
Understanding Storehouse Memory  

(Alaya-vijñāna) in Yogācāra 

A Model for Understanding How We Become Who We Are 

What Is Yogācāra? 

 Yogācāra is a school of Buddhist thought that focuses on how the mind shapes and 
constructs experience. It was founded in the 4th and 5th centuries. 

 It doesn’t say the outside world isn’t real in some sense, rather that our experience of it is 
deeply conditioned by mental activity and habit patterns. 

 It’s practical: it helps explain why we keep doing the same things, and how we can 
transform. 

What Is Storehouse Memory? 

 Ālaya-vijñāna means “storehouse consciousness.” 
Imagine it like a deep mental garden where experiences plant seeds. 

 These seeds are impressions from our actions, speech, thoughts, and even what we 
dwell on mentally. We are also born with seeds (tendencies) from our ancestors. 

 Seeds don’t stay dormant—they ripen from stimuli contact and conditions into future 
experiences, habits, emotions, preferences, and worldviews, whether we are aware of it or 
not. 

The Intentional Arc & Self-Conditioning 

 We’re not just shaped by the past—we’re constantly shaping ourselves. 
 This shaping process is called the intentional arc: 

o Each intention (conscious or unconscious) conditions the next one. 
o Our reactions and actions feed back into the storehouse, reinforcing or 

weakening patterns. 
 In other words, we condition ourselves over time. We are both gardener and garden. 

Three Layers of Mind (Metaphor) 

1. Sense Awareness: Seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, thinking. 
2. Judging/Reacting: Likes, dislikes, confusion, craving, aversion. “I like this,” “I hate 

that,” “This is mine 
3. Storehouse Memory: Where all this activity leaves traces, creating tendencies and 

shaping future experience, actions, speech, and thoughts. 

 

 



What Meditation and Practice Do 

 Meditation helps us to notice patterns and weaken unskillful seeds (like reactivity, 
greed, anger, or anxiety). 

 We can also plant wholesome seeds through kindness, awareness, generosity, and 
mindfulness, including practicing Metta meditations. 

 Even brief moments of clarity or compassion leave traces in the storehouse. 
 Over time, our character changes not through force, but through cultivation. 

Planting Wholesome Seeds with the Eightfold Path 

 The Eightfold Path offers a framework for planting skillful seeds: 
o Appropriate view (seeing clearly), 
o Appropriate intention (kind and non-harming), 
o Appropriate speech (truthful, kind, helpful), 
o Appropriate action (ethical behavior), 
o Appropriate livelihood (doing no harm), 
o Appropriate effort (fostering goodness), 
o Appropriate mindfulness (being present), 
o Appropriate concentration (staying focused). 

 These are not rules to follow blindly—they’re tools for self-transformation. 
 Each time you follow the path, you're conditioning yourself in a more skillful direction. 

Reflection & Group Discussion Questions 

1. Have you noticed patterns in how you react or speak in certain situations? 
2. Can you recall a time when you paused and responded more skillfully—and how it felt? 
3. Do you ever notice certain moods or thoughts showing up repeatedly? 

What might have planted those seeds? 
4. What seeds do you think your daily behavior patterns are planting? 
5. What kind of seeds do you want to plant today, through speech, thought, and action? 

Closing Thought 
 
"We are what we frequently do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit." 
— Paraphrased from Aristotle, in line with the Buddhist view. 
 
The Yogācāra model reminds us that we’re not stuck—we’re always conditioning 
ourselves, moment to moment. The eightfold path is how we shape that conditioning. 

 

Mindfulness-Based Human Flourishing Meditation Group Handout by  

Steve Lovinger July 2025 
 


