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Abstract
Nirvana is the end of suffering and its causes, complete liberation from the cycle of rebirth (samsara). Diverging with the Western experiences of the afterlife, Buddhist explorers see Nirvana as something touching deep inner transformation within this very life and not as some utopian realm. It is the state in which totally have ceased to exist desires of any kind, wrathfulness, and ignorance, and even attachment to oneself. The Buddha's teachings stress that suffering is part of being human: birth, aging, affliction, and death-and that Nirvana is this pain's extinction by uprooting its cause in karma. Although often described as exempt from definition, Nirvana has also been equated with tranquility and blissful freedom.
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Introduction
Nirvana is a central concept in the Buddhist philosophy since it represents the breakthrough of the higher spiritual practice and the end of suffering (Bardo Thodol (Tibetan Book of the Dead), Vajrayana text on transitional states and liberation). Unlike other religions which promise salvation to ultimate goals after death, Buddhism accommodates a premise where Nirvana is a state of existence attainable in one's present life. It means liberation not only from birth, death, and rebirth (Samsara) but much more importantly, from craving, ignorance, and attachment (Garfield, 1999). The dimensions that rise above the world through Nirvana for practitioners are really three: impermanence (anicca), suffering (dukkha), and non-self (anatta) (Gethin, 1998). 
The path of attaining Nirvana is defined by the Noble Eightfold Path, a practical guide for ethical living, mental discipline, and wisdom. When someone does direct cultivation as a method rather than merely believing in it, then this person removes the very cause of suffering (Heart Sutra, Mahayana text emphasizing emptiness and non duality). 
According to Buddhist Canonical Teachings, Nirvana has two aspects: Nirvana with remainder: The Nirvana reached in this life by an enlightened being and; Nirvana without remainder: The Nirvana reached at the death of an enlightened being that represents liberation.  Though there are slight distinctions between the Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana views, all traditions share the inference that Nirvana is the cessation of suffering and awakening.
Literature Review
Nirvana is an important object of consideration in Buddhist philosophy and is important and analyzed differently in many Buddhist traditions and during different periods of Buddhist history. In Theravada Buddhism, Nirvana (called nibbana in Pali) is impacted by the early Pali texts such as the Dhammapada and Majjhima Nikaya, which characterized Nirvana as the cessation of suffering through the Noble Eightfold Path (Rahula, 1974). In Mahayana Buddhism, Nirvana is discussed in a much broader context, bringing the ideas of emptiness (shunyata), and not necessarily including a distinct division of Nirvana and samsara (Gil Fronsdal, Tulku Thubten Rinpoche and Roko Sherry Chayat, 2006). This understanding is articulated by Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka, and the Heart Sutra because enlightenment is the realization of the emptiness of inherent existence of all things (Garfield, 1999). In Vajrayana Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism, Nirvana introduces an additional level of understanding in the form of esoteric teachings that include the use of rituals, symbolic visualization, and implementations of tantric practices while exploring the spiritual path. Even while recognizing the necessary importance of enlightenment in life as a first priority, Tibetan Buddhism places immense significance on the experiences within the transitional state of death and rebirth by referencing texts such as the Bardo Thodol (Snellgrove, 1974). From a philosophical context, Nirvana can emerge from two equally valid perspectives the absence of delusion, or suffering, in addition to the enjoyment of bliss or ultimate truth. The Madhyamaka school of thought espoused by Nagarjuna and others drew out the point that Nirvana was impossible to articulate and fundamentally indistinguishable from samsara as dualistic. The Yogacara school of thought drew on elements such as store-house consciousness (alaya-vijnana) and the opportunity for universal awakening (Nagarjuna). 
Recent literature has demonstrated that the idea of Nirvana is adaptive. Contemporary teachers such as Thich Nhat Hanh and the Dalai Lama adapt the original teachings to best fit current needs. Mindfulness and meditation practice are primarily used as tools to cultivate inner peace and resilience (Fields, 2002). The literature demonstrates that interpretations of Nirvana are characterized by dynamism and complexity, shaped by doctrinal appeals, historical context, and current spiritual appeal.

Methodology 
This research uses a qualitative, comparative, and interpretative research paradigm to investigate the notion of Nirvana in Vajrayana Buddhism and its relationship with other major traditions, such as Theravada and Mahayana. The research draws on textual analysis, philosophical interpretation and a contemporary contextualized critique, providing a multi-faceted understanding of the doctrinal, experiential, and cultural relevance of Nirvana.



Literature Review and Textual Analysis.
The paper conducts a detailed examination of Buddhist key texts and philosophical commentaries to analyze how Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions define Nirvana. The Theravada tradition bases its understanding of Nirvana (Nibbana) on the Majjhima Nikaya which contains Pali Canon middle-length discourses that depict this state as the end of suffering and the end of craving along with the end of rebirth cycles (Hanh, 1991). The text highlights through discourses including Cuḷa-Saccaka Sutta and Anattalakkhana Sutta that understanding non-self (anatta) and detachment from attachments represent fundamental steps toward liberation. The "unconditioned" (asankhata) represents a state which transcends birth and death that practitioners can reach by practicing ethical conduct alongside meditation absorption and three marks of existence insight (Nagarjuna). According to Bhikkhu Bodhi and Naṇamoli the interpretation of Nirvana involves both mental change and physical transcendence in this context.
In contrast, Mahayana texts such as the Heart Sutra and Lotus Sutra offer a more expansive and philosophically nuanced view of Nirvana. The Heart Sutra stands as a fundamental Prajnaparamita text which explains Nirvana through emptiness doctrine (sunyata) by showing that everything including the five aggregates lacks inherent existence (Nagarjuna). The state of Nirvana exists beyond any other metaphysical domain because it represents the unmediated experience of emptiness free from mental concepts and dualistic perceptions. The Lotus Sutra presents an alternative understanding of Nirvana by showing how the Buddha stays in samsara to guide living beings through his compassionate work. The text uses skillful means (upaya) to present Nirvana as an educational concept which shows that all beings can achieve Buddhahood while the Dharma remains eternal (Nagarjuna T. J., c. 2nd century).
Vajrayana Buddhism applies esoteric texts and philosophical synthesis to develop these themes at an advanced level. The Bardo Thodol which stands as the Tibetan Book of the Dead reveals its distinct understanding of Nirvana during the transitional states between death and rebirth. The teaching shows that people can achieve liberation by recognizing the Clear Light of Reality which equals the Dharmakaya as the true nature of mind (Bardo Thodol (Tibetan Book of the Dead), Vajrayana text on transitional states and liberation). The text combines ritual practices with psychological methods and metaphysical concepts to show how people can achieve Nirvana by staying mindful and detached during their death experience. The text finds support in Nargarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika which serves as a core Madhyamaka text that breaks down all mental constructs including Nirvana itself. Nargarjuna demonstrates Nirvana through prasanga (reductio ad absurdum) method by showing it results from the disappearance of conceptual proliferation (prapanca) which goes past all ontological claims (Williams, 2009).
The philosophical schools of Madhyamaka and Yogacara function as essential components which guide Vajrayana interpretations of Nirvana. The Yogacara school through Asanga and Vasubandhu teaches that Nirvana emerges when consciousness becomes pure and the alaya-vijnana shows its empty nature. The ontological framework of Madhyamaka according to santarakṣita functions as the basis for Vajrayana practice because it explains Nirvana through the union of emptiness and luminosity (Heart Sutra, Mahayana text emphasizing emptiness and non duality). The method enables practitioners to transform their normal perception into enlightened awareness through the unification of psychological and metaphysical elements of liberation. The research study achieves more depth through its examination of existing scholarly work. The ethical and philosophical aspects of Nirvana alongside its comparative study between different traditions have been examined (Harvey, 1995). The Theravada tradition according to Harvey shows the moral and soteriological components of Nirvana yet Garfield investigates how Nargarjuna breaks down the concept of Nirvana in Madhyamaka. The study of different cultures shows how people changed their understanding of Nirvana when their beliefs and traditions evolved which proves Nirvana exists as multiple forms between stopping and going beyond and working within and changing. The literature review demonstrates through multiple levels of analysis that Nirvana exists as a mutable understanding of ultimate truth which unfolds through different doctrinal and philosophical and experiential frameworks.

Comparative Framework 
The study examines the doctrinal interpretations of Nirvana between Theravada and Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhist traditions. The comparison framework includes five main themes which are suffering cessation (duḥkha-nirodha) and emptiness (sunyata) and non-self (anatman) and Nirvana with and without remainder and the practice of compassion (karuṇa) and wisdom (prajna) (Gil Fronsdal, Tulku Thubten Rinpoche and Roko Sherry Chayat, 2006). The study investigates Nirvana through various elements which originate from sacred texts and philosophical writings to determine common principles alongside differing viewpoints about Nirvana. The framework establishes a specific method to study how different spiritual path’s view liberation and the methods which lead to it. The Theravada Buddhist tradition teaches that Nirvana represents the complete end of suffering and rebirth cycles which followers achieve through moral discipline and deep meditation and understanding of life's transient and unselfish qualities (Hanh, 1991). The Mahayana Buddhist tradition preserves the goal of liberation but presents Nirvana through emptiness and non-duality which shows that Nirvana and samsara are one and the same and bodhisattvas actively work with compassion in the world (Loy, 2008). These traditions differ not only in their metaphysical framing of Nirana but also in their soteriological emphasis. Theravada focusing on individual liberation, and Mahayana on universal enlightenment.
Vajrayana Buddhism brings an esoteric approach to Nirvana realization which focuses on direct mind nature experience through Dzogchen and Mahamudra meditation techniques. The methods work to show the natural brightness and void nature of consciousness which people commonly describe as empty bliss (Rahula, 1974). The tantric approach in Vajrayana Buddhism claims it can speed up the path to enlightenment by delivering fast results which stand apart from the long-term methods of other spiritual paths (Tarthang Tulku (Thondup), 1994). The comparative framework shows how different Buddhist schools present unique philosophical doctrines yet they share common goals to overcome suffering and reach ultimate liberation.

Philosophical Inquiry
The investigation performs a thorough philosophical examination of Nirvana by investigating its metaphysical structure and epistemological framework which includes its ontological nature and its connection to samsara and its potential for transition or lack of substance. The Classical Buddhist scriptures together with their explanatory texts describe Nirvana as an unconditioned state which exists beyond the endless cycle of samsara suffering yet Mahayana and Vajrayana schools dispute this view by teaching that Nirvana and samsara exist as one unified reality (Snellgrove, 1974). The study investigates Nirvana as a metaphysical destination and as an epistemic achievement which brings about direct understanding of reality and stops all mental conceptual growth. The contemporary world has seen Buddhist practitioners and modern philosophers redefine Nirvana through their search for spiritual progress and philosophical understanding by viewing it as an awakening process rather than a static state of being (Loy, 2008). The study positions Nirvana within a wider academic framework which connects traditional Buddhist teachings to contemporary interpretations to show its lasting importance and ability to adapt to different times and cultures.
Contextual and Contemporary Relevance 
The research segment investigates how Nirvana maintains its historical meaning and modern significance through analysis of its contemporary interpretations in Vajrayana communities and worldwide spiritual practices. The research examines how people today experience Nirvana as both a spiritual target and actual lived experience through psychological and religious and ethnographic methods. Tibetan Buddhist Vajrayana practitioners view Nirvana as an esoteric practice which requires direct mind-nature realization that becomes their method for spiritual development and moral conduct in everyday life (Sunandabod, 2024). The spiritual term Nirvana which originated from ancient religious settings has developed into a worldwide spiritual discussion topic because people now use psychological methods to achieve healing and mindfulness and personal growth. The Interfaith dialogue uses Nirvana as a shared point of understanding which reveals common spiritual insights about liberation and transcendence between religious traditions (Namchak Foundation, n.d.). The analysis demonstrates how Nirana exists as a traditional spiritual goal and as a practice which modern spiritual practitioners use in their daily lives.

Comparative understandings of Nirvana in Buddhism.
 Theravada Buddhism establishes Nirvana as the end of desire and aversion and ignorance through strict ethical practice and deep meditation understanding. The Theravadin practitioner follows the path to achieve personal freedom which results in the disappearance of mental impurities (Shekhar, 2015). Mahayana Buddhism views Nirvana and samsara as separate from each other yet they represent different ways to see samsara and it teaches that Nirvana emerges from understanding sunyata (emptiness) rather than from virtue and insight. Vajrayana Buddhism combines both methods through tantric practices and secret rituals and symbolic exercises which allow practitioners to achieve transformative awareness during their everyday existence and at life transitions including death (Gethin, 1998). Different spiritual traditions share a common goal of liberation yet they operate with distinct philosophical systems and practice methods and focus on various areas of teaching. The following diagram illustrates the different paths to Nirvana in Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism:
Table 1: Comparative Overview of Theravada and Mahayana
                                    Paths to Nirvana
	Tradition
	Key Principle
	Path/Practice
	Ideal Figure
	Ultimate Goal

	Theravada Buddhism
	Personal Effort
	Individual discipline, meditation, moral virtue
	Arhat
	Nirvana

	Mahayana Buddhism
	Universal Reality
	Compassion, wisdom, and enlightenment for all
	Bodhisattva
	Nirvana



Comparative Views of Jainism and Hinduism
Although Buddhism is frequently linked to the idea of Nirvana, Jainism and Hinduism also have ideas about liberation that are similar to Nirvana. Hinduism presents Moksha as its ultimate spiritual liberation which achieves freedom from the cycle of birth and death and achieves the same goal as Buddhist Nirvana (Namchak Foundation, n.d.). Through direct knowledge of Atman and Brahman people can achieve Moksha which stands as the ultimate spiritual goal. The Hindu scriptures describe three main paths to achieve Moksha which include the path of action (karma) and the path of devotion (bhakti) and the path of knowledge (jnana) (Harvey, 1995). 

The Concept of Liberation in Jainism and How It Relates to Nirvana
According to Jainism people reach Moksha through soul purification by following moral conduct and practicing meditation and performing strict physical practices. The Jain path to liberation demands followers to develop right faith and right knowledge and right behavior (Kugler, 2002). The cycle of rebirth and the achievement of a state beyond suffering stand as key features of Jain liberation which resembles the concept of Nirvana.

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of the Paths to Liberation
	Tradition
	Path to Liberation
	Key Concepts

	Buddhism
	Noble Eightfold Path, Mindfulness, Meditation
	Four Noble Truths, Sunyata

	Hinduism
	Jnana, Bhakti, Karma Yoga
	Atman, Brahman, Moksha

	Jainism
	Right Faith, Right Knowledge, Right Conduct
	Karma, Asceticism, Moksha










The table above displays the essential Buddhist and Hindu and Jain teachings together with their respective paths to spiritual freedom. The three traditions share common ground in their emphasis on wisdom development and mental discipline and ethical conduct.
Philosophical Basis and Debates.
The Buddhist principles are foundational to Nirvana for each tradition and also influence its conception. However, emphasis on these principles may very well vary depending on the context. The Theravada school teaches anatta (non-self) strictly in terms of one kind of suffering-an individual suffering, that of one's own attachment (Nanamoli, 2005). The Mahayana emphasizes sunyata (emptiness) as disclosing no inherent existence, yet marked differences of understanding of non-duality do exist. The Vajrayana applies ritual, visualization, and symbolic enactment to normalize these realities. Philosophical tension and debate remain unresolved regarding whether Nirvana is more just final cessation as Theravada proclaims or an ever-present non-dual reality as Mahayana asserts (Heart Sutra, Mahayana text emphasizing emptiness and non duality). The discussed differences in positional philosophies directly point toward the diversity and richness that Buddhist metaphysics offer and exemplify the impossibility of arriving at a singular or altogether united doctrine.
Contemporary Gaps and Relevance 
Though the development of doctrine in Buddhism has proven to be fruitful, there arise hindrances while repositioning the ancient teachings for today’s audiences, whereby people are more secular in their outlook or, at least, removed somewhat from the Buddhist doctrine. Theravada, with its methodical path, can appear to be rigid and unavailable, while the Mahayana and Vajrayana philosophies could seem totally abstract and esoteric. One major issue yet to be resolved is how to situate the notion of Nirvana: Is Nirvana a metaphysical state or an experiential state? Said yet again, Buddhist techniques, especially in the guise of mindfulness, meditation, and ethical/civic living, have had a tremendous influx of popularity and social appeal all around the globe. These practices provide implications about something resembling the profundity of Nirvana outside of any specific doctrinal terminologies (majjhima Nikaya, Theravada Pali Canon source on Nirvana and meditative insight). Philosophical depth and culturally contextualized integrity of Nirvana need to be maintained and, for it to become accessible and useful to practitioners today, how is it achievable.


Conclusion
Nirvana is the ultimate ideal in Buddhist philosophy. It is the ultimate liberation from pain, and transcendence of the cycle of existence of samsara. Each tradition shares a set of basic features of Nirvana; essentially, these features are the cessation of craving, aversion, and ignorance. Notwithstanding the shared views, each school interprets and approaches Nirvana differently (Harvey, 1995). Theravada, developing the individual's personality toward liberation from delusion through ethical conduct and meditative insight. Mahayana, having shifted the goal to universal awakening along with great compassion and the experience of sunyata or emptiness. Vajrayana, combining all these into a wondrous esoteric stream of doctrine, ritual, and symbolic action for rapid transformation. Essentially, Nirvana confounds the notion of self and reality and calls for a fundamental change in perception and consciousness through teachings such as anatta (non-self) and emptiness (Gil Fronsdal, Tulku Thubten Rinpoche and Roko Sherry Chayat, 2006). In modern times, thinkers such as Thich Nhat Hanh and the Dalai Lama have offered new ways of considering Nirvana and demonstrated its relevance. Although explicit doctrines in different traditions disagree on the most complete metaphysical understanding of Nirvana.
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