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ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF MAHAYANA 

INTRODUCTION 

This module introduces to you about the origin and development of Mahayana Buddhism. Mahayana is one 
of the main existing branches of Buddhism; other main branch is Theravada (Hinyana). The word Mahayana 
literally means ‘Great Vehicle’ or ‘Big Ship’. It is ship which can accommodate a large number of people 
and safely take them to the NIRVANA. It also refers to the path of the Bodhisattva seeking complete 
enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings, so it is also known as ‘Bodhisattvayāna’, or the 
‘Bodhisattva Vehicle’. The Mahayana tradition is the largest major tradition of Buddhism existing today, 
which has large number of follower across the world as compared to the Theravada. Mahayana Buddhism 
was originated in India but today is largely found and followed throughout China, Japan, Tibet, Nepal, 
Mongolia, Russia and Vietnam because of which it is also called Northern Buddhism. 

LEARNING OUTCOME: This module is designed to help student to have clear understanding and 
knowledge about-  

a) The origin and development of Mahayana Buddhism. 
b) Its expansion in other countries. 
c) Its development on various ground 

 
 

1. Origin of Mahayana  

One can easily find that in major religious philosophical schools are further divided into many groups or 
schools, who try interpreted main teaching of the school in their own style and so was the case with 
Buddhism. Buddhism is a philosophical school which was founded by Gautama Buddha around 6th century 
B.C. Real name of Gautama Buddha was Siddhartha who was a prince of Shankya kingdom. But at the age 
of 29 he kicked all the material luxuries in order to find the truth and reason behind all the sufferings in 
human life. Finally he found enlightenment after six years under Bo tree near Gaya and he got converted 
from mortal prince Siddhartha into immortal Buddha ‘Awaked one’. After getting enlightenment Buddha 
decided to teach others also about this truth so that he can help them too to come out of ocean of suffering. 
Buddha taught Buddhism throughout his life to everyone including rich, poor, high and low. There are many 
schools in Buddhism and they have vast literature, but it is difficult to identify the real teaching of Buddha, it 
is because during the life of Buddha no records of his teaching were made in written form. His teaching was 
passed on and on by oral methods,due to which after the death of Buddha it became difficult for the monks 
to identify the real or authentic teaching of Buddha. In order to solve this problem first Buddhist council was 
held in Rajagaha immediately three months after the death of Buddha. This council was held to determine 
how the teaching of Buddha will continue. In this all his teachings were repeated and were written down, the 
teaching was divided into three baskets which areknown as‘Tripitaka’- Vinaya pitaka, Sukta pitaka and 
Abhidharma pitaka. But during Second council held110years after the death of Buddha in Vaishali the 
earliest sign of division among the Buddhist samgha was seen. In this council monks had debate over some 
rules of vinaya pitaka in order to make Buddhism more embracing, so those monks felt the need to modify or 
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remove some minor ruleswere grouped into Mahasanghikas,while those who didn’t were grouped into 
Sthaviravadins. By the time of Third council which was held during the reign of King Ashoka more than 18-
20 schools of Buddhism were formed because of many conflicts and disagreement among monks and all 
these school claimed themselves to be thefollower of the authentic and real teaching of Buddha. However 
after few years all these schools found difficult to maintain their survival, as a result some schools got extinct 
while some schools were merged into other schools and at the time of Fourth Buddhist council Buddhism got 
finally divided into 2 major sects – Hinayana and Mahayana.  

Mahayana was founded in India around 1CE but it is difficult to say the exact time and location of Mahayana 
Buddhism. This branch of Buddhism is known as Mahayana or big ship because this school believes that 
everyone is eligible to attain Nirvana, so they try to accommodate every individual in their ship and carry 
them safely to Nirvana. Ashvaghosa is said to be the first systematic expounder of Mahayana because of his 
great philosophical work, the ‘Mahayanashraddhotpada-shastra’ or the ‘Awakening faith in the Mahayana’. 
But Mahayana Buddhism became clearly defined and developed as Mahayana philosophy around 2nd century 
CE by Nagarjuna in his book ‘Madhyamikakarika’. 

 

2. Development of Mahayana Buddhism 
 

Development of any school takes place slowly in different stages and different fields. These 
developmentsusually take place in field of art, culture, literature and philosophical and many 
more.Mahayana Buddhism was not a sudden movement and so itsdevelopment also took many years. 
Development of Mahayana Buddhism can be classified in three ways:- 

1) Social development 
2) Art and cultural development 
3) Philosophical development 

 

2.1 Social development 

Mahayana is that branch of Buddhism which is open to every individual in society. It is not like Theravada 
which aims at the one’s self attaining enlightenment only. Because of this characteristic this sect of 
Buddhism is known as MAHA-YANAwhich means big ship, the ship which tries to accommodate maximum 
number of individual so that it can safely take them towards Nirvana. Mahayana don’t follow the traditional 
rules of Buddhism they are very liberal, practical in nature and have progressive attitude which makes them 
more accessible to the masses. All these features make Mahayana tradition the largest and popular major 
tradition of Buddhism existing today which has more follower compared to Theravada. Another reason for 
the growthand wide expansion of Mahayana group is that they are very flexible as they try to interpret the 
teaching of Buddha more liberally to make them easy, so that everyone can understand and follow it. All 
these qualities helped Mahayana Buddhism to expand and spread from India to various other Asian countries 
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like China, Japan, Korea, Mongolia, Nepal, Tibet, Bhutan, Vietnam and Russia. This expansion of Mahayana 
Buddhism in the northern part of the world led Mahayana to take theshapeof Northern Buddhism. The 
widespread and social development of Mahayana Buddhism brought various changes and development in 
different fields also of this buddhist tradition. When people of different countries started following 
Mahayana they tried to accept this religion in their own style which gave new direction to it. For example-a) 
The former Buddhist art and culture took form of Chinese, Tibetan and Japanese culture. 

b) Its literature got translated in other languages like sanskrit, Chinese, Japanese. 

c) The expansion also gave rise to various Bodhisattvas in different places who played an important role in 
the upliftment of society.    

 

2.2 Art and cultural development 

Mahayana Buddhism always tries to include every person in their big ship which brought not only social 
changes but also changes in the field of art and culture. When people of different culture began to adopt this 
tradition they tried to follow in their own style, this gave rise to new form of art and culture in Mahayana. In 
the development and expansion of art and culture ofMahayana Buddhism there was an important role played 
by the international highway named as Silk Road. This international highway is the world’s oldest highway 
which was used to transport many goods like silk, paper and many more other goods like wines, 
perfumes,and spices.This highway also became tool for the growthof Mahayana Buddhism throughout 
central Asia. This route was launched from India to Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iranand other central Asia 
countries like China, Korea and Japan. Along the Silk Road many Buddhist centers were formed which made 
huge mark in the development of new art and culture in Mahayana. Duringthis period of Mahayana 
Buddhismhad dynamic development and they mark as the golden time of Mahayana Buddhism. With the 
increase in demand of trading there was also increase in demand of religion in which Buddhism fitted 
perfectly. When Buddhism from India reached other countries it made strong influence on them. So when 
Buddhist art got combined with art of these countries a new form of art was formed. Thedevelopment of 
Mahayana Buddhism along with the demand of international trading that made the silk road as an very 
successful and effective tool. This highway helped Mahayana Buddhism to approach local civilization of 
other countries and during the process of exchanging cultures it was Chinese culture which was mostly 
affected by Buddhism culture and art.This helped Buddhism to become as an international religion and also 
as one of the greatest religion of the world. With the help of various new forms of art and symbols Mahayana 
Buddhism were able to spread their doctrines and teaching very easily to all social class of a country. As art 
and symbols were the most effective language to spread Mahayana Buddhist doctrine widely. Silk road 
became very productive and fruitful land for Mahayana Buddhism and helped its art to flourish. Further this  
trade routes became perfect location for monasteries and buddhist temples. They received heavy donations 
from rich traders which their economic strength. 

 

2.3 Philosophical development  
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The rise of Mahayana Buddhism didn’t took place suddenly or instantly but this branch of Buddhism took 
several year to get well develop.In the field of philosophical development all the doctrines, theories of this 
school was formulated by the finest mind of India, China and Japan which took several centuries. The 
philosophy of this school is very rich because it was created by famous and best philosopher which world 
has seen till date like Asvaghosha, Nagarjuna, Asanga, Vasubandhu,Dignaga, Dharmakriti, Chandrakriti, and 
Aryadeva. The philosophy of Mahayana was at very first place was developed by Asvaghosha in his great 
philosophical work, the ‘Mahayanashraddhotpada-shastra’ or the ‘Awakening faith in the Mahayana’ around 
1st century B.C.- 1st century A.D. during this time Mahayana was only partially developed but by the time of 
2nd Century CE  this school got clearly well defined. In this phase of development an important role was 
played by Nagarjuna, a famous buddhist philosopher, who introduced us with famous philosophy of 
‘Sunyata’ in his work Madhyamikakarika.Then later about 4th Century CE, Asanga and Vasubandhu two 
Brahmin half brother wrote many philosophies and doctrines which is found in mahayana. The teachings of 
Mahayana Buddhism were mainly written down in Sanskrit after being translated from Pali after the first 
century A.D, which are now known as the Mahayana Sutras.Later this school was also formulated by 
philosophers like Dignaga, Dharmakriti, Chandrakriti, and Aryadeva. The Mahayana buddhism is based on 
the original and tradition teaching of Buddha like four noble truth, eight fold path, theory of dependent 
origination etc and fully accepts these teachings, but they don’taccept all traditional interpretations of these, 
they interpret them in more liberal and practical way, so that it can be easily practiced and followed by every 
individual, because they believe in the enlightenment of all. Unlike traditional interpretation which is usually 
followed by Theravada Buddhism believe that Buddhahood can only achieved by few selected individual 
only, Mahayana believes that anyone or everyone can attain Buddhahood and Nirvana because they believe 
in ‘Universal Salvation’ and in ‘Universal love for All Sentient Beings’. The path of Mahayana is also 
known as the path of bodhisattva because of which Mahayana is also known as Bodhisattvayāna, the vehicle 
or path followed by Bodhisattva. A bodhisattva is a person who is on path of becoming fully enlightened 
Buddha but delay their Nirvana in order to help poor and ignorant people who are stuck in the ocean of 
suffering. The concept of bodhisattva is very important in Mahayana tradition, according to them to be a 
Mahayanist means to be bodhisattva who always help other individual first and then take care of themselves, 
in other words if a person is Mahayanist he/she automatically becomes a bodhisattva because they not only 
aims at their liberation but also liberation for everyone- universal salvation. 

Mahayana Buddhism has vast literature or philosophical writing.Due to which Mahayana Buddhism is kind 
of organization which consists of variouskinds of schools like the Tantra school which is found in Tibet and 
Nepal, and the school of Pure land sect found in China, Japan and Korea. It is divided into two major schools 
of thought. The first is Madhyamika and the second is Yogacara. Madhyamika are also known as sunyavadi 
because they believe in nihilism and they lay emphasis on the middle path. On the other hand school of 
Yogacara are known as Vijnanavadi because they believe in subjective idealism and this school emphasizes 
on the practice of yoga. 

 

 

2.3.1 Madhyamika 
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The school of Madhyamika was founded by Nagarjuna around 2nd century A.D. The main text of this school 
on the basis of which school was formed is Madyamikasastra. This book is one of great philosophical work 
of Nagarjuna. In this book Nagarjuna introduced the concept of ‘sunyata’. The use of word shunya very 
frequently makes this school unique from other schools of Buddhism.The term ‘sunyata’ literally means 
‘emptiness’, it is void, it is inexpressible and indescribable. For Nagarjuna shunya is absolute reailty. 
According to him world or universe is void of reality i.e. it is shunya, in other words this world is not reality 
but it is a realm or relativity, there is no real production in this world but only manifestation of thing which is 
contingent and depends upon cause and effect. Therefore the world is not group of things but it is simply a 
process or event of things. This view of Nagarjuna doesn’t led to complete nihilism which is commonly 
mistaken, this view only negates the only the empirical world which is seen by us not anything beyond that. 

2.3.2 Yogacara 

The second major school of Mahayana Buddhism is Yogacara. This school is known as Yogacara because 
they believe in practice of yoga in order to get freedom from all worldly attachment because this attachment 
gives rise to various kinds of desires, which ultimately leads to suffering. The school of Yogacara was 
established by two Brahmin half brothers Asanga and Vasubandhu around 4th-5th century A.D. this school of 
generally deals with the epistemology part of Mahayana Buddhism. The philosophy of this school is 
formulated by famous buddhist philosopher like Vasubandhu, Asanga,Dignāga and Chandrakriti.  Though 
philosophy of Yogacara was mostly formulated by Vasubandhu and Asanga but its epistemology was 
developed by famous Buddhist philosopher named Dignāga. Yogacara holds the view of ‘Subjective 
Idealism’ also known as vijnanavada, it is because according to them when an object is perceived its 
existence becomes similar to or becomes non-different from the mind which is perceiving it. 
 
Mahayana puts great stress on love and compassion. Compassion or karuna is supreme. It is the highest 
virtue which is as important as wisdom. Mahayana offers liberation to all beings by knowledge, faith, love 
and compassion.Mahayana Buddhism is an ethical teaching as well as a religion. According to them, Buddha 
is a GOD, he is a supreme reality who descended on the earth in the form of human for the welfare of society 
and mankind. They believe in worship of their GOD in almost the same way as in Hinduism. They not only 
worship Buddha but many Bodhisattvas like Amitabha Buddha, Avalokitesvara, by setting up their images 
and statues in temples and homes. 
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SUMMARY 

Mahayana Buddhism was formed between 1st century B.C. and 1st century A.D. in India, but the exact date 
and location of this tradition remains uncertain. This branch of Buddhism is known as Mahayana or big ship 
because this school believes that everyone is eligible to attain Nirvana i.e. universal enlightenment. So they 
try to accommodate every individual in their big ship and carry them safely to Nirvana. Ashvaghosa is said 
to be the first systematic expounder of Mahayana because of his great philosophical work, the 
‘Mahayanashraddhotpada-shastra’ or the ‘Awakening faith in the Mahayana’.  But Mahayana Buddhism 
became clearly defined and developed as Mahayana philosophy around 2nd century CE by Nagarjuna in his 
book ‘Madhyamikakarika’. This school was also formulated by great philosopher like Asanga, Vasubandhu, 
Dignaga, Dharmakriti and Chandrakriti. Due to its liberal and practical thinking with flexible nature, 
Mahayana became most popular school of Buddhism, which got extended from India to China, Tibet, Nepal, 
Japan, Korea, Russia, and Bhutan. This expansion made Mahayana Buddhism to combine with new culture 
and thoughts which gave rise to new form of Mahayana Buddhist culture and art. Mahayana puts great stress 
on love and compassion. Compassion or karuna is supreme. It is the highest virtue which is as important as 
wisdom. Mahayana offers liberation to all beings by knowledge, faith, love and compassion. The path of 
Mahayana is also known as the path of bodhisattva because of which Mahayana is also known as 
Bodhisattvayāna, the vehicle or path followed by Bodhisattva. A bodhisattva is a person who is on path of 
becoming fully enlightened Buddha but delay their Nirvana in order to help poor and ignorant people who 
are stuck in the ocean of suffering. The concept of bodhisattva is very important in Mahayana tradition, 
according to them to be a Mahayanist means to be bodhisattva who always help other individual first and 
then take care of themselves, in other words if a person is Mahayanist he/she automatically becomes a 
bodhisattva because they not only aims at their liberation but also liberation for everyone. Mahayana 
Buddhism has vast literature or philosophical writing.Due to which Mahayana Buddhism is kind of 
organization which consists of variouskinds of schools like the Tantra school which is found in Tibet and 
Nepal, and the school of Pure land sect found in China, Japan and Korea. It is divided into two major schools 
of thought. The first is Madhyamika and the second is Yogacara. Madhyamika are also known as sunyavadi 
because they believe in nihilism and they lay emphasis on the middle path. On the other hand school of 
Yogacara are known as Vijnanavadi because they believe in subjective idealism and this school emphasizes 
on the practice of yoga.Mahayana not only followed the teaching of Buddha but also worshiped him and 
many Bodhisattva idols. This made Mahayana Buddhism not only a form of an ethical teaching but also a 
form of Religion.  


