
www.ijcrt.org                                                              © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 7 July 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2507583 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org f72 
 

Role Of Buddhist Epistemology In Shaping 

Reflective And Inquiry-Based Pedagogy 
 

Tapas Kr Patra1 & Prof. (Dr.) Mita Banerjee2 

1Ph.D. Scholar, Department of Education, Swami Vivekananda University, West Bengal, India 

2Professor, Department of Education, Swami Vivekananda University, West Bengal, India 

 

Abstract 

This study explores the intersection between Buddhist epistemology and contemporary reflective and 

inquiry-based pedagogy. Drawing from classical Indian philosophical traditions, particularly the works of 

Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, Buddhist epistemology emphasizes pramāṇa (valid cognition), specifically 

pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna (inference), as authentic means of acquiring knowledge. These 

concepts offer powerful tools for developing critical thinking, metacognitive awareness, and experiential 

learning in educational contexts. The research adopts a qualitative, theoretical, and content-analytical 

approach, engaging with canonical texts and modern commentaries to examine how Buddhist modes of 

knowing align with progressive educational paradigms. The study demonstrates that pratyakṣa fosters 

mindfulness and attentiveness, supporting reflective learning practices, while anumāna encourages logical 

reasoning, hypothesis testing, and dialogical engagement. These principles resonate with inquiry-based 

learning, which promotes student-led questioning, exploration, and meaning-making. Furthermore, the 

ethical and contemplative aspects of Buddhist thought—emphasizing compassion, non-attachment, and 

wisdom—enhance the moral and emotional dimensions of pedagogy. Based on these insights, the study 

proposes pedagogical strategies such as mindfulness-based reflective learning, dialectical inquiry circles, and 

self-inquiry portfolios. These models encourage learners to engage with content actively, critically, and 

ethically. Ultimately, the research advocates for a reorientation of educational practices that integrates 

Buddhist epistemological insights to support holistic, learner-centered development. In doing so, it 

contributes to the broader discourse on decolonizing education and enriching pedagogy through indigenous 

knowledge systems. The study concludes that Buddhist epistemology provides a transformative framework 

for fostering inquiry, self-awareness, and ethical reflection in modern classrooms.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background of the Study 

Buddhist epistemology, rooted in the classical Indian philosophical tradition, provides a comprehensive 

framework for understanding knowledge acquisition, critical thinking, and reflective awareness. At its core, 

it emphasizes pramāṇa (valid means of knowledge), particularly pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna 

(inference), as authentic sources of understanding (Dreyfus, 1997). These principles are inherently aligned 

with the ideals of reflective and inquiry-based pedagogy, which advocate for learning through observation, 

questioning, and reasoning rather than passive absorption of information. In contemporary education, 

reflective pedagogy encourages learners to engage in metacognition, assess their learning processes, and 

derive insights from experience. Similarly, Buddhist practices such as mindfulness (smṛti) and introspective 

awareness (samprajanya) foster self-inquiry and conscious engagement with knowledge (Gyatso, 2000). 

These practices contribute to a deeper, more personalized learning experience by emphasizing internal 

observation and critical reflection. Inquiry-based learning, which focuses on problem-solving, exploration, 

and dialogical interaction, also resonates with the Buddhist method of dialectical reasoning found in texts 

like Mūlamadhyamakakārikā by Nāgārjuna, where knowledge is pursued through rigorous questioning and 

deconstruction of assumptions (Garfield, 1995). Moreover, the ethical dimensions of Buddhist 

epistemology—grounded in compassion, non-attachment to rigid views, and the pursuit of wisdom—enrich 

pedagogical models by integrating values and holistic development. In this way, Buddhist thought not only 

enhances cognitive capacities but also supports the affective and moral dimensions of education (Tobias, 

2007). As educational systems worldwide seek more learner-centered and holistic approaches, revisiting 

Buddhist epistemology offers valuable insights for shaping pedagogies that nurture curiosity, critical inquiry, 

and reflective awareness. 

1.2. Rationale of the Study 

The increasing complexity of contemporary educational demands calls for pedagogical models that promote 

not only cognitive development but also emotional intelligence, ethical awareness, and critical inquiry. In 

this context, Buddhist epistemology offers a valuable philosophical and pedagogical resource. Its emphasis 

on reflective awareness (samprajanya), experiential learning, and ethical responsibility aligns well with the 

principles of reflective and inquiry-based pedagogy (Dreyfus, 1997; Gyatso, 2000). These approaches 

encourage learners to become active participants in their own learning, capable of questioning assumptions, 

analyzing evidence, and engaging in metacognitive processes. 

Reflective pedagogy, which involves continuous self-assessment and meaning-making, resonates with the 

Buddhist practice of mindfulness (smṛti) and introspection, both of which support learners in developing a 

conscious and deliberate approach to knowledge (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Buddhist epistemology's reliance on 
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pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna (inference) mirrors the inquiry-based pedagogical emphasis on 

observation, hypothesis formation, and reasoning (Garfield, 1995). These similarities suggest a deep 

compatibility between Buddhist thought and progressive educational practices. Moreover, the ethical 

foundation of Buddhist epistemology—rooted in compassion, non-attachment, and the pursuit of wisdom—

contributes to character formation and social responsibility in learners (Tobias, 2007). In a time when 

education is often reduced to test scores and measurable outcomes, integrating such a value-based approach 

can restore the holistic purpose of education, which includes developing thoughtful, ethical, and engaged 

citizens. This study is particularly relevant in the multicultural and pluralistic educational landscapes of the 

21st century. By exploring the role of Buddhist epistemology in shaping reflective and inquiry-based 

pedagogy, educators and researchers can gain insights into alternative knowledge systems that challenge 

Eurocentric paradigms and foster culturally responsive teaching (Sharma, 2011). Therefore, this research 

aims to bridge traditional wisdom and contemporary pedagogical practices to enrich educational philosophy 

and classroom application. 

1.3. Research Objectives of the Study 

The following objectives aim to bridge ancient philosophical insights with modern educational needs, 

fostering a more holistic, conscious, and transformative learning process – 

RO1: To explore the fundamental principles of Buddhist epistemology and their relevance to modern 

educational theory. 

RO2: To examine how Buddhist methods of knowledge acquisition—such as perception, inference, and 

introspection—can inform reflective teaching practices. 

RO3:  To analyze the alignment between Buddhist epistemological frameworks and inquiry-based learning 

models in contemporary pedagogy. 

RO4:  To propose pedagogical strategies rooted in Buddhist epistemology that promote critical thinking, self-

inquiry, and mindful engagement in learners. 

1.4. Research Questions of the Study 

Based on the research objectives, the researcher has prepared the following Research Questions - 

RQ1: What are the core principles of Buddhist epistemology, and how can they inform contemporary 

educational philosophy and pedagogy?  

RQ2: In what ways can the Buddhist concepts of pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna (inference) 

enhance reflective teaching and learning practices?  

RQ3: How does Buddhist epistemology align with and support the goals of inquiry-based learning 

approaches in modern classrooms?  

RQ4: What pedagogical models or strategies can be developed by applying Buddhist epistemological 

frameworks to promote self-inquiry, mindfulness, and critical thinking in students? 
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2. Review of Related Literatures 

The scholarly discourse on Buddhist epistemology has increasingly highlighted its pedagogical relevance, 

especially in the context of reflective and inquiry-based learning. At the heart of Buddhist epistemology lies 

the theory of pramāṇa, particularly pratyakṣa (perception) and anumāna (inference), which provide a 

foundational framework for cultivating critical thinking and self-awareness (Dreyfus, 1997). These concepts 

parallel modern inquiry-based learning, where knowledge construction is driven by observation, reasoning, 

and dialogical exchange. Reflective pedagogy emphasizes metacognition, mindfulness, and experiential 

learning—all key elements in Buddhist traditions. Kabat-Zinn (2003) explains that mindfulness, derived 

from Buddhist practice, helps learners attend to their experiences with openness and awareness, leading to 

more meaningful learning outcomes. Likewise, the concept of samprajanya (discriminative awareness) 

enhances the learner’s ability to evaluate thoughts and actions, thus supporting continuous self-assessment in 

educational settings (Gyatso, 2000). 

Scholars like Garfield (1995) argue that Nāgārjuna’s dialectical method, a cornerstone of Madhyamaka 

philosophy, models a form of critical inquiry that deconstructs assumptions to arrive at deeper 

understanding—a principle mirrored in inquiry-based pedagogical approaches. In addition, Tobin (2011) 

emphasizes that Buddhist education fosters ethical inquiry, compassion, and wisdom, which enrich the 

reflective process by integrating cognitive and moral dimensions. 

Educational theorists are now exploring how Buddhist epistemology can contribute to culturally responsive 

pedagogies and pluralistic knowledge systems. Sharma (2011) contends that integrating Buddhist principles 

in education challenges the dominance of Western epistemologies and opens space for contemplative, 

student-centered approaches. Collectively, the literature affirms that Buddhist epistemology offers profound 

insights into reflective and inquiry-based pedagogy, encouraging holistic, critical, and ethical learning 

environments. 

3. Methodology 

The present study adopts a qualitative, theoretical, and review-based methodology to explore the role of 

Buddhist epistemology in shaping reflective and inquiry-based pedagogy. It involves historical-analytical 

and interpretative approaches, focusing on secondary sources such as classical Buddhist texts (e.g., Tripiṭaka, 

works of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti), modern philosophical commentaries, and scholarly literature on 

educational theory. Content analysis was employed to identify and interpret key epistemological constructs—

such as pramāṇa (valid cognition), pratyakṣa (perception), and anumāna (inference)—and examine their 

relevance to reflective teaching practices and inquiry-based learning. The analysis was grounded in 

philosophical hermeneutics to uncover the pedagogical implications of concepts like mindfulness, self-

inquiry, and dialogic reasoning. The study is conceptual in nature and does not include empirical classroom 

research, aiming instead to provide a theoretical foundation for integrating Buddhist epistemological insights 

into modern pedagogical frameworks. 
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4. Analysis and Discussions with respect to Research Objectives 

4.1. Objective 1: To explore the fundamental principles of Buddhist epistemology and their relevance 

to modern educational theory. 

Buddhist epistemology, particularly developed through the works of philosophers like Dignāga and 

Dharmakīrti, revolves around the concept of pramāṇa or valid cognition. The two primary sources of 

knowledge recognized in this tradition are pratyakṣa (perception) and anumāna (inference). Perception refers 

to direct, non-conceptual experience, while inference relies on logical reasoning to arrive at knowledge based 

on observed patterns (Dreyfus, 1997). These two forms of valid knowledge reflect a rigorous commitment to 

clarity, rationality, and empirical engagement, laying the foundation for reflective and analytical thinking 

processes that align closely with inquiry-based learning models in modern education. 

One of the core pedagogical implications of Buddhist epistemology is its emphasis on direct experience and 

critical reflection, which correspond with constructivist theories of learning. Just as Buddhist thinkers argue 

that authentic knowledge arises from examining one’s own cognitive processes and perceptions (Garfield, 

2002), contemporary education encourages learners to engage in metacognitive activities that promote self-

awareness and understanding. The Buddhist approach does not merely accept transmitted knowledge; it 

demands validation through personal insight and critical inquiry—paralleling Paulo Freire’s concept of 

problem-posing education where students critically engage with reality (Freire, 1970). 

Another significant contribution of Buddhist epistemology is its dialogical and dialectical methods, such as 

the practice of debate (vāda) in monastic education, where learning occurs through structured questioning, 

argumentation, and reasoning. This resembles the Socratic method and encourages inquiry, communication, 

and collaborative knowledge construction (Tillemans, 1999). Furthermore, mindfulness (smṛti) and 

attentiveness are emphasized as tools to refine perception and prevent cognitive distortion, supporting 

reflective pedagogy and learner-centered approaches that stress attention, presence, and compassion in the 

classroom (Hyland, 2017). 

Thus, integrating Buddhist epistemological principles into contemporary educational philosophy encourages 

a holistic model of learning that values perception, reflection, inference, and dialogue. It promotes the 

cultivation of both rational inquiry and ethical awareness, which are crucial for nurturing responsible, 

autonomous, and critical learners in a rapidly changing world. 

4.2. Objective 2: To examine how Buddhist methods of knowledge acquisition—such as perception, 

inference, and introspection—can inform reflective teaching practices. 

Buddhist epistemology provides a rich framework for reflective and inquiry-based pedagogy through its two 

principal means of valid knowledge: pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna (inference). These concepts, 

deeply rooted in the works of philosophers like Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, offer tools for educators and 

learners to engage in deeper, more critical processes of understanding and knowledge construction. 
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Pratyakṣa, or direct perception, emphasizes experiential learning grounded in first-hand observation. In a 

classroom context, this can translate into encouraging learners to engage in active experimentation, 

observation, and mindfulness to understand concepts. For instance, in science education, direct engagement 

with experiments allows students to derive knowledge from tangible experiences rather than rote 

memorization. This approach aligns with Dewey’s experiential learning theory, advocating for learning 

through doing (Dewey, 1938). Furthermore, the Buddhist emphasis on mindful awareness within pratyakṣa 

cultivates attentiveness and presence, crucial for reflective learning. By teaching students to observe their 

thoughts and environment without immediate judgment, educators can promote metacognitive awareness—a 

foundational aspect of reflective pedagogy (Gyatso, 2009). 

On the other hand, anumāna, or inference, refers to the reasoning process through which knowledge is 

derived from observed patterns and logical relationships. This fosters critical thinking, where learners move 

beyond mere observation to form hypotheses, draw conclusions, and test their ideas against empirical or 

philosophical evidence. In educational settings, this supports inquiry-based learning where students are not 

passive recipients of information but active participants in constructing meaning (Sharma, 2022). Anumāna 

enables learners to connect prior knowledge with new information, thereby enhancing cognitive depth and 

reflective understanding. Teachers, by incorporating inferential questioning and problem-based learning 

scenarios, can nurture a classroom culture of dialogue, debate, and intellectual curiosity. 

Together, pratyakṣa and anumāna offer a balanced model of education that honors both sensory experience 

and rational deduction. This dual approach encourages learners to become reflective practitioners—

constantly evaluating their learning processes, questioning assumptions, and seeking deeper truths. It also 

equips educators with pedagogical tools to design learning environments that are both grounded in 

experience and rich in critical inquiry. Such an approach aligns with transformative and contemplative 

educational paradigms, which emphasize holistic development and lifelong learning (Zajonc, 2013). 

Incorporating these epistemic principles into modern pedagogy not only honors indigenous knowledge 

systems like Buddhism but also enriches global educational practices with time-tested tools for cultivating 

awareness, insight, and wisdom. 

4.3. Objective 3: To analyze the alignment between Buddhist epistemological frameworks and inquiry-

based learning models in contemporary pedagogy. 

Buddhist epistemology aligns closely with the core principles of inquiry-based learning (IBL) by 

emphasizing critical thinking, personal experience, and systematic reasoning as paths to authentic 

knowledge. Rooted in the works of philosophers like Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, Buddhist epistemology 

recognizes pratyakṣa (direct perception) and anumāna (logical inference) as valid means of knowing 

(pramāṇa), thereby encouraging learners to explore, question, and verify knowledge independently (Dreyfus, 

1997). This mirrors IBL’s emphasis on student-led questioning, exploration, and evidence-based reasoning, 

where knowledge is not passively received but actively constructed through experience and reflection. 
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One of the key educational implications of Buddhist epistemology is its insistence on direct experiential 

understanding. In Buddhist thought, knowledge gained through uncritical acceptance of authority is 

considered inferior to that which is verified through personal reflection and observation (Garfield, 2002). 

Similarly, inquiry-based learning discourages rote memorization and instead fosters deep learning by 

allowing students to form and investigate their own questions. This approach not only cultivates intellectual 

autonomy but also encourages learners to develop epistemic humility—recognizing the provisional nature of 

knowledge and the importance of continuous inquiry. 

Additionally, the dialectical and dialogical practices central to Buddhist scholastic traditions, such as 

structured debate (vāda), reinforce the collaborative and critical aspects of inquiry. These methods train 

students to engage with multiple perspectives, construct reasoned arguments, and critically examine 

assumptions—skills that are foundational to effective inquiry-based learning (Tillemans, 1999). Furthermore, 

Buddhist mindfulness practices, which cultivate awareness, attentiveness, and emotional regulation, 

complement the affective goals of IBL, helping students remain focused, open-minded, and resilient in the 

face of cognitive challenges (Hyland, 2017). Moreover, Buddhist epistemology places moral and ethical 

reflection at the heart of the learning process, aligning with contemporary educational frameworks that 

emphasize the development of responsible, empathetic, and socially engaged learners. The integration of 

wisdom (prajñā) and compassion (karuṇā) into the pursuit of knowledge ensures that inquiry is not merely 

intellectual but also transformative, guiding learners toward ethical action and deeper self-understanding 

(Kalupahana, 1986). Buddhist epistemology supports inquiry-based learning by fostering critical inquiry, 

dialogic engagement, experiential understanding, and ethical reflection—principles that can enrich modern 

pedagogy and empower learners to become thoughtful, reflective, and self-directed individuals. 

4.4. Objective 4: To propose pedagogical strategies rooted in Buddhist epistemology that promotes 

critical thinking, self-inquiry, and mindful engagement in learners. 

Applying Buddhist epistemological principles—particularly pratyakṣa (direct perception), anumāna 

(inference), and pramāṇa (valid cognition)—can lead to the development of pedagogical models that deeply 

foster self-inquiry, mindfulness, and critical thinking. These models emphasize inner awareness, analytical 

thinking, and experiential engagement as central to learning. 

 Mindfulness-Based Reflective Learning (MBRL): Rooted in pratyakṣa, this strategy emphasizes 

cultivating direct awareness through structured mindfulness practices. Students engage in activities like 

silent observation, journaling, and mindful breathing before and after learning sessions. This enhances 

concentration, emotional regulation, and metacognitive awareness, allowing learners to observe not only 

the content but their own cognitive and emotional responses to it (Zajonc, 2013). MBRL encourages 

self-inquiry by having students reflect on their learning experiences, identify patterns in their 

understanding, and adjust their strategies accordingly. 
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 Dialectical Inquiry Circles: Inspired by anumāna and Buddhist dialogical traditions (e.g., debates in 

Nalanda), this model encourages students to pose questions, hypothesize, and reason collaboratively. 

Teachers facilitate inquiry-based discussions where learners must use logical inference to defend or 

critique ideas. This cultivates critical thinking, fosters active listening, and promotes a culture of 

intellectual humility and openness. It mirrors the Buddhist method of debate (vāda), which values truth-

seeking over mere argumentation (Sharma, 2022). 

 Contemplative Case Study Method: This strategy integrates contemplative reflection with problem-

solving. Students study real-life or hypothetical situations and are guided to first observe their initial 

reactions (pratyakṣa), then analyze the issues through inferential reasoning (anumāna), and finally 

evaluate their own values and assumptions. This layered process promotes deeper ethical reasoning and 

awareness of biases, aligning with Buddhist goals of insight (vipassanā) and compassion-based action 

(Gyatso, 2009). 

 Self-Inquiry Portfolios: Students maintain dynamic portfolios that document their questions, 

inferences, observations, and reflections across a semester. These portfolios serve as both assessment 

tools and instruments of self-inquiry. By tracing their own cognitive and emotional evolution, learners 

build an understanding of their learning processes, reinforcing autonomy and critical self-awareness—

key tenets of Buddhist pedagogy. 

 Teacher as a Facilitator of Insight: In this model, the teacher embodies the role of a kalyāṇa-mitra 

(spiritual friend), not merely a knowledge transmitter but a guide who supports students' journey toward 

self-understanding and wisdom. Through guided inquiry, Socratic questioning, and reflective dialogue, 

educators help students confront uncertainty, cultivate awareness, and develop clarity of thought. 

5. Conclusion 

Buddhist epistemology offers a profound and timeless framework for shaping reflective and inquiry-based 

pedagogy in modern education. Rooted in the principles of valid cognition (pramāṇa), direct perception 

(pratyakṣa), and inference (anumāna), it promotes a learner-centered approach that values personal 

experience, critical reflection, and logical reasoning. These core tenets align seamlessly with the goals of 

contemporary inquiry-based learning, which encourages students to question, explore, and construct 

knowledge through active engagement rather than passive reception. Furthermore, the emphasis on 

mindfulness, ethical awareness, and dialogical methods within Buddhist traditions fosters a holistic 

educational environment that nurtures intellectual, emotional, and moral development. By encouraging 

learners to engage in deep self-inquiry, examine their assumptions, and remain open to multiple perspectives, 

Buddhist epistemology supports the cultivation of critical thinking, compassion, and wisdom. As modern 

classrooms increasingly seek to develop reflective and autonomous learners, integrating the insights of 

Buddhist epistemology provides not only a philosophical foundation but also practical strategies for 

nurturing inquiry, metacognition, and ethical consciousness. Thus, Buddhist epistemology serves as a rich 
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intellectual and pedagogical resource, capable of transforming education into a reflective, meaningful, and 

transformative journey for both learners and educators. 
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