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Meaning of Theravada

Its emphasis is on individual salvation; the follower
of this Way accomplishes what it behooves him to
accomplish, to find his way out of the suffering involved in
transitory forms of existence. In doing this himself, he also
does for others the greatest thing that can be done, by setting
them an inspiring example so that they, too, when they are
ready in understanding and determination, will follow the
same way and achieve the same spiritual goal.

The adherents of this School maintain that their
practices are in close accord with the practice of the
immediate disciples of the Master, whose spiritual ideal they
strive to realize by laying stress on renunciation,
philosophical the Theravada, or Teaching of the Elders. They
thus prefer to be designated Theravadins and object to being
called Hinayanists. The man who attains ultimate salvation
by following the Theravada is called “Arahanta” or the
“Man of Perfection.” !

“Doctrine of the elders”, is a name of the oldest
form of the Buddha’s teaching, handed down to us in the Pali
language. According to tradition, its name is derived from the
fact of having been fixed by 500 holy Elders of the Order,
soon after the death of the Master. Theravada is the only
one of the old schools of Buddhism that has survived among
those, which Mahayanists have called ‘Hinayana’. It is
sometimes called Southern Buddhism or Pali Buddhism. Itis
found to-day in Ceylon, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos
and Chittagong (East Bengal, in Pakistan). - Cf. Guide, p.
60.-(App)*

Theravada or Sthaviravada is the most primitive
school of Buddhism. It is also the most conservative school
preserving its doctrine in Pali. Professors Kirn Rhys Davids
and others also maintain that the Pali literature represents
the doctrines of the Theravada school. The Cylonese tradition
gives the alternative name of Vibhajjavada to Theravada. The
Kathvatthu employs the term Sakavada in place of
Sthaviravada or Vibhajjavada. (It may be noted that the term
‘Vibhajjavada’ is applied to Sarvastivada or other sects as
well. It is very likely that the term ‘vibhajjavtda’ implied
that the adherents belonged to the main sect with some special
views, for which they distinguished themselves as
“Theravada-Vibhajjavada’ or ‘Sarvastivada-Vibhajjavada’A.C.
Banerjee, ‘Sarvastivada Literature, Culcutta, 1957, pp.3-5)
The Theravadins observed scrupulously the rules of conduct
laid down by Buddha. According to them Buddha was a
human being who could attain enlightenment through the
rigid practice of austerity. Although he had also human
frailties, he possessed many super-human qualities. In several
passages of the Nikaya texts, he had been described as god
of gods (devatideva.)

The Theravadins maintain that Buddha’s teaching
is very simple and can easily be grasped. The fundamental
doctrine of this sect is to refrain from all kinds of evil, to
accumulate all that is good and to purify the mind. These
things can be achieved only through the practice of Sila (good
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conduct), Samadhi (meditation) and Panna (wisdom). Sila
forms the foundation of a religious life. By Sila, we generally
mean ten moral precepts (sikkhapadas). Samadhi, which is
concentration of mind on an object of thought, is of two
kinds — Samatha and Vipassana. The objects suitable for
Samatha meditaion are usually forty in number. Vipassana is
the wisdom, which in its own being is the comprehension of
reality as it truly is. In order to practice Vipassana meditation
a meditating monk must go through a few methods. Panna
removes avijja which is the comprehension of the ariyasaccas
(fourfold noble truth), pubbanta (past), aparanta future),
sassata (eternity). Uccheda (annihilation) and
paticcasamuppada (dependent origination). Throuhg the
cultivation of Panna one understands thus ariyasaccass and
paticcasamuppada.

The philosophical views of this sect are very
simple and not at all intricate. According to it all worldly
things are anicca (impermanent), dukkha (full of suffering)
and anatta (without any substance). Every thing is
momentary and subject to decay. All constituted thins
originate from namarupa (the material quality) vedana
(sensation) sanna (perception), sankahra (mental formatives)
and vinnana (consciousness). The Panca khandhas are
samskrta (constituted). They are subject to origin and decay.
Birth, lod age and death are the three charactetistics of the
constituted things. The Theravadins maintain that
Majjhimapatipada (middile path) is the real path, which
avoids indulgence in the pleasures of the senses and self-
mortifiacation. A meditating monk avoids these two courses.
This majjhimapatipada is also known as the
riyatthangikamagga (noble eightfold path) which consists in
the practice of eight noble virtues. It also lays much emphasis
on the ariyasaccas (four noble truths), ariyatthangikamagga
(Noble eightfold path), anattavada (non-existence of soul),
kammavada (doctrine of kamma) and paticcasamuppada
(dependent origination). Its ideal is the attainment of
Arhatship which is the highest stage of the path leading to
Nibbana. The Theravadins want their own Nibbana first —
they do not care for others.

The Abhidhammatthasangaho discusses the
psycho-ehical philosophy of this sect. According to it citta
(consciousness) cetasika (mental property), rupa (material
quality) and nibbana are the four ultimate categories. Citta is
of 89 types (according to another classification 121), cetasika
52, rupa 28 and nibbana. Nibbana is a happy state, which is
free from worldly sufferings and delusion. It is rather a state,
which cannot be described in worlds.

(Footnotes)

! Malalasekera, GP., 1982, 2500 YEARS OF BUDDISM. Colombo, Sri Lanka : Dhammaduta
Activities committee.p.12-13.

2 Nyanatiloka, 1972, Buddhist Dictionary (Manual of Buddhist Terms and Doctrine, Third
Revised and Enlarged Edition), Colombo, Ceylon, Frewin & Co., Ltd.

#Prof. Bhishu Samdhong Rinpoche (General Editor), 1983, Bauddha Vijnanavada : Cintana
Evama Yogadana, (Theravada and Vijnanavada Schools of Buddhist Thought, by Prof. A.C.

Banerjee), Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, Sarnath, Varanasi
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