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Abstract: Religious beliefs and values play a fundamental role in shaping human societies, 
fostering unity within communities while distinguishing different cultural and spiritual traditions. 
Among the world's major religions, Buddhism holds a significant place, particularly in Tibet, 
where it developed into distinct schools. Tibetan Buddhism is primarily divided into the 
Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, Gelug, and Bon traditions, each with unique teachings and historical 
influences. The Nyingma school, the oldest form of Tibetan Buddhism, traces its origins to the 
8th century when the Indian tantric master Padmasambhava introduced Vajrayana teachings to 
Tibet. The Kagyu tradition, established in the 11th century by Marpa, emphasizes meditation and 
the Mahamudra path. The Sakya school, founded around the same period by Khon Kunchog 
Gyalpo, is recognized for its systematic approach to spiritual practice through the "path and fruit" 
doctrine. The Gelug school, founded in the 14th century by Je Tsongkhapa, follows a structured 
monastic discipline influenced by the earlier Kadampa tradition. Additionally, the Bon tradition, 
which predates Buddhism in Tibet, represents the region’s indigenous spiritual practices. The 
Kadam school, established in the 11th century by Atisha and his disciple Dromtonpa, contributed 
significantly to Tibetan Buddhist scholarship. In the 19th century, the Rime movement emerged 
as a non-sectarian approach, promoting harmony among different Buddhist traditions. This study 
examines the origins, teachings, and historical significance of Tibetan Buddhist schools, 
highlighting their impact on spiritual and philosophical thought.  

Keywords: Tibetan Buddhism, Buddhist Traditions, Vajrayana, Monastic Discipline, Rime 
Movement. 
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Introduction 
Human beliefs, values, and traditions serve as the foundation of societies, binding individuals 
within groups and distinguishing various cultures from one another. These shared systems of 
thought can be both religious and secular, shaping the identities and practices of different 
communities. Religion, in particular, is a complex concept with multiple interpretations, but it is 
often understood as a belief in the supernatural or a deep sense of reverence toward sacred 
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elements (Chandna, 2005). It encompasses diverse traditions, from monotheistic faiths to ancestor 
worship and spiritual rituals that connect individuals to a higher power. Despite the vast global 
population, only a handful of religious traditions have developed into highly structured systems 
with organized doctrines. The major world religions include Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, 
Islam, and Judaism. Many of these religions have their roots in the Eastern regions of the world. 
Hinduism, one of the oldest organized religions, originated in northwestern India and remains 
central to the Indian subcontinent. Judaism and Christianity emerged in Palestine, while Islam 
developed in western Arabia. 
Buddhism originated in Bodh Gaya, India, during the late 6th century BCE as a reform movement 
within Hinduism. Siddhartha Gautama (563-483 BCE), later known as Gautama Buddha, attained 
enlightenment and introduced the Four Noble Truths, which form the core of Buddhist philosophy 
(Chandna, 2005). However, Buddha did not intend to establish a new religion. Over time, 
Buddhism evolved into two primary schools: Hinayana (Theravāda) and Mahayana. Hinayana, the 
older tradition, emphasizes individual effort and discipline to achieve enlightenment through the 
Eightfold Path, which includes right understanding, thought, speech, action, livelihood, effort, 
mindfulness, and concentration. This school strictly adheres to Buddha’s original teachings. In 
contrast, Mahayana follows a more inclusive approach, emphasizing the role of enlightened 
beings, such as bodhisattvas, who guide others toward salvation. 
Tibetan Buddhism developed distinct traditions, which are categorized into Nyingma, Kagyu, 
Sakya, Gelug, and Bon schools. The Nyingma school, the oldest, was introduced in Tibet by the 
Indian tantric master Padmasambhava in the 8th century at the invitation of King Trisong Detsen. 
The Kagyu school, founded in the 11th century by Marpa, focuses on Vajrayana and Mahamudra 
teachings. The Sakya school, also established in the 11th century by Khon Kunchog Gyalpo, 
follows the "path and fruit" doctrine, a structured method of attaining enlightenment. The Gelug 
school, founded in the 14th century by Je Tsongkhapa, is rooted in the Kadampa tradition and 
emphasizes strict monastic discipline and scholarship. 
The Bon tradition predates Buddhism in Tibet and was the region’s dominant spiritual practice 
until King Songtsen Gampo introduced Buddhism in the 7th century. Additionally, the Kadam 
school, established in the 11th century by Atisha and his disciple Dromtonpa, played a crucial role 
in shaping Tibetan Buddhist philosophy. In the 19th century, the Rime movement emerged as a 
non-sectarian approach, promoting harmony and integration among different Buddhist traditions. 
This study explores the historical development, core philosophies, and spiritual significance of 
Tibetan Buddhist schools, highlighting their impact on Buddhist thought and Tibetan culture. 
Aims and Objectives of the Study 
This study aims to explore and analyse key aspects of Tibetan Buddhism with the following 
specific objectives: 

1. To examine the major schools of Tibetan Buddhism and their philosophical foundations. 
2. To assess the significance of Buddhism as a religious and spiritual tradition. 

Research Methodology and Data Sources 
This research is based entirely on secondary data collected from various published sources. To 
analyse trends and patterns, statistical tools such as bar graphs, comparative bar graphs, pie 
charts, and trend analysis have been utilized to illustrate occupational changes among Tibetans in 
exile. 
The primary data source for this study is secondary data from 2009, as compiled in various reports 
and publications. However, due to administrative decisions by the Central Tibetan 
Administration (CTA) of the Tibetan Government-in-Exile, some relevant data from 2019 has 
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not been made available for research purposes. Despite this limitation, the study relies on existing 
credible sources to provide meaningful insights into Tibetan Buddhist traditions and the socio-
economic changes within the Tibetan exile community. 
Analysis: Main Schools of Tibetan Buddhism 
Tibetan Buddhism is traditionally categorized into five major schools: Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, 
Gelug, and Bon. Although each school has its own distinct lineage and leadership, His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama serves as the ultimate spiritual head of all Tibetan Buddhist traditions. 
1. The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism: The Nyingma school is the oldest among the 

four major Tibetan Buddhist traditions. Often referred to as the "Ancient Translation School," 
it traces its origins to the 8th century, when Padmasambhava, an Indian tantric master, 
introduced Vajrayana Buddhism to Tibet. He was invited by King Trisong Detsen to establish 
Buddhism in Tibet, alongside the renowned Indian scholar Shantarakshita. The teachings of 
the Nyingma school were initially transmitted orally and later codified as the Drogchen 
(Dzogchen) teachings, also known as "The Great Perfection." Another Indian master, 
Vimalamitra, played a key role in transmitting these teachings to Tibet, which were later 
elaborated upon by the Tibetan scholar Longchenpa, forming the Nyingthing (Heart's Drop) 
texts (Department of Religion and Culture, 1991). The Nyingma tradition classifies Buddhist 
teachings into nine vehicles (yanas), which are divided into three categories: 

1) The Three Common Vehicles – These include the Shravakayana, Pratyekabuddhayana, and 
Bodhisattvayana, which focus on fundamental Buddhist teachings and practices. 

2) The Three Outer Tantras – Comprising Kriya Tantra, Upa (Charya) Tantra, and Yoga Tantra, 
these emphasize external rituals, inner meditative practices, and the balance between external 
and internal purification. 

3) The Three Innermost Tantras – Unique to the Nyingma tradition, these include Mahayoga, 
which emphasizes the generation stage of tantric practice; Anuyoga, which focuses on the 
completion stage utilizing the Vajra body; and Atiyoga (Dzogchen), which transcends 
conventional perception to achieve direct realization. 

While the first six vehicles are common across all Tibetan Buddhist traditions, the last three—
Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga—are exclusive to the Nyingma school. 
Historical Development and Influence: The first monastery in Tibet, Samye, was established 
under the guidance of Padmasambhava and Shantarakshita, becoming a major center for Buddhist 
learning. The Nyingma school continued to flourish through oral transmissions and hidden 
teachings (terma), which were later rediscovered by various enlightened masters. Unlike other 
Tibetan Buddhist schools, the Nyingma tradition historically lacked a centralized authority. 
However, following the Chinese invasion of Tibet, a system of representation was introduced in 
the 1960s, with a series of spiritual heads being appointed. 
Heads of the Nyingma School (Since the 1960s): Due to the lack of a singular authority in the 
past, the Nyingma school introduced a system of representatives in exile. The following eight 
eminent masters have served as heads of the Nyingma school since this system was established: 
1. Dudjom Rinpoche (1904–1987) – Served from the 1960s until his passing in 1987. 
2. Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche (1910–1991) – Took over in 1987 and served until his death in 

1991. 

3. Penor (Pema Norbu) Rinpoche (1932–2009) – Served from 1991 until his retirement in 2003. 
4. Mindrolling Trichen Rinpoche (1930–2008) – Led from 2003 until his passing in 2008. 
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5. Trulshik Rinpoche (1923–2011) – Selected after Chatral Rinpoche declined the position, 
serving until 2011. 

6. Taklung Tsetrul Rinpoche (1926–2015) – Appointed in 2012 and passed away in 2015. 
7. Kathok Getse Rinpoche (1954–2018) – Chosen as head in 2018 but passed away just ten 

months later. 
8. Dzogchen Rinpoche Jigme Losel Wangpo – Selected in January 2019 by the principal 

monasteries of the Nyingma tradition as the eighth head. 
The Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism remains a crucial pillar of Tibetan spiritual heritage, 
preserving ancient tantric teachings, particularly Dzogchen, which emphasizes direct realization 
of the nature of mind. Despite historical challenges, including the Chinese invasion and 
subsequent exile, the tradition continues to flourish through its lineages, teachings, and 
representatives. 
2. The Kagyu School of Tibetan Buddhism: The Kagyu school is one of the four major 

traditions of Tibetan Buddhism, renowned for its emphasis on direct oral transmission and 
meditative practice. The term "Kagyu" translates to "oral lineage" or "whispered 
transmission," signifying the direct and unbroken teacher-student lineage that characterizes 
this tradition. 

Origins and Founding Masters: The Kagyu school traces its origins to the great Indian yogi 
Tilopa (988–1069), who received and practiced the Mahamudra teachings, which emphasize the 
direct realization of the mind’s nature. He passed these teachings to Naropa (1016–1100), a 
distinguished scholar and tantric master. Naropa perfected the Six Yogas of Naropa, a set of 
advanced tantric meditations aimed at achieving enlightenment. The tradition was introduced to 
Tibet by Marpa Lotsawa (1012–1097), also known as Marpa the Translator, who traveled to India 
multiple times to study under Naropa and other Indian masters. Marpa translated Vajrayana and 
Mahamudra texts into Tibetan and became the first Tibetan master of the lineage. His most 
famous disciple, Milarepa (1052–1135), is one of Tibet’s greatest yogis, renowned for attaining 
enlightenment within a single lifetime through intense meditation and perseverance. Milarepa’s 
foremost student, Gampopa (1079–1153), played a crucial role in systematizing Kagyu teachings 
by integrating Atisha’s Kadam teachings with Tilopa’s Mahamudra instructions. This fusion laid 
the foundation for the structured monastic system of the Kagyu lineage. 
The Transmission Lineage of the Five Founding Masters: The Kagyu lineage is maintained 
through a direct transmission of teachings from master to disciple. The five great founding 
masters of the Kagyu school are: 
1) Tilopa (988–1069) – The Indian yogi who received and transmitted the Mahamudra teachings. 
2) Naropa (1016–1100) – A master of tantric practices, who formulated the Six Yogas of Naropa, 

a key set of meditative practices in the Kagyu tradition. 
3) Marpa Lotsawa (1012–1097) – The first Tibetan in the lineage, responsible for translating and 

transmitting Vajrayana texts to Tibet. 
4) Milarepa (1052–1135) – The most celebrated Tibetan yogi, known for his spiritual poetry and 

ascetic life, who attained enlightenment in a single lifetime. 
5) Gampopa (1079–1153) – The disciple of Milarepa who synthesized Mahamudra and Kadampa 

teachings, establishing the monastic tradition of the Kagyu school. 
Main Teachings and Practices: The Kagyu school places strong emphasis on meditative 
experience and direct realization, with key practices including: 
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1) Mahamudra (The Great Seal) – A meditation method that leads to the direct realization of the 
nature of the mind. 

2) Six Yogas of Naropa – A set of tantric techniques designed for accelerated spiritual 
realization. 

3) Lojong (Mind Training) – A practice aimed at cultivating compassion, wisdom, and discipline. 
The training of monks in Kagyu monasteries includes the study of Madhyamika (Middle Way 
philosophy), Prajnaparamita (Perfection of Wisdom), Buddhist Logic (Pramana), and 
Phenomenology. While these subjects are common to all Tibetan Buddhist traditions, each Kagyu 
subsect has its unique commentaries and interpretations. 
Branches of the Kagyu School: The Kagyu school diversified over time, leading to the formation 
of four greater subsects and eight lesser subsects: 
Four Greater Subsects 

1) Tselpa Kagyu 
2) Phagdru Kagyu 

3) Barom Kagyu 
4) Kamtsang Kagyu (Karma Kagyu) – The largest and most influential subsect. 

Eight Lesser Subsects 
1) Drigung Kagyu 

2) Taklung Kagyu 
3) Trophu Kagyu 

4) Drukpa Kagyu 
5) Marpa Kagyu 

6) Yelpa Kagyu 
7) Yasang Kagyu 

8) Shugseb Kagyu 
Each of these subsects has its distinct lineage and leadership. Notable leaders include: 

Ø His Eminence Gyalwa Karmapa – Head of the Karma Kagyu tradition. 
Ø His Eminence Drukchen Rinpoche – Leader of the Drukpa Kagyu lineage. 

Ø His Eminence Drigung Chetsang Rinpoche – Head of the Drikung Kagyu tradition. 
Notable Works and Contributions: The Kagyu tradition has produced numerous profound texts 
and teachings, some of the most renowned being: 
Ø The Collected Works of Marpa the Translator 

Ø The Vajra Songs of Milarepa 
Ø The Collected Works of Gampopa 

Ø The writings of the Karmapas 
Ø The teachings of Drikung Kyöpa Jigten Sumgön 

Ø The philosophical works of Drukpa Kunkhyen Pema Karpo 
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These texts continue to guide practitioners on the path of Vajrayana Buddhism, emphasizing 
meditation, wisdom, and realization. 
The Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism is a dynamic and deeply meditative tradition that upholds 
the teachings of Mahamudra and Vajrayana. Its strong emphasis on direct teacher-disciple 
transmission and practical meditation techniques has made it a vital part of Tibetan spiritual 
heritage. Despite historical and political challenges, the Kagyu tradition continues to flourish, 
preserving its profound wisdom for future generations. 
3. The Sakya School of Tibetan Buddhism: The Sakya School of Tibetan Buddhism emerged 

in the 11th century and is one of the four principal traditions of Tibetan Buddhism. The name 
"Sakya" is derived from the Tibetan term ས་#་, meaning "pale earth," which refers to the distinct 
grey landscape near Shigatse, Tibet, where the first Sakya Monastery was founded in 1073. 
The school was established by Khon Kunchog Gyalpo, a member of the ancient Khon family, 
which has preserved an unbroken lineage of leadership within the tradition. 

Doctrinal Foundations and Teachings: The core teaching of the Sakya School is the Lamdre 
(ལམ་འ'ས་), or "The Path and Its Fruit." This doctrine, derived from the teachings of the Indian 
master Virupa, is a structured meditation system that integrates both the Sutrayana and Vajrayana 
paths, emphasizing the union of wisdom and method. The transmission of these teachings can be 
traced back to Drogmi Lotsawa, an eminent translator and scholar who studied in India under 
Naropa and other renowned Buddhist masters. The Sakya School played a pivotal role in Tibetan 
history, particularly during the Mongol rule. One of its most distinguished figures, Sakya Pandita 
Kunga Gyaltsen (1182–1251), was a scholar-saint whose diplomatic acumen helped shape the 
political landscape of Tibet. Recognizing his wisdom and spiritual authority, the Mongol ruler 
Godan Khan invited him to his court, leading to Tibet’s political subjugation under Mongol rule 
but also ensuring its cultural and religious preservation. Sakya Pandita’s nephew, Drogon Chogyal 
Phagpa (1235–1280), further solidified the influence of the Sakya tradition. His spiritual mastery 
and statesmanship earned him the patronage of the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan, who appointed 
him as the imperial preceptor and granted the Sakya lineage governance over Tibet. One of 
Phagpa’s most significant contributions was persuading Kublai Khan to end the forced 
conscription of Tibetans into the Mongol army, thereby preserving Tibetan autonomy under 
Mongol rule. 

Sub-Sects and Leadership: The Sakya tradition consists of three primary sub-sects: 
1) Ngorpa 

2) Tsarpa 
3) Sakya 
The supreme authority of the Sakya tradition rests with the Sakya Trizin ("Holder of the Sakya 
Throne"), a title passed down through the male lineage of the Khon family. Historically, the 
position was held for life, rotating between the Phuntsok Potrang and Dolma Potrang branches of 
the family. However, in 2017, the system was reformed into a three-year rotating tenure to allow 
for broader participation of qualified lineage holders. The most recent Sakya Trizin, His Holiness 
Ngawang Kunga Thekchen Palbar Samphel Ganggi Gyalpo, was born in 1945 in Tsedong, Tibet, 
and served from 1958 until 2017. The present leadership continues to uphold the teachings and 
influence of the Sakya tradition, ensuring its transmission to future generations. The Sakya School 
has played a crucial role in shaping Tibetan Buddhism through its unique doctrinal system, 
political influence, and unbroken lineage of spiritual masters. With its emphasis on the Lamdre 
teachings and its historical significance in Tibetan governance, the Sakya tradition remains a vital 
part of Tibetan Buddhist heritage. Today, its global presence extends beyond Tibet, with Sakya 
centers worldwide preserving its profound teachings and monastic traditions. 



                                         ( American Journal of Education and Evaluation Studies) 
 

American Journal of Education and Evaluation Studies 170 

4. The Gelug School of Tibetan Buddhism: The Gelug School, the most recent and 
predominant of the four principal traditions of Tibetan Buddhism, was founded in the early 
15th century by the eminent scholar and reformer Je Tsongkhapa (1357–1419). Rooted in the 
Kadam tradition established by the Bengali master Atisha Dipankara (982–1054), the Gelug 
lineage emerged as a revitalization of monastic discipline, philosophical rigor, and scholastic 
excellence. Characterized by its strict adherence to the Vinaya (monastic code) and its 
emphasis on logical analysis in Buddhist philosophy, the Gelug School soon established itself 
as a dominant force in Tibetan spiritual and intellectual life. 

Doctrinal Foundations and Scholastic Tradition: The Gelugpa tradition upholds the Lamrim 
(Stages of the Path to Enlightenment) teachings, which synthesize the expositions of Atisha with 
the philosophical depth of Madhyamaka (Middle Way philosophy), as elucidated by Nāgārjuna 
and his Indian successors. Tsongkhapa emphasized the union of Sutrayana and Vajrayana, 
integrating advanced tantric practices within a foundation of rigorous intellectual inquiry. One of 
the most esteemed traditions of the Gelug school is the Geshe Lharampa system, the highest 
scholastic degree conferred upon monastic scholars. This rigorous examination process involves 
dialectical debates on the five major treatises of Buddhist philosophy: 

1) Prajñāpāramitā (Perfection of Wisdom) 
2) Madhyamaka (Middle Way Philosophy) 

3) Abhidharma (Metaphysics) 
4) Pramāṇa (Logic and Epistemology) 

5) Vinaya (Monastic Discipline) 
Attaining the Geshe Lharampa title requires years of intensive study, culminating in a final 
examination before an assembly of eminent scholars. The title “Geshe” signifies a master of 
Buddhist philosophy, while “Lharampa” denotes the highest level of erudition within the Gelug 
tradition. This system remains one of the most intellectually demanding academic structures in 
Tibetan Buddhism. 
Monastic Institutions and Expansion: In 1409, Tsongkhapa founded Ganden Monastery, the 
first major Gelugpa monastic institution. His disciples further expanded this tradition, leading to 
the establishment of Drepung and Sera Monasteries, which, along with Ganden, became the three 
largest monastic universities in Tibet. Over time, these institutions produced generations of 
esteemed scholars, consolidating the Gelug School as the most influential Buddhist tradition in 
Tibet. The head of the Gelug School is the Ganden Tripa (Holder of the Ganden Throne), an 
esteemed position based on scholarship and seniority, rotating among qualified masters. 
Additionally, the most recognized figure associated with the Gelug tradition is the Dalai Lama, 
historically regarded as both the spiritual leader of the school and the temporal leader of Tibet. 
The Institution of the Dalai Lama: The Dalai Lamas are considered manifestations of 
Avalokiteshvara (Chenrezig), the Bodhisattva of Compassion, and the patron deity of Tibet. 
Bodhisattvas are enlightened beings who, out of boundless compassion, vow to be reborn 
continuously until all sentient beings attain liberation. The 14th Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, was 
born in 1935, just two years after the passing of the 13th Dalai Lama. Over the past century, the 
Dalai Lama has played a pivotal role in preserving Tibetan identity, advocating for non-
sectarianism, and spreading Tibetan Buddhist teachings globally. 
Contemporary Presence and Legacy: Following the Tibetan diaspora in 1959, the Gelug School 
re-established its monastic centres in South India under the auspices of the Central Tibetan 
Administration (CTA) in Dharamshala. Today, the Tantric University at Sidhbari, formerly 
located in Arunachal Pradesh, continues the transmission of esoteric Vajrayana teachings. The 
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Gelug School remains one of the most influential Buddhist traditions worldwide, with a strong 
monastic network in Tibet, India, and beyond, ensuring the preservation and propagation of its 
profound teachings. The Gelug tradition stands as a beacon of intellectual rigor, monastic 
discipline, and tantric realization within Tibetan Buddhism. With its systematic scholastic 
curriculum, dialectical debates, and emphasis on ethical purity, the Gelug School continues to 
shape the landscape of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and practice. Through the unwavering efforts 
of its monastic institutions, Ganden Tripas, and the Dalai Lamas, the Gelug lineage remains an 
indomitable force in the preservation of Tibet’s spiritual heritage. 

(5) The Bön Tradition: The Indigenous Spiritual Heritage of Tibet 
The Bön tradition is the earliest spiritual and religious system native to Tibet, predating the 
introduction of Buddhism in the 7th century. Founded by Tonpa Shenrab Miwoche, Bön 
flourished as the dominant faith of Tibet until King Songtsen Gampo ushered in Buddhism. 
Although Tibetan Buddhism gradually became the prevailing tradition, Bön continues to thrive, 
preserving its unique philosophy, monastic discipline, and esoteric teachings. Today, the primary 
spiritual center of the Bön tradition is Menri Monastery (Menri Gonpa) in Dolanji, near Solan, 
Himachal Pradesh, India, established in 1968 by Tokden Tenpai Nyima Rinpoche. The spiritual 
head of the Bön tradition is the Gyalwa Menri Trizin, who provides guidance to the global Bön 
community. 

Origins and Spiritual Mission of Tonpa Shenrab Miwoche 
According to Bön scriptures, Tonpa Shenrab Miwoche first received the Bön teachings in a 
celestial realm, where he made a vow before the compassionate deity Shenla Ökar to bring 
enlightenment and liberation to the beings of this world. At the age of thirty-one, he renounced 
worldly life and embarked on a path of austerity and teaching, aiming to free sentient beings from 
the cycle of suffering. His mission led him to Mount Kailash, in the ancient kingdom of Zhang 
Zhung, recognized as the historical heartland of the Bön culture and its doctrinal traditions. 
Doctrinal Classifications of Bön: The Bön teachings are categorized into two major 
classifications: 
1. The Four Portals and One Treasury: This system organizes the Bön doctrines into four 

primary categories and a comprehensive treasury: 
Ø The White Waters Doctrine – Esoteric teachings focused on advanced spiritual practices. 
Ø The Black Waters Doctrine – Ritual traditions, including narratives, funerary rites, and 

exorcisms. 

Ø The Land of Phan Doctrine – Monastic rules and philosophical expositions. 
Ø The Divine Guide Doctrine – Teachings of Dzogchen (Great Perfection), the path to ultimate 

realization. 
Ø The Treasury – A synthesis of the essential principles found in the four portals. 
2. The Nine Ways of Bön: The Bön teachings are also categorized into nine successive paths, 
ranging from foundational practices to advanced tantric teachings: 

1. The Way of Prediction – Astrology, divination, and ritualistic prognostication. 
2. The Way of the Visual World – Cosmology and the interrelationship of the physical and 

psychological universe. 
3. The Way of Illusion – Rituals for dispelling negative forces and obstacles. 

4. The Way of Existence – Funeral rites and ceremonies guiding the soul after death. 
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5. The Way of the Lay Follower – Ethical teachings and the ten principles of virtuous living. 
6. The Way of the Monk – The monastic code of discipline and spiritual conduct. 
7. The Way of Primordial Sound – Tantric practices integrating the practitioner into the Mandala 

of Enlightenment. 
8. The Way of the Primordial Shen – The guidelines for finding an authentic tantric master and 

the spiritual commitments binding disciple and teacher. 
9. The Way of the Supreme Doctrine – The Dzogchen teachings, which lead directly to 

enlightenment and liberation. 
Academic and Monastic Scholarship in Bön: Bön places a strong emphasis on scholastic 
training, combining rigorous scriptural study, dialectical debate, and meditative practice. The 
highest academic honor in the tradition is the Geshe Degree (Doctorate of Bön Studies), which 
requires years of disciplined study and examination. Upon attaining this qualification, scholars 
dedicate themselves to teaching, scriptural exegesis, and community service. 
Recognition and Preservation of Bön: Despite historical tensions between Bön and Tibetan 
Buddhism, the 14th Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, has played a key role in preserving and 
legitimizing the Bön tradition. In 1988, during the Tulku Conference in Sarnath, His Holiness 
acknowledged Bön as an essential component of Tibetan heritage, emphasizing its role in shaping 
Tibet’s unique spiritual identity. 
The Bön tradition continues to flourish in exile, sustaining its monastic institutions, esoteric 
practices, and philosophical doctrines. It remains a vital link to Tibet’s indigenous spiritual 
heritage, offering profound teachings on cosmology, ritual, and enlightenment. As a living 
tradition, Bön exemplifies resilience and adaptability, ensuring the continuation of its sacred 
wisdom for future generations. 
Other Buddhist Schools in Tibet: Beyond the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism, two 
additional influential traditions have contributed significantly to Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and 
practice: 
1. The Kadam School: The Kadam tradition, founded in the 11th century, was established by 

the renowned Indian master Atisha Dipankara and his foremost Tibetan disciple, Dromtönpa. 
This school is distinguished by its emphasis on the practical application of the Bodhisattva 
ideals, focusing on ethical discipline, altruistic motivation, and systematic spiritual training. 
The Kadam school later branched into three subdivisions, each attributed to one of the three 
Kadam masters: 

Ø Lamrimpa – Centered on the gradual path (Lamrim) teachings, emphasizing structured 
meditation and ethical conduct. 

Ø Shungpawa – Focused on scriptural study and textual preservation. 
Ø Mengapa – Devoted to esoteric and tantric practices within the Kadam framework. 
Although the Kadam school no longer exists as a distinct tradition, its teachings remain highly 
revered and have been fully integrated into all four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism. The 
Gelug school, in particular, regards itself as the spiritual successor to the Kadam tradition, often 
referred to as the "New Kadam" school due to its deep incorporation of Atisha’s teachings. 
2. The Rime School: The Rime movement, which emerged in the 19th century in Eastern Tibet, 
represents a non-sectarian or eclectic approach to Tibetan Buddhism. It was initiated by leading 
Buddhist masters who sought to revitalize and preserve the unique teachings of various Tibetan 
traditions while encouraging mutual respect and scholarly exchange. A defining characteristic of 
the Rime movement was the compilation of new Buddhist literature, incorporating diverse 
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philosophical perspectives, meditation techniques, and tantric traditions from multiple lineages. 
The movement was not intended to merge or dissolve individual traditions but rather to encourage 
open-minded study and practice across different Buddhist schools. The Rime philosophy remains 
highly influential today, inspiring practitioners to transcend sectarian divisions while embracing 
the richness and diversity of Tibetan Buddhist thought. 
Conclusion: Tibetan Buddhism is an intricate and deeply philosophical spiritual tradition that has 
evolved through centuries, shaping Tibet’s religious, cultural, and intellectual heritage. It consists 
of four major schools—Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, and Gelug—along with the Bon tradition and 
other significant movements such as the Kadam and Rime schools. Each of these schools, while 
distinct in lineage, methodology, and emphasis, contributes to the rich spiritual landscape of 
Tibetan Buddhism. 
The Nyingma school, the oldest of the four, is rooted in the teachings of Guru Padmasambhava 
and is best known for the Dzogchen (Great Perfection) philosophy, which teaches the direct 
realization of the mind’s true nature. The Kagyu tradition, founded by Marpa and Milarepa, 
emphasizes direct transmission of teachings from master to disciple, with a strong focus on 
meditative practices such as Mahamudra and the Six Yogas of Naropa. The Sakya school, 
established by Khön Könchog Gyalpo, is renowned for its Lamdre (The Path and Its Fruit) 
teachings, a structured approach to tantric practice and realization. The Gelug school, founded by 
Je Tsongkhapa, introduced a rigorous monastic and scholastic tradition, giving rise to the Geshe 
Lharampa degree and becoming the dominant school in Tibet under the leadership of the Dalai 
Lamas. 
The Bon tradition, predating the introduction of Buddhism to Tibet, has played a crucial role in 
shaping Tibetan spirituality and cultural identity. Despite historical challenges, it has preserved its 
unique teachings, particularly the Nine Ways of Bon, and remains a vibrant religious tradition 
today. Meanwhile, the Kadam school, though no longer existing as an independent tradition, has 
profoundly influenced Tibetan Buddhism, particularly through the Lamrim (Stages of the Path) 
teachings, later integrated into the Gelug tradition. The Rime movement, emerging in the 19th 
century, sought to transcend sectarian boundaries, promoting the study and integration of all 
Tibetan Buddhist schools while preserving their individual lineages and philosophies. 
While each school has its distinct practices and lineages, they all share the core principles of 
Mahayana Buddhism, emphasizing compassion, wisdom, and the path to enlightenment. Tibetan 
Buddhism, despite historical upheavals and the challenges of exile, continues to flourish globally, 
spreading its profound wisdom and meditative traditions to practitioners worldwide. The modern 
Tibetan Buddhist landscape reflects both continuity and adaptability, ensuring that its timeless 
teachings remain relevant in contemporary spiritual discourse. 
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