Lesson 1 on 6/10/04 by Dr. Bhikkhuni Bodhi
This is a personal note on lecture by Dr. Bhikkhuni Bodhi on Historical Survey of Buddhist Thought. This is Module 3 and the last module of the Diploma Course in Buddhist Studies conducted at the Buddhist Library by the Graduate School of Buddhist Studies (Singapore). For other lesson updates please go to:  www.geocities.com/lee_mengkai/ 

This module is about the emergence of Buddhist schools. The title to this course is the Historical Survey of Buddhist Thought.  From module 2 we have come across only one school of the Theravada tradition. The Pali canon has been recorded in the Sri Lanka in the 1st century AD. The version in which the Pali canon has been recorded is actually from one sect of the Theravada tradition. As we go alone we will find out the other sects of the Theravada tradition. 

There are three traditions in Buddhism, namely Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana. The Theravada said that their version is the original teachings of the Buddha. But even in the Sri Lanka there were some changes made to the some of the Suttas in the Pali canon. This implied that the Pali canon is not the original words of the Buddha because if it were the original words of the Buddha then they would not want to make any changes to it. 

In this course we will also examine how the Mahayana Buddhism emerged. This is a big issue as many scholars have come up with many theories. Venerable Yin Shun, a Taiwanese scholar monk, has written a book on the emergence of Mahayana Buddhism and we can refer to it for more details. But the issue of emergence of Mahayana Buddhism is not an easy one to tackle. As we go through the other Buddhist traditions and schools we will also pick up some stories relating to the background on emergence of Mahayana Buddhism. 

These sects and schools don’t just appeared out of a vacuum. The relationships among these schools are not so clear-cut like the relationship between Buddhism and Hinduism or Buddhism and Christianity.  The reason is because these schools are Buddhist schools after all and they shared common teachings or doctrines. The differences in them are their interpretations of the Buddha’s teachings. The Theravada has their particular way of looking at the Buddha’s teachings, so has the Mahasanghika, the Sarvastivada and the Sautranitka and so on.  

So at the end of this course hopefully we can appreciate the differences among the major Buddhist schools and they are constantly sharing ideas among themselves.  If we want to understand true Buddhism we have to see from all these sectarian philosophies and learn how to different sects practise Buddhism differently.  From these we will be able to find out the original teachings of the Buddha as close as possible. 

Hence we hope to achieve by the end of this course that the appreciation of the Buddha’s teachings from the various traditions and also we will not be more sectarian. As there will bound to have sectarian preference. Initially Bhikkhuni Bodhi likes the teachings of Nagarjuna School but as she progress in her learning she finds herself very narrow minded by sticking to one school of thought only. Whatever concepts and preference we have now, hopefully by the end of this course we will be more open minded and appreciates the various teachings of the different schools. 

This course only provides a rough outline of the various Buddhist schools. Because to understand the entire Buddhist sects and lineage is very tough. For example to understand the 4 lineages of the Tantrayana is very difficult. In addition we only have 10 lessons so we will only cover the general outline of the various schools and we have to remember only the names of the major sects and not all their lineages.

This course will consist of a historical survey of the early Buddhist schools and their respective contribution to the development of Buddhist Thought. The survey will begin with a review, in historical perspective, of the emergence of Buddhist schools after the Second Buddhist Council. So today we will relate the events of the Second Buddhist Council. 

The First Council is held 3 months after the Mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha resulting in the Vinaya Pitaka and Sutta Pitaka but these were not committed to writings yet only oral tradition, which is very difficult and remain until they are written down in ola leaves in the 1st century AD in Sri Lanka during the reign of King Vattagamani Abhaya after its introduction by Venerable Malinda. In the process there may be some information loss. This Council is also called the Council of the 500.

Technically the Second Buddhist Council is also called Council of the 700. There are many sources to rely on for information relating to this council. From the Pali version we have two influential books or sources called Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa. From the Northern sources we have references from the Mahasanghika and so on.
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The area of activities of the Buddha was centred on Magadha. And after Mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha the spread was limited to India and after King Asoka it was spread outside India. Even before King Asoka, according to Northern sources (northern sources means from the Sanskrit) it has spread to the north of India. And southern sources means the Pali sources which has spread to Sri Lanka.

So during the time of the Buddha, Magadha was known as the central region, which is in the northeastern part of India. After the mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha, his teachings were spread but in the west it was dominated by the Theravadin and in the East by the Mahasangika.  This information was from the Buddhist monks and all the sectarian differences were originated from the monks as nuns and laypeople do not have a say in state of Buddhism at that time. So the history of Buddhism was led by monks until the emergence of Mahayana. 

At this time the monks from the East are younger and more liberal than the West who are older and more conservative. There were also differences in cultures. These differences were numerous. For example the quarrel among the Kausambi monks over a very small rules about toilet habits during the Buddha’s time, when the Buddha himself cannot resolve. The reason is that these people are very strict in adherence to the Buddhist rules. Perhaps due to this they were able to settle down quicker in their spiritual practice and attainment than others.  But due to their strict nature they gather in around the western area and the eastern area by more liberal attitude monks. 

In the eastern region at Vaisali, it is a very vibrant area with many merchants that may have contributed to the liberal attitude of the people there. The main reason why for the emergence of the Second Buddhist Council is due to one Vinaya rule that forbids monks and nuns from accepting gold and silver from laypeople. 

Since the devotees in Vaisali were mainly merchants they do not have time to do a proper dana as in food offering and by donating cash is more practical for them.  Hence it was an accepted practice in this area to put a bowl in the temple for these merchants to donate as a form of dana instead of food and these Vajjian monks will take the money and get food for themselves. 

On day a monk called Yasa who saw what was happening and he was shocked. He questioned the Vajjian monks and they tried to explain the situation to him.  But Yasa being strict in his practice still considered this as a violation of the Vinaya rules.  In the end the Vajjian monks chased him out and Yasa went to the west region to gather support from the elders to reason with the Vajjian monks.  Influential elders monks came with Yasa to Vaisali and a gathering took place. Here were many arguments due to the large crowd and they eventually selected 700 Arahants to represent the all. But there were many speeches and debates and eventually they divided the meeting into two groups, the eastern and western group. Each side choose five monks to represent their group and in the end these 10 monks came to a consensus that indeed the eastern monks were wrong in accepting money directly. The Sangha was united again and this was according to the Mahasanghika account, which mentioned only the handling of gold and silver. 

But according to the other account of the Theravada tradition there are 9 other minor violations such as putting salt in the horn, eat after noon, eat from village to village, holding separate Uposatha within the same district, voting without proxy, follow what is customary, take butter milk, drink toddy (palm wine), use mat without a border and accepting gold and silver. The most serious are accepting gold and silver, holding separate Uposatha within same district (implied disunity) and voting without proxy.

The Second Buddhist Council ended without a split. But shortly the eastern monks came together and disagree with the findings of the Second Buddhist Council and they formed their own council called Mahasanghika. They have 10,000 learned monks at this assembly. A prominent eastern monk called Mahadeva came out with 5 points that challenged the status of the Arahants. These were (1) Arahant can be subjected to temptation, (2) One may be an Arahant but know it not, (3) Arahant still have doubt over doctrine, (4) One cannot be an Arahant without a teacher, (5) one can attained realisation by reciting “Aho”, “Aho”, “Aho”. This is the first official spit among the Sangha into tow groups, the Theravada that is the way of the Elders and the Mahasanghika that is great assembly. This is 100 years after the Mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha.

Traditionally we come across 18 schools and this further division came after the first spilt in the Second Buddhist Council and this was the cause of the divisions in Buddhism. After the Maha parinibbāna of the Buddha there are many changes, even in the way Buddhist practices. The negative side of the split is that people think that Buddhist don’t listen to the Buddha’s teachings anymore. On the positive side we are trying to keep the Buddhist teaching alive. By being too strict and rigid then it cannot relate to people as society progress. And this may cause the demise of Buddhism. Even during the time of the Budhha, there were preferences among disciples and laypeople over their leaders like some like Ananda is more compassionate, Sariputra is well versed in doctrine, Moggallana is well versed in psychic powers. And so there were differences in practices and ideas among Buddhists. So there were different ideology even thought there are no different Buddhist schools only Buddhist Sangha. Only after the Second Buddhist Council then there were more spilt. As this schools started to form they have their own literature in Vinaya and Sutta. So the Mahasanghika came out with their own Vinaya and Sutta. 

The background of the 18 schools according to the account of Sarvastivada
from the source reconstructed from Chinese version called Samayabhedoparacanacakra written by Vasumitra. From the northern sources Chinese wordings are usually available but not in the Pali source.  
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4th century after the Mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha came the Sautrantika (sankrantika) who is very influential and is the chief critique of the Sarvastivadins.
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The Mahāsāṃghika started to split after the 2nd century after the Mahaparinibbāna of the Buddha while the Theravada started to split after the 3rd century and a Japanese scholar asked why the Mahāsāṃghika stared to split 100 years earlier than the Theravadins. Probably because the Mahāsāṃghika group is much bigger therefore it would expect to have more problems than the Theravada.
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The above are the major schools and their lineages and how they are related to each other. We will come across their names in the course of this module and from the above we can relate better to them. 
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