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The Transition from Practical Theories to Doctrinal Theories
in the Yogacara School

Hidenori 5. SAKUMA

The Yogacara school is one of the two main schools of Indian Mahaydna Buddhism. As its
name shows, many Mahayanist yogins actually practiced many forms of meditation on both a
physical and a mental level, and their valuable experiences were brought together and
systematized into practical theories. It has in the past been argued that Mahayina Buddhism
derived from lay beliefs. But nowadays it is coming to be considered that Mahayana Buddhism
was developed by a professional group of Buddhists such as the Sarvastivadins. This is
especially appropriate for the practical theories of the Yogacara school since its followers were
familiar with the theoretical systems of the Sarvastividins and others.

These practical theories were born of the frustration of yogins who had been educated in the
Sarvastivadin school or some similar school but had also been captivated by the dynamism of
Stnyald in the Mahayana movement. Initially their practical theories were not theoretically
systematized, but were gradually developed and brought to completion. While these well-
organized practical theories became on the one hand the most popular theories in the world of
Indian philosophy, on the other hand they began to lose their vitality for resolving our suffering
in the real world. Their proponents concentrated upon codifying these theories and adjusting
them to the Abhidharmic categories with as few contradictions as possible.

I demonstrate this transition by focusing on two of their most famous theories, i.e., the five
mutually distinctive natures of sentient beings (A #:4%51) and the interconnection between
vijiigna and jAana. In the process of examining passages relating to these theories there
emerges a transition from practical theories to doctrinal theories. In my view, every theory in
this school followed a similar process.
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