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In India 
The main factor that caused the origin of Buddhist traditions is

the effort made by various Buddhist monk-scholars to

reinterpret early Buddhism.

They faced the problem that if all conditioned phenomena in

the world are impermanent and if there is no soul how could

things exist and migrate from this life to next life. It was

necessary for them to answer this question according to early

Buddhist point of view. So, various Buddhist monks came up

with their own interpretations and this lead to the

mushrooming of different groups or traditions.

They adopted logic and reasoning answer these issues and

this gave rise to many views that were mutually opposing. In

this process of philosophic interpretations these groups

influenced one another.
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Yogācāra philosophy was influenced by Mādhyamaka

philosophy of ‘emptiness’ (śūnyatā). Ācārya

Nāgārjuna’s concept of ‘emptiness’ was taken as

meaning of nothingness, and nihilism.

This situation was seen by another group of monks

as a misinterpretation of Buddhism. These monks

wanted to rescue Buddhism from this nihilistic point

of view and they tried to explain early Buddhist

teachings in a more positive perspective. These

monks later came to be labeled as Yogācārins.

So, it is in response to the concept of emptiness put

forward by the Mādhyamika tradition that Yogācāra

School originated.
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The philosophers of the Abhidharma schools

taught that consciousness arises when the senses

are in contact with objects. Yogācāra turns this

commonsense Abhidharma position upside

down. What Yogācāra claims is that

consciousness actually produces the experience

of sensations and their objects. It is not that a

subject and an object come together to produce

conscious experience, as in the Abhidharma

model.

For Yogācāra, One's experience of both oneself

and the world arise dependently from a more

fundamental process of consciousness.
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As the Laṇkāvatārasūtra says,

consciousness is like water forming

itself into waves. The six senses and

their objects arise dependently from

consciousness.

Behind this ideation process of the six

sense-consciousness is, a seventh form

of consciousness that they call "mind"

(manas).
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They introduced eighth and final

level of consciousness, the

"storehouse consciousness" (ālaya-

vijñāna)

Yogācāra claims that the storehouse

consciousness contains the karmic

"seeds" deposited in it form the

process of conscious experience.
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Indian Yogācāra, besides its theory of

consciousness, the school also presented

what are called the Three Natures (tri-sva-

bhāva) of experience.

First is the "imagined" (parikalpita) nature

of experience. That is, in one's ordinary

experience.

For Yogācāra, the imagined nature of

experience is generated by the karmic seeds

in the storehouse consciousness, along with

the ego awareness of the mind.
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Second is the "interdependent" (paratantra) nature of

experience.

Here, we find the Madhyamaka "ultimate truth" that

all entities are arising dependently or interdependently

and are, therefore empty of "own-being".

Yogācāra points out that this interdependent nature of

the self and entities of experience is produced by

storehouse consciousness.

However, since ignorance leads people to imagine

that oneself and the objects of the world are

independent, one develops attachments, defilements,

and dukkha.
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Because of attachment to the imagined independent

things Yogācāra posits a third nature.

It does so to stress the need to purify oneself from

the ignorance that is superimposing the imagined

fabrication of independence onto the interdependent

nature of things.

By this purification, one can cease making this

superimposition, see the truth about the dependent

arising of experience, and become free from

attachment and the defiling of experience.

The result of this purification is the third nature,

which is called the "perfected" (pariniṣpanna)

nature of experience.



10

According to the above explanation it is clear that

Yogācāra philosophy has several facets.

The one is that the outside world is only ideation

which is created by the inner mind. This

interpretation also has two sides,

1. one is the outside world is really non-existent

but only the mind does exist.

2. The other is both mind and outside world are

really existent, but without functioning and

contacting of the mind there is no way to

experience the outside world, and in that sense

outside world does not exist; what only exist, is

the mind.

The first idea is more close to the idealism in

Brahmanism and Western philosophy.
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The second view lays more emphasis on the

existence and the functioning of the mind.

Perhaps, it may be close to early Buddhist

explanation of mind.

As this tradition highly emphasizes the

existence of ‘vijñāna’, traditionally, scholars

of Buddhism have accepted this view as a

form of Idealism, the theory that the world is

a product of the mind.

Today, this interpretation is being debated.
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There are many sources for the study of Yogācāra

Buddhist philosophy. These can be divided into

several periods:

The first period. Sutras of Yogācāra philosophy

which began to appear in the third century A.D.

Among them are: the Sandhinirmocanasūtra, the

Mahāyāna -abhidharmasūtra, and the

Laṇkāvatārasūtra etc.

The second period. The commentaries and the

compendiums, written by Asaṇga and Vasubandhu

who were the founders of the Yogācāra school.

Asaṇga wrote among other things, the Mahāyāna

Saṅgraha the Abhidharma Samuccaya and a

Commentary on the Sandhinirmocanasūtra.
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The important works of Vasubandu include the

Twenty-Verse Treatise, (Viṃśatikā) the Thirty-

Verse Treatise (Triṃśatikā) and the Commentary to

the Twenty-Verse Treatise, (Viṃśatikākārikā).

The first chapter of this last book was missing and

Sylvan levee re-casted it inti Sanskrit based on

Chinese and Tibetan translations.

The third period

Dhammapāla, Sthiramati and Paramartha who

wrote three kārikas to Triṃṣatikā. These three

commentaries explained Vasubandu’s idea in a

more idealistic manner.
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Prof. Kalupahana said that without having any

knowledge of Vasubandu’s Viṃśatikā, if one read

only his Triṃśatikā, he surely understand Vasubandu

is an idealist.

Secondary books

Today, there are many secondary books dealing with

Yogācāra School and its philosophy. Among them

Prof: D. J. Kalupahana’s book Historical Analysis

of Buddhist Philosophy is important because he puts

forward new views on Yogācāra philosophy and

some of its sources. Similar views can be found in

his English book The Principles of Buddhist

Psychology.



According to him the Viñaptimātratāsiddhi of Vasubandhu

has been mistranslated into Chinese and Tibetan languages.

He says: it is rather ironical to see that the term

vijñaptimātra of Vasubandhu’s Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi, has

been translated wrongly as ‘vijñāna-mātra’.

The term ‘vijñaptimātraṃ means ‘ideation only’ and

‘vijñāna-mātra’ means ‘mind only’.

According to him this is a grave mistake done by Chinese

and Tibetan translators, and also it contributed to the

misunderstanding of Vasubandhu’s philosophical concept

of ‘ideation only’ as ‘mind only’.

This also resulted in the misunderstanding of the

Yogācāra tradition as idealism (Vijñānavāda).
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Prof Kalupahana further says that this situation became

more confused because some part of the

Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi kārika has been changed by

Sylvan Levi when he edited the text again in Sanskrit.

As Prof Kalupahana pointed out the first chapter of

the original Sanskrit text of the Twenty-Verse-Treatise

Karika- the Commentary has disappeared and it was

restored into Sanskrit by Sylvan Levi basing on

Chinese and Tibetan translations.

Sylvan Levi’s edition has injected more idealistic sense

to Vasubandhu and Yogācāra School. This lead to the

misunderstanding of the whole Yogācāra philosophy as

idealism or ‘mind only’ (vijñānavāda) Yogācāra

Vijñānavāda School or Mind Only School.
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Thank You


