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In Buddhist cosmology, "other worlds" exist both as literal planes of alternative rebirth 

and as deep psychological states of consciousness. According to early texts like the 

Anguttara Nikaya, the universe is not singular but consists of billions of distinct 

"world systems" (loka-dhatu) scattered across infinite space. 

‘Other Worlds’ in Buddhist Cosmology 

The Six Realms of Samsara 

The most famous breakdown of alternative worlds is the Six Paths or Realms. 

Sentient beings cycle through these states based on their accumulated karma: [1, 2] 

• Deva Realm (Gods): A blissful, long-lived heavenly world of immense 

sensory pleasure. 

• Asura Realm (Demigods): A world of powerful, warlike beings consumed by 

jealousy and anger. 

• Human Realm (Manushya): Our world, unique because its balance of joy 

and pain makes it the best place to achieve ultimate enlightenment. 

• Animal Realm (Tiryagyoni): A world driven purely by survival instinct, fear, 

and exploitation. 

• Preta Realm (Hungry Ghosts): A ghost world populated by beings with tiny 

throats and giant bellies, symbolizing unquenchable craving. 

• Naraka Realm (Hell): Cold and hot sub-worlds of temporary but extreme 

corrective torture. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5] 

The Three Broad Dimensions 

The 31 specific planes of Buddhist existence are grouped into three overarching 

vertical dimensions known as the Tridhātu: [1, 2] 

1. Desire Realm (Kāmadhātu): Worlds where beings are physically bound by 

sensory desires, containing all six basic realms listed above. [1, 2] 

2. Form Realm (Rūpadhātu): Pure, brilliant worlds populated by higher Brahma 

deities who have bypassed physical desire but retain subtle visual forms. [1, 

2, 3, 4, 5] 

3. Formless Realm (Ārūpyadhātu): Purely mental, formless worlds where 

beings exist as disembodied consciousness in states of infinite space or 

nothingness. [1, 2] 

The Mahayana Cosmic Multiverse 
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Mahayana Buddhism expanded this vision into a vast cosmic pluralism. It introduces 

Pure Lands (Buddhafields), which are idealized cosmic worlds created by the 

spiritual power of individual Buddhas. The most famous is Sukhavati, the Western 

Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, which operates outside the painful cycle of standard 

rebirth to serve as an optimal training ground for achieving Nirvana. 

 

Meaning and origin  
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Course of rebirth and liberation 

The Buddhist cosmology is not a literal description of the shape of 

the universe;[2] rather, it is the universe as seen through 

the divyacakṣus (Pali: dibbacakkhu दिब्बचकु्ख), the "divine eye" by which a Buddha or 

an Arahant can perceive all beings arising (being born) and passing away (dying) 

within various worlds; and can tell from what state they have been reborn, and into 

which state they will be reborn.[citation needed] 

Beings can be reborn as devas (gods and Brahmas), humans, 

animals, asuras (demons), pretas ("hungry ghosts"), and as inhabitants of the hell 

realms.[3] 

The process by which sentient beings migrate from one state of existence to another 

is dependent on causes and conditions. The three causes are giving or charity, moral 

conduct, meditative development, and their opposites. Rebirth in the Kama-

loka (desire realm) depends on a person's moral conduct and practice of giving. 

Rebirth in the Rupa-loka (form realm) and Arupa-loka (formless realm) also requires 

meditation development. Liberation from all rebirth requires eons upon eons of 

perfecting charity, moral conduct, and meditative development, in order to achieve 

Buddhahood. 
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