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The Psychological Force behind the Origin and
Development of the Mahayana: Is “Remembering
Forever” the Original Force through which the Great
Vehicle Came into Being and Grew?

Ven. Ju-shih
Formerly Associate Researcher,Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies

Summary

In two of his major works, The Origin and Development of Early Maha y
a

na Buddhism andAn Intellectual History of Indian Buddhist Thought, the
elder master Yin-shun regarded “thefact that the Buddha’s disciples rem
embered him forever after his death” as the originalforce through which t
he Great Vehicle arose and developed. Though the proofs headduced d
o not seem sufficient to establish his theory, it became widely accepted b
y thescholarly community in Taiwan. Thus the present writer tries to intro
duce a new approachby looking into the deep levels of the human collect
ive subconsciousness to find thepsychological factor behind the rise of th

e Maha ya na.

The present writer first formulates the hypothesis that the ideological for

mat of the earlyMaha ya

na scriptures corresponded to the psychological needs of the Buddhistpr
actitioners, i.e. it was a reflection of spiritual requirements when the texts
of a certainideological persuasion increased in number and gained in im

portance until they constitutedthe mainstream. It is well possible that the

se psychological needs were the driving forcebehind the origin and devel

opment of the Great Vehicle. Next, the present writer identifiesthe comm



on thought patterns in early Maha ya

na texts: the development of bodhicitta, thepractice of the bodhisattva pa
th, and the accomplishment of buddhahood. In laterMaha ya
na scriptures—the S riima 13 si tra, the Ratnagotravibha

ga, and the Ta-shengch’i-hsin lun—ideas like “the
p. 42

buddha nature which is the pure cause” or “transforming influence of suc
hness” are foundwhich served as the metaphysical basis for the develop
ment of a Maha ya

na frame of mind.Looked at from the angles of psychology, religious stud
ies, and mythology, this archetypalMaha ya

na motivation reflects the deep human spiritual need of “boundless hope

2
b

“strivingfor transcendence” and “yearning for perfection.” These most ex
alted psychological needs,the sublimation of the life instinct which strives
to avoid suffering and attain happiness, werethe causes that lead Sakya
muni to the realization of perfect awakening. They are also themain inner
force behind the development of the major world religions. Thus it seem

s to bemost appropriate to regard the collective subconscious desires of

Buddhist practitioners, i.e.the wish to emulate the buddha, to strive for tra
nscendence and to yearn for perfection, asthe main factor originally leadi

ng to the arising and development of the Greater Vehicle.

As soon as we begin to analyze the question from this point of view, man
y phenomenarelated to the beginnings and the subsequent development
of the Maha ya

na, like “the factthat the Buddha’s disciples remembered him forever aft



er his death, the construction andveneration of stupas as well as the spre
ad of scriptures which deal with life stories of theBuddha and of disciples
or introduce the pure realms or the buddhas and bodhisattvas inthe ten d
irections,” even “the theistic trend within the Maha ya na,”

“the idea of atathagatagarbha” and “the practice of being mindful of the
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