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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

This module will help in understanding the features of Mahayana Buddhism which makes it different 
from other sects of Buddhism. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Introduction 
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In this module main features and characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism will be discussed. 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. It is believed that Mahayana Buddhism was formed after the Fourth 
Buddhist council which was held in Jalandhar or Kashmir in which Buddhism got divided into two 
schools, other school was Hinayana. Mahayana founded in India around 1st century C.E., but its exact 
date and location of origin is still unknown. After its formation Mahayana got spread in other foreign 
countries like China, Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, Japan, Mongolia and Vietnam, because of which it is also 
called Northern Buddhism.  This expansion created or developed new features and philosophy in 
Mahayana, which made it different and distinct from another major school of Buddhism Theravada 
(Hinyana). 
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3. Features of Mahayana Buddhism Summary 

There are ten main features of Mahayana Buddhism which makes this sect of Buddhism different and 
unique from other schools of Buddhism. These features are:- 

3.1 Universal enlightenment 
The first and most important feature of this school is their believe in universal enlightenment. 
As we know that the word Mahayana literally means ‘Big Ship’, so follower of these school 
aims to carry maximum people in them so that they can safely take them out away from all 
the sufferings which takes place in this world, like suffering of old age, death, birth, rebirth 
etc. Mahayana Buddhism believes in salvation of all living beings. According to them each 
and every being that are born in this world are qualified to attain nirvana. Because this is 
reason this sect of Buddhism calls themselves Mahayana-Big ship, a big vehicle that is 
capable to accommodate large number of people and safely take them to Nirvana. They don’t 
aim at individual’s liberation like the Theravadas but at universal liberation from sufferings 
for all beings. 
 
 

3.2 Path of Mahayana 
The second characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism is the path accepted by this school. 
Mahayana Buddhism provides very simple path which is open or available for each and every 
being who wants to attain liberation. This path is not only offered to monks or perfect saints 
but it is open for all beings that live a normal life. Mahayanist believes that each and every 
being who are born in this world are eligible to achieve nirvana. The path of Mahayana aims 
for universal enlightenment because they believe that the door of nirvana is opened for all 
beings. Mahayana offers liberation to all beings by knowledge, faith, love and compassion 
 
 

3.3 Compassion  
The third feature of this sect of Buddhism is their deep believe in compassion. The Mahayana 
puts great stress on love and compassion. Compassion or karuna is supreme for them. The 
compassion literally means quality of understanding pain or suffering of others and wanting 
to do something to help them. It is the highest virtue which is as important as wisdom. By 
means of compassion Mahayana Buddhism tries to accommodate individuals in their ship and 
with help of knowledge, faith, love and compassion they make one to attain liberation from 
this world which is full of sufferings and misery. 
 
 

3.4 Arhat is not final stage 
The fourth feature of Mahayana school is their disbelief in concept of arhat. Mahayana 
Buddhist doesn’t consider final stage to be the arhat. Arhats are those perfect saints, who have 
attained enlightenment and Nirvana, these Buddhists only aims at their own liberation, they 
don’t wait to achieve the final stage i.e. nirvana. For them their liberation comes first then the 
welfare of the society. This concept is followed by Theravada buddhist tradition only. 
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Mahayana Buddhism on the other hand doesn’t focus to be arhats but they aim to become 
Bodhisattva. A Bodhisattva is that buddhist saint who has attained enlightenment but 
unselfishly delays Nirvana in order to help other people to get enlightened. These saints aims 
at universal salvation, for them welfare of society comes first by helping every individual to 
get enlightened then comes liberation for their own-self.  

 

3.5 Bodhisattva 
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 is also known as ‘Bodhisattvayana’, or the ‘Bodhisattva vehicle’. It doesn’t 
confine itself to the teaching of Buddha alone but also follow the teaching of various 
bodhisattvas of all devote themselves to the liberation of all sentient being. 
 
 Some famous bodhisattvas are- 
a) Akasagarbha- The bodhisattva of infinite happiness. 
b) Avalokitesvara- The bodhisattva of compassion. 
c) Mahasthamaprapta- The bodhisattva which represents the power of wisdom. 
d) Tara- The bodhisattva of success in work and achievement. 
 
 

3.6 The doctrine of Trikaya or Three Bodies 
The doctrine of Trikaya is one of the most important concepts found in Mahayana buddhist 
tradition. The word Trikaya is a sanskrit word which means ‘three bodies’. According to this 
theory Mahayana believes that lord Buddha has three different kinds of bodies. These three 
bodies of Buddha are- Nirmana-kaya, dharma- kaya, and Sambodh-kaya. Though they are 
alleged to be three different bodies but actually they are appearance of the Dharmakaya. 
i) Dharma-kaya is the body of truth. It is the body of the highest being which is the 

ultimate cause of the universe in which all things that exists in universe find their 
essence and significance. Dharmakaya is that body of Buddha which consists of pure 
elements and these pure elements are only found in Buddha. These elements are 
known as ‘pure’ because they are not mixed up with any sought of immoral and 
negative traits. All these qualities in this body make Buddha a Buddha. Due to this 
reason Mahayana lays great stress on this particular body compared to other two 
bodies. Famous buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna said that this body has came out 
from the cluster of wisdom of Buddha. This body of truth is the essence of Buddha 
and the true nature of Absolute Reality. 
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ii) Nirmana-kaya- It is also called ‘Rupa-kaya’. This is the physical body of Buddha 
when he was born as man and attained enlightenment and Nirvana. Nirmana-kaya is 
similar to the concept of avatar or incarnation of God who descended to the earth in 
the form of human for the welfare of the society. This body is the mortal body of 
Lord Buddha. Nirmana-kaya of Buddha in human form was the body of prince 
Siddhartha who was born in shankya kingdom around 6th century B.C. This body 
comes out of main body Dharmakaya and displays itself in the sphere of space and 
time, cause and effect. This body possesses some limitation as compared to the 
unlimited power which is found in Dharmakaya. Prince Siddhartha (nirmana-kaya) 
died but Buddha (Dharmakaya) still remains. Nagarjuna points out that the physical 
body of Buddha consist of his good merits, his good deeds which was performed 
during his past lives with full of compassion and goodwill.   

iii) Sambodh-kaya- the third and the final body of Trikaya is body of bliss which is 
known as Sambodh-kaya. This is the body of perfect enjoyment or bliss which came 
out the Dharmakaya. This enjoyment or bliss doesn’t deals with sensual pleasure but 
it deals with that enjoyment which is completely pure, spiritual and selfless. This 
body aroused from the main body Dharmakaya when Buddha realized the true nature 
of reality and dharma and started enjoying himself in dharma by helping others in the 
realization of this fact and the main aim of this human life. Again this body is 
corporeal and limited compare to  
the main body Dharmakaya.  

 

3.7 Practical and Progressive Nature 
The Mahayana school doesn’t follow the traditional rule of Buddhism. They are liberal, 
practical and progressive. They are inspired by progressive will and try to widen its original 
teaching as long as it doesn’t oppose the inner significance of the teaching of Buddha. They 
are flexible and interpret the teaching liberally which becomes easily acceptable to lay people. 
This nature helped Mahayana to spread more than other sects of Buddhism. 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’t 
accept 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’ 
 
 

3.8 Theist and religious Nature  
Mahayana Buddhism is an ethical teaching as well as a religion. According to them, Buddha 
is a GOD, a supreme reality that descended on the earth in human form for the welfare of 
mankind. They believe in worship of their GOD in almost the same way as in Hinduism. 
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They not only worship Buddha but many Bodhisattvas like Amitabha Buddha, 
Avalokitesvara, by setting up their images and statues in temples and homes. 
 
 

3.9 Nature of Sutras 
The original sutras of Buddhism were written in ‘Pali’ language which is being followed as it 
is by the Theravada school. But in Mahayana school all these sutras were translated into 
‘Sanskrit’ language and new sutras were also written in Sanskrit and/or Chinese language. 
The most important sutra of Mahayana Buddhism is Vaipulaya sutras, which is also known as 
the great Mahayana sutras. This sutra deals with concept of dharma, not partial or part of 
dharma but the complete dharma. Some other important sutras of this schools are-  
 a) Lotus Sutra 
b) Prajnaparamita Sutra 
 c) Pure land Sutra 
 d) Vimalakirti-nirdesa Sutra 
 
 

3.10 A school of great diversity 
Mahayana Buddhism has vast literature or philosophical writing. Due to which Mahayana 
Buddhism is kind of organization which consists of various kinds 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, but it has 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. 
 
List of Mahayana schools 

3.10.1 Wisdom school 

This school was founded in India around 1st century A.D. the ultimate aim of this school of 
this school is to achieve pre-mortal and post-mortal nirvana by realizing emptiness of all 
things with the help of wisdom. This emptiness is absolute and ultimate goal. The scripture of 
this school is founded in sanskrit. This school is still followed in Tibet, Nepal, Sikkim, 
Bhutan, china and Japan. 
 
3.10.2 Madhyamika school 
 This school was formulated by Nagarjuna around2nd 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. This view of Nagarjuna doesn’t led to 
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complete nihilism which is commonly mistaken, this view only negates the only the empirical 
world which is seen by us not anything beyond that. This schools aims at pre-mortal and post-
mortal nirvana by realization of emptiness or Shunyata. The scripture of this schools is 
originally written in sanskrit. This school is followed in Tibet, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan and 
china. 
 
3.10.3 School of Bodhisattva 
This school of Mahayana Buddhism is found today in Tibet, Nepal, Korea, Vietnam and 
Bhutan. This schools aims at active and passive nirvana. According to them once can achieve 
nirvana with the help of bodhisattva assistance.  
 
3.10.4 School of Pure Land 
This school was founded in Japan by Honen-shonin and Shinran-shonin. This school aims at 
nirvana and exits in Japan, china and Vietnam and Korea. 
 
3.10.5 Yogacara 
Yogacara is the second major school of Mahayana Buddhism. The school of Yogacara was 
established by two Brahmin half brothers Asanga and Vasubandhu around 3rd-4th century 
A.D. this school of generally deals with the epistemology part of Mahayana Buddhism. 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 philosophy of this school is formulated by famous 
buddhist philosopher like Vasubandhu, Asanga,Dignāga and Chandrakriti. 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. 
 
3.10.6 Zen Buddhism 
This school of Buddhism was founded in China by Boddidharma around 6th century A.D.  
they aim at pre-mortal and post-mortal nirvana by realization by means of meditation by  
accepting everything is mind only and return to the pure mind.  
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4. Summary 

Mahayana Buddhism is the largest major tradition of Buddhism existing today. The philosophy of 
this school was developed over a number of centuries by the best mind of India, China and Japan. 
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 
developed new forms and features in it. Mahayana not only followed the teaching of Buddha but also 
worshiped him and also follows teachings of many Bodhisattva idols. 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. Further they don’t aim to 
become arhats but they aim to become 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 various kinds 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. Mahayana school has many schools under it but 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 which is known as Vijnanavadi, because they believe in 
subjective idealism and this school emphasizes on the practice of yoga. The Mahayana school 
doesn’t follow the traditional rule of Buddhism. They are liberal, practical and progressive. They are 
inspired by progressive will and try to widen its original teaching as long as it doesn’t oppose the 
inner significance of the teaching of Buddha. They are flexible and interpret the teaching liberally 
which becomes easily acceptable to lay people. This nature helped Mahayana to spread more than 
other sects of Buddhism. 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’t accept 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. Mahayana not only followed the teaching of 
Buddha but also worshiped him and many Bodhisattva idols. 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. This made Mahayana Buddhism not only a form of an 
ethical teaching but also a form of Religion.  


