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6 Schools Of Indian Philosophy

Exploring the 6 Schools Of Indian
Philosophy: A Journey Through Ancient
Wisdom

India’s intellectual heritage is among the oldest and most profound in human
history. Long before the modern era of scientific inquiry, ancient Indian
sages engaged in rigorous debates about the nature of reality, the self,
knowledge, and liberation. While Indian philosophical thought is vast and
varied, a pivotal classification divides it into two broad categories: Āstika
(orthodox), which accepts the authority of the Vedas, and Nāstika
(heterodox), which does not. Within the Āstika tradition, six distinct yet
interrelated systems emerged, forming the core of classical Indian
philosophy. Understanding the 6 Schools Of Indian Philosophy—also
known as the Ṣaḍdarśana—offers a gateway into a world of deep reasoning,
spiritual discipline, and timeless questions that continue to resonate today.

In this article, we will explore each of these six orthodox schools in detail.
We will examine their foundational texts, key concepts, and unique
perspectives on metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. Whether you are a
student of philosophy, a spiritual seeker, or simply curious about worldviews
that have shaped millions of lives, this comprehensive guide will provide
you with a clear and engaging overview.

What Are the 6 Schools Of Indian Philosophy? An Overview

The phrase "6 Schools Of Indian Philosophy" refers to the six orthodox
(Āstika) systems that accept the Vedas as authoritative scripture. These
schools are not monolithic; each offers a unique path to understanding truth
and achieving liberation (mokṣa). They engage in lively internal debates,
critique one another, and yet often complement each other in a broader
philosophical framework.

The six schools are:

Sāṅkhya – The school of enumeration and dualism
Yoga – The school of meditative discipline and practice
Nyāya – The school of logic and epistemology
Vaiśeṣika – The school of atomistic metaphysics
Mīmāṃsā – The school of Vedic exegesis and ritual
Vedānta – The school of ultimate knowledge and non-duality

Each school has its own foundational texts (sūtras), commentaries, and
historical development. Let us now journey into each one in detail.

1. Sāṅkhya: The Earliest Systematic Philosophy

Sāṅkhya, often considered the oldest of the six orthodox systems, presents a
dualistic worldview. The term "Sāṅkhya" means "enumeration" or
"number," reflecting its methodical categorization of the elements of
existence. The foundational text is the Sāṅkhya Kārikā by Īśvarakṛṣṇa,
though the school's roots are much older.

Core Teachings of Sāṅkhya

At the heart of Sāṅkhya philosophy lies a fundamental dualism between two
eternal principles: Puruṣa (consciousness, the witness) and Prakṛti
(primordial matter, nature). Puruṣa is pure, unchanging awareness, while
Prakṛti is the dynamic, creative source of all material existence, including
the mind and body.

Sāṅkhya posits that all suffering arises from the confusion between Puruṣa
and Prakṛti—mistaking the transient for the eternal, the material for the
conscious. Liberation (kaivalya) occurs when one realizes the absolute
distinction between these two principles. The school also famously

enumerates twenty-five tattvas (categories of reality), which include the five
senses, five organs of action, five subtle elements, and five gross elements,
among others.

Sāṅkhya is profoundly rational and atheistic in its classical form—it does
not rely on a creator God. Its rigorous analysis of experience and its
emphasis on discriminative knowledge make it a cornerstone of Indian
philosophy.

2. Yoga: The Path of Practical Discipline

Yoga is intimately related to Sāṅkhya, often described as its practical
application. While Sāṅkhya provides the theoretical framework of dualism,
Yoga offers the systematic methodology to realize that distinction. The
foundational text is the Yoga Sūtra of Patañjali, which outlines the famous
eightfold path (Aṣṭāṅga Yoga).

Core Teachings of Yoga

Patañjali's Yoga is a profoundly psychological and practical system. It
defines yoga as the cessation of the modifications of the mind (yogaś citta-
vṛtti-nirodhaḥ). The goal is to still the mind completely, thereby liberating
Puruṣa from its entanglement with Prakṛti.

The eight limbs of classical Yoga provide a comprehensive ethical and
meditative discipline:

Yama – Ethical restraints (non-violence, truthfulness, non-stealing,1.
chastity, non-possessiveness)
Niyama – Personal observances (purity, contentment, austerity, self-2.
study, surrender to the divine)
Āsana – Posture for steady meditation3.
Prāṇāyāma – Control of life force through breath4.
Pratyāhāra – Withdrawal of the senses5.
Dhāraṇā – Concentration on a single point6.
Dhyāna – Uninterrupted meditation7.
Samādhi – Deep absorption and liberation8.

Unlike classical Sāṅkhya, Yoga acknowledges the existence of a supreme
Lord (Īśvara) as a special Puruṣa untouched by afflictions, serving as an
object of meditation for aspirants. The Yoga school remains immensely
influential, particularly in modern wellness and contemplative practices.

3. Nyāya: The School of Logic and Epistemology

Nyāya, meaning "rule" or "method," is the school of logic, reasoning, and
epistemology. Its foundational text is the Nyāya Sūtra attributed to the sage
Gautama (Akṣapāda). Nyāya is concerned with the means of obtaining valid
knowledge (pramāṇa) and with the methods of argumentation and debate.

Core Teachings of Nyāya

Nyāya famously identifies four pramāṇas (sources of valid knowledge):

Pratyakṣa – Sense perception
Anumāna – Inference
Upamāna – Comparison or analogy
Śabda – Testimony (especially from reliable authorities and
scriptures)

The Nyāya school developed a sophisticated theory of inference, including
the famous five-member syllogism (e.g., "The hill has fire, because it has
smoke, like a kitchen, unlike a lake, therefore it is so"). Nyāya also
systematically analyzes the nature of the self, the body, the senses, and the
objects of experience. Debates about the existence of God, the nature of
liberation, and the validity of scriptural knowledge are central to its later



developments.

Nyāya's rigorous logical framework has profoundly influenced Indian legal,
philosophical, and scientific thought. It provides tools for critical thinking
that remain relevant in any era.

4. Vaiśeṣika: The Atomistic System

Vaiśeṣika, founded by the sage Kaṇāda, is the school of atomistic
metaphysics and natural philosophy. The name derives from viśeṣa, meaning
"particularity" or "distinction," highlighting the school's focus on
categorizing the ultimate particulars of reality. The foundational text is the
Vaiśeṣika Sūtra.

Core Teachings of Vaiśeṣika

Vaiśeṣika presents a pluralistic realism, arguing that reality consists of
several irreducible categories (padārthas). The most well-known
classification includes seven categories: substance (dravya), quality (guṇa),
action (karma), generality (sāmānya), particularity (viśeṣa), inherence
(samavāya), and non-existence (abhāva).

Perhaps the most striking feature of Vaiśeṣika is its atomism. The school
posits that the physical world is composed of eternal, indivisible atoms
(paramāṇus) of earth, water, fire, and air. These atoms combine in various
ways to form the material objects we perceive. Time, space, ether (ākāśa),
and the souls are also considered eternal substances.

Vaiśeṣika is closely allied with Nyāya in later philosophical traditions,
forming the combined school of Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika. Its atomistic theory is a
remarkable anticipation of later scientific materialism, though it is grounded
in a spiritual worldview.

5. Mīmāṃsā: The Art of Vedic Interpretation

Mīmāṃsā, also known as Pūrva Mīmāṃsā (the "earlier inquiry"), is the
school of Vedic exegesis and ritual. Its foundational text is the Mīmāṃsā

Sūtra by Jaimini. Mīmāṃsā focuses on understanding the nature of dharma
(moral and ritual duty) as revealed in the Vedas.

Core Teachings of Mīmāṃsā

Mīmāṃsā is deeply concerned with the authority of the Vedas and the
correct interpretation of scriptural injunctions. It argues that the Vedas are
eternal, authorless, and infallible with regard to dharma. The school
developed an elaborate hermeneutic methodology for interpreting Vedic
texts, including principles for resolving apparent contradictions and for
understanding the intended meaning of ritual commands.

Key concepts in Mīmāṃsā include:

Apūrva – The unseen potency generated by ritual action that yields
results in the future
Śabda – Verbal testimony as a unique source of knowledge,
particularly the Veda
Karma – The efficacy of ritual action in sustaining cosmic order

Mīmāṃsā is a rigorous, ritualistic, and atheistic school in its classical
form—it does not posit a creator God, instead emphasizing the self-
sufficient power of Vedic rituals. Its contributions to language philosophy,
semantics, and scriptural interpretation are immense.

6. Vedānta: The Culminating Inquiry

Vedānta, meaning "the end of the Vedas," represents the philosophical
culmination of the six orthodox schools. Also known as Uttara Mīmāṃsā
(the "later inquiry"), it focuses on the teachings of the Upaniṣads, the
Brahma Sūtra, and the Bhagavad Gītā. The foundational text is the Brahma
Sūtra (also called Vedānta Sūtra) by Bādarāyaṇa.

Core Teachings of Vedānta

Vedānta explores the nature of Brahman (ultimate reality), the self (Ātman),
and the relationship between them. While Vedānta is a unified school in its
acceptance of the Upaniṣ


