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1. LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Schools of Mahayana and Hinyana’ 
which are the most important school in Buddhist school of philosophy. After reading this module, the 
learner will able to learn:-  

• The introduction of Vaibhasika School. 
• The introduction of Madhyamika School. 
• The introduction of Yogacara School. 
• The introduction of Sautrantika School. 

Finally, after going through this module, a learner will be able to know about the basic principles of 
these four schools. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 
 
Gautama Buddha was known to be the founder of Buddhism. His teachings were clearly explained in 
the Buddhist school of Indian Philosophy. The knowledge about Buddha’s teachings relies on the 
Tripitakas or the three baskets of teachings which are included his thoughts as mentioned by his most 
important disciples. The three baskets of teachings are known as Vinayapitaka, Suttapitaka, and 
Abhidhammapitaka. Vinayapitaka deals mainly with rules of conduct for the assembly (Saṅgha). 
Suttapitaka includes Buddha’s religious discourses and dialogues. And last Abhidhammapitaka 
includes philosophical theories. All these three includes information about early Buddhist philosophy. 
 
After Buddha’s Enlightenment (Mahaparinirvana), Buddhism got divided into many schools. Of 
them the most important division of Buddhism on religious matters was into the Hinyāna or 
Theravada and the Mahayana. The followers of Hinyāna School mostly are from south. Hinyāna 
School was an orthodox school. They believed or followed the teachings of Buddha as it is. The 
literature of Hinyāna School is vast and is written in Pali language. Mahayana school spread mostly in 
the North and the followers of Mahayana school are from Tibet, China, and Japan. This school is not 
as orthodox as Hinyāna School. Most of Literature of Mahayana School was in Sanskrit and they are 
also translated into Tibetan and Chinese language. 

Buddhism, firstly a moral-religious teaching divided into so many sects or schools. Of these some 
important schools are (a) Madhyamika or Sunyavadi- In this school philosophers are Nihilists. (b) 
Yogacāra or Vijnanavadi- In this school Buddhist philosophers are subjective idealists. (c) 
Sautrantika or Bahyanumeya-vadi- The philosophers of this school are representationists or critical 
realists. (d) Vaibhasika or Bahyapratyaksa-vadi-The philosophers of this school are directly realists. 
The first two schools Madhyamika and Yogacāra come under Mahayana school and the last two 
Sautrantika and Vaibhasika come under Hinayana School.  

 

3. MADHYAMIKA SCHOOL 

The view that reality cannot be described in words and it is away all the category of intellect and 
therefore it can be called neither called shunya nor ashunya nor both nor neither, was developed by 
Shunyavada. Shunyavada is one of the most important school of Buddhism and was mention in 
Mahayana Sutras and also in Ashvaghosha. Nagarjuna is known to be first systematic founder of 
Shunyavada. His famous work is Madhyamika-karika. His main contribution is his dialectical method. 
The main tenets of this school are present in Mahasangika system and also in Pragya pramita. 
Madhyamika School is also known as Dialectician or Prasangika. 

Shunyavadins also known as Madhyamika or the followers of the middle path that also followed by 
The Buddha at the time of his enlightenment. This middle way ignores the errors of existence and 
non-existence, affirmation and negation and so on. Madhyamika is a Sanskrit word which means 
‘middle way’. Many scholars whether they are from western or ancient wrongly viewed the meaning 
of the word ‘Shunya’ and also ignored its real logical meaning thus showed that Shunyavada as a 
scepticism or nihilism. But according to Madhyamika, the word Shunya does not mean a ‘nothing’ or 
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an ‘empty void’. Etymologically the word ‘Shunya’ is derived from the word ‘Svi’ which means ‘to 
expand’. Ontologically Sunya is the void which is also fullness because it has nothing in particular but 
it has possibility of everything. According to Nagarjuna, Sunyata is experience that cannot be share 
with one by another. One has to experience by himself. It is not affected by Empirical mind. It cannot 
be expressed in words. It is non-dual which means one. 

Nagarjuna gave two forms of reality that is- empirical reality which is Samvrtti satya and ultimate 
reality which is Parmartha satya. Empirical truth is for ordinary person. It is the mean by which a 
person can reach at ultimate truth. According to Nagarjuna, ultimate truth cannot be realised without 
the help of empirical truth and without realizing the ultimate truth no one can attaine Nirvana which 
means liberation. According to him, the word Shunya must be understood from this two forms of 
reality. 

1. According to empirical reality, Shunya is Svabhava shunya i.e. devoid of svabhava or 
substantial reality of its own which is not dependent. There not a single thing in this world 
which is totally real. Everything is related to or dependent upon something. The world is not 
reality but only a sphere of relativity. Hence ‘Pratityasamutpada’ is equal to Shunyata or 
relativity of a thing by itself is ‘nothing’ at all.  

2. According to Ultimate reality, Shunyta is free from thought construction and free from 
plurality. It cannot be expressed in human language. 

In Madhyamika School Shunyata, is explained as the symbol of the inexpressible. Shunyata is not a 
theory, in fact Madhyamika uses the Dialectic to criticised other theories, but without theory of its 
own. By using his dialectic, Nagarjuna conclude all Dharmas are Shunya or Nisvabhava which means 
devoid of any independent substantial reality. It may be thought that Shunyata itself is a theory but 
this is not the case. Shunyata is at once awareness to realise the truth. According to Nagarjuna, 
Shunyata is not used as a theory just for the sake of the shunyata. So these are the basic idea of this 
school.  

4. YOGᾹCᾹRA SCHOOL 

The school Yogacara is also known as Vijnanvada. According to this school, Reality is consciousness. 
This school is called Yogacara because they gave so, so much importance to Yoga, for the realisation 
of pure knowledge (Bodhi) by which one can become Buddha by following all the ten stages (Bhumi) 
of Bodhisattva hood. These ten stages are- paramudita, vimala, prabhakari, arcimati, sudurjaya, 
abhimukhi, durangana, acala, sadhumati, and dharmamegha. Asanga is known to be founder of this 
school. His famous work is Mahayanasamparigraha- shastra. Yogacara gave so much importance to 
consciousness. It has been mentioned in Lankvatara all Dharmas are not real except Consciousness. 
The consciousness which is the only truth is given by the Buddha. The worlds of matter, form and no-
form are the consequence of thought relations. According to Yogacara, in reality there is no external 
object that is exist. The thing which exists is only consciousness. Vasubandhu, who was a great 
Buddhist philosopher, also accept that consciousness is the only reality. It can be expresses by subject 
and object. The Buddha also explained two types of knowledge that is internal and external. For 
Buddha, there can be no separate Atman or so called soul nor any external object because these two 
are the appearances of consciousness which one cannot be known through mind. One has to 
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experience it. This can be understood by that person who is pure and also who is away the duality of 
subject and object. The Yogacara thought is called idealism as they states that there is only one kind 
of reality that is the nature of consciousness which is known as Vijnana and the things which look 
material or one can say external to consciousness are merely ideas of consciousness in real. This 
theory is known as subjective idealism because according to it, the existence of thing seen is not 
different from the subject or the perceiving mind. The Yogacara are so called because they believe in 
the practice of yoga through which one can realise the truth of reality. 

5. SAUTRANTIKA SCHOOL 

The Sautrantika accept the reality of mind and also of external objects. According to them, one cannot 
elaborate the illusory appearance of external object, if one not accepts the existence of external object. 
If one never seen anywhere any external objects, he could not say, that through illusion, 
consciousness looks like an object that is external. The expression ‘like an external object’ is does not 
have any sense as ‘like the square circle’ because an external object is said to be totally not real and 
never perceived. Further, whenever we perceived an object like a tree, the tree is felt as external and 
consciousness of it as internal. So a thing or the object, from the very beginning, is said to be totally 
different from consciousness. And it can never be similar with object. If the tree will be similar with 
the subject, who perceives it, then the perceiver would have said, ‘I am the tree’. In addition to this, if 
there were no external objects or we do not accept the external objects then he distinction between the 
‘consciousness of a tree’ and the ‘consciousness of a cloth’ could not be explained, because as 
consciousness both are similar; it is not only regarding the objects that they differ. So, we must agree 
that the existence of different external objects outside consciousness. These objects provide particular 
forms to the different states of consciousness. Through these forms or representations of the objects in 
the mind, one can infer the existence of their causes or one can say the objects or things that exist 
outside the mind. 

The main cause that why we cannot perceive at will any object or a thing at any time and place, 
depends on the fact that a perception have four different conditions on which perception depends. 
They are:- 

1. Alambana- Alambana is the reason of external things like tree, jug etc, because the form of 
the knowledge is born out of it. In other words, we can say there ought to be object to give its 
form to consciousness. 

2. Samanantara- Samanantara means parallel and is so called because it is only after the 
previous mental stage that the next stage achieves consciousness. In other words, we can say 
there ought to be the conscious mind to cause the consciousness of the form. 

3. Adhipati- The senses have been known as the Adhipati pratyaya of the knowledge. It is also 
known as normative cause. For this school, without the senses, there can be no external 
knowledge of objects even when the first two causes are available. The knowledge of the 
forms, touch, etc of objects that are external depends on the existence of the senses. In other 
words, we can say there ought to be the sense to figure out the kind of the consciousness, that 
is, whether the consciousness of an object would be visual, tactual, and olfactory and so on. 

4. Sahakari Pratyaya- Sahakari pratyaya is the subsidiary condition which is natural for 
knowledge. For instance- light, form etc without which knowledge does not become possible. 
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In other words, we can say that there ought to be some favourable auxiliary condition, like- 
light, right position and so on.  

Sautrantika accepts these four reasons of knowledge. By combining all these things together one can 
have the perception of the object. The form of the object hence produced in the mind, is the effect of 
the object among other things. We cannot perceive the existence of an object because mind 
immediately knows is the copy of the object in its own consciousness. But from this it infer the object 
without which the copy would not arise. 

The Sautrantika theory is called the theory of inferability of external objects which in Sanskrit known 
as Bāhyā-anumeya-vāda. The school Sautrantika is called so because they believe in the authority of 
Sutta-pitaka. Sautrantikas does not believe in Abhidhamma pitaka and Vibhasa. It is because of 
believed in vibhasa or commentary that the other school has been called Vaibhasika. The Vaibhasika 
believe that the external objects are known through perception whereas Sautrantika believe that the 
external objects are subject to inference. 

 

  

6. VAIBHASIKA SCHOOL 

The Vaibhāsika does not admit the existence of God whose place is taken by the Buddha. According 
to this school, the Atman is reduced to a series of transitory ideas. The matter is nothing but only a 
series of momentary atoms of Earth, water, fire and air. For them, everything is momentary. The very 
important principle of this school is the theory of momentariness. This theory is also known as the 
theory of flux. This theory is also known as the theory of flux. This theory is appropriate for mind and 
matter as they both are momentary. Sometimes it is also called the theory of aggregates or 
Saṅghātavāda which means that the so called ‘Atman’ is only an aggregate of the five momentary 
Skandhas, and the so called ‘matter’ is only an aggregate of the momentary atoms. The Skandhas are 
momentary. The jiva or a person is made of five skandhas (Pancaskandhas). The skandhas are known 
as the aggregates of bodily mental states. This Skandhas are divided into five classes. They are: 

1) The first is Rupaskandha, which is the aggregate of form. The Rupaskandha comprised of 
some essential parts that is, the body, the senses, sense-data etc. 

2) The second is Vedanaskandha, which is the aggregate of feeling. The vedanaskandha 
comprised of some emotions and feelings like pleasure, pain and indifferent. 

3) The third is Samjnaskandha, which is the aggregate of perception. This Samjnaskandha 
comprised of verbal knowledge.  

4) The fourth is Samskaraskandha, which is the aggregate of mental disposition. This 
comprised of synthetic mental states and synthetic functioning of combination of sense-
affections, combination of emotions and combination of concepts. 

5) Lastly, Vijnanaskandha which is the aggregate of consciousness. 

So for Vaibhasikas, only these five Skandhas are real, the mind, or the ego or the soul is unreal. 
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The Vaibhāsikas hold the theory of direct realism ‘Bāhya-pratyaksavāda’. According to them, the 
existence of external object is cannot be known, if we do not admit that they are directly perceived by 
us. For example- inference of fire from the perception is possible because we have seen both smoke 
and fire together in the past. If a person who has never seen fire before cannot infer its existence from 
the perception of smoke. So, it is proved that external object is directly known or perceived by us. 

Further, this school also admit both Citta and the matter. According to them, these two things are 
composed of Dharmas (Elements). They believed that Akasa and Nirvana are eternal but not soul. 
They deny the existence of soul. The main four Dharmas are earth, water, fire and air out of which the 
earth is hard, water is cool, the fire is hot and the air is mobile. The things which are eternal are 
always real and also they are compounds of atoms. As atoms do not have any form, sound, taste and 
colour. They are not divisible. All things that can be perceived are the conglomeration of 
imperceptible atoms. Compound atom is totally different from matter atom, because compound atom 
is the subtle form whereas matter atom has no colour and cannot be divisible. Matter atom is of eight 
types. They are earth, water, fire, smell, taste, colour, touch, and karma dhatu. The Vaibhasika scholar 
holds experience is to be of two types- Grahan and Adhyavasaya. The experience which is formless 
through sense-organs in the first stage of knowledge is called Grahan. This is knowledge without any 
attribute and is comparable to the sensation in the language of psychology. When this knowledge 
which is formless assumes form and appears and is with attributes, it is known as Adhyavasaya and is 
comparable to the perception in language of psychology. Hence, they admit the existence of things or 
objects which are eternal and they consider them as subject of perception. 

Vaibhasika School determines the ultimate principles on the basis of objectivity and subjectivity. In 
this sense, the word ‘Dharma’ has been used very widely, so let us understand it first from their point 
of view. For them, Dharmas are those subtle elements, physical as well as that of Citta, whose action 
and reaction cause the creation of the whole universe. In other words, the universe is a 
conglomeration of the Dharmas. The Dharmas are those which are born out of cause and totally free. 
Each and every Dharma has its own existence. They are momentary because they change from 
moment to moment. Therefore, the world which is the creation of Dharma is also momentary. The 
Vaibhasika scholars divide Dharmas from objective standpoint into two categories- Asamskrta 
dharma (unconditioned) and Samskrta dharma (conditioned). From subjective standpoint, the world 
has been divided into three following parts: skandha, Ayatan, Dhatu. 

 

 
7. SUMMARY 

So we have seen that, After Buddha’s Enlightment (Mahaparinirvana), Buddhism got divided into 
many schools. Of them the most important division of Buddhism on religious matters was into the 
Hinyāna or Theravada and the Mahayana. The followers of Hinyāna School mostly are from south. 
Hinyāna School was an orthodox school. They believed or followed the teachings of Buddha as it is. 
The literature of Hinyāna School is vast and is written in Pali language. Mahayana school spread 
mostly in the North and the followers of Mahayana school are from Tibet, China, and Japan. This 
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school is not as orthodox as Hinyāna School. Most of Literature of Mahayana School was in Sanskrit 
and they are also translated into Tibetan and Chinese language. 

Buddhism, firstly a moral-religious teaching divided into so many sects or schools. Of these some 
important schools are (a) Madhyamika or Sunyavadi- In this school philosophers are Nihilists. (b) 
Yogacāra or Vijnanavadi- In this school Buddhist philosophers are subjective idealists. (c) 
Sautrantika or Bahyanumeya-vadi- The philosophers of this school are representationists or critical 
realists. (d) Vaibhasika or Bahyapratyaksa-vadi-The philosophers of this school are directly realists. 
The first two schools Madhyamika and Yogacāra come under Mahayana school and the last two 
Sautrantika and Vaibhasika come under Hinayana School.  

So these four are the schools of Mahayana and Hinyana. 


