
Mahāyāna Interpretation: from  ‘Dhamma

Theory to Vijnana
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The ‘dhamma theory’ was criticized by another group of monks as an

entity, essence or a soul in the dhammas. They thought that this is

another kind of soul concept introduced into Buddhism.

So, they compiled Prajñāpāramitāsūtras and pointed out that there is no

soul in dhammas. (dharmanairatmyata)

In the Buddha’s time the main philosophical question was the existence

of individual soul; but in the period of Prajñāpāramitāsūtras compilation

the main philosophical problem was substance of dhammas

(dharmātma).

So, these sutras were highly focused to emphasize the absence of

substance in dhammas (dharmanairātmya).

Traditionally, it is understood that the main difference between Hinayana

and Mahāyāna is that the former lays more emphasis on the individual

soul while the latter emphasizes the absence of substance in dhammas.



Aṣṭasāhasrikāprajñāpāramitāsūtras
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To denotes this view the term used in Mahāyāna

texts is ‘śūnya’ or ‘śūnyatā’. For instance, in

Aṣṭasāhasrikāprajñāpāramitāsūtras it is explained

as “Monks, the form is void” (rūpaṃ bhikkhave

śūnyaṃ).

These Prajñāpāramitāsūtras lays more emphasis on

‘śūnya’ and, perhaps, it caused misunderstanding

of ‘śūnya’ as nihilism or nothingness.
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“Iha śāriputra: rūpaṃ śūnyatā śūnyataiva rūpaṃ; rūpāṃ na

pṛthak śūnyatā śunyatāyā na pṛthag rūpaṃ; yad rūpaṃ sā

śūnyatā; ya śūnyatā tad rūpaṃ. evameva vedanā saṃjñā

saṃskāra vijñānaṃ.

Iha śāriputra: sarva-dharmāḥ śūnyatā-lakṣaṇā,…..

tasmāc Sāriputra śūnyatayāṃ na rūpaṃ na vedanā na saṃjñā

na saṃskārāḥ na vijñānam. 

na cakṣuḥ-śrotra-ghrāna-jihvā-kāya-manāṃsi. na rūpa-śabda-

gandha-rasa-spraṣṭavaya-dharmāh. Na cakṣūr-dhātur. yāvan na

manovijñāna-dhātuḥ. na-avidyā na-avidyā-kṣayo”

(Aṣṭasāhasrikāprajñāpāramitāsūtras)
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“…form is emptiness and the very emptiness is form ;

emptiness does not differ from form, form does not differ 

from emptiness, whatever is emptiness, that is form,

the same is true of feelings, perceptions, impulses, and 

consciousness”.

“Here, O Sāriputra,

all dharmas are marked with emptiness ….. Therefore, O 

Sāriputra, in emptiness there is no form nor feeling, nor 

perception, nor impulse, nor consciousness ;

No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind ; No forms, sounds, 

smells, tastes, touchables or objects of mind ; No sight-

organ element, and so forth, until we come to :”
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Śūnyatā, in the prajñāpāramitāsūtras resulted in the two kinds 

of misunderstanding:

I. Śūnyatā is a Nihilism.

II. Śūnyatā is an existing substance.

Further 

III. He denied the theory of Svabhava and emphasized the 

svabhavasunyata. He also denied dharmatmyata and 

emphasized Dharmanairatmyata.   

Hence, Nāgārjuna denied all these ideas in his book, 

Mūlamadhyamakakārikā.



Nāgārjuna and   Madhyamaka Śūnyatā
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Nāgārjuna very cleverly rejects the ‘sva-bhāva’

teaching in his book,

Mūlamadhyamakakārikā(Chapter 15) and

highlights the voidness of dhammas

(dharmanairātmya ), using the term ‘śūnyatā’.

The Mūlamadhyamakakārikā refers to ‘sva-bhāva

theory’ of Sarvāstivādins and makes no any

reference to the other theories made by

Theravādins and Sautrāntikās.



Prajñāpāramitāsūtras and Nāgārjuna preferred to use the

term ‘śūnya’ to negate the ‘atta’ or substance in dhammas

as well as individual soul. It is known as

‘dharmanairātmyatā’.

The philosophic question in the time of

Prajñāpāramitāsūtras was dharmanairatmyata and in

Nāgārjuna’s time of the ‘sva-bhāva theory’ of

Sarvāstivādins and also dharmatmyata.
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In response to the misinterpretation of ‘śūnyatā’

as nihilism(nothingness), Nāgārjuna said that

‘śūnyatā’ is not a nihilism .

“Śūnyatā ca na cocchedaḥ ”

Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, chapter, 17,stanza , 20. 
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‘Śūnyatā’ is not a nihilism
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Sunyata is also not an Existing 

Substance or a view (ditthi)

Sunyata is also not an existing substance 

“Sunyatayam na adhilayam”    Sunyata is not an ‘adhilayam’ 

Here, ‘adhilaya’ means taking sunyata as an existing thing. 

So, sunyata is neither nihilism nor an existing thing.               

Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, chapter, 25
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So, How things Exist ?

When ‘atta’ was negated the question arose in early

Buddhism as to how ‘kamma’ and ‘punabbhava’ exist.

In the same way, when the ‘sva-bhāva’ or substance of

dhammas was rejected, the same question arose.

So, the answer given was the same by Nāgārjuna, and he

compared ‘śūnyatā’ with pratītyasmutpāda.

Nāgārjuna said “ whatever that is dependent arising we say

that is emptiness.”

“Yaḥ pratītyasamutpādaḥ - śūnyatāṃ tāṃ pracakṣmahe

sā prajñaptirupādāya - pratipat saiva madhyamā”.

(Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, chapter, 24, stanza, 18)
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Through the dependent origination Nāgārjuna explains

interdependence of things and reveals the voidness of things.

According to Nāgārjuna things have no independent existence

so, things are interrelated. As things are interrelated they are

void.

Hence, it is very clear that Nāgārjuna proclaims voidness of

the things through their interdependence. He said : “ saṃsāra

is nothing essentially different from nirvāṇa. Nirvāṇa is

nothing essentially from saṃsāra”

“nirvāṇasya ca yā kotiḥ – kotiḥ saṃsāraṇsya ca

na tayorantaraṃ kiñcit – susūkṣmapi vidyate”

(Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, Chapter, 25, stanza 20).
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So, interdependently or relatively things exist. If there is no

interdependence or relativity, things do not exist.

There is no+thing in the world independently arose.

Everything in the world is dependently arisen.

As example : A is inter-related with B

So that things are void(Sunya) and also there is no real thing

in the world.

What we understand as the truth is not the real truth, it is only

a relative knowledge.
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Another sectarian of Māhāyana tradition was

represented by Yogācārins who came up with the theory

of ‘Vijñāna’ as the solution to the problem of how

‘anicca’ ‘kamma’ and ‘punabbhava’ could be explained

without ‘atta’.

When Yogācārins studied the reply for this, they found

that the ‘śūnyatā’ concept has been cause for

misunderstanding of Buddhism as nihilism.

Though Nāgārjuna very clearly emphasized ‘śūnyatā’ is

not a nihilism, its etymological meaning was rather

suggestive of nihilism. So, ‘śūnyatā’ was

misunderstood as nihilism.
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They divided ‘vijñāna’ into three aspects i. ‘Pravŗti

vijñāna’(ṣaḍindriyavijñāna)six-sense-consciousness ii.

‘Manana vijñāna’, and iii. ‘Ālaya vijñāna’ store-house-

consciouseness.

‘Manana vijñāna’ is the nature of ‘vijñāna’ in which is

deeply rooted the feeling of myself ( I, My, and Mine).

This ‘manana vijñāna’ is made by ‘ālayavijñāna’ to connect

it with ‘pravṛti ‘vijñāna’ or ‘saḍindriya vijñāna’.

‘ālayavijñāna’ bears aspect of consciousness that all seeds of

‘kamma’, memory, and so on, transmigrating throughout the

‘saṃsāra’. In that sense it is called ‘sarvabījaka’, which

means store-house-consciousness.
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They taught the three steps of knowledge (janana)

i. Parikalpita jnana (imaginary knowledge)

ii. Paratantra jnana (interdependent knowledge)

iii. Parinispanna jnana ( perfect knowledge)
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Conclusion

To rescue Buddhism from this substantial approach

Māhāyana scholars brought two new theories such as ‘śūnya’

and ‘vijñāna’.

So, it is through this critique that all these Buddhist traditions

tried to explain the concepts such as ‘kamma’ ‘punabbhava’

memory and so on in a way more close to early Buddhism.

In doing this these sects depended on logic, reasoning and

language, whereas early Buddhism used sensory perception

aided by extra-sensory perception.

Thus, these Buddhist sects innovated different views, though

their aim is the same.
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