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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

This module gives clear understanding to students about-  

a) About basic features of Hinayana and Mahayana. 
b) The similarities of these schools.  
c)  Difference between these two schools of Buddhism. 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 

Buddhist Studies BuddST_P12: Philosophy of Buddhism 4 M_26: Hinayana and Mahayana 
 

2. Introduction 
 
 
In this module we will be discussing about the two major traditions of Buddhism – Hinayana and 
Mahayana and their characteristics. 

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 are known as ‘Tripitaka’- Vinaya pitaka, 
Sukta pitaka and Abhidharma pitaka. But during Second council held 110years 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 remove some minor rules were 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 the 
follower 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.  
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3. MAHAYANA 
 
The word Mahayana literally means ‘Great Vehicle’ or ‘Big Ship’ because this school tries to 
accommodate a large number of people in their ship and safely take them to the NIRVANA. 
Mahayana is the major branch of Buddhism today which has maximum number of followers 
compare to other buddhist sects. Mahayana buddhism also refers to the path of 
the Bodhisattva which seeks complete enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings, hence it 
is also known as ‘Bodhisattvayāna’, or the ‘Bodhisattva Vehicle’. The Mahayana tradition is the 
largest major tradition of Buddhism existing today. Mahayana is further divided into sects- 
Madhyamika and Yogacara. 

 

4. HINAYANA 
 
The word ‘Hinayana’ literally means ‘Small Vehicle’ or ‘Small Ship’. This sect of Buddhism is 
called small Ship because they aim accommodates only few people and takes them safely and 
securely to Nirvana. It is because according follower of this school only few people are eligible to 
get nirvana. Hinayana generally calls themselves Theravada (teaching of elders). It is Buddha 
path for those who wish to be Arhat (a perfect saint). Arhats are that saint who get enlightened 
and attain nirvana is short period of time. This branch of buddhism is the second largest school of 
Buddhism after Mahayana. This school is found and followed in Srilanka, Cambodia, Laos, 
Burma and Thailand because of which Hinayana is also known as Southern Buddhism. Hinyana is 
further divided into two schools known as – Vaibhasika and Sautrantika. 
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5. Similarity between Mahayana and Hinayana. 
 

Both Mahayana and Hinayana were formally formed after 4th Buddhist council. Though they are 
different sect of Buddhism they have few similarities also. Some of the similarities are as follow- 

5.1 Both schools Hinayana and Mahayana accept Gautama Buddha as their teacher. 
5.2  Both of these schools accept the Four Noble Truth exactly same. 
5.3 Both believe in Eight Fold Path and by following this path one can attain liberation. 
5.4 Both accept the theory/doctrine of Dependent Origination also known as pratiyasamutpada. 
5.5 Both the schools accept three fold training of percepts, meditation and wisdom. 
5.6 Buddhist canons of both the schools consist of Buddha's teaching in form of sutra, vinaya and 

shastra. 
5.7 For both Hinayana and Mahayana schools mind is superior to matter. 
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6. Difference between Mahayana and Hinayana  
 

6.1 Enlightenment 
The first and most important difference between Hinayana and Mahayana is difference in 
their believe in enlightenment. As we know that the word Mahayana means ‘Big Ship’, so 
followers of this school aims to carry maximum people in their big ship so that they can 
safely take them out away from all the sufferings and miseries 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. On the other hand the word Hinayana means ‘Small 
Ship’, and thus follower of this school believes in carrying only small number of people in 
their ship. It is because according to them they aim at salvation of individual being only. 
According to the followers of Hinayana school only few people have quality of attaining 
Nirvana. Therefore enlightenment cannot be achieved by all beings; hence they don’t aim at 
universal liberation from sufferings for all beings but individual’s liberation from suffering. 
 
 

6.2 Path  
The second dissimilarity between Mahayana Buddhism and Hinayana Buddhism is the path 
accepted by these schools. 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 that 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. 
 
Whereas path which is provided by Hinayana Buddhism is considered to be difficult compare 
to path offered by Mahayana. Further the path presented by Hinayana is not open for every 
human being, but is available to those beings only who aims to become perfect saints known 
as arhat. Arhats are those saints who aim at their own liberation only and try to achieve this 
stage as quick as possible. Therefore Hinayana path is not available to those human being 
who lives normal life but only open to those who wish or desire to be Arhats. Therefore the 
path of Hinayana Buddhism focuses only on individual liberation. 
 
 

6.3 Compassion 
The third difference between Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism lies in the amount of stress 
they plant upon virtue name compassion. Although both schools believe in compassion as an 
important virtue in buddhist philosophy but level of its importance differs. Mahayana puts 
great stress on love and compassion. For them compassion or karuna is supreme. It is the 
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highest virtue which is as important as wisdom. Mahayana offers liberation to all beings by 
knowledge, faith, love and compassion. Whereas Hinayana buddhism lays less stress on 
compassion as compare to Mahayana. According Hinayana rationality is more important 
compare compassion. For them being rational is supreme and thus for them wisdom comes 
first. 
 
 

6.4 View on Arhat 
The fourth difference between Mahayana and Hinayana Buddhism lies on the view they accept 
on Arhat. In Buddhism Arhats are considered to be those buddhist saints who follow path of 
Buddhism and get enlightened and attain liberation. Mahayana Buddhist doesn’t aim to 
become arhats but they aim to become Bodhisattva. A Bodhisattva is that buddhist saint who 
follow the path of Buddhism and has attained enlightenment but unselfishly delays their 
Nirvana in order to help other people to get enlightened.  According to Mahayana buddhist to 
achieve enlightenment in shortest period of time without helping or paying attention to the 
welfare of the other individual or masses is not the teaching of Mahayana Buddhism. 

            On the other hand Hinayana Buddhist aims to become Arhat. The aim of Hinayana buddhist is 
to   attain nirvana as early as possible. They concentrate on themselves liberation first and not 
on the liberation of other individuals like bodhisattva. For Hinayana Buddhism the stage of 
Arhat is the final stage of Buddhahood.  

 

6.5 View on Bodhisattva 
The fifth difference between both the schools of Buddhism is on the view on Bodhisattva. 
Bodhisattva are those buddhist saints who after following the path of Buddhism get 
enlightened but they delay their nirvana for some time so that they can help other people also 
to realize this stage. Mahayana is also known as ‘Bodhisattvayana’, or the ‘Bodhisattva 
vehicle’. It doesn’t limit itself to the teaching of Buddha alone but also follow the teaching of 
various bodhisattvas who delayed their nirvana for the sake of the liberation of all sentient 
being. Apart from following the teaching of bodhisattva Mahayana also worship these 
bodhisattvas like they worship the statue of Buddha. Some famous bodhisattvas are which 
being followed by Mahayana schools are- 

            Akasagarbha, Avalokitesvara, Mahasthamaprapta, Tara. 

             Hinayana Buddhism on the other side doesn’t give much importance to bodhisattva. They 
confine themselves to the teaching of Buddha only and not any other buddhist saints. But they 
believe only in one bodhisattva- Maitreya bodhisattva. 

 
 
 

6.6 The doctrine of Trikaya or Three Body 
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The doctrine of Trikaya means the three bodies of Buddha. This doctrine is based on the 
nature of Buddha. According to this doctrine a fully enlightened Buddha has three different 
forms and these three forms are known Trikaya or three bodies of Buddha These three bodies 
of Buddha are- Dharmakaya, Nirmankaya, Sambodhkaya. 
i) Dharma-kaya- This is the body of truth. This is the essence of Buddha and the nature 

of essential Absolute Reality or “Emptiness” (Shunyata). 
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. 
iii) Sambodh-kaya- This is the body of perfect enjoyment or bliss by which Buddha 

exists as a transcendent, eternal and celestial being. 

This doctrine of Trikaya is considered to be very essential theory in Mahayana Buddhism. 
And hence Mahayana buddhist believe in all the three bodies of Buddha as explained in 
doctrine of Trikaya. Whereas Hinayana Buddhism put less emphasis on this doctrine and they 
only believe in two bodies out of three bodies, Dharma-kaya and Nirmana-kaya.  

 
6.7 Nature of the school 

The next difference between the schools of Hinayana and Mahayana is based on the nature of 
the schools. Both Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism are completely based on the teaching of 
Buddha but the Mahayana school doesn’t follow the traditional rule of Buddhism. They are 
liberal, practical and progressive in nature. They are inspired by progressive spirit and try to 
widen and amplify the original teaching of Buddha as long as it doesn’t oppose the central 
meaning of the teaching of their master. They are flexible in nature 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 Hinayana school strictly follows the traditional rule of Buddhism without any change. 
They are conservative school. They follow all the rules and teaching as it is and never try to 
change. This makes Hinayana school less acceptable to common people and thus they are 
only followed by those who wishes to be Arhat. This is the reason because of which this sect 
of Buddhism didn’t spread much and become less popular compare to Mahayana school. 
 
 

6.8 Rituals  
The next difference that comes between Mahayana and Hinayana school comes in the rituals 
followed by the schools. The rituals followed by the school of Mahayana Buddhism are much 
like Hinduism. These rituals include setting up the statue of Buddha and bodhisattvas and do 
their worship by offering flowers, burning candles or lamp or fragrant sticks. By following 
such rituals Mahayana Buddhism became close to the local also. Whereas Hinayana 
Buddhism doesn’t emphases on following many rituals like they doesn’t believe in statue 
worship of Buddha or bodhisattva. They only follow some rituals but not heavily emphases 
on them like Mahayana. 
Other than this some tough rituals like one day meal is strictly followed by Hinayana 
Buddhism but such rituals are not compulsory in Mahayana Buddhism. 
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6.9 Nature of Sutras 
The ninth difference between Hinayana and Mahayana is based on the nature of sutras which 
are being followed by these schools of Buddhism. The original sutras of Buddhism were 
written in ‘Pali’ language which is being followed as it is by the Hinayana 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. Buddhist canon followed by Hinayana is 
strictly in Pali language whereas Mahayana translated them into local languages like Sanskrit, 
Tibetan, Chinese and Japanese. 

 

6.10 Geographical transmission  
The final difference lies between Mahayana Buddhism and Hinayana Buddhism is the 
geographic transmission or expansion of this schools. Mahayana Buddhism and its schools 
like Madhyamika, Yogacara and tantric Buddhism are found and followed in Nepal, Tibet, 
Bhutan, China, Japan and Korea. So Mahayana is also known as Northern Buddhism. 
Hinayana Buddhism and its schools are established in Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma. And 
hence Hinayana Buddhism is also known as Southern Buddhism. 
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7. Summary 

Just like in other religion there are varieties of schools in Buddhism. Few centuries after the death of 
Buddha, there were 18-20 schools formed in Buddhism all claiming themselves to be authentic 
teaching of Buddha. But as time passed all these schools found difficult to survive, as a result most of 
the schools got disappeared, while some got merged into other schools of this religion which finally 
divided Buddhism into 2 main sects famously known as Mahayana and Hinayana. Being different 
school of same religion both Hinayana and Mahayana shares many similarities and dissimilarities.  In 
the case of similarities both the schools of Buddhism accepts Buddha to be founder and main master 
of Buddhism. Further both the schools follow all the basic teaching given by Buddha like four noble 
truths, eight fold path. Doctrine of dependent origination. But the difference arises in the way these 
two schools interpret the teaching of Buddha, Mahayana accepts more liberal form of teaching 
compare to the Hinayana Buddhism. 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. Mahayana Buddhism 
believes in salvation of all living beings and aims at universal enlightenment. Hinayana is 
conservative school. Path which is provided by Hinayana Buddhism is considered to be difficult 
compare to path offered by Mahayana, this path presented by Hinayana is not open for every human 
being, but is available to those beings only who aims to become perfect saints known as arhat. It is 
because according to the followers of Hinayana school only few people have quality of attaining 
Nirvana. Therefore enlightenment cannot be achieved by all being. The Mahayana school doesn’t 
follow the traditional rule of Buddhism. They are liberal, practical and progressive in nature but 
unlike Mahayana, Hinayana doesn’t accept change they always try follow all the rules given by 
Buddha as it. Further the monks of Hinayana aim to become arhats. Arhats are those saints who 
perfectly get enlightened and achieve nirvana, on the other hand Mahayana buddhist monks aims to 
become bodhisattva, i.e. they aims at other’s being enlightenment first then focus on their nirvana. 
Mahayana puts great stress on love and compassion. For them compassion or karuna is supreme. It is 
the highest virtue which is as important as wisdom. According Hinayana rationality is more important 
compare compassion. For them being rational is supreme and thus for them wisdom comes first. 
Hinayana got spread in southern Asian countries like Srilanka, Burma, Thailand and Southern 
Vietnam; Mahayana Buddhism got expanded in northern Asian countries like China, Bhutan, Nepal, 
and Japan. Due to geographical expansion these sects of Buddhism developed different philosophical 
theories and rituals For example the doctrine of Trikaya which is considered by to be very important 
in Mahayana school, but it is not as much important for Hinayana schools. Similarly ritual of one day 
meal which is important and compulsory for Hinayana school is not compulsory for Mahayana 
schools. Mahayana believes in worship of Buddha as well as bodhisattva, while Hinayana only 
believes in the worship of lord Buddha. Though one can see many differences between these schools 
of Buddhism, but these differences had never created any major conflicts between them. The 
followers of both schools have high level of religious tolerance and they live peacefully. 
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. The school of Sarvastivāda maintain that ‘Sarvam Asti’ which means Past, present and future. 
Sarvastivādins main aim is to prove that the soul (Atmān) is not real. For them it is only name for 
multitude of facts that are connected to one another which Sarvastivādins is trying to reducing them to 
real elements (Dharma). 

Sarvastivāda School is also known as a system of radical pluralism which denies substance and 
accepts that Dharmas are only momentary. The term ‘Dharma’ entails that each and every element is 
a separate (Pṛthak) and it is not compounded. A thing or an object for example- Pen, chair and so on 
is an aggregate or the group or the whole is not additional reality. For Sarvastivādins, the Dharmas are 
momentary. They are not permanent and also they do not have any duration. 

Like the Nyāya and Vaiśesika schools, for them everything is Padartha, similarly the Sarvastivādins 
calls everything is Dharma. Dharma is Padartha. According to Vasubandhu, Dharma is 
‘Avabodhapayoginah padarthāh’ that is those entities (Padārtha) literally means the meaning of word 
is often translated works by the category of word. Dharma is also translated by category. By 
classifying things or objects under categories one can understand or know the Universe. 

 

 

 


