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T
he followers of the Sautrāntika accept only 
the sūtras of the Buddha as authentic teach-

ings. hey do not accept the texts of Abhidharma 
composed by Kātyāyānīputra and others as the 
words of the Buddha or Buddhavacana. When de-
ining Sautrāntika, Yaśomitra says: 

kaḥ sautrāntikārthaḥ ? ye sūtraprāmāṇikāḥ, 
na tu śāstraprāmāṇikāste sautrāntikāḥ ?1 

Paraphrasing: Who is a Sautrāntika? hose 
who consider only the sūtras as valid (teachings of 
the Buddha), not the commentarial literature, are 
called Sautrāntikas.

herefore the Sautrāntikas consider only sūtras 
to be the authentic teachings of the Buddha. As 
the name itself suggests, the Sautrāntika emphasiz-
es the authority of the sūtra of the Āgamapiṭaka2  
over the proliferating Abhidharma literature which 
they saw as the work of later authors and not the 
authentic words of the Buddha. Sautrāntikas are 
also called Exempliiers (dārstāntika)3. So in oth-
er words, there are reasons for their being called 
Sautrāntika and Exempliiers. hey are called 
‘Sautrāntikas” because they propound tenets chief-
ly in reliance on the Buddha’s Sūtras without fol-
lowing Explanatory works (śāstras). hey are called 
‘Exempliiers’ because they teach all doctrines by 
means of examples. his is not to say that the 
Sautrāntika repudiates the Abhidharma piṭaka. 
Abhidharma philosophy remained a valid system 
of relection upon the Buddha’s teachings, but 
were not as authoritative as the Buddha’s verbatim 
teachings in the general discourses (sūtras)4.  hus 
the name Sautrāntika, “those who rely upon the 
sūtras,” indicates a rejection of the authority that 
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the Sarvāstivādins bestowed upon their separate 
canonical Abhidharma collection.

Sūtra is also called Sūtrānta (Pāḻi: Sūttānta). In 
other words, the theories propounded on the basis 
of the Sūtra are called Sūtrānta. he Buddhist phi-
losophy associated with Sūtras and Sūtrāntas are 
called Sautrāntika. Sūtras are the words of Bud-
dha intended to work for the beneit of sentient 
beings. Just as a garland may be made either of 
pearls, golden beads, emerald and other precious 
stones, Sūtras are also delivered by the Enlight-
ened one to sentient beings of various predisposi-
tions and mental inclinations.

Figure 1. Ācārya Vasubandhu
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So from the above deinition, it is clear that 
among the texts of the Tripiṭaka the Sautrāntikas 
hold only the Sūtrapiṭaka and Vinayapiṭaka to be 
the valid teachings of Lord Buddha. hey follow 
the tenets of the Śrāvakayāna, which assert the 
true existence of both external objects and self-
consciousness.

Origin and Development of Sautrāntika

Sautrāntika was an early school of Buddhist phi-
losophy, generally believed to be descended from 
the Sthaviravāda5 by way of their immediate parent 
school the Sarvāstivādins. Some scholars maintain 
that Sautrāntika philosophy originated two centu-
ries after the parinirvāṇa of Lord Buddha. Accord-
ing to the Pāḻi tradition, shortly after the second 
council held in Vaiśālī, another great council was 
organized in Kauśāmbhī, where the Mahāsāṅghika 
sect was founded. his led to the division of the 
Buddhist Saṅgha into two sects: the Sthavīra, 
the orthodox ones, and the Mahāsāṅghikas, the 
liberal ones. Sometimes later, the Mahīṣāsaka 
and Vṛjīputraka sect stemmed from the Sthavīra 
sect. It is during the same period or century that 
the Sarvāstivāda sect arose from the Mahīṣāsaka 
sect, which in turn branched of into Kāśyapīya 
and Saṅkrāntivādī, from which eventually arose 
the Sūtravādī sect, which was also known as 
Sautrāntika. In order words, the eighteen Bud-
dhist sects might have developed in approximately 
the same period. But in terms of their approach 
to reality, only four philosophical schools came 
to stand prominent. hey are the Vaibhāṣika, 
Sautrāntika, Yogācāra and Mādhyamika.6 

According to Ācārya Baladeva Upādhyāya the 
Sautrāntika doctrine is one of the two branches 
of Sarvāstivada, the other being Vaibhāṣika.7 Some 
scholars argue that the Vaibhāṣika emphasis on the 
Abhidharma śāstras was not universally shared by 
all Sarvāstivadin scholars. Some turned away from 
the Vaibhāṣika concentration on the Abhidharma 
compilations and chose to rely solely on the Bud-
dha’s direct teachings as preserved in the Sūtras. 

For this they became known as Sautrāntikas.8  his 
is the most pragmatic explanation, because un-
like the Sarvāstivādins, who assert the existence 
of things in the three times (past, present, and 
future), Sautrāntika followers do not accept the 
existence of past and future, but only the pres-
ent moment. herefore, they cannot be called 
Sarvāstivādins. But unfornuately, the original Sau-
trantika texts have been lost now. Very little infor-
mation about them is available. he Sautrāntika 
followers’ views seem to have appeared in the writ-
ings of other schools, such as the Abhidharmakośa 
and so on. However it is clear that some masters of 
this tradition were keenly interested in criticizing 
the Vaibhāṣika’s central doctrines. Obviously one 
of them was Vasubandhu.

 

he Poineering Exponenets of Sautrāntika Phi-
losophy

he Chinese and Tibetan sources maintain that 
Kumāralāt is believed to have been the founder of 
this sect. But there were many masters who were 
called Sautrāntikas, like Ācārya Bhadanta and oth-
ers, even before Kumāralāt, because Kumāralāt was 
contemporary with the 2nd century Nāgārjuna.9  
So here information about the Sautrāntika masters 
are given chronologically beginning from Ācārya 
Bhadanta.

Ācārya Bhadanta

Ācārya Bhadanta was the irst Sautrāntika Ācārya 
of Kashmir.10 He was the contemporary of King 
Kaṇiṣka. At that time there was a king named 
Siṃha. Because of his intensive devotion to Bud-
dhism he renounced his kingdom and became a 
monk called Sudarśana. He practised the teachings 
sincerely and became an Arahat in no time. Hear-
ing his fame, King Kaṇiṣka visited him and re-
ceived teachings from him. In the meantime there 
was a wealthy Brahmin called Sūtra, who used to 
make oferings to ive thousand monks including 
Ācārya Bhadanta.
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When King Kaṇiṣka convened the Sarvāsti-
vādin council, a great commentary was composed 
and named Mahāvibhāṣā. In this Mahāvibhāṣā 
and Abhidharmakośabhāṣya, there were several ref-
erences to the views of Ācārya Bhadanta whenever 
there was a discussion of the Sautrāntika view. 
From this it can be concluded that he was the great 
Sautrāntika Ācārya and lived even before Kaṇiṣka’s 
council.

Sthavira Dharmottara

In the Chinese tradition, Saṁkrāntivādi, Dharmo-
ttarīya, and Tāmraśāṭīya were synonyms for the 
same sect. he Dārṣtāntika sect was one of the 
branches of Tāmraśāṭīya, which was also known 
as Sautrāntika or Sūtravādī. So it was one of the 
eighteen major sects. he principal Ācārya of this 
sect is Sthavira Dharmottara. Ācārya Vasumitra 
in his Samayabhedoparacanacakraśāstra mentions 
that this sect was the outcome of Sarvāstivāda dis-
courses. 

Kumāralāta

Kumāralāt11 was born in Takṣaśīla. he King of 
Kabandha ofered him a place to live in his pal-
ace, where he composed many excellent works. 
his author composed a text called kalpanamanda 
dṛsṭāntapaṅkti. Kumāralāt is reckoned as one of 
the four suns of Jambudvīpa, the other three be-
ing Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva and Aśvaghoṣa. He was 
the con-temporary of Nāgārjuna.12 Hsuen Tsiang 
writes:

In Taxila (or Takṣaśīlā), the Emperor had 
built a stūpa at a distance of about 12 or 13 
li. his was the very place where Bodhisattva 
Candraprabha sacriiced his body. here was 
a Saṅghārāma near the stūpa. It is in disre-
pair. Some monks lived there. here Ācārya 
Kumāralāt had composed some of his trea-
tises.
 Kumāralāt lived in Taxila. He was genius 
since his childhood. Detached with saṃsāra 

he renounced the world and became a monk. 
He was immensely devoted to the study of 
Buddhist scriptures. He used to study 32000 
words per day and compose treatises in the 
same number. He established the Buddhist 
doctrine as blameless and defeated many he-
retical teachers. He was expert in debate. He 
had no problem in understanding commen-
tarial literatures. He has thorough knowl-
edge of them. Personages from diferent 
parts of India came to visit and respect him 
in a beitting manner. He composed at least 
20 diferent treatises. He was the master of 
Sautrāntika doctrines.13

 
Śrīlābha / Śrīlāta

Śrīlābha or Śrīlāta was a disciple of Kumāralāt.14  
He lived in Kashmir. Possibly he was employed 
as a professor in the University of Taxila. Hsuen 
Tsiang has mentioned in his travelogue about him. 
He had numerous novice monks and monks as his 
disciples. He used to live in Ayodhyā. At that time 
Ayodhyā was a centre of learning center. Ayodhyā 
was also the centre for all kinds of scholars. He 
composed Sautrāntika vibhāṣā to substantiate his 
theory of Sautrāntika doctrine. 

Yaśomitra

Yaśomitra was the follower of Sautrāntika doc-
trines. He composed Abhidharmakośa-vyākhyā 
spuṭārthā. his text is a dazzling jewel of Buddhist 
philosophy. he Sautrāntika concepts are found in 
the commentaries of Vaibhāṣika texts. Yaśomitra 
has elucidated the tenets of the Sautrāntika doc-
trines of Vasubandhu. he history of Sautrāntika 
doctrines can be found in fragments in the Chi-
nese texts.

here are several other distinguished mas-
ters who advocated the Sautrāntika view, includ-
ing Vasubandhu.15 Dignāga and Dharmakīrti 
also used the Sautrāntika view of Logic (yukti) 
while they themselves adhered to Yogācāra tenets 
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which seem to have utilized many theories of the 
Sautrāntikas.16 

Types of Sautrāntikas

here are two types of Sautrāntikas: 

1. Sautrāntikas following scripture 
(āgamānuyāyī)

2. Sautrāntikas following reasoning 
(yuktyānuyāyī)

he āgamānuyāyī follow and base their 
knowledge and understanding on the teachings 
of the sūtras. hey chiely follow Vasubandhu’s 
Abhidharmakośa (Treasury of Higher Knowl-
edge). he yuktyānuyāyī proves the Buddhava-
cana through logic (pramāṇa). Chiely, they fol-
low Dignāga’s Pramāṇasamuccaya (A Collection 
of Instruments of Knowledge) and Dharmakīrti’s 
Seven Treatises on Valid Cognition.17

heories and Philosophies

All Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna tenet systems assert 
the two truths (Tib: bden pa gnyis; Sanskrit: saty-
advaya), that is, conventional truth (saṃvṛtti satya) 
and ultimate truth (paramārtha satya). Regarding 
these two truths, Alexander Berzin observes:

Regardless of how the 4 tenet systems, 
viz. Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, Yogācāra and 
Mādhyamika deine them, the two truths 
always constitute a dichotomy. All knowable 
phenomena must be members of the set of 
either one or the other true phenomena, with 
nothing knowable that belongs to either both 
or neither of the sets. Consequently, under-
standing the two truths constitutes under-
standing all knowable phenomena.18 

Ultimate truth is a phenomenon (dharma) 
which is able to bear logical analysis from the 

point of view of whether it has its own mode 
of existence without depending on imputation 
by thought or terminology [for its existence]. 
A ‘functioning thing (kṛtaka)’, ‘ultimate truth 
(paramārtha satya)’, and a ‘speciically character-
ized phenomenon (viśeṣa lakṣaṇa)’ are synonyms. 
he deinition of a truth for an obscured mind 
(saṃvṛti satya) is a phonomenon which only exists 
through being imputed by thought [or terminol-
ogy]. ‘Non-functioning phenomenon (akṛtaka)’, 
‘truth for an obscured mind (pratibhāsa satya)’, 
‘generally characterized phenomenon’ (sāmānya 
lakṣaṇa), ‘permanent phenomenon (nitya)’, ‘non-
product phenomenon (asaṃskṛta)’ and ‘false exis-
tent (bhrāmaka sattā)’ are also synonyms.

he Sautrāntika tenet system also asserts the 
two truths in their own way. Based on these two 
truths, they have propounded the following key 
theories:

I. Acceptance of external objects (bahyārtha) 
and mind (classiication of dharmas into 
45)

II. heory of momentariness 
(kṣaṇabhaṅguravāda)

III. Self-apperception (svasaṃvedana)
IV. Use of epistemology (two pramāṇas)

I. Acceptance of external objects (bahyārtha) and 
mind (classiication of dharmas into 45)

To establish their theory about external objects 
and mind, it is helpful to analyze how they refute 
other’s theory while defending their own:

1. Vijñānavādins assert that only mind is an ul-
timate truth and an entity. hinking that exter-
nal objects are truly existent is only an imaginary 
concept based on delusion. Sautrāntikas strongly 
repudiate this assertion, saying that if external ex-
istence is not established, how imaginary nature 
can be proven? Since there is nothing outside, how 
the mind can apprehend them; there must be no 
mind as well. he Vijñānavādins react to this by 
saying that it is only due to delusion that external 
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objects seem to arise, but the Sautrāntika’s stand 
is that this is possible only if there is something 
actually existent outside. If there is nothing exter-
nally, then it would be likened to a barren woman 
getting a child. he Vijñānavādins also assert that 
consciousness and external objects are similar. 
his, according to the Sautrāntika, is fallacious 
because one for the irst time sees a pot (ghaṭa) 
as an external object; consciousness perceives such 
objects only subsequently. So in other words, there 
must be an external object for a consciousness to 
perceive them; the external object comes irst, and 
only then consciousness. hat means they are not 
similar. herefore, according to the Sautrāntika 
view, external existence is as valid as the mind it-
self.  

2. he usual example of an external object is 
a pot (ghaṭa) or cloth (paṭa). According to the 
Sautrāntika, a thought consciousness is mistaken 
with respect to the object appearing to it., i.e. a 
generic image, because a generic image of a house 
or pot, for instance, appears to be an actual house, 
which Vaibhāṣika claims to be ultimately real. A 
direct valid cognizer, however is not mistaken with 
regard to either its appearing object or its referent 
object, which is impermanent. Direct valid cogniz-
ers are the ultimate consciousnesses and ultimate 
truth. he actual object appearing to a thought 
consciousness is a generic image, an image from 
memory, an imaginary construct, or in some cas-
es an after-image of an object apprehended by a 
sense consciousness. his is relative truth, which 
is illusory.

3. Vaibhāṣika followers believe that through non-
distorted senses consciousness perceives external 
objects as they are: truly existent and solid. But 
Sautrāntikas strongly refute this concept.19 Ac-
cording to them, all the dharmas are momentary; 
one cannot perceive the form of external objects as 
it is, because it is not the same object that we be-
lieve we have perceived — it has undergone many 
unnoticed changes already. he description of this 
change will follow later.

4. Sautrāntikas have their own atomic theory. Ac-
cording to them, an atom is the smallest unbreak-
able particle, which doesn’t have directional parts. 
So as an atom cannot be broken into two, there 
is no question of two atoms merging with each 
other. hat’s why they are called Atomists: because 
they say an atom doesn’t have constituent parts. 
hey are not a like pencil and a hand. he hand 
comes into contact with pencil, but this is not so 
in the atom’s case.

5.  here is no cause (ahetuka) for the cessation 
of the material, because of momentariness. he 
Vaibhāṣika claims that there must be cause (sa-
hetuka) for the cessation of the material (dharma) 
because it arose in the past, exists in the present 
and through a certain cause, will cease to ex-
ist in the future. Here the Sarvāstivādins suggest 
that “everything,” that is, all conditioned factors 
(dharma), “exist” and can exert causal eicacy in 
the three time periods of the past, present, and fu-
ture. his position was attacked by Sautrāntikas as 
a violation of the fundamental Buddhist position 
of impermanence. According to the Sautrāntikas, 
the past has ceased to exist and the future has not 
come. It is only present, that is, functioning, and 
has not ceased yet. A functioning thing and mo-
ment are same because things exist just for a brief 
moment. So there is no point in asserting that the 
past and the future exist. Actually they are empty;. 
only the present exists.20 hat is the truth.

6. he Sautrāntikas accepts only color (varṇa) 
as a form whereas the Vaibhāṣikas regard shapes 
(saṃsthāna) too. For them, the form (rūpa) and 
shape (varṇa) are synonymous, which excludes 
saṃsthāna.

7. Every object (dharma) creates sufering. All the 
objects are nature of sufering. Even the pleasure 
and feeling are also harbingers of sufering because 
they are conditioned dharmas (saṃskṛta dharma).

8. According to Sautrāntikas, there are only two 
unconditioned dharmas (asaṃskṛta dharma): nir-
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vāṇa and space (ākāśa). According to their view, 
there is no diference between the two nirvāṇas, viz.  
pratisaṃkhyānirodha and apratisaṃkhyānirodha.21

9. he Vaibhāṣikas accepted the concept of ac-
tion (karma) as operative in the past, present and 
future. But the Sautrāntikas strongly refute this 
concept. According to them, an action cannot give 
its efect in the future, since neither past nor future 
can exist simultaneously with the present. he past 
has existed and the future will exist in relationship 
to the ever passing present, but only the present 
can actually exist and its existence is momentary 
(kṣaṇika). he Sautrāntikas also rejects the con-
cept of acquisition or appropriation (prāpti) and 
as a holding force in making karma and vijñapti 
(the bodily and vocal expression of volition) as a 
real entity treated as a rupaskandha. According to 
them, vijñapti as “expression” of thought has no 
real existence in itself. In fact, it is only the men-
tal action as volition that exists, possessing moral 
value as good, bad or indiferent. he Sautrāntikas 
classify volition into three aspects: 1. deliberation 
(gaticetanā), 2. decision (niṡcayacetanā) and 3. im-
pulsion (kiraṇacetanā).22  he irst two constitute 
the “action of thinking” (cetanākarma), which 
in efect is volition, manifest as mental relection 
(manaskāra) or thoughts (caitta). They both are 
the “action of thought” (manaḥkarma). The third 
aspect, “impulsion” (kiraṇacetanā) is twofold: that 
which impels bodily movement and that which 
impels speech. 

10. As regards the fruit of action, the Sautrāntikas 
claim that the maturing of karma as the “fruit” or 
efect of volition can be described in terms of the 
mental series. An action which is a thought linked 
with a particular volition, is momentary, has no 
real duration as explained by the Sarvāstivādins. 
It disappears the very moment it is commit-
ted, but it impregnates (vāsanā) the mental se-
ries (cittasantāna). his is a starting point with 
a particular power or potentiality (śaktiviśeṣa). 
he impregnated series undergoes an evolution 
(pariṇāma) of varied periods of time and culmi-

nates in the inal transformation mement (viśeṣa), 
which forms the state of result (phala). he evolu-
tion of the series is likened to the process in which 
a seed keeps growing slowly until it matures as a 
fruit.he other tenet holders argue as to what hap-
pens when the series is inturrupted, as for example 
in suspended meditation like formless meditation 
(ārūpyadhyāna) and in death. he Sautrāntikas re-
ply that in case of this type of complex mind or 
suspended meditation, there still exists the subtle 
consciousness (śūkṣmacitta). hey argue that when 
the functions of the complex mind are absent, as 
for instance, a state of suspended meditation, the 
state that is devoid of thought in the sense that the 
the series is interrupted, but in fact that absence 
does not indicate total interruption beause subtle 
thought continues to exist, serving as a repository 
of all the seeds (sarvabīja) deposited by the com-
plex mind. As the series evolves, the seeds mature 
and produce their “fruit”. As the suble conscious-
ness is the sustainer of these new or matured seeds, 
it is also called the “consciousness of retribution” 
(vipākaphalavijñāna), the same consciousness 
which the Yogācārins call the “store consciousness 
(ālayavijñāna). From the time of birth to the mo-
ment of death this subtle mind forms the conti-
nuity of the series and it transmigrates from one 
life to another, taking up diferent reincarnations. 
Once it reaches the moment of entering nirvāṇa it 
is cut of and completely extinguished.

9.  Classiication of Dharma

he Sautrāntikas has a diferent classiication of 
the phenomena (dharma). he Vaibhāṣika ex-
ponents believe that there are 75 dharmas; the 
Yogācārins enumerate 100 dharmas.23 While the 
Sautrāntika  follows the fundamental Buddhist 
theory of “no self ” (anātma) they reinterpret the 
earlier theory of  dharmas of which the ive aggre-
gates (pañcaskandhas) are composed. Individual 
persanality mistakenly apprehended as a true self 
or  atma is essentially a nonentity (a “no self ”), 
which is deinable as a constant lux of elemental 
psychophysical particles, momentarily compos-
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ing themselves under the efect of karma as the 
ive aggregates divisible into 43 dharmas24 includ-
ing two unconditioned dharmas, i.e. nirvāṇa and 
space. Due to the lack of Sautrāntika literature, 
generally, it is very diicult to obtain the list of 
43 dharmas. But a rare Sautrāntika text in Tamil 
language entitled, Śivajñānasiddhacara, a text by 
Aruṇandīśivācārya, has a list of the Sautrāntika 
dharmas. All these dharmas are subsumed under 
ive aggregates. Alternatively, they can also be sub-
sumed under rūpa, citta, cetasika, nirvāṇa. In this 
way the Sautrantika dharmas can be classiied in 
the following way25 : 

(1) Form (rūpa) = 8 (4 upādāna + 4 upādāya)
(2) Feeling (vedanā) = 3 (pleasure, pain and 

neutral)
(3) Perception (saṃjñā) = 6 (5 senses and a citta)
(4) Consciousness (vijñāna) = 6 sense con-

sciousnesses
(5) Mental formation (saṃskāra) = 10 virtuous 

+ 10 non virtuous
(6) Unconditioned (asaṃskṛta) = 2 (nirvāṇa + 

space)

1. Form: According to Sautrāntikas, Form 
or matter is twofold: Primary (upādāna) 
and Derived (upādāya). According to the 
Abhidharmakośa, the primary elements are 
earth, water, ire and wind. he derived forms 
(upādāya) are also fourfold: they are solidity, 
humidity, heat and motion.26  

2. Feeling: Feeling (vedanā) is threefold: 1. 
pleasant, 2. painful, 3. neither painful nor 
pleasant.27 

3. Perception or Ideas: Perception (saṃjñā) is 
the grasping of characteristics (nimitta). he 
grasping of the diverse natures — perceiving 
that this is blue, yellow, long, short, male, fe-
male, friend, enemy, agreeable, disagreeable, 
etc. is saṃjñāskandha. One can distinguish six 
types of saṃjñā according to the sense organs 
including the mind.28 

4. Consciousness (vijñāna): he Sautrāntikas 
assert that there are six consciousnesses: Ac-
cording to the Abhidharmakośa by Vasubnd-
hu, consciousness is the impression (vijñapti) 
relative to each object, the “raw grasping” of 
each object. he aggregate of consciousness is 
the six classes of consciousness: visual (cakṣu), 
auditory (śrota), ol-factory (ghrāṇa), taste 
(jivhā), touch (kāya) and mental consciousness 
(mano).29 

5. Volition or implulses: Volitional con-
structs or mental formations (saṃskāras) are 
everything that is conditioned (saṃskṛta); 
Saṃskāraskandha are the saṃskāras difer-
ent from the other four skandhas i.e. rūpa, 
vedanā, saṃjñā, vijñāna. According to the 
Abhidharmakośa, a volitional construct is by 
deinition the factor which creates future ex-
istence. he Lord Buddha also said that the 
upādānaskandha called saṃs-kāra is so called 
becaused it conditions things, i.e. because it 
creates and determines the ive skandhas of 
future existences.30 According to Sautrāntika, 
there are 20 mental factors or volitional con-
structs (saṃskāras)31. hey are 10 virtuous con-
structs and 10 non-virtuous constructs.32 
  he unconditioned dharmas, i.e. nirvāṇa 
and space, have already been described.

II. heory of momentariness (kṣaṇabhaṅgura-
vāda)

Everything in the phenomenal world, according 
to the Buddha, is characterized by impermanence. 
his doctrine of impermanence was later ad-
vanced by the Sautrāntikas as the doctrine of mo-
mentariness of everything. he universal theory of 
impermanence is presented slightly diferently by 
Sthavīravādins and Sarvāstivādins i.e. Vaibhāṣikas. 
hey say, “a thing arises, remain constant and ceas-
es to exist.” But the Sautrāntikas, who have a dif-
ferent version of events, say that the interpretation 
is slightly wrong. hings never remain constant. 
Something vanishes as soon as it arises. According 
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to Sautrāntika, one real thing cannot exist at the 
same time in many places; neither can the same 
reality be real at diferent times. hat’s why every 
conditioned dharma is momentary. Everything in 
the phenomenal world is in lux in the sense that 
it comes into existence at one moment and goes 
out of existence at the next. hus there is an unin-
terrupted low of causally connected momentary 
entities of the same kind, the so-called santāna. 
In other words, the cessation takes place without 
cause (ahetuka). If it were not the case, then the 
dharmas would remain constant and changeless. 
To prove this theory, Stcherbatsky writes:

Nobody will deny that when a jar has been 
broken to pieces by a stroke of the hammer 
it has ceased to exist. But beyond this obvi-
ous empirical change there is, as stated above, 
another, never beginning and never stopping, 
ininitely graduated, constant change, a run-
ning transcendental ultimate reality. he cre-
ation of the jar out of a clump of clay and its 
change into potsherds are but new qualities, 
i.e. outstanding moments in this uninter-
rupted change. here is nothing perdurable, 
no static element in this process. An everlast-
ing substantial matter is declared to be pure 
imagination, just as an everlasting substantial 
Soul.33 

 In this way, this logic could have repudiated at 
one single stroke: a creator god, the eternal mat-
ter of the Sāṃkhyas and Vaiśeṣikas, and and the 
whole wealth of metaphysical entities imagined by 
diferent critiques of the theory of impermanence 
and momentariness. So in one brief moment, in-
conceivable changes occur. 
 Here the idea of a ‘moment’ (skt: kṣaṇa) must 
be explained. he Sautrāntikas seem to have shared 
the Sarvāstivādins’ (Vaibhāṣikas’) conception of 
the kṣaṇa  as the smallest indivisible unit of time, 
but presented their usage of the term diferently 
by adapting the mode of existence of conditioned 
dharmas to the theory of momentariness. he 
term “kṣaṇa” or moment was used in the ordinary 

sense of a very small unit of time. In some con-
texts, it may be understood as a precisely deined 
unit of time. Alexander von Rospatt observes:

he kṣaṇa’s measure was by one Abhidharmic 
strand ixed by correlating it to larger units of 
time. hus it was determined to be precisely 
1/120th of a tatkṣaṇa, which corresponds to 
1/75th of a second.34  

 
 here are many similes and illustrations which 
demonstrate how fast things move within such a 
short and inconceivable span of time. he most 
obvious example is snapping of the ingers. If 
there is a strong man, he may take 65 kṣaṇas (i.e. 
just under a second) to snap his ingers.35 
 It is said that within the short span of time 
during which an arm is bent or stretched, the Bud-
dha endowed with supernatural power moves from 
the realm of human beings up to the highest point 
within the sphere of existence.36  
 According the Pāḻi sources, a material entity 
(Pāḻi: rūpadhamma) lasts 17 times as long as a mo-
ment corresponding to one mental entity (Pāḻi:  
cittakhaṇa).37 Similarly, the ive skandhas or ag-
gregates of being are repeatedly produced and de-
stroyed in every moment.
 Because these entities succeed upon each other 
so fast that this process cannot be discerned by 
means of ordinary perception, and because earlier 
and later entities within one santāna are almost ex-
actly alike, we come to conceive of something as 
a temporally extended entity even though it is in 
truth nothing but a series of causally connected 
momentary entities. he Tibetan Kagyüpa monk 
Gampopa, while describing impermanence, also 
proves this point thus:

Impermanence is seen in the vanishing of the 
instant moment, each and every moment. 
he irst moment of this world does not exist 
in the second moment. Each moment seems 
to be similar, and because of this seeming 
similarity, we are deluded and perceive them 
as the same, like the lowing of a river.38
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Some examples of momentary events:

1.  Cinematography: Just as the rapid projec-
tion of distinct pictures evokes the illu-
sion of continuous action on the screen, 
so too does the fast succession of distinct 
momentary entities give rise to the errone-
ous impression that the world around us 
exists continuously without undergoing 
destruction and being created anew at ev-
ery moment.

2.  (he Referent of a) Person’s Name: he old 
thin Devadatta is certainly not identical 
with the young, healthy and fat Devadut-
ta, yet we say “this is that Devadatta”. 

3.  River: he course of Brahmaputra may 
change due to devastating lood current; 
even then we say, ‘this is that Brahmapu-
tra.’

4.  Building: A building built ifty years ago 
may undergo radical change; still, we say, 
‘his is that building’.

5.  Nails and Hairs: hough our hairs and 
nails grow and are cut of, we are of the 
idea that the same hair and nails are per-
sisting.

6.  A Candle’s Flame: he lame of a candle 
changes every moment, but it seems to 
us that the same lame is persisting all the 
while.

 In this way, according to this doctrine, all ob-
jects of the world — our bodies, ideas, emo-tions 
and all the external objects around us — are de-
stroyed every moment and are replaced by simi-
lar things generated at the succeeding moment, 
which are again replaced by other similar things at 
the next moment, and so on.
 From the seventh century onwards, this theory 
of momentariness had begun to be much empha-
sized by Buddhists, especially by the Sautrāntikas. 
Particularly, after Śāntirakṣita of 8th century and 
Ratnakīrti of the 10th century supplied a strong 
logical basis for this doctrine, great emphasis has 
been laid on it by later Buddhists.

 According to this developed doctrine, things 
are regarded as existing for one moment only and 
undergoing destruction at the next moment. A 
thing is destroyed immediately after acquiring its 
being (ātmalābha); utpāda or origination is fol-
lowed by nirodha or destruction. his destruction 
of an entity is spontaneous and requires no addi-
tional cause.

III. Self-apperception (svasaṃvedana)

he Sautrāntikas assert that the ultimate truth 
which functions is only the present. he past has 
ceased to exist and the future hasn’t arisen. Ev-
erything is happening at the present time. hat’s 
why things are undergoing the process of change 
at the very present moment only. his is called 
momentary transience of the external and men-
tal phenomena. According to the Sautrāntikas, 
this is what impermanence is all about. It asserts 
that the past is only memory and the future is just 
imagination. here is just origin and cessation, oc-
curring at the very present moment, as contrasted 
with the hree Times theory propounded by the 
Vaibhāṣikas. So they do not exist at all. hey are 
called Relative Truths (saṃvṛti satya). he followers 
of Sautrāntika tenet systems describe this through 
the theory of self-apperception (svasaṃvedana). 
his postulation has already added a illip to the 
development of the Yogācāra theory of Mind Only 
(Vijñaptimātra or Cittamātra) which aggrandized 
and developed this theory to its zenith. So when-
ever this theory receives criticism, the Yogācārins 
are prompt to defend this through their own logic. 
he general deinition of apperception is the mind 
seeing the mind itself or self-consciousness. To es-
tablish the theory of self-apperception, some of the 
criticisms against this theory produced by other 
schools, especially those of the Madhyamika, and 
the answers and proofs given by the Sautrāntikas 
and Yogācārins exponents, are presented here.

Question: If the illusion-like forms that appear to 
the mind have no external existence, then, since there 
can be no object to cognize, how can the mind arise? 
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If, according to you, it does arise, then by what valid 
cognition is it beheld and established? 

Answer: he eye consciousness that apprehends 
form has two aspects: an other-cognizing aspect 
that is only conscious of objects distinct from con-
sciousness, and a self-cognizing aspect that only 
apprehends the consciousness itself and which we 
call a valid self-cognizer. A self-cognizer is always a 
non-deceptive consciousness and is the mind that 
establishes the existence of the eye-consciousness 
of form and so forth.39 

Examples and proofs to assert apperceptions

1.  Lamp: a lamp is able to illuminate both 
itself as well as other external objects 
clearly. In a similar way, the mind is able 
to be conscious of both itself and other 
phenomena.

2.  A Clear Crystal: A piece of clear crystal is 
able to appear as blue when placed upon a 
blue object which is other than it. Its ap-
pearing as blue is thus dependent upon 
something other than it. Lapis lazuli, on 
the other hand, does not need to depend 
on anything else in order to appear as blue; 
by its nature it appears as blue. Similarly, 
the eye consciousness and so forth are 
necessarily related to objects that are other 
than consciousness, whereas self-cognizers 
exist as consciousness without being re-
lated to objects other than consciousness.

3.  If the eye consciousness and so forth do 
not have a self-cognizing quality, then in 
future how would it be possible to remem-
ber them? We do not simply remember 
the object but are also able to recollect the 
consciousness that apprehended it. From 
this, now it is proven that apart from ap-
prehending an object other than itself, 
consciousness can also see itself. Due to 
the process of memory, the existence of 
self-cognizers can be established.

4.  When a person looks into the distance, he 

is able to see a small object such as a nee-
dle or a tree or a plant; needless to say, he 
will be able to see a mountain that is near. 
Similarly, after one has attained samatha 
and other conditions, it is a possibility 
that he will gain clairvoyance and can eas-
ily see the minds of other people that are 
far away. If so, why can he not see his own 
mind which is so close to himself?

5.  If there is no self-cognizer, then how can 
consciousness be established as existent? If 
so, then perceptions of forms, sounds and 
so forth should be refuted.

  In this way, through diferent reasonings, the 
Sautrāntikas and the Yogācārin Ācāryas establish 
their theory of self-apperception.

IV. Use of epistemology (two pramāṇas)

he unique feature of the Sautrāntika school is its 
logic, which was then used to defend their theory 
against the criticisms showered by other Buddhist 
schools and non-Buddhist schools. his logic 
was later highly developed and crystallized by 
Yogācārin followers. Ācārya Dignāga had played 
a great role in the development of the Sautrāntika 
logic. Later Dharmakīrti also ine-tuned it to its 
apex. After Dignāga developed a strong Buddhist 
logic, it was then possible to distinguish Buddhist 
logics from the Vedic ones.40 Victoria Lysenco, in 
researching Buddhist logic, noted that Dignāga 
and Dharmakīrti adopt a Sautrāntika standpoint, 
presupposing the existence of external objects, 
while in other parts of their work, they shift their 
ontological frameworks and move to a Yogācāra’s 
rejection of external objects. Regarding this, Prof. 
Tripathi says:

Although Dharmakīrti, in the initial chap-
ters of the Pramāṇavārtika, establishes Mind 
Only, in the rest of chapters, he describes 
things from the standpoint of the Sautrāntika. 
herefore, even if they are the proponents of 
Logical Mind Only (yuktyānuyāyī), there is 

ESSENTIALS OF SAUTRĀNTIKA PHILOSOPHY



56 - Light of Wisdom, Vol I, No. 1, 2010

not a shadow of doubt to identify them as 
leading Sautrāntika Ācāryas as well.41 

 
  According to Dignāga’s major epistemologi-
cal work Pramāṇasamuccaya (A Collection of In-
struments of Knowledge), only two instruments 
of valid knowledge (pramāṇa) exist; pratyakṣa, or 
perception, and anumāna, or inference, and each 
of them has its own subject matter.42   
  Pratyakṣa deals with what Dignāga calls 
svalaksaṇa, literally, that which characterises itself, 
a particular characteristic or pure particular — 
something absolutely unique, singular and most 
important, momentary (kṣaṇika). As svalakṣaṇas 
are ultimately real (paramārtha sat) and inexpress-
ible, to experience them means to experience real-
ity as it is. 
  he object of the other pramāṇa, inference 
(anumāna), is constituted by conceptualizations, 
verbalizations, relections and other products of 
mental constructions (kalpanā or vikalpa) that 
Dignāga calls samanyalakṣaṇa — a general char-
acteristic that is applicable to many objects or 

distributed over many instances. Samanyalakṣanas 
are endurable and not subject to change; for this 
reason they are regarded as only relatively real 
(saṃvṛtisat).

Conclusion

Sautrāntika philosophy is one of the four pillars 
of Buddhist philosophy: Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, 
Yogācāra and Mādhyamika. Even if the Sautrāntikas 
accept the validity of Sūtra only, it doesn’t mean 
that they reject Abhidharma altogether; they 
merely say that the Abhidharma is not necessar-
ily the word of Buddha (buddhavacana), because 
they claim that all the contents of Abhidharma are 
subsumed in the Sūtras. he Sautrāntika tradition 
can not be called Sarvastivāda even if it stemmed 
from it, because unlike the Sarvāstivādins, they 
assert the existence of only the present moment. 
For them, things in the past and the future are 
only imaginary concepts (prajñaptisat), only the 
subtly momentary things in the present are real 

Figure 2. Acarya Dignaga Figure 3. Acarya Dharmakirti
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1. Swami Dwarikadas Shastri (ed.), Ācārya yaśomitraṁ 
kṛta sphuṭārthā vyākhyopetam ācārya vasubhandu 
viracitam svopajñabhāṣyasahitam abhidharmakoṣam, 
Vol I, (Varanasi: Bauddha Bharati Publications, 
1970), p. 15. According to Sanskrit Grammar, the 
words in question here are in the singular form 
whereas the answers are given in the plural form.

2. his is a Sarvāstivādin Sanskrit version of the 
Tripiṭaka. Parallel to its counterpart in Pāḻi litera-
ture, the Sarvāstivādins have their own ive texts: 1. 
Dīrghāgama, 2. Madhyamāgama, 3. Kṣudrakāgama, 
4. Saṁyuktāgama and 5. Ekottarāgama,

3. Collette Cox argues that proponents of Sarvastivāda 
or Vaibhāṣika may have labeled them pejoratively as 
Dārstānṭika. Robert E. Buswell, Encylopedia of Bud-
dhism, Vol II, (New York: he Gale Group, Inc., 
2004). here was also a Sautrāntika Ācārya named 

(dravyasat), which also soon turn into the past. So 
their interpretation of the existence of things is 
in terms of the generic image of the mind. his 
theory, called svasaṃvedana, and many others 
were the seed from which Yogācāra subsequently 
grew. he Sautrāntika theories are presented in 
the Yogācara system in a more revamped and con-
solidated form with all its discrepancies corrected. 
heir advanced theory is that the svasaṃvedana 
works because there is a presence of storehouse 
consciousness (ālayavijñāna). he Sautrāntika 
proves their position either through the buddha-
vacana (āgamānuyāyī) or through sharp logic and 
epistemology (yuktyānuyāyī). he Buddhist logic 
is a main feature of Sautrāntika. Dignāga and 
Dharmakīrti were known for their sharp Buddhist 
logic which no non-Buddhist theories could with-
stand. 
  Generally, Vaibhāṣika and Sautrāntika schools 
are reckoned as Hīnayāna schools whereas 

Yogācāra and Mādhyamika schools are Mahāyāna 
schools. he term Hīnayāna or Mahāyāna, pejora-
tive as it may appear, is not intended to dispar-
age the lower schools or glorify the higher schools, 
but is related to a practitioner’s motivation. hese 
diferentiations have nothing to do with the Bud-
dha’s wisdom as all of these four schools represent 
it, the understanding of which seems to grow ex-
ponentially in each of the schools. To understand 
higher philosophy, one must have thoroughly 
understood lower theory. Mahāyāna philoso-
phies also cannot be comprehended without the 
thorough understanding of both Vaibhāṣika and 
Sautrāntika, which have been designated in the 
academic world as Hīnayāna philosophies. In this 
way, from the womb of Hīnayāna philosophy, the 
philosophical theories of Mahāyāna had the op-
portunity to develop. To put it another way, all 
four philosophies have to be gradually followed 
and thoroughly understood. 

 bhavatu sarva maṅgalam  
 May all beings be happy 
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27. Ibid., p. 25.
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29. Ibid., p. 27.
30. Ibid., p. 26.
31. According to Dharmasaṅgraha of Ācārya Nāgārjuna, 

there are two saṃskāras: 1. saṃskāras comcomi-
tant with mind (cittasaṃprayukta saṃskāra), 2. 
saṃskāras not concomitant with mind (cittavipr-
ayukta saṃskāra). he Vaibhāṣika accepts cittavip-
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true (vastusat). he cittaviprayukta dharmas are at-

tainment, nonattainment, equal lot, non-discern-
ment, meditative absorption, life, birth, aging, 
existence, impermanence, assemblage of names, 
assemblage of words and assemblage of letters. See: 
Tashi Zangmo and Dechen Chime (trans.) Ācārya 
nāgārjuna’s dharmasaṁgrahaḥ, (Sarnath: Central 
Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, 1993), p. 16.

32. Due to lack of Sautrāntika resources, the list of 20 
saṃskāra dharmas can not be given here.

33. heoder Stcherbatsky, Buddhist Logic Vol I., 
(Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. 
Ltd., 1996)., p. 95. Here Stcherbatsky describes 
Śāntarakṣita’s stand on the theory of momentari-
ness.

34. Alexander von Rospatt, The Buddhist Doctrine of 
Momentariness: A Survey of the Origins and Early 
Phase of this Doctrine up to Vasubandhu, (Stuttgart: 
Franz Steiner Verlag Stuttgart, 1995), p. 99

35. his illustration is given by Vasubandhu in his 
Abhidharmakośabhaṣya: balavatpuruṣāccaṭāmātrena 
pañcaṣaṣṭiḥ kṣaṇā atikrāmantyityābhidhārmikāḥ

36. Rospatt, op cit., f.n. 34, p. 100. Alexander vÖn 
Rospatt provides many similes and illustrations 
from the Sthaviravāda, Sarvāstivada, Sautrāntika 
and other doctrines to demonstrate how fast things 
move. 

37. Bhadantācariya Buddhaghoṣa, Visuddhimagga, 
(Singapore: Singapore Buddhist Meditation Cen-
tre),  p. 714. Here is the Pāḻi text: rūpe dharanteyeva 
hi soḻasavāre bhavaṅgacitta uppajjitvā nirujjhati| . 
All the full texts of Pāḻi Tipiṭaka can be browsed 
and downloaded from the website: http://www.
tipitaka.org.

38. Gampopa, he Jewel Ornament of Liberation, (New 
York: Snowlion Publications, 1998),  p. 85. (Trans-
lated into English by Khenpo Könchog Gyaltsen 
Rinpoche and edited by Ani K. Trinlay Chödrön)

39. Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, Meaningful to Behold, 
(London: harpa Publications, 1989), p. 298 (A 
translation of Bodhicaryāvatāra of Śāntideva into 
English).

40. Tripathi, op cit., f.n. 13, p. 111
41. Ibid, p. 91.
42. ke punas te dve iti saṁśayitasya praśnāvasara idam 

ucyate - pratyakṣamanumānaṁ ceti, pratyākṣānumāne 
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eva te dve pramāṇe, na tvanye eva kecid dve iti| atra 
vyākhyāne na bhavati yathoktadoṣāvakāśaḥ || Ernst 
Steinkellner. etal., Jinendrabuddhi’s Viśālāmalavatī 
Pramāṇasamuccayaṭīkā, (Vienna: Austrian Acad-
emy of Sciences, 2005), p. 24. here are 4 
pratyakṣas according to Sautrāntikas : 1. Sensory 
direct perception (indriyapratyakṣa), 2. Mental di-

rect perception (mānasa pratyakṣa), 3. Appercep-
tion (svasaṃvedana pratyakṣa) and 4. Meditative 
direct perception (yogī pratyakṣa). Similarly, there 
are two inferences (anumāna pramāṅas): 1. Self-
Inference (svārthānumāna), 2. Other-inference 
(parārthānumāna). For details about the Sautrāntika 
epistemology, see: Ibid., pp. 107-113.
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