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Q.i What is meant by the “Great Vehicle” and the “Little Vehicle”? Give an example of a belief or practice associated with the “Little Vehicle”.
Within Buddhism, the term applied to Mahayana Buddhism is that of the ‘Great Vehicle.’ This view is taken largely through this tradition on the basis that it can be accessible for many and not limited. By this, Charles Prebish and Damien Keown further emphasised that Mahayana Buddhism is a “broad- based movement emphasising inclusivity and an expanded role for the laity,”[footnoteRef:1] which further implies how the term great was given to the broader movement within Buddhism. Compared to this is the understanding further of the ‘Little Vehicle’ within Buddhism, which is that of the early Buddhist group known as the Therevada movement. Further noted by Harold Smith, he explains why the Therevada movement is considered as the ‘Little Vehicle’ by explaining that the “word Hinayana was originally a term of reproach given by the more advanced Buddhists to their ‘lesser’ brethren whom they had abandoned or left behind, because of their narrower teaching.”[footnoteRef:2] This further illustrates the difference between the two traditions; with the Mahayana tradition being that of the most popular path to follow due to inclusivity and the Therevada tradition being that of the old beliefs which are kept to this day.  [1:  Charles S Prebish and Damien Keown, Introducing Buddhism (Introducing buddhism: Routledge, 2010).]  [2:  F. Harold Smith, The Buddhist Way Of Life (London: Hutchinson's University Library, 1951).p.88.] 

There are many differences between Mahayana and Therevada Buddhism, which separate the two different aspects but, as Ron Epstein commented, that “Mahayana and Therevada began not as separate schools but as alternative intentions and goals.”[footnoteRef:3] This further illustrates the importance of understanding the distinction between the two schools of Buddhism as they once lived and practiced together however the difference in intentions caused a slight rift between the two. Smith goes on further to highlight how the two schools “often lived side by side complementary to one another on Indian soil,”[footnoteRef:4] which also shows that in the past where the two have even lived together before eventually separating due to their understandings of the religion further caused this separation into the ‘Great Vehicle’ and the ‘Little Vehicle’.  [3:  Ron Epstein, "Clearing Up Some Misconceptions About Buddhism", Vajra Bodhi Sea: A Monthly Journal Of Orthodox Buddhism, (1999).p.41.]  [4:  F. Harold Smith, The Buddhist Way Of Life (London: Hutchinson's University Library, 1951).p.88.] 

There are many beliefs that are associated with the ‘Little Vehicle’ or Therevada Buddhism with the most prominent of those being that of the achievement of Nirvana or enlightenment. As explained by Epstein, the “goal of the Hinayana practitioner is that of ending attachment to self, and thereby, becoming an Arhat, who undergoes no further rebirth.”[footnoteRef:5] With this, the understanding within the Therevada tradition on achieving enlightenment is that through the path of becoming an Arhat, which can be translated as being ‘noble one’ or someone with perfect knowledge. Through this, as explained further, is that “although those on the path of the Arhat help others, that help ends with the entering of Nirvana.”[footnoteRef:6] This also suggests greatly that through the Therevada tradition, their beliefs on achieving their release from Samsara is very different from that of the beliefs within Mahayana Buddhism. Through becoming an Arhat within Therevada, this further means that they will not be reborn into the cycle of Samsara. With this, it can be suggested that the main goal for those who follow Therevada Buddhism is only to be released from this cycle with nothing more, further understanding the difference of this with that of the Mahayana tradition.  [5:  Ron Epstein, "Clearing Up Some Misconceptions About Buddhism", Vajra Bodhi Sea: A Monthly Journal Of Orthodox Buddhism, (1999).p.42.]  [6:  Ron Epstein, "Clearing Up Some Misconceptions About Buddhism", Vajra Bodhi Sea: A Monthly Journal Of Orthodox Buddhism, (1999).p.42.] 

With this belief further comes the comparison of the belief of the followers of Mahayana Buddhism, as the goals that are achieved, although both schools aim for Nirvana, the difference for Mahayana Buddhists is that they also aim for Buddhahood through the path of Bodhisattva. As explained by Peter Harvey, Mahayana Buddhism has a “wholehearted adoption of the Bodhisattva path, which various early schools had outlined,”[footnoteRef:7] which shows how this path is very significant within Mahayana Buddhism in achieving enlightenment and in helping others to achieve enlightenment too. Further noted by Smith is that the “more advanced Buddhists who developed, as they affirmed, the real meaning of Gotama’s teachings, called themselves Mahayana.”[footnoteRef:8] This notes how even Buddha referred to himself as a Bodhisattva before becoming Buddha, to stay and teach others the correct way and to aid peoples understanding of achieving the ultimate goal that is Nirvana. Also, the main difference with this as compared to that of the Therevada tradition is through voluntarily being reborn, to endure suffering on earth, in order to help and aid others in this path. As mentioned also is that the “Mahayana practitioner does not treat Arhatship as an ultimate goal, and is on the path of the Bodhisattva; which leads to becoming a Buddha.”[footnoteRef:9] This further highlights the importance of the two different goals within the two traditions of Buddhism, through the achievement of Nirvana which is the ultimate goal. [7:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.89.]  [8:  F. Harold Smith, The Buddhist Way Of Life (London: Hutchinson's University Library, 1951).p.27.]  [9:  Ron Epstein, "Clearing Up Some Misconceptions About Buddhism", Vajra Bodhi Sea: A Monthly Journal Of Orthodox Buddhism, (1999).p.42.] 

Another aspect to mention is that of the life of the monk within Therevada Buddhism, as this is mentioned as being the surest path to obtaining enlightenment within this tradition and is highly regarded by its followers. To also note is that “some scholars have tried to claim that Mahayana is primarily a religion for laymen and Therevada is a primarily monastic religion,”[footnoteRef:10] which can be argued as accurate. To discuss further, as previously explained, the life of a monk within Therevada Buddhism is very significant in that it is the ultimate life to live in order to obtain enlightenment through this practice. Although Mahayana Buddhism also have a strong monastic community, the path of enlightenment is not restricted to only a few within this tradition. With this, as explained within the Mahayana tradition, further with what Prebish and Keown explained previously is that Mahayana is a very broad-based movement. This further emphasises the understanding that Mahayana is more accessible to more people in achieving liberation from Dukkha but also with the further understanding of the Bodhisattva which also shows the inclusivity of this practice for all beings. Further noted by Harvey is that of the understanding of the final stage of the Bodhisattva, which he explains as the “Bodhisattva goes beyond being reborn according to Karma and becomes a ‘Great Being’ a heavenly saviour on earth.”[footnoteRef:11] This further implies greatly the understanding within Mahayana Buddhism of the path of the Bodhisattva being the path that all beings can take to break free from Dukkha but to also remain on earth to aid those who have not been enlightened, which is what Gotama Buddha did. [10:  Ron Epstein, "Clearing Up Some Misconceptions About Buddhism", Vajra Bodhi Sea: A Monthly Journal Of Orthodox Buddhism, (1999).p42.]  [11:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.124.] 

To conclude, even though Therevada and Mahayana traditions were originally a part of the same school, differences can arise in the way that the teachings of Buddha are understood and even interpreted. With this, there can cause a separation within the tradition which, in this case, resulted in Therevada Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism leading their own understandings and interpretations of text. Furthermore, the understanding within Therevada Buddhism of the life of a monk being the surest path to the ideal of being an Arhat is not regarded within the teachings of Mahayana Buddhism. With this, as explained previously, the main focus within Therevada Buddhism is to achieve enlightenment through meditation and scripture, with the comparison to this being the way of Mahayana Buddhism who see the path of the Bodhisattva to gain Buddhahood is the path tha is highly regarded within that tradition.

Q.iii What is ignorance in the Buddhist view and how does this feature in the twelve steps of Dependent Origination (interdependent arising)?
The understanding of Dependant Origination is that of the wheel of life within Buddhism which consists of twelve links that all connect to each other. With this, it is said how they all link to further allow each step to continue onto the next, almost like a never-ending loop. To understand ignorance, which is the first of these twelve links, is further to understand the rest of the cycle. In this essay, I will explain the understanding of what ignorance is and as ignorance is also the first of the twelve steps of the Dependant Origination chain. 
The understanding of ignorance through the Buddhist view is to understand the teachings of impermanency. This ignorance arises in many different ways, one of which is that through the “not-understanding of Dependant Arising is the root of all sorrows experienced by all beings.”[footnoteRef:12] With this, it can be argued that it is the unknowing that causes us to crave for the knowing, which further causes us more suffering through the need to crave and desire knowledge. This further can be prevented as it mentions that “he who sees Dependant Arising, sees the Dharma,”[footnoteRef:13] which highlights the understanding of not seeking the knowledge but to understand Dependant Arising for one-self. With this also is that to be able to see Dependant Arising is to further understand why it is there, which enables individuals to further achieve Nirvana through the cessation of ignorance. [12:  Bhikkhu Khantipalo, "A Basic Buddhism Guide: Dependent Arising", Buddhanet.Net, 1998 https://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/depend.htm  [Accessed 18 December 2018].]  [13:  Bhikkhu Khantipalo, "A Basic Buddhism Guide: Dependent Arising", Buddhanet.Net, 1998 https://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/depend.htm [Accessed 18 December 2018].] 

Ignorance causes suffering or Dukkha to those who cannot see what ignorance is and with this, it can prevent those from achieving Nirvana. Dukkha, which is the first of the Four Noble Truths within Buddhism, which Harvey goes on to explain further how the “cessation of Dukkha comes about due to the complete cessation of spiritual ignorance and the consequent cessation of each following Nidana.”[footnoteRef:14] With this, to further follow the understanding of the Four Noble Truths in the aim to cease suffering will further cease ignorance. This can further be understood as for one to understand that there is impermanence, suffering will cease as the understanding will be achieved. Further noted by Smith is that “the broad idea is clear; one link broken means the whole chain broken,”[footnoteRef:15] which highlights the importance of the chain of Dependant Origination and how, through understanding ignorance, one can proceed along the chain. However, this further implies that to not understand ignorance causes suffering which breaks the chain, ultimately leaving the chain broken until the next attempt.  [14:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.55.]  [15:  F. Harold Smith, The Buddhist Way Of Life (London: Hutchinson's University Library, 1951).p.p.33-34.] 

Harvey compares the doctrine of Dependant Origination to that of the Four Noble Truths also, as he mentions that a “doctrine strongly related to the Four Holy (or Noble) Truths, particularly the second, is that of ‘conditioned arising.”[footnoteRef:16] With this, to acknowledge the cause of suffering can aid in the cessation of suffering and further to becoming enlightened. Through this we can further gain knowledge of not only ceasing Dukkha but also to understand ignorance as a key aspect of the twelve steps of Dependant Origination. [16:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.54.] 

With this, another downfall to Dukkha is desire. To distinguish between selfish desires and selfless desires can aid in the attainment of Nirvana, which can further be explained as the ignorance towards understanding what is selfish or what is selfless. By doing things that we don’t want to do, this can bring about equanimity within our life, further allowing liberation. As mentioned, to further understand this concept, Harvey explains that “to strive for this, admittedly a subtle craving for it is needed, which helps in the overcoming of other cravings.”[footnoteRef:17] He mentions this as to distinguish between wanting to achieve something to relieve suffering but this is not a selfish act even though it may seem like a paradox. When it is explained simply; to put an end to one’s desires but in doing so has to desire to be liberated from all desires, this can be seen as paradoxical but at the same time it allows for the cessation of the complete suffering through selfless acts which is the desire to achieve liberation. This may answer the question if we desire liberation, but this form of desire is not a selfish one, as through liberation one can become a Buddha as through the Mahayana tradition, and can therefore aid others on their path to liberation also.  [17:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.61.] 

With this further comes the understanding of independent arising, which leads to the idea of permanence. With this, it can lead to incorrect understandings on the self and permanence which leads to ignorance. However, this can be avoided as mentioned by Smith, that the “doctrine complements the teachings that no permanent, independent self can be found,”[footnoteRef:18] which stresses greatly on the impact of teaching and also the understanding of the teachings through acknowledging that there is impermanence, further allowing us to understand ignorance. [18:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction To Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).p.54.] 

Another aspect of this ignorance is that of being able to see dependant arising in our own life, by evaluating what we are doing/ have done in the past as to further broaden our knowledge of this ignorance which we want to understand. Further to mention is that “one must see dependant arising in one’s own life and by coming to grips with it through calm and insight in one’s own mind and body.”[footnoteRef:19] This further alludes to the way of overcoming ignorance through understanding what ignorance is and even how this can be achieved through mental and bodily acceptance in the Buddha’s teachings.  [19:  Bhikkhu Khantipalo, "A Basic Buddhism Guide: Dependent Arising", Buddhanet.Net, 1998 https://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/depend.htm  [Accessed 18 December 2018].] 

To conclude, ignorance is the first step of the chain of Dependant Origination which must be overcome initially to further proceed onto the rest of the chain. With this, numerous barriers must also be past; which include those of the Four Seals and the Four Noble Truths. However, with this, the outcome is much greater due to the understanding of ignorance which allows us to progress onto the next step. Ignorance, as explained previously through this essay, is the non-understanding of the world and impermanence but gaining this knowledge increases the individual’s path towards liberation. The actions of our past also contribute to how we can understand ignorance which further expresses greatly how previous actions and also current actions can contribute to the future actions that will happen. With this, the aim would be for Nirvana to be the future achievement based off the actions of the present, however the actions of the past can contribute to this which can either enable to not enable the cessation of suffering based off being unaware of how ignorance is seen. 
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