The 18  Buddhist schools






Offshoots from Theravada School (Sthavira vada School)

The development of Buddhist thought was carried in the schools after the 2nd Buddhist Council and continued through the centuries. Out of the School of Theras arose 11 subsidiary sects. But by the 7th Century AD, I-tsing found only 4 schools remaining in India, namely; Theravada, Mahasanghika, Sarvastivada and Sammitiya Schools.

The earliest available teaching of the Buddha found in Pali literature belonged to the School of Theravadins (Elders), which is the most orthodox school of Buddhism. The Vinaya Pitaka was kept intact in the canon as transmitted from the 1st and 2nd Buddhist councils

Arhants are fully enlightened with no chance of retrogression. (Except Sarvastivadins)

Concept of Buddha.

Buddha was a human being who became omniscient when enlightened at Bodhi Gaya. He was subject to all human frailities before that. Buddha 

· Had 10 special powers (bala)

· Had a complete and detailed knowledge of everything.

· Was the promulgator of the doctrine while Arhants are followers of His teaching.

· Cannot expound all doctrines with a single utterance
Bodhisattva

Bodhisattvas as a class of beings do not exist. The individual who becomes a Buddha is called a Bodhisattva in the existences before his enlightenment. Bodhisattvas are average beings and subject to defilements.

Mahisasaka School.

Purana Gavampati was not in total agreement with those in the first Buddhist council as he only accepted teachings that he had heard himself from the Buddha. With Purana, there were 500 monks who disagreed with the first Buddhist council.  Purana was said to be the founder of Mahisasaka School.

Archaelogical finds of pillars and monastery at Nagarjunkonda erected by Queen of Varanasi for the benefit of Mahisasakas monks.

Vajjiputtakas

The Vajjiputtaka broke away from the Sthaviravada School over the concept of pudgala. Sammitiya School, branching off Vajjiputtaka believed in pudgala vada.

Sammitiya School

· Believed in doctrine of pudgala vada. The pudgala is a conceptual self, a persisting soul passing through several existences.

· This pudgala is apart from the 5 skandhas. It is not the unconstituted reality like Nibbana or Akasa, or a constituent material, like rupa, vedana, etc. It is neither Asamkhata nor Samkhata.

· Pudgala exists and ends in Nirvana

· Arhants are not liable to fall.

· Sotapanna has to be reborn seven times- Sattakkattu Parama

· Belief in antarabhava, an existence between death and next birth, i.e. a waiting stage between death and the next rebirth.

· Center at Sarnath in Northern India

Sarvastivada School

Sarvastivadin maintains “Sabbam atthi”. The existence of substance (sarva), which remained, unchanged during the three periods of past, present and future. This gave Sarvastivadins their name.

· The ‘sarva’ were the 5 dharmas of past, present and future exist and persist in the being. (The dharmas comprise of mind, mental states, matter, states independent of mind, and the unconstituted).

·  Dharmas of the past are transmitted to the present and the dharmas of the future are latent in the present. 

· Believe that raga, dosa and moha persist in ineffective form and may reappear to cause an Arhant to fall.

·  Believe in antarabhava, an existence between death and next birth. (Theravadin, like Mahasanghika, do not believe in antarabhava)

· Sutra:  4 Agamas:

a. Digha –30 suttas instead of 34

b. Madhyama – 222 suttas. 19 suttas are omitted from Majjhima Nikaya and incorporated others. (Majjhima Nikaya has 152 suttas.)

c. Samyakta

d. Ekottara

· Vinaya – Principal text is Dasadhyaya Vinaya.

· Language medium was Sanskrit

· 1st century BC inscriptions found at Mathura. Installation of Bodhisattva image by 2 nuns. 

Samkantika School as with Suttavadin School believed in the following:

· Transmission of the skandhas(constituents of a being) through several existences which would totally cease in Nirvana. Asserted the existence of Citta or Bija, explaining that this is the working of Paticca samuppada.

· Many Buddhas can exist simultaneously.

· The body of an Arhant is pure as it is produced by knowledge.

· The sutras are the original teachings of Buddha.

The differences in the 18 schools were:

1. Languages (Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit.)

2. Vinaya rules.

3. Doctrine. 

4. Question of transcendentality. (Is Buddha human?)

5. Development of Bodhisattva ideal. Doubt of status of Arhant as put forward by 5 points of Mahadeva. 

6. Concept of personality and existence of pudgala.

7. Functions of vinnana.

Language differences. 

The practice of preserving the sacred teachings in various vernacular languages may contribute to the formation of schools. When different languages were adopted, the translation and interpretation of dhamma could be affected.

a. Sthaviravadins used Pali

b. Sarvastivadins used Sanskrit.

c. Mahasanghikas used Prakrit for their southern schools and Sanskrit for their northern schools.

d. Sammitiyas used Apabramsa, language of Vajjiputtakas.

Grouping of disciples around a noted Thera, as observed by Yuan Chwang 1000 years later e.g. Abhidhammikas worshipped Sariputta, Vinayanists Upali, Sramaneras Rahula (foremost of students), Sutralists  Punna Mantaniputta (foremost of preachers of dhamma). Commenced with no doctrinal differences, they give rise to doctrinal differences and into different schools. There could be feeling of rivalry amongst these schools giving rise to different schools. The Gokulika School is considered specialist in Abhidhamma.

Geography and schism

The geographical dispersion of the schools allows them to grow in the areas that they settled in. The western Sthaviravada School settled at the Kosambi-Mathura-Ujjayini, while the eastern school is mainly sited at Vesali. The Sthaviras were outvoted in the East but still maintained their presence in the imperial capital of Pataliputra. 

The Sthaviravadin themselves spread rapidly south from Avanti all the way to Sri Lanka.  They continued to establish communities in Magadha, especially Bodhi Gaya,

Northern India, east coast of Kalinga, Gujarat, and at Mahisasaka settled in Mahisa, Himavant, Aparanta, Gujarat, Sindhu, Sri Lanka

· Sarvastivadin had its center at Mathura, spreading to Gandhara and Kashmir and to Central Asia.

· Dharmaguptika in NW India, spreading to Iran, Central Asia

· Vajjiputtaka remained in the East, in Kosala, Varanasi

· Sammitiyas spread across Avanti, Gujarat with main center in Sindhu, 

 Doctrinal differences.

i. Transcendence and Lokuttara Vada held by the Mahasanghikas. 

ii. Bodhisattva is considered more than an average being by Mahasanghikas.

iii. Function of vinnana. The doctrine of Mahasanghika had its full development in the idealistic philosophy of Yogacara. Yogacara introduced Alaya vinana, the storehouse of pure consciousness. This pure consciousness becomes contaminated by worldly objects and mentally creates a world around it. By removal of this mental creation, the person regains the alayavinana in its pure original form and becomes an emancipated being.

iv. The existence of pudgala 

The Vajjiputtaka broke away from the Sthaviravada School over the concept of pudgala. Sammitiya School, branching off Vajjiputtaka believed that that there is a pudgala, a conceptual self that persists in the existences ending in Nirvana.

v. The existence of substance (sarva), which remained, unchanged during the three periods of past, present and future as believed by the Sarvastivadins.

vi. The existence of Antarabhava, an intermediate state between death and rebirth. Sarvastivadins, Vajjiputtaka and Sammitiyas upheld this belief.

vii. Literature differences:

a. Sthaviravadins- Tripitaka of Sutta, Vinaya and Abhidhamma

b. Mahasanghika – Sutra, Vinaya, Abhidhamma, Dharanis(mantras),Miscellanous. (Pancamatuka)

c. Sarvastivadins – Agamas (sutras),Vinaya, Abhidharma

Rites and rictuals slowly entered into Buddhism. Cetiya School derived from Mahasanghika considered it meritorious to offer gifts and circumbulate cetiya/stupas. Dharmaguptika derived from Sthaviravada School also considered it meritorious to offer gifts to the Sangha and pagodas/stupas.

There may be differences between the Mahasanghika and Theravada but the Mahasanghika accepted the cardinal principles of Buddhism, namely, the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Noble Path, the three characteristics of Impermance,suffering and non-substantiality, Kamma, Dependent Origination, and the gradual stages of spiritual enlightenment. 
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