless, the Mahasamghika doctrinal influence within the Buddhist community cannot be overlooked, as we shall see when we study the Vibhajyavadin tenets.

2
Common tenets 

2.1 Buddhalogy

2.1.1 Mahavastu – the Mahasamghika (Lokottaravadin) version of the biography of the Buddha

This text is extant in Sanskrit, a Chinese translation (T190, *Abhiniskramanasutra) and a recent English translation exist.

‘In the beginning of the Mahavastu is a statement that the Mahavastu was originally included in the Lokottaravadin vinaya. (Similarly) a biography of the Buddha is found at the beginning of the Pali Mahakhandhaka (first chapter of Mahavagga of the Pali vinaya). As the biography of the Buddha was expanded, it was separated from the vinaya and assumed the form of the Mahavastu…The people who compiled the Buddha’s biography had motives different from those who had studied the vinaya. Their interest in the Buddha developed out of the desire to understand the causes of the Buddha’s enlightenment and the practices that led to enlightenment.’

      (Hirakawa, p.264)

‘The following description of the bodhisattva is typical: “He served the various Buddhas and accumulated unlimited merits. For eons, he strove and performed the practices of the ten stages; in his next life he will attain Buddhahood.” In the Mahavastu, the following four basic practices of the bodhisattva were treated as stages: sincerely practicing good such as the ten precepts, vowing to attain Buddhahood, mastering the six perfections, and attaining the stage of non-retrogression. Among the extant biographies (of the Buddha), the ten stages are fully enumerated only in the Mahavastu.’

      (Hirakawa, p.305)

2.1.2 Salient features of the Mahasamghika buddhalogy

· the sublime Buddha

1. the body of the Buddha is pure (anasrava) i.e. not tainted with defilements (‘The Buddha was born and bred in this world yet he was not defiled by the ways of the world whether moving or at rest; thence we know that the physical body of the Buddha is pure’) 

2. The Buddha does not fall ill since his body is pure but he takes medicine prescribed to him in order to set an example for sentient beings, (Mahasamghika vinaya: The Buddha’s personal physician Jivaka implored the Buddha thus: The Blessed One does not need (medication), but for the sake of sentient beings, may he take the prescription so that future sentient beings would be endowed with the understanding that the sick would accept medication and those who offer medicine would gain merits).

3. The Buddha’s old age and death do not fall under worldly dharmas 

4. The Buddha’s mind is always in absorption

2.1.3 Implications

Though like the Theravadins, the Mahasamghikas also agreed that the Buddha was part of the Sangha, they accorded an exalted status to the Buddha so much so that he was no longer ‘just an arahat’. This exaltation of the sublimity of the Buddha would later on inspire Mahayanese bodhisattva ideal and practice.

The above examples also illustrate the possible background for Mahayanese concepts such as 

“Whatever the Buddha said would always be ‘ultimately real’” (suggested by (4))

“In reality, the Tathagata’s physical body is limitless; his might is also limitless; the life span of all Buddhas is similarly limitless…”, giving rise to the Mahayana concept of the body of bliss (sambhogakaya) (suggested by (1) and (3))

2.2 Some Mahasamghika tenets featured in *Samayabhedaparacanacakra
2.2.1 The original mind is pure and luminous (Anguttara-nikaya, Section on ‘Ones’)

2.2.2 There is a subtle mind

2.2.2.1 The manifested defilements are conjoined with the mind but the latent defilements are not

2.2.2.2 The mind and physical body are mutually dependent therefore there cannot be a sentient being not endowed with matter (physical aspects) or a sentient being not endowed with psychological aspects

2.2.3 ‘Only present-dharmas are real’

2.2.4 Bodhisattva concept: ‘No bodhisattva has any thought of greed, anger or doing harm to others. In order to benefit sentient beings, bodhisattvas are born into inferior states through their own wishes’ – birth is not only determined by karma in the case of the bodhisattvas but by their vows and choice – concurred with Mahayana teaching

3. 
Contributions to the development of Buddhist philosophy


Although we have only the Mahavastu and two or three other Mahasamghika works still extant, from the descriptions of other sectarian works, we could deduce that ‘the Mahasamghikas tended toward rational analysis’ in terms of philosophical arguments and toward idealization of the concept of ‘the Buddha’.


Some scholars used to posit that the Mahayana arose from the Mahasamghika school; however the Mahasamghika school was not absorbed by Mahayana – it continued to exist long after the development of Mahayana as the travel records of the pilgrims show. However, it would be fair to say that the tenets of the Mahasamghika played a significant role in the formation of Mahayanese doctrines.
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