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Buddhist Philosophy

Introduction & Core Teachings

Siddhartha Gautama  •  6th Century BCE  •  Dharma



Introduction to Buddhist Philosophy

O V E R V I E W

Born in 6th Century BCE
Siddhartha Gautama — born in present-day Nepal — sought to 
understand human suffering and the path to liberation. His 
teachings, the Dharma, center on the Four Noble Truths and the 
Noble Eightfold Path.

Nirvana

Liberation from samsara — the cycle of birth, 
death & rebirth

Anicca

Impermanence — all phenomena are 
transient & ever-changing

Anatta

Non-self — no permanent, unchanging self 
exists

"Three things cannot be long hidden:
the sun, the moon, and the truth."
— Gautama Buddha



The Four Noble Truths
C H A T U  A R Y A S A T Y A

1
Dukkha — Life is Suffering

Life encompasses physical and mental dissatisfaction. Suffering 
pervades all conditioned existence.

2
Samudaya — The Cause of Suffering

Desire or attachment (tanha) is the root cause — craving for 
sensory pleasures, existence, and non-existence.

3
Nirodha — Cessation of Suffering

The cessation of suffering is achievable by overcoming attachment 
and extinguishing craving.

4
Magga — The Path to Cessation

The Noble Eightfold Path is the practical guide to ethical and mental 
discipline that ends suffering.



The Noble Eightfold Path
A S H T A N GA  M A R G A

1 Right Understanding

2 Right Thought

3 Right Speech

4 Right Action

5 Right Livelihood

6 Right Effort

7 Right Mindfulness

8 Right Concentration

Eightfold
Path
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Metaphysics
of Buddhist Philosophy

Anatta  •  Anicca  •  Pratītyasamutpāda  •  Sunyata



Metaphysical Concepts
C O RE  M E T A P H Y SI C S

Anatta — Non-Self

Rejects a permanent, unchanging self. The "self" is 
a collection of five aggregates (skandhas): form, 
sensation, perception, mental formations & 
consciousness.

Anicca — Impermanence

Everything in existence — physical or mental — is 
subject to change and decay. Recognizing 
impermanence helps loosen attachment and find 
peace.

Dependent Origination

Pratītyasamutpāda: all phenomena arise 
dependently on causes and conditions. Nothing 
exists independently; everything is part of an 
interconnected web.

Sunyata — Emptiness

All things are empty of inherent existence. They do 
not possess independent, intrinsic nature. Realizing 
emptiness leads to cessation of clinging and 
suffering.

Nature of Reality

Buddhist metaphysics is pragmatic: it focuses on 
reality as experienced, not speculative questions 
about the universe's ultimate origin or creator.

Samsara & Nirvana

Samsara is the cycle of rebirth driven by karma & 
ignorance. Nirvana is the cessation of suffering —
the liberation from all attachments, desires, and 
ignorance.
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Epistemology
Theory of Knowledge in Buddhist Philosophy

Pramana  •  Empirical Knowledge  •  Wisdom  •  Ignorance



Buddhist Epistemology
W A Y S  O F  K NO WI NG

Pramana — Valid Means of Knowledge

1 Pratyakṣa (Perception)

Direct sensory experience — must be purified from delusion to 
reflect reality accurately.

2 Anumana (Inference)

Logical reasoning based on valid premises to deduce knowledge 
beyond direct sense experience.

Conventional vs Ultimate Truth

Samvṛti-satya: everyday truths for navigating life. Paramārtha-satya: 
direct realization of emptiness, non-self & interdependence — leading to 
enlightenment.

Ignorance (Avidya) & Wisdom (Prajña)

Avidya — existential unawareness of impermanence, non-self & suffering 
— is the root of suffering. Overcoming it through wisdom (prajñā) is key 
to liberation.
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Axiology
Values, Ethics & the Path to Liberation

Sīla  •  Karunā  •  Mettā  •  Prajñā  •  Nirvana



Buddhist Axiology — Values & Ethics

T H E V A L UE  S Y ST E M

Sīla — Moral Conduct

Ethical principles guiding behavior to reduce 
suffering. Foundation of the Eightfold Path (Right 
Speech, Action, Livelihood).

Karunā & Mettā

Compassion (karunā) — responding to suffering of 
others. Loving-kindness (mettā) — wishing all 
beings happiness.

Prajñā — Wisdom

Deep insight into impermanence, non-self & 
suffering. Wisdom and ethics are interdependent 
in Buddhist thought.

Non-Attachment (Vairagya)

Letting go of clinging to desires & material 
possessions. Cultivating inner peace through non-
grasping approach.

The Middle Way

Moderation between extremes of self-indulgence 
and asceticism. Cultivates discipline, concentration, 
and wisdom.

Bodhisattva Ideal

The highest ethical aspiration in Mahayana: vow to 
liberate all sentient beings before oneself attaining 
Nirvana.
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Educational
Implications
Aims  •  Curriculum  •  Methods  •  Institutions  •  Admission



Characteristics of Buddhist Education

S A L I E N T  F E A T U R E S

1
Spreading Buddha's Word

Education as a means of spreading Dharma — the Tripitakas 
were the core texts taught.

2
Monastery-Based

Residential institutional education in sanghas under strict rules 
and regulations.

3
Mass Education

Open to all without ethnic distinction — arguably India's first 
democratic education system.

4
Secular & Practical

Included technical subjects: weaving, gardening, medicine 
alongside religious study.

5
Enrollment Ceremony

Pavyaja at age 8 (first initiation); Upasampada at age 20 (final 
consecration as full monk).

6
Teacher-Student Bond

Close, respectful relationship. Students served teachers and 
adhered to strict discipline.



Aims of Buddhist Education
G O A L S  &  O B J EC T I V E S

Ultimate Goal

Nirvana — Supreme 
Knowledge

Education was seen as the means of achieving spiritual 
liberation and inner peace by understanding the nature of 
reality and overcoming suffering.

1
Holistic Development

Physical, mental, and moral development of the individual's latent 
potential.

2
Character Formation

Good character through non-violence, honesty, and self-discipline.

3
Knowledge of Noble Truths

Understanding the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.

4
Preparation for Life

Practical knowledge enabling self-reliance after completing education.



Curriculum & Teaching Methods

P E D A G O G Y

Curriculum

1 3Rs: Reading, writing & arithmetic at elementary level

2 Tripitaka: 
Vinaya, Sutta & Abhidhamma — core religious 
texts

3 Philosophy: 
Non-self doctrine, Four Noble Truths, diagnosis of 
existence

4 Vocational: Weaving, gardening, medicine — practical skills

5
Arts & 
Architecture: 

Buddhist art; Nalanda and Takshashila showcase 
this legacy

Teaching Methods

1 Oral / Recitation: 
Learning through repetition and 
memorization of scriptures

2 Lecture Method: 
Teachers delivered lectures on subjects in 
monasteries

3 Discussion: 
Debate and reasoning on religious & 
philosophical issues

4 Hetu Vidya: 
Rational judgment — students applied 
logical understanding

5 Monitor Method: A student explains topics to other students
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Merits & Limitations

A Critical Evaluation of Buddhist Education

Strengths  •  Weaknesses  •  Vedic vs Buddhist Comparison



Merits & Limitations
C R I T I C A L  E V A L U A T I O N

Merits

✓ Mass education — no caste distinction for admission

✓ Equal opportunity for all students, regardless of social class

✓ Democratic: teachers selected on merit, not heredity

✓ International character — attracted students from China, Japan, 
Bhutan

✓ Promoted practical education: art, craft, and fine arts

✓ Inclusive: first system to open education to women

Limitations

✗ Too idealistic — overemphasis on non-violence and values

✗ Neglected women's education in the early period

✗ Strict celibacy — ignored natural instinctive needs of students

✗ Narrow curriculum focused on religious philosophy over science

✗ Promoted detachment — led to indifference toward worldly life

✗ One-sided: later narrowed by superstition and sectarianism



Vedic vs Buddhist Education

C O M P A R A T I V E  O V E R V I E W

Aspect Vedic Education Buddhist Education

Institution Gurukula (Guru's home) Monastery / Sangha

Curriculum Four Vedas (Sanskrit) Tripitaka + General Subjects

Medium Sanskrit Pali & Prakrit

Organization Unorganized — Guru's will Organized & structured

Gender Largely restricted to males Women allowed (later period)

Social Environ. Family atmosphere of Gurukul Institutional, no family life



Women in Buddhist Education

W O M EN ' S  S T A T U S

Early Period:  Buddha initially did not recommend women be admitted to monasteries, seeing potential complications in the Sangha.

Pivotal Moment:  
At the insistence of disciple Ananda, the Buddha allowed ~500 female nuns (Bhikshunis) to enroll with strict rules and 
reservations.

Recognition:  
The Buddha acknowledged: "Women, like men, are capable of understanding truth." He extended Dharma teachings to 
both men and women equally.

Contributions:  
Learned bhikshunis like Dhammadina, Khema, Uppalavanna became scholars. Poets Shilbhattarika, Prabhudevi emerged. 
Ashoka's sister spread Buddhism to Ceylon.

Global Legacy:  Bhikkuni Sangha spread to Sri Lanka, then China via Sinhalese bhikshunis. Sanghas still exist today in Japan and China.



Key Buddhist Philosophers

N O T A B L E  T H I N K ER S

Nagarjuna

2nd c. CE  |  Madhyamaka

Doctrine of emptiness (śūnyatā) — all phenomena 
are empty of intrinsic essence.

Vasubandhu

4th–5th c. CE  |  Yogācāra

Consciousness-only theory — external world is a 
projection of the mind.

Asanga

4th c. CE  |  Yogācāra

Emphasized Bodhisattva practices and 
interdependence of all phenomena.

Dignaga

5th–6th c. CE  |  Epistemology

Founded Buddhist logic — developed system of 
perception (pramana).

Shantideva

8th c. CE  |  Mahayana

Author of Bodhisattvacharyavatara — cultivation of 
bodhicitta for all beings.

Dharmakirti

7th c. CE  |  Logic

Refined Dignaga's epistemology; influenced 
Tibetan Buddhism and Indian logic.



C O N C L U S I O N

The Legacy of Buddhist 
Philosophy

Buddhist philosophy offers a profound framework — from the Four Noble Truths to the Eightfold Path — for understanding suffering and the 
path to liberation.

Its metaphysics (anatta, anicca, sunyata) and epistemology (pramana, empirical wisdom) provide a non-essentialist, experiential view of 
reality.

Buddhist education was historically progressive: democratic, mass-oriented, practical, and the first in India to extend education to all classes 
and women.

Its educational legacy endures through institutions like Nalanda, the spread of Dharma across Asia, and the continued relevance of 
mindfulness and compassion in modern pedagogy.

"Peace comes from within. Do not seek it without."  — Gautama Buddha
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