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ABSTRACT

Early Mahayana Buddhism occupied the period from the Buddha’s parinirvana
to the first century CE. For five centuries, Mahayana sitras were developed gradually
and disseminated orally. After the Buddha and his disciples passed away, there were
two opposing views regarding buddhavacana or the words spoken by the Buddha.
The first view stated that buddhavacana ended after the First Buddhist Council
and the second held the view that buddhavacana continued. Mahayana Buddhism
supports the latter view since its doctrines, in the form of sitras, were written long

after the council and new interpretations of its teachings were revealed at a later date.
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Introduction

This essay explores the origins of Buddhism and the development of Mahayana
Buddhism. A central element of the evolution of Mahayana Buddhism is a shift in what
was understood to be dharma, the teaching of the Buddha that was spoken directly by him,
and teaching in written form, known as sitras, that came at a later stage. The history of the
Buddhist Councils marked the importance of the monastic disciplines and the true teaching
of the Buddha. The purity and consistency in monastic disciplines was the fundamental

base of the preservation of the true teaching.

Part I: Origin of Buddhism

Buddhism was founded in the fifth century BCE by Sakyamuni. The dates of his
life have been approximated at between 563-483 BCE. Despite the fact that the exact dates
of the Buddha’s life are still a subject of scholarly debate, Buddhists share the similar belief
that the Buddha’s birth, his enlightenment and his death took place at a full moon day in
the month of Vaisakha (P. Vesakha, in April-May). They also accept the factual events that
Siddhartha was born in Lumbini and entered marriage at the age of 16. After having seen
four human conditions — sickness, old age, death and the life of an ascetic — he renounced
his world at 29. He then practised austerities for six years before he attained Buddhahood
at 35 in Bodhgaya. The Buddha propagated his doctrines (dharma) for 45 years before he

died (parinirvana) at 80 in KuSinagara.

The Life of the Buddha

There are many stories of the life of the Buddha found in different traditions but
its essence is the same. The narrative of his life that is widely accepted by the different
Buddhist schools is as follows (Hirakawa 1990, 20-37) (Lamotte 1988,13-25) (Piyadassi
2008, 104-13) (Warder 2000, 43-56):

He was born in a region of northern India and Nepal controlled by the Sakya clan.
His proper name was Siddhartha (Pali Siddhattha) and his family name was Gautama. He
was well known as Siddhartha Gautama, then later as Sakyamuni (the Sage of the Sakya

clan) after he had attained enlightenment.
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His father was the ksatriya Suddhodana and his mother was Mahamaya. He was
born in the Lumbini park near Kapilavastu. On the fifth day after his birth, Suddhodana
invited eight wise men to his palace and asked them to give a proper name for his baby
and to foretell his future. The wise men predicted that the baby would be either a universal
monarch (cakravarti) or a supreme religious leader as an enlightened being (buddha). The
baby was then named Siddhartha (P. Siddhattha), which means ‘one whose purpose has

been achieved’.

His mother passed away on the seventh day after the birth of Siddhartha. The baby
Siddhartha was then nursed by his mother’s sister, Prajapatt Gautami (P. Pajapati Gotami).
His father provided him with a good education so that Siddhartha acquired skill in many

branches of knowledge, including in the arts of war.

When Siddhartha reached the age of sixteen, his father arranged his marriage to
YaSodhara (or Bhaddakaccana). Siddhartha spent his youth living a luxurious life inside
the palaces. He enjoyed sensual pleasures and had three palaces, one for the rainy season,
one for the winter and one for the summer.' In his palaces, everything was geared toward
pleasing his sensual faculties. He had little knowledge of what was happening outside his

palaces.

One day, Siddhartha desired to visit parks outside the city. Riding in his four-horsed
chariot, he saw for the first time an unexpected human condition — that is, aged men, a sick
man and a dead man. Siddhartha realised that human beings were subject to ageing, disease
and death. On the last occasion, he saw a monk (ascetic) who had abandoned household
life in search of purity, liberation and enlightenment. After this meeting with the monk,
he decided to renounce the world. That very day, his son was born and he was named as
Rahula (“fetter”).? At the age of twenty-nine, Siddhartha quit his life as a householder and
pursued the homeless life of an ascetic (Sramana). He wanted to find the cure for these

undesired human conditions.

'Magandiya Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 75)
2Mahﬁpadéna Sutta: The Buddha exemplified his four visits with Vipassi, previous Buddha, who

made four visits outside the palace and saw the real human condition.
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Sramana Gautama joined the yoga masters, Arada Kalama and Udraka Rz‘lmaputra.3
He soon left them since their teaching and practice did not lead to supreme truth, the
enlightenment. Siddhartha practised severe austerities near the village at Uruvilva-senani
on the Nairafijana River. He practised the breathless meditation.* His determined effort
attracted five other ascetics (paficavargika) and they joined him in the search for supreme

truth. They were Ajiiata Kaundinya, Bhadrika, Vaspa, Mahanaman and Aé.vajit.5

Sramana Gautama practised severe austerities until the point of death. His body
became emaciated and appeared as a living skeleton, but this did not lead him to his final
goal. He then realised that he had experienced both extremes of life. He had enjoyed self-
indulgence for twenty-nine years inside the palaces and practised self-mortification for
six years. Both extremes were not leading to final liberation. Sramana Gautama decided
to abandon both extremes and chose the Middle Way (madhyama-pratipad, P. majjhima-
patipada). He quit severe ascetic practice and started to eat solid food. His body returned
to near normal. The group of ascetics left him since they assumed that Sramana Gautama

had failed in his ascetic practice.

Sramana Gautama made a final resolution under the bodhi tree that he would
remain still until he attained full enlightenment. At the age of thirty-five, after six years of
ascetic practice and meditation, sramana Gautama attained enlightenment and he became
the Buddha, an awakened one. He knew that he had reached bodhi (awakening), escaped

from samsara (the cycle of birth and death) and experienced nirvana (P. nibbana).

The Buddha then went to Deer Park at Rsipatana, near Varanasi. He preached
the discourse on turning the Wheel of Dharma (dharmacakrapravartana siitra) to his five
former companions. Later they became the first Buddha’s disciples. This event also marked
the commencement of the Buddha’s public ministry of 45 years. The Buddha travelled to
many cities and preached the doctrines he had discovered. Many people joined his monastic

order or became lay disciples of the Buddha.

3Ariyapariyesanz?l Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 26) mentioned his discipleship under two accomplished
meditation teachers, Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta.

#Mahasaccaka Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 36)

>In Pali, they were known as paficavaggiya, namely Afifia Kondafifia, Bhaddiya, Vappa, Mahanama

and Assaji.
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In the last days of the Buddha he visited some cities accompanied by disciples.
During this journey, he taught and repeated his teaching on dharma and vinaya. He fell
ill after having eaten what was called pig’s delight (P. siakara-maddava). He arrived in
Kus$inagara (P. Kusinara) where he died (parinirvana) in a grove of Sala trees. After the
Buddha’s body was cremated, his relics were distributed to eight locations where stupas
were erected (Hirakawa 1990, 36).6

The Buddha’s Teaching

The doctrines that the Buddha taught during his ministry are called dharma
(P. dhamma). The dharma originated from the Four Noble Truths (catur arya-satya,
P. cattari ariya-saccani) that the Buddha discovered on the night of his enlightenment.7
The Buddha preached the Four Noble Truths for the first time in dharmacakrapravartana-

sitra (P. dhammacakkapavattana sutta) to his five former companions.

The Four Noble Truths is the teaching unique to the Buddha. This core teaching
defines the universal truths of human existence in the world: suffering (duhkha, P. dukkha),
the origin of suffering (duhkha-samudaya, P. dukkha-samudaya), the cessation of suffering
(duhkha-nirodha, P. dukkha-nirodha) and the way leading to the cessation of suffering
(duhkha-nirodha-gamint pratipat, P. dukkha-nirodha-gamini-patipada) (Lamotte 1988,
26-27)8

In the fourth noble truth, the Buddha expounded the Eightfold Noble Path (arya
astangikamarga, P. ariya atthangika magga) that his followers were to practice: right faith,
right will, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and
right concentration (Bodhi and Nanamoli 1995, 32-33) (Lamotte 1988, 27). The Eightfold
Noble Path is also called the Middle Way (madhyama-pratipad, P. majjhima-patipada).

®Mahaparinibbana Sutta (Digha Nikaya 16) mentioned the Koliyas of Ramagama built a stupa
where one portion of his relics was kept by naga (serpent) kings.

"Bhayabherava Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 4.13) and Mahasaccaka Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya
36.42)

8Four Noble Truths are expounded concisely in Sammaditthi Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 9.14-18),
explained in detail in Saccavibhanga Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 141). In Mahahatthipadapama Sutta, Sariputta

developed an original explanation of the truths.
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The Buddha advised people to avoid two extremes in life since final liberation could not

be achieved through excessive self-indulgence or severe self-mortification.

Every event in human life has a cause and creates future implications. The Buddha
outlined the doctrines of cause-and-effect as twelve links of causal wheels as dependent
origination (pratitya-samutpada, P. paticca-samuppdda). To escape from samsdara, human
beings have to understand the work of dependent origination and put his efforts into cutting
off the cause that leads to suffering. The dependent origination shows the connection of the
past, the present and the future of human life. Due to ignorance in past lives, human beings
are reborn in the present. Due to cravings in their present life, they will be reborn in the
future according to what they have done. The Buddha advised his followers to eradicate
craving completely since this is the only prerequisite to escape from samsara.’ The cause-

and-effect doctrines are implicitly related to the generally accepted term karma.

Monastic Order

The Buddha started his teaching career with a group of five ascetics (paficavargika).
It was said that the establishment of the monastic order called sangha commenced when
his five former companions became his first disciples. The dissemination of the dharma
did not rely solely on the Buddha’s initiatives. After certain religious achievements, his
disciples were then given responsibility for propagating the dharma. The Buddha established
the fourfold community consisting of four assemblies (parisad): monks (bhiksu), nuns
(bhiksuni), laymen (updsaka) and laywomen (upasika) (Lamotte 1988, 54). The monks and
nuns formed the monastic order called sarigha. The Buddha introduced a set of monastic

disciplines (precepts) in his sangha called vinaya.

The sangha was an autonomous institution since it governed itself in accordance
with the vinaya. The sangha conducted fortnightly assemblies (posadha, P. uposatha) and
rainy season retreats, a day of fasting, strict observances on precepts and recitation of

pratimoksa (corpus of disciplinary rules). At the early stages of Buddhist history, there was

9The Dependent Origination doctrines are explained in Majjhima Nikaya on the following
suttas: Sammaditthi Sutta (9.21-26), Mahatanhasankhaya Sutta (38.26-40), Mualapariyaya Sutta (1.171),
Culasthanada Sutta (11.16) and Magandiya Sutta (75.24-25)



32 | The Journal of The International Buddhist Studies College

no exact number of monastic disciplines (precepts) that the monks had to follow. It was
estimated that the sarigha enforced 250 precepts for monks and between 250 and 355 for
nuns (Hirakawa 1990, 64-64) (Lamotte 1988, 57-60).

The Buddha became an authoritative figure in the Buddhist community during
his ministry. He was responsible for doctrines and monastic disciplines. He clarified any
misunderstanding on dharma so that his disciples had no doubts on it. Offences in vinaya
were to be immediately reported and rectified. The Buddha then formulated new monastic

disciplines, if required, in order to minimise future violations.

The Buddha had abolished the caste system in his community, therefore all were
able to join the sangha. The Buddha had numerous followers and disciples (§ravaka
means “hearer”, P. savaka). After hearing the Buddha’s doctrines, they either joined the
sangha (as bhiksu or bhiksuni) or became lay disciples (as updasaka or upasika). Some of
his noble disciples (arya-sravaka) were Sariputra, Mahamaudgalyayana, Mahakasyapa,
Upali and Ananda (Hirakawa 1990, 32-34). Sariputra was well known for his wisdom,
Mahamaudgalyayana possessed supernormal powers, MahakaSyapa excelled in observing
austere disciplines, Upali mastered monastic disciplines and Ananda was gifted in terms

of his memory. He was able to memorise and to recite all of what the Buddha preached.

The Buddha acted as the head of sarigha when he was alive. He advised his
disciples that dharma and vinaya lead their way to final liberation. The sangha was not
hereditary and would continue to run as long as the monastic members preserved the dharma
and committed to the vinaya. The Buddha did not appoint a successor as the head of the
sangha after the parinirvana, thereby causing intense issues on preserving the dharma and

observing the vinaya.
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The Growth of Buddhism

Brahmanism was prevalent in India when Buddhism emerged. The salient feature
of Brahmanism was a belief that Brahma was their supreme god. In this school of thought,
the life of human beings was regarded as sacrifice (yajiia). They performed various form
of religious worships (piija). Ethics and morality were less important in Brahmanism.
Life spans of individuals were divided into four stages and each stage signified its role in

society and family.10

At the time of the Buddha, there were two main religious practitioners in India: the
brahmanas and the sramanas. Firstly, the brahmanas were the followers of Vedic religion
who officiated at sacrifices. Their ideal life was divided into four stages (catur asrama):
as a student (brahmacarin), he devoted himself to the study of Vedas under a teacher; as
a householder (grhastha), he married and had family; as a forest dweller (vanaprastha),
he left his family and retired to the forest, devoting his life to prayer and sacrifice; and as
sannyasin he detached himself from all worldly things to live a life of wandering, during

which he would die.

Secondly, the sramana (or “person who strives”) abandoned his home to lead a life
of wandering and begging. Since they were not bound to catur asrama, they were able to
pursue life as §ramanas at any age. They devoted themselves to controlling and limiting
their desires, practising yoga and asceticism in order to find absolute liberation (Hirakawa
1990, 16).!" In Pali Tipitaka, in Theravada canon, these two opposing religious practitioners

were addressed in numerous discourses as samanabrahmana.
The social structure in ancient India was initially based on the division of labour

and then gradually transformed into four castes: brahmana (priests), ksatriya (warriors),

vai§ya (merchants) and Siidra (workers). By the time Buddhism flourished in India, the

IONanayakkara, S K. Encyclopaedia Buddhism, s.v. “Brahmanism”, Colombo: Department of
Buddhist Affairs, Ministry of Buddhasasana, 2003.

U The brahmanas and Sramanas are featured in detail in Brahmanavagga (Division of Brahmins)
and Paribbajaka (Division of Wanderers) of Pali Tipitaka. Each division contains ten discourses:

Brahmanavagga (Majjhima Nikaya 91-100) and Paribbajakavagga (Majjhima Nikaya 71-80).
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caste division had become functional and hereditary.12 The ideal catur asrama was for
the brahmanas only since they had the privileges of being able to learn the Vedas. The

brahmanas, therefore, claimed superiority over ksatriya, vaisya and sidra.

The brahmanas supported the status quo of the caste systems. The learned brahmanas
enjoyed luxurious and privileged lives when Buddhism emerged in India. It was a common
practice that kings and royal families donated lands and abodes to influential brahmanas
as royal gifts with royal powers. Their abodes were located in crowded areas so that they
were able to play important roles in society. They always had ready access to grass, timber,

water and corn.”

There were two factors affecting the growth of Buddhism in India. These incorporated
religious and non-religious factors. The first factor was the acceptance of the Buddha’s
teaching in India over religious life in India. The second was the unification of sixteen

countries into a great empire.

Firstly, Buddhism offered new perspectives over the religious groups in India.
Buddhism appeared more attractive than what Brahmanism offered. Buddhism was a non-
theistic belief system that did not recognise the authority of the Vedas and rejected its
sacrificial ritualism. Similarly, Buddhism rejected the supremacy of brahmanas. The sarngha
operated within its monastic disciplines which were unknown to Vedic texts. Brahmanism
held the view of armavada, the belief of external existence of self. The Buddha refuted the
external existence by expounding a kind of anatmavada, the belief that nothing lasted which
one could call one’s own (Joshi 1973, 8-13). Buddhism competed not only with brahmanas

but also with major Sramanic groups, namely Jainas and Ajivikas (Hirakawa 1990, 35).

In the Buddha’s time there were six heterodox Sramanic teachers. Each was the
leader (ganin) of a group of disciples. One of the primary concerns of these sramanas was
whether moral actions would have any effect on the person who performed them. They
were Purana KaSyapa (P. Purana Kassapa), Maskarin GoSaliputra (P. Makkhali Gosala),
Ajita Kesakambala (P. Ajita Kesakambali), Kakuda Katyayana (P. Pakudha Kaccayana),
Safijayin Vairattiputra (P. Safijjaya Belatthaputta) and Nirgrantha Jiatiputra (P. Nigantha
Nataputta) (Hirakawa 1990, 16-17).

12 Kariyawasam, A.G.S. Encyclopaedia Buddhism,s.v. “Caste”, Colombo: Department of Buddhist
Affairs, Ministry of Buddhasasana, 2003.

13 These descriptions are mentioned in Digha Nikaya: Ambattha Sutta (3.1.1), Sonadanda Sutta
(4.1.1), Katadanta Sutta (5.1) and Lohicca Sutta (12.1)
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The six Sramanic teachers and their doctrines are outlined in the suttas. Ptrana
Kagyapa held the doctrine of inaction (P. akiriyavada). Maskarin GoSaliputra, a leader of
Ajivaka sect, disseminated the doctrine of fatalism that denied causality (P. ahetukavada).
Ajita KeSakambala was a moral nihilist (P. natthikavada) who rejected the existence of
an afterlife and karmic retribution. Kakuda Katyayana rejected the basic tenet of morality.
Safijayin Vairattiputra was a sceptic and refused to take a stand on crucial moral and
philosophical issues. Nirgrantha Jfiatiputra, also known as Mahavira, encouraged severe
self-mortification in order to liberate nomadic souls entrapped in matter due to their past
karma.'*'* In the city of Sravastt, the Buddha defeated these six contemporaries in a public

debate in the presence of Prasenajit (Lamotte 1988, 20).

Secondly, India was experiencing extreme changes on its social structure due to
the unification of sixteen countries in the period of the seventh to fifth century BCE. In
the seventh century BCE, India was divided into a number of independent states known
as janapadas or mahdjanapadas. Over a period of 150 years, the 16 small states (sodasa
mahdjanapadas) in the Ganges valley were unified and distilled into four great empires,
named Avanti, Vatsa, Kosala and Magadha. Following the period of 550-350 BCE, the
Magadhan empire emerged as a dominant political power in the Indian subcontinent under
the famous rulers, Srenika Bimbisara and Ajatasatru (P. Ajatasattu). This unification process,
and centralisation of political power, created dramatic change in the social order and people’s

roles in society (Darian 1977, 227-8) (Hazra 1995, 4) (Lamotte 1988, 10).

The process of unification and centralisation of power also created extreme tensions
in society. These great empires required more productive people with commercial skills.
People from vaisyas (merchants) played more important roles than brahmanas (priests) did
since they were able to make more contributions to expanding the empires. The brahmanas,
the priestly caste, were unable to anticipate the dramatic political change, and its influence
on society declined. They encouraged the practice of sacrifice and discouraged commercial
activities. Buddhism was more attractive in the new society since it did not compete for
power. Its monks renounced the world and its lay followers had no claims to spiritual
authority (Darian 1977, 228-30).

“Two discourses in Majjhima Nikaya explaining those doctrines are Apannaka Sutta (60) and
Sandaka Sutta (76)
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The Buddha positioned himself as a human being without any claimed connection to
God or any other “supernatural” being. He was neither God nor an incarnation of God, nor
a prophet, nor any mythological figure. He claimed himself as a man, but an extraordinary
man (P. acchariya manussa) (Piyadassi 2008, 112). He was well known as a teacher for
human beings and gods. In the seventh year of his ministry, it was said that the Buddha
ascended to Trayastrim$a (P. Tavatimsa), the heaven of the Thirty-three, in order to preach
higher doctrines (abhidharma, P. Abhidhamma) to the deities (devas). His mother, Mahamaya,

was reborn as deva in the Trayastrim$a (Piyadassi 2008, 126).

The Buddha interacted with people from various social statuses in society. His
teaching gave a solution to the problems of human existence such as birth, ageing, disease
and death. The Buddha converted many people from various classes. Buddhism gained

popularity and attracted many followers, including among the royal families in India.

It was reported that the Buddha spent most of his life in Magadha and Kosala, where
the royal families patronised the sangha. King Srenika Bimbisara of Magadha became a
lay disciple and donated a bamboo grove to be used as quarters for monks. King Prasenajit
(P. Pasenadi) of Kosala was converted to Buddhism by his wife, Mallika. King Udayana of
Vatsa was converted to Buddhism by his wife, Syﬁmﬁvaﬁ (Hirakawa 1990, 32-35). Further,
a wealthy merchant named Anathapindada (P. Anathapindika) requested the Buddha come
to Sravasti where he donated the Jetavana monastery to the sarigha (Hazra 1995, 7). As a

result of royal patronage, the monastic order grew rapidly on a large scale.

During the Buddha’s lifetime, the missionary activities were reported in the western
part of India. After the Buddha’s parinirvana, the spread of Buddhism continued to the
southwestern part of India (Hirakawa 1990, 76). The sangha, as monastic institutions,
expanded and served as a place of culture and learning. The monastic institutions gradually
transformed into monastic universities. Since it functioned within the regimen of monastic
life, the universities were able to accommodate a large number of students. Over a millennium
and a half, large universities were established in India such as Nalanda, Valabhi, Vikramasila,

Jagaddala and Odantapuri (Bapat 1956, 176-94).
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Buddhist Councils and Schisms

The First Buddhist Council (samgiti) took place in Rajagrha (P. Rajagaha) in
the same year as the Buddha’s parinirvana. The council was intended to preserve the
Buddha’s teaching and the purity of the sangha. MahakaSyapa presided over the council
of 500 monks, all arhats, performing joint recitation of dharma and vinaya. He questioned
Upali on vinaya and Ananda on the Buddha’s discourses (siitra). Ananda told the assembly
that in his last days, the Buddha had authorised the sangha to abolish the minor and least
important disciplines (ksudranuksiadraka Siksapada). However, Ananda did not ask what
he meant by those disciplines. After the joint recitation Purana, along with 500 monks,
arrived in Rajagrha. He claimed that he had memorised the dharma directly from the

Buddha (Lamotte 1988, 124-6).

The First Council provided an early indication that the oral tradition of disseminating
dharma might deteriorate at a later stage. The Buddha’s great disciples, who held pure
mind and mastered his teaching, might pass away and the doctrines might be corrupted in
the future. There is no record that the First Council decided to put dharma into writing.
The written tradition of Buddha’s teaching was first known around the first century BCE,
four hundred years after the Buddha’s parinirvana. Sri Lankan history recorded that in
the monasteries, the Pali canon from Theravada Buddhism was initially preserved in the
memories of the monks until, in the first century BCE, they wrote it down on the dried

leaves of the talipat palm (Corypha umbraculifera) (Schumann 2004, 263).

The Second Council took place one hundred years after parinirvana. In this period,
Buddhism had spread to broader geographical areas and the number of monks and followers
had increased significantly. It is reported that the Vrjiputraka (P. Vajjiputaka) monks of
Vaisali were practising ten monastic disciplines that were considered to be breaches. The
monks, who numbered 700, then went to Valikarama in Vaisali. The sangha assembled and
the debate on monastic disciplines was opened. The council was headed by eight monks
acting as jury (ubbahikaya) (Hirakawa 1990, 81) (Lamotte 1988, 126-8). The council did
not work well. Although the ten monastic disciplines were considered against the vinaya,
the ways they approached the issue created the initial schism in the sangha. Sthaviravada
maintained a conservative approach to preserve dharma and vinaya. They insisted that the
Buddha’s teaching should not be changed after parinirvana. Mahasanghika opposed the

conservative approach and took up positions as liberal factions.
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These two opposing factions experienced further schisms. Theravada originated from
Sthaviravada and Mahayana had indirect roots in Mahasanghika. The distinctive features of
Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism started to appeared gradually. Both schools transformed
to be the dominant traditions in modern times. We can easily discern these schools on the
basic of the language they use in their literature. Theravada literature was written in Pali

and Mahayana literature was written in Sanskrit, and later in Chinese and Tibetan.

The Second Council opened the door to the emergence of many schools of Buddhism.
By the time of ASoka, approximately 150-200 years after the Second Council, at least
18 different Buddhist schools had emerged.15 The religious practitioners of these schools
might be grouped into three paths or vehicles (yanas): sravakayana (leading to listener’s
awakening, §ravakabodhi or arhatship), pratyekabuddhayana (leading to pratyekabuddha’s
awakening, pratyekabodhi) and bodhisattvayana (leading to Buddhahood, characterised by
perfect awakening, anuttara-samyaksambodhi and omniscience, sarvjiiata) (Skilling 2013,
82). The path of religious practitioners made clear, distinctive features between Theravada
and Mahayana. Theravadins seek enlightenment to be arhat by taking Sravakayana, on the

other hand, Mahayanists select to be bodhisattva through bodhisattvayana.

The goal of Theravadins is the attainment of the arhatship. The arhat represents
the end of a gradual path of spiritual progress. Theravadins commence their spiritual
journey from the stage of an ordinary person characterised by ignorance to the stage of an
enlightened being endowed with wisdom. These paths are open to all beings and can be

completed over many lifetimes.

The Theravada paths of spiritual progress can be classified as the four paths
(marga, P. magga) or four noble persons (arya-pudgala, P. ariya-puggala): stream-enterer
(srotapanna, P. sotapanna), once-returner (sakrdagamin, P. sakadagamin), non-returner
(anagamin, P. anagami) and a fully awakened person (arhat, P. arahant). This religious
progress is characterised by how many fetters the aspirants have eradicated and how many
rebirths they will experience until suffering’s end.'® The paths encourage that Buddhist

ideals, arhat, may be accomplished in a shorter time if the aspirants choose a monastic life.

15 Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “The Origin of Mahayana”. Lecture Handouts in Mahayana
Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011

1°Bond, George D. Encyclopedia Buddhism,s.v. “Arhat”. New York: Macmillan Reference USA,
2004.
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The goal of the Mahayanist is the attainment of Buddhahood through the bodhisattva
path. A bodhisattva is a religious practitioner who aspires to become the Buddha in the
future by practising the perfections (paramita). The aspirants seek complete awakening
(anuttarasamyaksambodhi) through wisdom (prajiia) and by benefitting all beings through
compassion (karuna). The aspirants make every effort in seeking enlightenment by benefitting
others (parartha) as well as themselves (svartha).'” The bodhisattva path also suggests that

perfection in this life may be achieved either in monastic or householder life.

The Third Council was held in Pataliputra under King ASoka around three centuries
after parinirvana. This council belonged to the Theravada school. At this time, there was a
significant number of monks in the sarigha. There was a faction of monks holding heretical
views against the true Buddha’s doctrines, the sixty-two wrong views condemned by the
Buddha in Brahmajala Sutta. They had infiltrated the sanigha and caused the confusion of the
dharma and vinaya so that the uposatha ceremony did not work as expected. Moggaliputta
Tissa, with the support of the king, initiated the council in order to purify the sarigha. Each
group of monks had to answer one question, “What did the Buddha advocate?”” (P. kim
vadi sammasambuddha). The answers varied according to their faiths and views. After the
council these heretical monks, numbering sixty thousand, were forced to disrobe and leave
the sangha. ASoka concluded that the sanngha was purified (Suddha) and proposed holding

the uposatha for the first time after seven years of absence (Lamotte 1988, 272-3).18

The Fourth Council was held in Kashmir (Kundalavanavihara) in 78 CE. Kaniska,
the Kushan king, invited 500 arhats, 500 bodhisattvas and 500 panditas from 18 schools to
hold the Fourth Council. The main purpose of the council was to reconcile the conflicting
opinions of the different schools and settle once more on the vinaya, siitra and abhidharma
texts. Kaniska appointed a great scholar named Vasumitra to preside over the council. He
was assisted by the great Buddhist poet, ASvaghosa. The principal participants of the council
were Sarvastivadins. The outcomes of the council were a new Vinaya and a commentary

called the Mahavibhasa on abhidharma text, Jianaprasthana. The commentary became

17Kawamura, Leslie S. Encyclopedia of Buddhism, s.v. “Bodhisattva(s)”. New York: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2004.

18 Abhayawansa, Kapila. “The Second and Third Buddhist Councils”. Lecture Handouts in History
of Indian Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.
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the standard reference work for all Sarvastivada abhidharma issues.'® At the time of this
council, Kashmir grew to become an academic centre attracting many reputed scholars
from other places. The reputed scholars such as Katyayaniputra, ASvaghosa, Vasubandhu,
Vasumitra, Dharmatrata, Sanghabadra and others produced Buddhist literature in Sanskrit
(Dutt 2003, 17-9).

Part 1I: Early Mahayana Buddhism

Mahayana Buddhism has some distinctive features such as an enormous body
literature, distinctive arts and many forms of religious practice. Its characteristics emerged
when the idea of the Mahayana movement started at the time of the Buddha. The Mahayana
siatras and the concept of bodhisattva were the main topics in Mahayana Buddhism.
Mahayanists follow the bodhisattva path as their ideal. They are more devotional in terms

of practice, as indicated by reciting sitras either at home or at monasteries.

The Rise of Mahayana Buddhism

The term “Mahayana” can be defined as a “great vehicle” that refers to the path
belonging to the majority. This term implies that Mahayana is a laity inspired movement
against the rigour of the monks (Lamotte 1988, 54). The idea of Mahayana Buddhism
can be traced through the history of Buddhist Councils, especially the First and Second
Councils. Two key issues that influenced the First Council, and by extension the Buddhist
community, were the importance of monastic discipline and the authenticity of Buddhist

doctrines, based on the Buddha’s teachings.

Firstly, there was the likelihood that monastic disciplines would change over time.
When the Buddha was dying, he provided guidance on how the sarigha were to preserve
dharma and vinaya. He stated that the sarigha had authority to abolish lesser precepts if
they saw fit. The sangha had authority to change its monastic disciplines if required. As a

result of this interpretation, many schools with their own vinaya started to emerge.

19 Prebish, Charles A. Encyclopedia of Buddhism, s.v. “Buddhist Councils.” New York: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2004. Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “The Fourth Council.” Lecture Handouts in
Mahayana Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.
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Secondly, there were teachings heard by those other than Ananda. At the First
Council a monk named Purana, with a large following, came to the assembly and claimed
that he would retain the teaching of the Buddha, as he had heard it himself firsthand.
Although Ananda was was able to recall all the teachings of the Buddha, he only served
the Buddha as a personal attendant for 25 years. The Buddha had been teaching to human
and non-human beings for 45 years. The Buddha also gave sermons to the gods in heaven.
There is a possibility that Ananda did not hear all the Buddha’s teachings.20 For this reason,
it would be likely that the new sutras would be revealed in the future and be treated as the

true teaching of the Buddha.

Mahayana tradition holds the view that the dharma and vinaya might experience
evolutionary change over time, but that the essence of the Buddha’s teaching is unchanged.
The true teaching would accompany the lifetime of the sanngha. With the assistance of the
great Buddhist masters, the dharma in a new kind of siitras would be revealed to human

beings.

Early Mahayana Buddhism

There are no definitive explanations on when and how Mahayana Buddhism emerged
as one major school in the history of Buddhism. Mahayanists believe that the spirit of the
Mahayana tradition started when Siddhartha decided to become the first bodhisattva (Buddha
to-be). This suggests that Mahayana ideas started when the Buddha was still alive. Others
believe that Mahayana ideas emerged from the Second Council when Mahasanghika took a
position against conservative approaches on dharma and vinaya. The majority of the monks
and lay followers supported the Mahasanghika’s decision on liberal approaches — that the
dharma and vinaya might be changed and reinterpreted at later stages after parinirvana,

if required.

20 Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “The Origin of Mahayana.” Lecture Handouts in Mahayana
Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.
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Mahayana flourished and became one of the major established schools in Buddhism
around the first century CE. It took five hundred years from the emergence of Mahayana
ideas for it to become an established tradition.>! This timeline marked the boundary of what
we define as early Mahayana Buddhism. Early Mahayana Buddhism occupied the period
of the Buddha’s parinirvana up to the first century CE. The sitras written in this period

are classified as early Mahayana sitras.

Mahayana Literature

Due to the vastness of Mahayana literature, some scholars raised the question of
whether Mahayana sitras are the words actually spoken by the Buddha (buddhavacana)
or the works of authors or poets at a later stage, developed after the Buddha’s parinirvana.
Early Mahayana Buddhism experienced gradual development in four Buddhist councils

before it came to full establishment in the first century CE.

Mahayana literature can be classified into three categories according to its content:
siitras, Sastra and tantras. Mahayana sutras are authoritative texts containing the doctrines
as spoken by the Buddha. A §astra is a treatise attributed to an author and may be in the
form of a commentary on sitras or a systematic text book. A tantra is treated as a secret

document that belongs to small esoteric sects.??

The $astra literature serves as a text written in a systematic way for justifying,
giving reason and explaining the doctrines of the Buddha. The texts were well composed
by the Mahayana masters and treated as non-buddhavacana. The great masters such as
Nagarjuna, Asanga, Vasubandhu and so forth, spent significant effort and time to write the

Buddha’s teaching in systematic and philosophical ways.23

2! Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “Mahayana at Early Stage.” Lecture Handouts in Mahayana
Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.

22Marasinghe, M.M.J. Encyclopaedia Buddhism, s.v. “Mahayana”, Colombo: Department of
Buddhist Affairs, Ministry of Buddhasasana, 2003.

23 Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “Mahayana Literature.” Lecture Handouts in Mahayana

Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.
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Features of Mahayana Siitra

Many Mahayana sitras are beautifully written and composed. Their form and diction
are beautifully structured. So much so that scholars and non-Mahayanists were concerned
that the Mahayana sitras were not the words of the Buddha but rather the work of poets
(Williams 1996, 29). Mahayana satras were initially composed in Middle Indian dialects
and then gradually transformed into ‘Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit’, approximately similar to

classical Sanskrit, the prestigious language of ancient India (Harvey 2004, 90).

Despite being in many ways oppositional to other Indian philosophies prevalent
at the time, Buddhism also broadly borrowed from these other traditions. Sanskrit is seen
as the natural language. The writing composed in Sanskrit required a precise control of its
complex inflectional system. A capacity to reproduce a variety of metrical systems artfully
was required for verse writing.24 The Buddhist masters proficient in Sanskrit also inherited
the Indian great writing tradition. This fact explains why the sitras are well written in

beautiful verses and stanzas.

Mahayana sutras are long and voluminous in length since they make extensive
use of parables and similes. Mahayana sztras have a structure of repetition which is good
for memorisation in oral tradition. The sitras are discursive and didactic. The sitras were
written without any structure as the texts may move from one point to another point. They
were designed to teach people, especially in moral lessons. Mahayana siitras do not provide

room for specific, logical and systematic reasoning for the Buddha’s doctrines.?

The principal teachings of Mahayana Buddhism that contributed to early Buddhist
teachings are the creation of the bodhisattva (P. bodhisatta) ideals and the elaboration of the
doctrines of emptiness (Sinyata, P. suiinata). The earliest Mahayana text found in writing
is Saddharmapundarika Sutra. It is composed partly in prose and partly in verse. It was

written at some point around the first century CE.%¢

24 Skilton, Andrew. Encyclopedia of Buddhism, s.v. “Buddhist Literature in Sanskrit.” New York:
Macmillan Reference USA.

23 Santina, Peter Della, and Fa Qing. “Mahayana Literature.” Lecture Handouts in Mahayana
Buddhism from International Buddhist College, Penang, 2011.

26Marasinghe, M.M.J. Encyclopaedia Buddhism, s.v. “Mahayana”, Colombo: Department of
Buddhist Affairs, Ministry of Buddhasasana, 2003.
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Thus did I hear (evam maya srutam).

The Mahayana sitras almost invariably begin with the common phrase *“thus did
I hear” (evam maya srutam) which supported the belief that the Buddha’s teachings were
disseminated orally in early times. One of the great disputes is to identify who is “I’” in the
phrase. Theravadins absolutely believe that Ananda is the only person who remembered and
recited all the Buddha’s teachings, which were later compiled into Sutta-pitaka. Meanwhile,
Mahayanists claim that to leave the rapporteur unnamed is consistent with anonymity in
Indian Mahayana literature. Some authors were permitted to add their thoughts in writing
to the existing scriptures. A claim that the rapporteur is Ananda, Vajrapani, MafjusrT or

Samantabhadra is at stake (Lopez 1995, 21-2).

To mention who heard the Buddha’s teaching would label the Mahayana siitras as
secret and exclusive; only certain groups might access the siitras. The attribute of exclusivity
was in conflict with Mahayana goals since the bodhisattva path encouraged its followers
to save more human beings before they attained Buddhahood. By leaving the hearer (‘“I””)
anonymous, it indicated that the sitras are able to be heard and comprehended by anyone

with the qualification of faith.

The Buddha, as described in the various discourses in the canon, interacted with
human and heavenly beings. The opening phrase of Mahayana sitras indicates that the
discourse has been heard and recited. In Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva Siitra we can read the
prologue of “Thus have I heard: At one time the World-Honoured One sojourned at the
Trayastrim$a (P. Tavatimsa) heaven and was preaching on his mother’s behalf ...” (Pitt

2005, 6).

In addition to his teaching in the heavenly word, the Buddha also encountered
non-human beings. The beings residing in non-human realms were said to hear the dharma
spoken directly by the Buddha. Beings other than human, namely spirits and deities, were
mentioned in various discourses such as naga, gandharva (P. gandhabba), asura, preta (P.

peta), yaksa (P. yakkha), Indra, Brahma, Mara, etc. (Lamotte 1988, 68) (Walshe 1995, 37-46).

The opening phrase mentioning the location where the Buddha delivered his sermon
will create some speculative questions. Ananda and his attendants did not accompany
the Buddha when he ascended to heaven to preach the dharma. The questions of “Who
accompanied the Buddha when he gave the sermons at heaven?”” and “Did the Buddha
tell the story to his disciples on earth or did the deities write the sitra?” have created

room for speculation. By logical reasoning, the Buddha would repeat the same teaching to
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human beings on different occasions or the gods (devas) would transcend to the world to

disseminate what they had heard directly from the Buddha.

These interpretations are required in explaining the Buddha’s sermons that were
not heard by his human disciples. The likelihood that the dharma would be kept as hidden
treasures in heavenly worlds was high. They will keep the dharma until human beings are
able to comprehend it in the future. By the assistance of the Buddhist masters, lay followers
with sufficient qualifications of faith are able to comprehend this dharma. Although it was

revealed a long time after the parinirvana, the dharma is still considered as buddhavacana.

Six Requirements of Mahayana Sutras

To prove that the sitras are spoken by the Buddha, they have to meet what are
known as Six Requirements. These requirements will determine the reliability and validity of
the Mahayana sitras to serve as buddhavacana. The opening of the sitras must incorporate
the elements of: belief, hearing, time, host, place and audience. One example is drawn from

the Diamond Sitra, Chapter 1.
We can read:

Thus I have heard. At one time the Buddha was staying in the Jeta Grove of the
Garden of the Benefactor of Orphans and the Solitary together with a gathering of great
bhiksus, twelve hundred fifty in all.

The opening of this sifra meets the Six Requirements as follows: (1) Thus is the
requirement of belief; (2) I have heard is the requirement of hearing; (3) At one time is the
requirement of time; (4) The Buddha is the requirement of a host; (5) In Sravasti in the
Jeta Grove of the Garden of the Benefactor of Orphans and the Solitary is the requirement
of place; (6) Together with a gathering of great bhiksus, twelve hundred fifty in all is the
requirement of an audience. This sitra meets the criteria of the Six Requirements so that
this sitra was spoken by the Buddha. Buddhavacana does not depend on when the sitra
was produced or written (Heng 1974, 46-7). Mahayana sitra that conforms with the Six
Requirements can be said to be buddhavacana and the time when the sitra is produced

does not matter.
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Early Mahayana Buddhism and Buddhavacana

The word buddhavacana may be defined more precisely as the words actually
spoken by the Buddha when he proclaimed his doctrine and framed rules for the order of
monks. These words are preserved in different collections of sacred scriptures in the early
Buddhist schools.?” Some scholars refer to buddhavacana simply as the words spoken
directly by the Buddha. Yet, since the Buddha’s teachings were transmitted orally, how to

determine which words were actually spoken by the Buddha became an increasing problem.

This part discusses two theories on buddhavacana. Firstly, that buddhavacana ended
after the First Council. When the Buddha and his great disciples (arya-sravaka) passed
away, no szitras were produced at a later stage. Secondly, that buddhavacana continued after
the First Council in the form of new sitras. The new siitras are said to have been dharma
taught by the Buddha to both humans and heavenly beings. Those siitras were then revealed
by Buddhist masters after the Buddha’s passing, and were treated as buddhavacana.®®
The argument that the teachings most widely accepted by most Buddhist schools can be

classified as buddhavacana is also explored.

Firstly, buddhavacana ended at the First Council.

Ananda, as the Buddha’s personal attendant, played a very significant role in the
First Council. Ananda was believed to have heard the Buddha’s discourses directly, and
retained them directly from the Buddha. During the joint recitation of the dharma, Ananda

had to verify the context and arrangement of the sitras (MacQueen 1981, 305).

The sitras produced by the First Council were called early Mahayana sitras. These
stitras are portrayed as the direct record of the Buddha’s speech. Some scholars argued that
although sirras from the First Council may be categorised as buddhavacana, Ananda was
not a direct witness to all of the Buddha’s discourses. Further, not all of the discourses that

form the basis for sitras were in fact spoken by the Buddha.

?Karunaratna, Upali. Encyclopaedia Buddhism, s.v. “Buddhavacana”, Colombo: Department of
Buddhist Affairs, Ministry of Buddhasasana, 2003.

28 G. MacQueen wrote two excellent articles on “Inspired Speech in Early Mahayana Buddhism.”
See MacQueen (1981, 303-19) and (1982, 46-65).
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The Buddha held a position of control over all expression of dharma and vinaya
when he was alive. In brief, utterances or sermons by people other than the Buddha were
accepted as the basis of siatra only with his certification. There were three modes of
certification to determine whether Mahayana sitras are buddhavacana: approval after the

event, approval before the event and authorisation of persons.

First mode. Someone gave a discourse; the hearer of the discourse subsequently
repeated it verbatim to the Buddha; the Buddha gave his approval of it. The discourse was

considered as buddhavacana.

Second mode. The Buddha invited someone to give a discourse on his behalf. Even
where such discourses were not followed by certification after the event (as they frequently

were) it was clear that they were to be considered as ‘buddhavacana by permission’.

Third mode. This mode would refer to the Buddha’s noble disciples (arya-sravakas).
They had acquired wisdom and possessed the ability to speak the dharma, considered as
authorised by the Buddha. Their words were certified in advance (MacQueen 1981, 309).

After the Buddha’s parinirvana, the first two modes of certification became
impossible. After the Buddha’s noble disciples died, there is no possibility of the dharma
being preached under the third mode of certification. Consequently, sitra production must

here come to an end.

When these three modes of certification are taken into account there remain very few
stitras in the canon that are based on discourses presented as neither given by the Buddha
nor certified by him. These arguments supported the theory that after the First Council, the

production of sitras classified as buddhavacana ended.

Secondly, buddhavacana continued after the First Council.

Issues arise when we are talking of Mahayana sitras produced at a later stage,
after the First Council. Since some major Mahayana sitras were translated (or written)
during the first and second century CE such as Astasahasrika Prajiaparamita Sutra, Larger
Sukhavativyiha Satra and Saddharmapundarika Satra, the Buddhists from non-Mahayana

traditions believe that they are not buddhavacana.

After the Buddha’s parinirvana and the passing away of his noble disciples, some
remembered material was added to the siitras collections as long as it harmonised well with
the existing corpus in style and content, and no contradictory doctrines were found. The
new siitras were different in style and tone, but were treated as the ‘word of the Buddha’

through various devices.
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Firstly, through meditative visions and dreams, the sitras were seen as the inspired
teaching as if spoken by the still-existing Buddha. Secondly, the sitras contained the
teachings of the same kind of perfect wisdom referring to the dharma. Thirdly, the sitras
contained the Buddha’s teachings that were hidden in naga (serpent-deities’) world (Harvey
2004, 90-1). Mahayana Buddhist masters played significant roles in revealing the hidden
teachings in the future. They then disseminated the teachings that were not heard directly
by the Buddha’s noble disciples as the new siitras.

There was an interesting event at the end of Fourth Council in Kashmir. After
recitation of the texts, it was settled that the text acknowledged by the eighteen schools
were all treated as *“the words of the Buddha”. King Kaniska had all the treatises inscribed
on copper-plates and had them enclosed in stone-boxes and deposited them in a stupa made
specially for the purpose (Dutt 2003, 17).

The certification of buddhavacana took place approximately five centuries after the
Buddha’s parinirvana. This factual evidence demonstrated that the Buddha’s doctrines and
disciplines were classified as buddhavacana as long as they were compiled and harmonised
based on existing texts. The time when the existing texts were produced did not matter. The

new treatises still served as the true teaching of the Buddha, buddhavacana.

Conclusion

After the Buddha and his disciples passed away, Theravadins claimed that the
authentic teaching of the Buddha, buddhavacana, ended. Mahayanists held a position that
buddhavacana continued. Some of the Buddha’s teachings that were transmitted by oral
tradition would be revealed, understood and written even after the First Council. Mahayana
sitras, either originated in early or later phases of Mahayana Buddhism, are buddhavacana.
Although Mahayana sitras were beautifully composed, they were not merely literary works
by authors or poets. The phrase “Thus did I hear (evam maya srutam)” supported the evidence
that his disciples, laity or gods had heard the Buddha’s teachings and disseminated them to
others by oral tradition. The rapporteur, represented as “I”, does not point to Ananda only,
as believed by Theravadins, but may indicate human or heavenly beings. The prologue of
Mahayana siitras contain particular phrases indicating that the sitras were spoken by the
Buddha. To be valid and reliable, the sitras must meet the six requirements of attributing
buddhavacana, i.e. requirements of belief, hearing, time, host, place and audience. The
true teaching of the Buddha may be found in different schools. After being compiled and

harmonised across the scriptural text, the new treatise will carry the attribute of buddhavacana.
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