


Buddhism as Philosophy 

An Introduction 

MARK SIDERITS 

Published in the UK by 
Ashgate Publishing Limited 

Great Britain 

Published in North America by 
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. 

Indianapolis/Cambridge 



Copyright © 2007 Mark Siderits 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any fonn or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise 
without the prior pennission of the publisher. 

The author has asserted his moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be 
identified as the author of this work. 

Published by 
Ashgate Publishing Limited 
Gower House 
Croft Road 
Aldershot 
Hants GU II 3HR 
England 

http://www.ashgate.com 

Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. 
P.O. Box 44937 
Indianapolis, IN 46244-0937 
USA 

http://www.hackettpublishing.com 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
Siderits, Mark, 1946-

Buddhism as philosophy: an introduction. 
- (Ashgate world philosophies series) 
I.Philosophy, Buddhism 
J.Title 
181'.043 

ISBN 978-07546-5369-1 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Siderits, Mark, 1946-

Buddhism as philosophy: an introduction / Mark Siderits. 
p. cm. 

Includes bibliographicsl references and index. 
ISBN-13: 978-0-7546-5368-4 (Ash gate : Hbk: alk. paper) 
ISBN-I3: 978-0-7546-5369-1 (Ashgate: pbk.: alk. paper) 
ISBN-I 3: 978-0-87220-874-2 (Hackett : Hbk : alk. paper) 
ISBN-13: 978-0-87220-873-5 (Hackett: pbk: alk. paper) 
I. Philosophy, Buddhist. I. Title. 
B 162.S53 2007 
I81'.043-dc22 

Typeset in Times New Roman by IML Typographers, Birkenhead, Merseyside. 
Printed and bound in Great Britain by MPG Books Ltd, Bodmin, Cornwall. 
First printing 2007 

2007011455 

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirement of American National Standard for 
Infonnation Sciences - Pennanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1984. § ™ 



Contents 

Preface 
Abbreviations and Translation Sources 

1 Buddhism as Philosophy? 

Introduction to philosophy as a subject matter, and to Buddhism as 
philosophy 

2 Early Buddhism: Basic Teachings 

The basic teachings ofGautama the Buddha 

3 Non-Self: Empty Persons 

Arguments for the claim that there is no self: and that the person is a 
conceptual fiction 

4 Buddhist Ethics 

The ethical consequences of Buddhist reductionism about persons 

5 A Nyaya Interlude 

The metaphysics and epistemology of the Nyaya school of orthodox 
Indian philosophy 

6 Abhidharma: The Metaphysics of Empty Pel"sons 

Abhidharma as an elaboration of the metaphysics necessary to 
ground Buddhist reductionism ahout persons 

7 The Rise of Mahayana 

Mahayana as a distinct expression of Buddhism, and its differences 
from Abhidhanna 

VII 
ix 

15 

32 

69 

85 

105 

1 38 

8 Yogacara: Impressions-Only and the Denial of Physical Objects 146 

Yogiicara arguments for the non-existence of physical objects, and the 
soteriological consequences 

v 



Buddhism as Philosophy 

Madhyamaka: The Doctrine of Emptiness 

Arguments for the claim that all things are empty, and how that claim 
should be understood 

The School of Dinniiga: Buddhist Epistemology 

Difmiiga's account of the means of knowledge, and its epistemological 
and metaphysical implications 

ex 

1 80 

208 

231 



Preface 

In this book I have tried to make clear the theories and arguments of the Buddhist 
philosophical tradition. If I have attained any measure of success, it is due to the help 
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appreciation and thanks. First and foremost are the students who have taken PHI 208 
through the years. Their comments and questions have helped me discern the 
underlying logic of the Indian phi losophical debates, and have shown me connections 
between disparate topics that I would otherwise not have seen. I am glad to have had 
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Much of the material in Chapter 1 0  was first presented when I gave the Mati lal 
lectures in Indian phi losophy at King's  Col lege London. I wish to thank Professor 
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students who showed up for late Friday afternoon lectures at the Strand. 

Much of what follows reflects things I have learned over the years from colleagues 
and friends in philosophy and Buddhology. I have had the great good fortune to work 
in an analytically oriented phi losophy department whose members are wil l ing to 
entertain the possibi l i ty that Buddhist philosophers might have important 
contributions to make to the discipl ine. I have especially profited from my many 
cross-corridor discussions with Kenton Machina and David Anderson. I have learned 
much about Buddhist and Indian philosophy from conversing with Arindam 
Chakrabarti, Amita Chatterji , Georges Dreyfus, lonardon Ganeri, Katsura Shoryu, 
l.N. Mohanty, Roy Perrett and Tom Tillemans. Thanks are also due to Chris Bartley 
and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad for their advice and encouragement. And lowe a 
special debt of gratitude to Wil l  Rassmussen, whose upaya resulted in a much 
improved final draft. I also found useful the comments of several anonymous readers. 

The people at Ashgate have been extremely helpful. Sarah Lloyd has always been 
most supportive and encouraging, and Celia Hoare managed the production process. 
I also appreciated the many words of advice and encouragement from Rick 
Todhunter at Hackett. 

Finally, I want to express my thanks to Esther for sharing her book at a crucial 
moment many years ago, an act of generosity the ramifications of which are sti l l  
unfolding. And of  course lowe a special debt of  gratitude to  M uj i for keyboarding 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Buddhism as Philosophy? 

The purpose of this book is, as the title suggests, to examine Buddhism as philosophy. 
Before we actually start doing that though, it might be good to first get a bit clearer 
about what each of these two things - Buddhism and philosophy - is. That will help 
us see what might be distinctive about studying Buddhism as a form of philosophy. 
And it is important to be clear about this, since there are some preconceptions about 
these matters that might get in the way of fully grasping how the philosophical study 
of Buddhism works. 

1 .1  

When people first encounter philosophy, they want to-know what i t  is about. Other 
disciplines have their own subject matter: biology is the study of l ife processes, 
sociology is the study of human societies, astronomy looks at planets and stars, etc. 
So what is philosophy about? Those who are not new to the study of philosophy know 
that what makes philosophy a separate discipl ine is not its special subject matter. 
True, there are questions that we naturally think of as 'philosophical ' in some sense. 
Questions such as, 'How should I live my life?' ,  and 'How do we know anything? ' ,  
and ' How did  a l l  this come to  be'?'. But the first question is also addressed by 
l iterature, the second by cognitive science, and the third by astrophysics. What 
distinguishes philosophy from other disciplines? 

The answer has more to do with method than with content. What sets philosophy 
apart as a discipline is more its concern with how to answer questions than with the 
answers themselves. To study philosophy is to learn to think carefully and critically 
about complex issues. It is not necessari ly to learn 'the answers' that the discipline 
has arrived at. This can make the study of philosophy frustrating for some. When we 
first study a subject, we expect to learn the body of knowledge that has been 
developed by that discipline. When we study chemistry we learn the atomic weights 
of the elements, when we study history we learn the causes of the First World War, 
etc. Only later, if at al l ,  does one start looking into the methods the discipline uses 
within its field of knowledge. The study of philosophy is not l ike that. True, one 
might find out in an introductory phi losophy course that Plato thought the soul must 
be immortal, or that Descartes held the one thing that can't  be doubted is that the ' I '  
exists. But one also learns that not all phi losophers agree with Plato or  Descartes on 
these claims. Some students find this frustrating. Where, they want to know, are the 
facts that philosophy has established? In all the centuries that philosophy has existed, 
has it made any progress, come up with any answers? 
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One response to this question is that indeed phi losophy has established something 

luite significant - that the truth turns out to be very complicated. None of the simple 
.nswers to the questions that philosophy examines is correct. This is an important 
and unsettl ing) result. The questions that philosophers ask often seem like they 
hould have simple and straightforward answers. Take, for instance, the question 
lOW the mind and the body interact. The state of my stomach causes me to have a 
lesire, and then the resulting state of my mind brings about bodily motion in the 
lirection of the refrigerator. How do these things happen? One thing that 
,hilosophical investigation of this question has shown is that we sti l l  don't know the 
tllswer. Even more detailed scientific study of the brain won ' t  succeed (at least by 
tself) in explaining how this works. Yet we rely on the mind and the body working 
ogether in everything we do. So perhaps phi losophy has established something after 
111- that under the surface of seemingly simple matters lurks surprising complexity. 
:Jetting to the bottom of things turns out to be devilishly hard work. 

But there is another way to answer the complaint that philosophy hasn' t  
:stablished any facts. Someone who says this might be wondering, What i s  the point 
If studying philosophy? And the way the challenge is posed suggests that they think 
he point of studying some subject is to acquire a body of knowledge, that is, to add 
lew facts to the facts they already know. So one response to the challenge might be to 

luestion this assumption. Perhaps the point (or at least a point) of studying 
lhilosophy is to acquire a set of ski lls. Specifically the study of philosophy might tum 
JUt to be one of the best ways to learn some critical argumentation ski l ls :  defining 
me's  terms carefully, constructing good arguments in support of one 's  v iews, 
:ritically evaluating arguments (one ' s  own and others'), responding to objections, 
md the like. I And these skills turn out to play a crucial role in many different areas of 
ife. They are, for instance, extremely important to the practice oflaw. This would 
�xplain why the study of phi losophy is recognized as one of the best ways to prepare 
:ar legal practice (something that was known in ancient Greece and in medieval 
ndia). Of course the issues that philosophers grapple with can be intrinsical ly 
nteresting to anyone who is at all thoughtful and reflective. But on this way of 
hinking about philosophy, the benefit of grappling with them is not so much that one 
�ets the 'right' answer, as that one learns to think more carefully and critically about 
:omplex matters in general. 

To say this is not to say that the questions that philosophers ask are unimportant. 

I A note about the word ' argument ' .  As phi losophers uses this term, an argument is just a presentation of 
:vidence that is meant to support some conclusion. An argument always consists of two or more 
;tatements: a conclusion and one or more premises. The conclusion is the statement that the author of the 
lfgument is trying to get others (the audience) to accept. The premises are statements that the author thinks 
:he audience is l ikely to already accept, and that the author thinks wi l l  show that the conclusion is more 
ikely to be true. Giving an argument is one way of trying to persuade others of something. It  d iffers from 
)ther forms of persuasion in that when it is properly done it engages the rationality of the audience - it 
ieaves it up to them to determine whether or not this argument gives good reasons to accept the conclusion. 
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It's because people find these to be pressing questions that they pursue the difficul1 
task of trying to answer them - and thereby develop their logical and analytic skills . 
So something more should be said at this point about what sorts of questions these 
are. Philosophical inquiry can be sorted into several broad areas. One such domain is 
ethics. This has to do with the general question of how we should live our lives. So it 
includes not just questions about the nature of morality (which is concerned with 
what constitutes right and wrong in the treatment of others). It also deals with 
questions about what sort of l ife might be the best l ife for persons. Now it is 
sometimes thought that questions of ethics and morality are questions for rel igion. 
And it is true that most religions have a great deal to say on these matters. But when 
people think of questions of right and wrong, good and bad, as matters for religion, 
they often have in mind the idea that a rel igion simply tells us how we ought to 
behave. So they are thinking of ethics and morality as a set of rules or command
ments. This is not what philosophers mean by ethics, though. As they use the term, 
ethics involves critical examination of competing views about how we ought to 
conduct ourselves. And this is something that one can do regardless of what (if any) 
religious beliefs one has. The medieval Christian thinker Thomas Aquinas was doing 
ethics in this sense when he tried to detennine what conclusions we can draw about 
being virtuous from a certain view of human nature. But so was the nineteenth
century German atheist Friedrich Nietzsche when he asked how we should live our 
l ives given that God is dead. What makes both their discussions of ethi cal matters 
philosophical is that both involve the critical examination of arguments. 

Metaphysics is another major area of philosophy. The word 'metaphysics' gets 
used in several different ways. For instance, in bookstores the 'metaphysics' section 
is usual ly filled with books on astrology and the occult. But as it is used in 
philosophy, it simply refers to the disciplined investigation of the most basic features 
of reality. Where ethics concerns the question how things ought to be, metaphysics 
concerns the question how things fundamentally are, or what reality is basical ly l ike. 
Now we might think that questions about how things are, or what reality is l ike, 
should be left to the sciences. And it is true that if, for instance, we wanted to know 
what a certain chemical compound is like we should turn to chemistry. But 
metaphysical questions are much more basic or fundamental than those that science 
can answer. Chemistry can tell us what effects might be caused by mixing two 
chemicals .  But it is a metaphysical question what the general nature of the relation 
between cause and effect is. Likewise the sciences tell  us a great deal about the nature 
ofthe physical world. But it is a metaphysical question whether everything that exists 
is physical; this is not a question that scientists can or should try to answer using the 
methods of science. Some other examples of metaphysical questions include: What is 
the nature of time? Are there, in addition to particulars such as individual cows, 
universals such as a single cowness that exists in all of them simultaneously? Does 
there exist an all-perfect, eternal creator of the universe? Is there a self, and if so what 
might it be like? The pursuit of metaphysical questions l ike these has often led 
philosophers to related but separate questions in the philosophy of language, such as 
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how it is that words and sentences have meaning, and what it means for a statement to 
be true. 

Another important area of philosophy is epistemology or the theory of knowledge. 
Here the basic question is how we can know what things are like and what should be 
done. Inquiry in epistemology has often taken the form of asking just what it means to 
say that someone knows something or other. For instance, can someone be said to 
know something if they haven 't ruled out all the ways in which they could be 
mistaken (even when they're not mistaken)? But epistemological inquiry may also 
take the form of asking what are the means or methods of knowledge. Sense
perception and inference (or reasoning) are popular candidates for reliable ways to 
acquire knowledge, but what about authority (taking the word of some trustworthy 
person), or reasoning by analogy? And if there are different means of knowledge, 
how are they related to one another? Does each have its own distinctive sphere, or do 
they all serve equally well to give us knowledge about the same objects? Does any 
one means of knowledge have precedence over others? 

As you might have guessed given what was said earlier about the nature of 
philosophy, philosophers have developed a number of different theories in each 
different branch. And there is no general consensus as to which theories in metaphysics, 
epistemology and ethics are correct. There is general agreement that the simplest 
answers are wrong. Take, for instance, the ethical theory of subject-based ethical 
relativism. This is the view that whether an action is morally permissible or morally 
wrong depends on whether or not one sincerely believes that doing that action is wrong. 
All philosophers today would agree that this theory is false. But when it comes to more 
sophisticated theories in these areas, agreement breaks down. For every theory that has 
been proposed in metaphysics, epistemology and ethics, there are serious criticisms that 
have been developed by philosophers. Much of the practice of philosophy involves 
looking at these objections to a given view and seeing if it's possible to answer them. (It 
is through this process that philosophical theories have grown so sophisticated.) But in 
doing so one frequently discovers that there are important connections between the 
view one holds in one area of philosophy and the positions one takes in other areas. A 
particular theory in ethics might for instance tum out to be unworkable unless one holds 
a certain position on some metaphysical issue. Learning to see these sorts of 
connections is another important benefit of studying philosophy. 

Not every culture developed its own philosophical tradition. But ancient Greece 
did, and this is the source of modem Western philosophy. And so did classical India. 
In each case the original impetus seems to have come from a concern to answer 
ethical questions. Out of dissatisfaction with the received view of how people should 
live their lives, there arose efforts at thinking systematically about these matters. But 
in both cases these inquiries soon led to major developments in metaphysics and 
epistemology. For philosophers became aware that if we are to determine how we 
ought to live, we need to be clearer about the nature of the world and our place in it. 
And this in tum requires greater clarity about what constitutes knowledge and what 
processes lead to it. People sometimes wonder if it could be just a coincidence that 
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philosophy arose in two such different cultures at roughly the same time. Now We 
know that there were trade contacts between classical India and the Hel lenic world. 
So it is at least conceivable that some ancient Greek philosophers and some classical 
Indian philosophers knew something of one another' s work. But the two 
philosophical traditions appear to be genuinely distinct. They tackle the same basic 
questions in ethics, metaphysics and epistemology. And they employ the same basic 
techniques of analysis and argumentation . (This is why it is appropriate to call them 
both 'philosophy' .) Sometimes individual philosophers in the two traditions even 
reach strikingly similar conclusions. But this should not lead us to suppose that there 
was significant borrowing between one tradition and the other. We know after all that 
the same invention can occur independently in two distinct cultures. In mathematics, 
for instance, the zero was invented separately, in ancient India, and also by the 
Mayans of pre-contact meso-America. 

1.2 

Philosophy, then, is the systematic investigation of questions in ethics, metaphysics 
and epistemology (as well as several related fields). It involves using analysis and 
argumentation in systematic and reflective ways. This will do, at least for now, as an 
account of what we will mean by philosophy. What about the other term in our title, 
Buddhism? We might seem to be on safer ground here . While many people might 
lack detailed knowledge about what it is that Buddhists bel ieve and what Buddhist 
practice involves, surely everyone knows that Buddhism is the rel igion that was 
founded in ancient India by the Buddha, subsequently spread throughout Asia, and is 
now attracting adherents in the West? Well, yes, but there's  a load ofmischieflurking 
in that word ' religion ' .  There is one sense in which Buddhism can accurately be 
called a religion, but there is another widely used sense of that word in which it would 
be a mistake. And clarity about this matter wi l l  prove just as crucial to our 
undertaking as will being clear about what philosophy is. 

We often base our understanding of a word on famil iar examples. In the case of 
'religion ', the fami liar examples for most people in the West are Christianity, 
Judaism and Islam. These are all monotheistic religions: they each involve belief in a 
single personal being who is eternal, is creator of the universe, and is all-perfect. Not 
all religions share this sort of belief: Hinduism and Shinto are both polytheistic. It 
doesn 't seem to be stretching things too much to group all the theisms together under 
one label, though. But particularly if the religion one is most famil iar with is 
Christianity, one might also think ofa religion as a 'faith ' .  To think of religion this 
way is to see it as a set of beliefs that one accepts out of a conviction that is not based 
on rational argumentation. Religion is then seen as falling on the 'heart' side of the 
head/heart, or reason/faith, divide. 

In modem Western culture there is a tendency to suppose that certain questions are 
to be settled through the use of reason, while others can only be addressed through faith 
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and feeling. This is the dichotomy between reason and faith, with reason seen as a 
matter of the head and faith a matter of the heart. Along with this dichotomy there is a 
related one between 'facts ' ,  seen as the sort of thing that the sciences discover, and 
'values' ,  seen as private, subjective commitments that are not open to rational investi
gation and scrutiny. Suppose we agree that using our reason involves thinking about 
things in a cool, careful, detached and deliberate way. Now it is probably true that some 
matters should not be decided entirely on the basis of calm, cool consideration of 
reasons. One 's  choice of life-partner, for instance, should probably involve consider
able input from the 'heart' side. But it is not at all clear that 'head' and 'heart' constitute 
a strict dichotomy. And in any event, it is not obvious that the matters we consider 
religious (or 'spiritual ')  necessarily belong on the 'faith' side of any such divide. 

One thing that all the theisms (monotheisms and poly theisms) have in common is 
that they each try to articulate some vision ofthe ideal state for humans. This ideal 
state is usually depicted as being quite different from the way that people would live 
their lives if left to their own devices. The latter 'mundane' (or 'worldly') state is 
depicted as inherently unsatisfactory, as fallen away from how we ought to be. And the 
ideal state is represented as a sort of salvation from this fallen state. When we think of 
a religion as dealing with ' spiritual ' matters, it is this concern with attaining salvation, 
of escaping from an unsatisfactory way of being, that we have in mind. The concerns 
of religion are, in a word, soteriological . (A soteriology is a doctrine of salvation.) 
Now to think of religion as a faith is to suppose that soteriological concerns can only 
be addressed through a form of emotional commitment. It is to hold that reason and 
logical investigation are of little or no use in seeking salvation. Many people in our 
culture believe this. But this was not the view of classical Indian culture. (Nor was it 
held by the ancient Greeks, or by the philosophers of medieval Islam.)  To many people 
in ancient India, including the Buddha, it made perfectly good sense to use our rational 
faculties in the pursuit of salvation. Of course this was not the only path that Indians 
recognized. The Bhagavad Gztii, a major Hindu text, teaches that there are four 
different paths; which path one should take depends on one's talents and predilections. 
But all four paths culminate in salvation, for they all instil l  knowledge of our true 
identity. The Buddhist tradition generally teaches that there is just one path to 
l iberation, not four. But that path consists in the combined practice of philosophical 
reasoning and meditation. Indian Buddhists, like others in ancient India, thought that 
salvation from our unsatisfactory state was to be had through coming to know the truth 
about who we are and where we fit in the universe. And they thought that attaining 
such insights required the use of philosophical rationality.2 

2This is not to say that Buddhism is a philosophy and not a religion. To say that would be to assume that 
it  must be one or the other. It would be to assume that there is a strict dichotomy between reason and faith. 
Buddhists would be likely to reject that assumption. Their attitude toward soteriological matters might be 
usefully compared to one we often take today toward scientific matters. Most of us who are not scientists 
tend to take the more advanced theories of a science like physics on trust. But we know that if  we were to 
receive proper training we would be able to assess for ourselves the evidence in support of those theories. 
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B uddhism is,  then, a rel igion, ifby this we mean that it is a set of teachings that 
address soteriological concerns. But if we think of rel igion as a kind of faith, a 
commitment for which no reasons can be given, then Buddhism would not count. To 
become a Buddhist is not to accept a bundle  of doctrines solely on the basis of faith. 
And salvation is not to be had just by devout belief in the Buddha' s  teachings. 
(Indeed the Buddhists we wi l l  study would be likely to see belief of this sort as an 
obstacle to final liberation. )  Rather, liberation, or nirvana (to use the Buddhist tenn), 
is to be attained through rational investigation of the nature of the world. As we 
would expect with any rel igion, Buddhist teachings include some claims that run 
deeply counter to common sense.  But Buddhists are not expected to accept these 
claims just because the Buddha taught them. Instead they are expected to examine the 
arguments that are given in support of these claims, and determine for themselves if 
the arguments really make it l ikely that these claims are true. Buddhists revere the 
Buddha as the founder of their tradition. But that attitude is meant to be the same as 
what is accorded a teacher who has discovered important truths through their own 
intellectual power. Indeed the person whom we call the Buddha, Gautama,3 is said to 
have been just the latest in a long series of Buddhas, each of whom independently 
discovered the same basic truths that show the way to nirvana.4 This may or may not 
reflect historical fact . But the spirit behind this claim is worth remarking on . What it 
suggests is that the teachings of Buddhism are based on obj ective facts about the 
nature of reality and our place in it. And these facts are thought of as things that 
human reason can apprehend without reliance on superhuman revelation. 

If we expect all rel igions to be theistic, then Buddhism might not quali fy as a 
religion. The Buddha (that is, 'our' historic Buddha, Gautama) is not the equivalent 
of the God of Western monotheism. Nor is the Buddha considered a prophet, 
someone whose authority on spiritual matters derives from privileged access to God. 
Gautama is seen as just an extremely intell igent and altruistic human being. Indeed 
B uddhism explicitly denies that there is such a thing as the God recognized by 
Western monotheism, that is, an etemal, all-powerful and all-perfect creator. To most 

3Gautama' is  the Sanskrit version of his name, 'Gotama' the Pal i  version. In  addition there an: a number 
of epithets that are used to refer to him: 'Sakyamuni' ( 'sage of the Sakya clan '), 'Siddhartha' ('one whose 
aim is accomplished') and 'Tathagata ' ('one who has thus gone' )  are among the more common. ' Buddha' 
is not a name or epithet but a title: a Buddha is someone who has independently d iscovered the lilCts about 
suffering, its causes and its cure, and taught these to the world. Becoming a Buddha supposedly involves a 
long and arduous process of preparation. Someone who has chosen to enter into that process but has not yet 
arrived at the destination of Buddhahood is referred to as a bodhisallva (a ' being [destined for] 
enlightenment'). 
4Buddhists believe that everything that arises through conditions is impermanent. This would include the 
teachings developed by Gautama and transmitted through the traditions of institutional Buddhism. So 
eventual ly these teachings, and institutional Buddhism, w i l l  d isappear. Facts l ike those thai Gautama 
recognized will continue to obtain, however. So in time another Buddha may come along and recognize the 
significance of such facts for human salvation. This has supposedly happened many times in the past. 
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people this denial is  tantamount to atheism. So if we are to count Buddhism as a 
religion, it will have to make sense to say there can be atheistic religions. 

Of course the Buddha and classical Indian Buddhists acknowledged the existence 
of a multiplicity of gods. Should we then think of Buddhism as polytheistic, in the 
same sense in which many forms of Hinduism are polytheistic?5 Perhaps we might if 
we wanted Buddhism to fit under a nice tidy definition of ' rel igion' that required 
some form of theism. B ut this  would be somewhat beside the point as far as 
Buddhism is concerned. The gods that ancient Indian Buddhists believed in were 
(like the gods of ancient Greece and all the rest of pre-Christian Europe) finite beings, 
rather like human beings, only longer-lived and more powerful. More importantly, 
they play no role whatever in the quest for nirvana. Perhaps worship and sacrifice to 
the right gods might win one various mundane benefits, such as timely rainfall  to 
make the crops grow, or the health of one' s  loved ones. But the gods cannot bestow 
nirvana on us. Indeed the fact that they also undergo rebirth (they may live extremely 
long lives, but they are sti l l  impermanent) is taken to show that they are no more 
enlightened than we humans are. Even an enl ightened human being like a Buddha or 
an arhat (someone who has attained nirvana by fol lowing the teachings of the 
Buddha) cannot bestow nirvana on others. That is something that one can only attain 
for oneself; enlightened beings can only help others by giving them pointers along the 
way. And the point, for Buddhism, is to attain nirvana, to bring suffering to an end. So 
for this spiritual tradition, the question whether there are any gods turns out to be 
largely irrelevant. 

The doctrine of karma and rebirth is another matter. Classical Indian Buddhism 
accepted this doctrine. These Buddhists believed that death is ordinarily not the end 
of our existence, that after we die we are reborn, either as humans or as some other 
form of sentient being (including non-human animals, gods, and the inhabitants of 
various hells). Which sort of rebirth one attains depends on one's karma, which has to 
do with the moral quality of the actions one has engaged in. If those acts were 
primarily morally good, one may be reborn as a human in fortunate life 
circumstances, or even as a god. If one's life was ful l  of acts done out of evil 
intentions, however, one might end up as a preta or so-call ed 'hungry ghost' .  (These 
beings are so-called because they are only able  to eat feces, and to drink urine, pus 
and blood.) Now this may sound l ike j ust the sort of thing that other more famil iar 
religions offer: a promise of life after death, and a doctrine of retribution for one 's  
sins. So is Buddhism really a l l  that different from those other spiritual traditions? Is it 
really the case that it only expects us to believe those things for which there is 
objective evidence? 

This is a good question . It may turn out that not everything Buddhists have 
traditionally believed can be rationally supported. This outcome is one of the 
possibi l ities that opens up when we examine Buddhism as philosophy. But before 

5Indeed many of the same gods that we find in classical H indu texts show up in the I ndian B uddhist 
tradition as well. See AX. Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi :  Motilal Banarsidars, 1970, pp. 152-56). 
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saying any more about that, I should clear up some possible confusions about the 
doctrine ofkarnla and rebirth. The first point to make is that as Buddhists understand 
it, kam1a is not divine retribution for one's sins. The laws of karma basically have to 
do with receiving p leasant results for acting out of morally good motives, and 
receiving painful results for acting with evil intentions .  This prompts some to ask 
who detem1ines what is good and what is evil .  For Buddhists the answer is that no one 
does. Kam1a is not a set of rules that are decreed by a cosmic ruler and enforced by 
the cosmic moral police. Kam1a is understood instead as a set of impersonal causal 
laws that simply describe how the world happens to work. In this respect the karmic 
laws are just like the so-called natural laws that science investigates. It is a causal law 
that when I let go of a rock while standing on a bridge, it will fal l  toward the water 
below with a certain acceleration. No one passed this law, and no one enforces it. The 
laws of physics are not like the laws passed by legislative bodies. There are no gravity 
police. And if something were to behave contrary to what we take to be the law of 
gravity, that would be evidence that we were wrong to think it was a law. A true 
causal law has no exceptions. Likewise, the laws of karma are understood not as rules 
that can be either obeyed or broken, but as exception less.. generalizations about what 
always fol lows what. If we could keep track of enough persons over enough 
successive lives, we could find out what the laws of karma are in the same way that 
science discovers what the laws of nature are: our observations would disclose the 
patterns of regular succession that show causation at work.6 

A second point to make about the Buddhist attitude toward karma and rebirth is that 
belief in rebirth does not serve the same function that belief in an afterlife serves in 
many other religious traditions. The fact that after I die I will be reborn is not taken to be 
a source of relief or consolation. And the point of Buddhist practice is not to do those 
things that will help ensure a pleasant next life and prevent a painful one. The truth is 
just the opposite. As we will see in more detail in the next chapter, the Buddha claims 
that continued rebirth is just what we need liberation from. (The reason, briefly, is that 
rebirth entails redeath.) One could set about trying to use knowledge of karmic causal 
laws to try to guarantee that one continues to exist in relatively comfortable circum
stances. But on the Buddhist analysis that would just reveal one's ignorance about how 
things really are. And because such behavior was based on ignorance, it would 
inevitably lead to more of the suffering that Buddhism is meant to cure. The doctrine of 
karma and rebirth is not meant to make us feel better about the fact that we will all die. 
For those Buddhists who accept it, it is part of the problem, not part of the solution. 

61t is widely held not just by Buddhists but by other classical Indian schools as well that the practice of 
meditation or yoga leads to the development of a number of extraordinary powers. One that is frequently 
mentioned is  the ability to recall past l ives, first of oneself and then of others. Someone who had such 
powers could tell us what the karmic causal laws actually are. For they would be able to observe which 
deeds in one life were regularly fol lowed by pleasant rebirths, which by painful rebirths. Of course since 
every intentional act has some karmic effect, the patterns would be quite complex and difficult to discern. 
But it  could at least in principle be done. 
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A third point about the doctrine of karma and rebirth is that this was not a view that 
was peculiar to Buddhism. Instead it seems to have been commonly accepted by 
spiritual teachers from before the time of the Buddha, and to have been part of the 
common-sense conception of the world for most Indians for most of the time that 
Buddhism existed in India. S o  when Indian Buddhists claimed that we undergo 
rebirth in accordance with karma, they were not making claims that would have 
struck their audience as novel or strange. Now when we think of a religion as 
something that makes claims that must be taken on faith, we have in mind claims that 
are not already part of common sense. So the fact that Buddhists accepted the 
doctrine of karma and rebirth does not show that Buddhism is a religion in the sense 
of a creed, a set of doctrines for which there is no evidence and that are to be accepted 
on faith. Perhaps Indians accepted this doctrine without good evidence. But if so, it 
was not because they were required to as practicing Buddhists. 

The doctrine of karma and rebirth is not a part of our common-sense world-view. 
So it would be reasonable for us to ask what evidence there is that this doctrine is true. 
It would be reasonable, that is, if we are investigating Buddhism as philosophy. For in 
studying phi losophy we are interested in finding out what the truth is. (We may not 
always find it, but that's our aim. )  Things might be different if we were studying 
B uddhism as an historical artifact, as part of the study of the history of religions. 
Perhaps then we would simply note that Indian Buddhists believed in karma and 
rebirth, and set aside the question whether they were justified in their belief. Instead 
we might simply explore how this belief affected other aspects of Buddhism: their 
ethical teachings, for instance, or their artistic representations. There is a great deal 
we can learn by studying Buddhism and other religions in this way. By simply setting 
aside the question whether the teachings are true or false, and focusing on how 
different elements of the tradition might be related to one another, we can learn to see 
the inner logic ofthe system, how it hangs together as a system. This can help us see 
things we might otherwise miss.  But it cannot tell us whether its teachings are 
reasonable. And this is something we might want to know when we study a religion 
l ike Buddhism . Buddhists claim that those of their teachings that run counter to 
common sense can be supported by rational arguments. Are they right about this? 
And if it turns out that some claim of theirs that strikes us as strange cannot be given 
rational support, how much damage does that do to the overall system? These are the 
sorts of questions that philosophical examination involves. 

And this is how we will proceed with the doctrine of karma and rebirth. We will 
ask (among other things) if there are good reasons to believe it .  If there are not, we 
will go on to see whether other important teachings of Buddhism would also have to 
go if this doctrine were thrown overboard. This might come as a shock, particularly if 
you think of a person's re ligion as something sacrosanct that others shouldn ' t  
question . H ow can we criticize beliefs that might tum out t o  b e  central t o  another 
person' s  whole way of l ife? But someone who asks this is forgetting something: 
Buddhist philosophers thought that their most important claims should be subjected 
to rational scrutiny. This is what made them philosophers. They certainly criticized 
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the views of other Buddhist phi losophers. And there was a great deal of rational 
criticism exchanged between the Buddhists and other Indian phil osophers. So 
perhaps it would actual ly be dishonoring Buddhism not to subj ect its doctrines to 
rational scrutiny. To study it as no more than an item of historical interest, and not ask 
how much truth there is in its core teachings, might mean fail ing to take it seriously as 
an important human creation. 

1 .3 

We have said enough for now about what philosophy is and what Buddhism is.  And 
we have already begun to discuss what it might mean to study Buddhism as 
philosophy. There are a number of other things that need to be said on that score. One 
is that this study will be selective. Like any other religious tradition, Buddhism is an 
immensely complicated phenomenon . To study Buddhism as phi losophy means 
primarily studying texts . Specifical ly it means studying those Buddhist texts that 
present phi losophical theories and arguments. But this means leaving out of 
consideration many other sorts of Buddhist writings, such as those that speci fy the 
rules that monks and nuns must follow when they enter the Buddhist monastic order 
(the sa'l1gha), and those popular writings designed to present simple moral teachings 
to an audience of lay followers. Moreover, there is much more to Buddhism than its 
literature. And our focus on texts means these other areas will go largely untouched. 
We will not be examining the many different kinds of Buddhist artistic expression to 
be found in such fields as sculpture, architecture, painting, devotional poetry and 
drama. We will have very little to say about Buddhist institutions, their organization 
and history. We will say very l ittle about the Buddhist practice of meditation, and 
nothing at all about such lay Buddhist devotional practices as stUpa worship. All  of 
these aspects of Buddhism have been dealt with elsewhere, and there is no need to 
duplicate that scholarship here.7 

There are, though, other studies of Buddhism that focus on many of the same 
topics that we will be examining. These are works that try to introduce Buddhism 
through a historical survey of its chief schools and their principal doctrines . Now we 
will try to trace a historical progression as wel l .  But there will be less concern here 
than in the typical doctrinal history to say who influenced whom, what influenced 
what, in the development of key Buddhist teachings. Indeed at several points we will 
take things out of their historical order. This wil l  happen where understanding 
conceptual connections takes precedence over working out the historical order in 
which ideas developed. But the most i mportant difference between this work and 
histories of Buddhist doctrine is that the latter are more l ikely to present just the 
conclusions of the Buddhist philosophers. Our job wil l be to look not only at their 

7 An excellent resource that d iscusses many of these topics with respect to Indian Buddhism from its 
origins to its destruction in the late twelfth centuryCE is Warder's Indian Buddhism. 
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conclusions, but also at the arguments they gave in support of their conclusions. We 
will look at the objections that other Indian philosophers raised against the Buddhist 
views we examine, and we will consider the responses that Buddhists gave. We will 
try to come up with our own objections, and then try to figure out what (if anything) 
Buddhist philosophers could say to answer them. We wil l  try, in short, to see how 
well Buddhist doctrines stand up to the test of rational scrutiny. B ecause we are 
examining Buddhism philosophically, we want to know what in Buddhist teachings 
represents the truth. 

Now some of those teachings we can quite easily say are false. This is because 
some of the claims of Buddhist phi losophers are based on views ofthe natural world 
very different from what our own sciences tell  us about nature. For instance, some 
Buddhist philosophers hold that ordinary physical objects such as rocks and tables 
are made up of very large numbers of atoms of four different types :  earth, air, water 
and fire. (Similar views are found in ancient Greek philosophy.) Now this idea that 
material things are made up of four different elements or kinds of stuff is one we 
know today is false. When ancient philosophers called water an element, they had in 
mind that there was just one fundamental kind of stuff present in every liquid. So the 
difference between water (that is, H20) and ethyl alcohol might just be a matter of 
how much fire element was present in addition to the water element. We now know 
that there are far more than four naturally occurring elements, and two liquids might 
be made up of completely different elements. Moreover, we know that each of these 
elements is in tum made up of more fundamental particles, until we reach what are 
now thought to be the most basic of these, the six kinds of quarks. So when Buddhist 
philosophers argue about a question like whether color is present in each of the four 
elements, we can say that the very question is misguided - no answer is likely to be 
true. 

Does th is mean that Buddhist philosophy can be dismissed as an outdated, pre
scientific view of the world? No. Here we can learn from what we find when we study 
ancient Greek philosophy. The Greek philosopher Aristotle believed that the earth is 
the center of the universe. We know that this i s  false, and yet Aristotle is sti l l  
considered an important phi losopher. What w e  have learned to d o  i n  studying ancient 
phi losophy is s imply set aside those parts that conflict with our modem scientific 
knowledge, and focus on what remains. This is a legitimate approach. When 
philosophy began, both in ancient Greece and in ancient India, it was felt that 
philosophers ought to develop a truly comprehensive world-view. For the same 
methods of rational analysis and argumentation that philosophers were developing in 
order to answer questions in metaphysi cs, epistemology and ethics, seemed to 
l ikewise be suitable for studying the natural world. So, for instance, Aristotle wrote 
treatises on biology and meteorology, and the Siirpkhya school ofIndian philosophy 
developed a theory of chemistry. Indeed most of our present natural sciences have 
their origins in philosophy. But they have since developed their own distinctive 
methods, and have become independent discipl ines. Philosophy now focuses 
principally on issues in metaphysics, epistemology and ethics. This is why, when we 
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today look at  ancient philosophers, we tend to set to one side the details of their views 
about how the natural world works. For it usually turns out that even when these 
details are simply wrong, this has little or no effect on their views in the core 
philosophical areas of metaphysics, epistemology and ethics .  This is how we will 
treat the Buddhist philosophers as wel l .  

There is  another element in the texts we will study that we shall also want to set off 
to one side. We will be examining texts in which Buddhists give arguments for their 
key claims in metaphysics, epistemology and ethics. But in some cases the reason 
given is basically an appeal to the authority of the Buddha. This sort of thing happens 
when there is a dispute between two different schools of Buddhist philosophy over 
some doctrine. One school may then point to some passage in the sutras (the 
discourses of Gautama and his chief disciples) as grounds for accepting their 
position. Now this might count as a good reason to accept the view in question if you 
already thought that the Buddha's teachings were authoritative. But for those of us 
who do not automatically accept the authority of the Buddha, this cannot count as a 
good reason. So we will simply set such passages aside. 

Most chapters in this book contain extracts, sometimes quite long ones, from 
primary sources in Buddhist philosophy, as well as extensive discussion . This means 
we will be reading passages from a variety of different Buddhist philosophical texts, 
beginning with the sutras (the Buddha 's  own teachings), and ending with texts 
written some 1500 years later. Reading and understanding these texts will pose some 
real challenges. Because most of these were written for other ancient Indian 
philosophers, it is not always easy to see what the argument is, and how the author 
responds to objections. But we will start slowly, and you will have plenty of help on 
this. The point here is for you to learn to read and understand these texts on your own. 
That way, if you want to look more deeply into some topic in Buddhist philosophy, 
you will be able to do so without having to rely on anyone else's interpretations. Then 
you'll  be better equipped to try to find out what the truth is for yourself. 

One final point before we begin our study of Buddhism as philosophy. Some 
people might take the title ofthis book to mean that it will tell them what the Buddhist 
philosophy is. But as you may have guessed by now, there is no such thing as the 
Buddhist philosophy. At least not in the sense in which we are using ' philosophy' 
here. Given what the discipline of philosophy is, it should not be surprising that 
Buddhist philosophers disagree among themselves. By the same token, there is no 
such thing as the Christian philosophy, or the Jewish philosophy. There are 
philosophers who use the tools ofphilosophy to try to articulate what they take to be 
the basic truths of Christianity and of Judaism. But Aquinas and Kierkegaard 
disagree profoundly in their understandings of Christian teachings, and Maimonides 
and Spinoza likewise differ in how they approach the philosophical expression of 
Judaism.  Things are no different when we come to Buddhism. While there are certain 
fundamentals on which all Buddhist philosophers agree, there are important issues 
over which they disagree. Sometimes these differences can make things quite 
complicated. So to help us keep track of things, it would be useful to have a basic 
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taxonomy of Buddhist philosophical systems. We can start with the following basic 
division into three distinct phases in the development of Buddhist philosophy : 

I Early Buddhism: the teachings of the Buddha and his immediate disciples; 
2 Abhidharma: the development of rigorous metaphysical and epistemological 

theories growing out of the attempt to give consistent, systematic interpretations 
of the teachings of early Buddhism; 

3 Mahayana: philosophical criticism of aspects of Abhidharma doctrines, together 
with an alternative account of what Buddhist metaphysics and epistemology 
should look like. 

Both the second and the third phase saw the development of a number of different 
schools, reflecting different approaches to the philosophical challenges being 
confronted . For our purposes the important schools will be: 

2a. Vaibha�ika (Sarvastivada) 
2b. Sautrantika (Dar�1iintika) 
2c. Theravada (the form of Buddhism presently practiced in much of South East 

Asia) 
3a. Madhyamaka (the philosophical basis of much of Tibetan Buddhism) 
3b. Yogacara (Buddhist idealism) 
3c. Yogacara-Sautrantika (Buddhist logic, the school ofDirmaga). 

We will look at each of these schools in tum, seeing how their views developed out of 
the work of earlier philosophers, and trying to understand and assess the merits of 
their arguments. But we will start, in the next three chapters, with the fundamentals 
that all Buddhist philosophical schools agree on, the basic teachings of early 
Buddhism. 

Further Reading 

For a discussion of the historical relations between ancient Greek philosophy and 
classical Indian philosophy, see Thomas McEvilley, The Shape of A ncient Thought 
(New York: Allworth Press, 2002). 



CHAPTER TWO 

Early Buddhism: Basic Teachings 

In this chapter we will explore the basic teachings of early Buddhism, the teachings 
ofthe Buddha and his immediate disciples. This will serve to introduce a set of core 
principles that all Buddhist philosophers accept. In later chapters we will examine 
how various Buddhist philosophers developed these core teachings in different ways. 
But before we get to those basic ideas that are common to all schools of Buddhism, it 
might be useful to say a few words about the life of the Buddha. 

2.1 

Apart from his career as a teacher, there is little that is known with much confidence 
about the details ofGautama's life. Until recently, scholars were fairly certain that he 
lived from 566 to 486 BCE. But recent research suggests that his death may have been 
as late as 404 BCE. SO if we accept the traditional claim that he lived for 80 years, then 
perhaps his life was lived wholly within the fi fth century BCE. He was born in the city
state of Kapilavastu, the home of the Sakyas, l in what is now the western part of 
Nepal, near the Indian border. He grew up in relatively comfortable circumstances. 
But in early adulthood he chose to abandon the settled life of a householder and 
became a wandering renunciant or sramal'}a, someone whose life is dedicated to 
finding answers to certain spiritual questions. 

The sramal'}as of sixth and fifth century BCE India represented a new phenomenon 
in Indian religious life .  They rejected key elements of the prevailing Brahmanical 
orthodoxy as inadequate to their spiritual concerns. The Vedic religion that they 
challenged was centered on a set of texts, the Vedas, that the Brahmin priests 
considered supernatural in origin and authoritative. These texts enjoin performance 
of various rituals and sacrifices, both to uphold the cosmic order and to obtain various 
benefits for the person in whose name the ritual or sacrifice is carried out. But the new 
set of ideas associated with the notions of karma and rebirth made these older 
religious practices seem unsatisfYing. If after I die I shall just be born into some new 
life, what point is there in trying to make my present situation more comfortable? 
Shouldn' t  I be more concerned with the lives to come after this one? Indeed what 
exactly is the point of going on to life after life? Is that cycle to go on forever? The 
Vedic religion seemed satisfactory as long as people held on to conventional views of 
human life and human happiness . I f we each have just th is one life on earth ( and 
perhaps an afterlife thereafter), then it might make sense to devote it to things like 

iHence the epithet he later acquired, ' Sakyamuni '  or ' sage oft11.: Sakyas ' .  

1 5  
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sensual pleasure, wealth and power, and the social standing of a virtuous person.2 But 
with the advent of new ideas about the nature of human life, the old answers no longer 
seemed to work. And so the sramalJas sought a new account of human happiness and 
how to attain it. 

Among the many sramalJas, there were some who claimed to have found a 
solution to the problem of human existence, and offered to teach it to others. Their 
answers differed, but most shared the idea that true happiness could only be found by 
overcoming our ignorance about our true nature. And most also agreed that the truly 
ideal state for us must involve liberation (mok:ja) from the cycle of rebirths. The 
sramalJas also explored a wide variety of techniques for attaining this ideal state they 
sought. These included various ascetic practices - performing austerities such as 
fasting, remaining utterly motionless for long periods, abstaining from sleep, and the 
like. They also included various meditational or yogic practices: learning to calm the 
mind and focus it in one-pointed concentration, exploring a variety of altered states of 
consciousness, and the like.3 

Like other new renunciants, after abandoning his life as a householder Gautama 
sought to find a suitable sramalJa teacher. According to our oldest accounts, he 
studied with several, and mastered the theories and techniques they taught, but found 
these inadequate. He then struck out on his own. Coming across an isolated forest 
grove, he resolved to devote a full night of concentrated effort to solving the problem 
of human suffering. Employing a variety of yogic techniques, he entered into four 
successive stages of meditation, and thereby acquired three sorts of knowledge: 
recollection of his own past lives, understanding of the general laws of karma, and 
knowledge of what would come to be cal led the four noble truths. This knowledge 
signaled his enlightenment (bodhi), his attainment of nirvana or liberation from 
rebirth . H aving thus attained his goal,  he considered whether or not to teach his 
discovery to others. At first he is said to have been deterred by the difficulty and 
subtlety of the truths he had discovered. But he eventually concluded that there were 
some who could grasp these truths and thereby profit from his discovery. So he 

2Whi le the Vedas did  not teach rebirth, they were not entirely clear on the question of an after l ife. 
Brahmanical culture o f  the t ime a lso recognized three possible goals in  l i fe: sensual pleasure (kama), 
material wealth and power (artha), and virtue and social repute (dharma). For each of these goals there 
was thought to be a special science concerning methods for obtaining it. And a l iterature developed around 
each of these sciences. So the Kama Satra, for instance, is the foundational text for the traditional science 
of obtaining sensual pleasure. 

3While the sratpana movement may have started as a protest against Brahmanical orthodoxy, the Vedic 
tradition eventually responded to this chal lenge by developing a number of its own systems for attaining 
l iberation or mo4a. These included such philosophical schools as SiiIpkhya, Nyaya and Advaita Vedanta. 
These schools are referred to as 'orthodox' because they accept the authority of the Vedas. In this they 
differ from Buddhism and the other ' heterodox' schools (such as Jainism), which deny that the Vedas have 
any special authoritative status. Through the orthodox schools the Brahmanical tradition was in effect 
countenancing mok*'a as a fourth possible goal in l i fe, in addition to the original three of kiima, artha and 
dharma. 
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embarked on the career of a Buddha, one who has solved the problem of human 
suffering through their own efforts (without reliance on the teachings of others) and 
imparts that knowledge to others out of compassion. 

There is another, far more e laborate account of Gautama's life before his 
enlightenment. On that account, Gautama is a prince, his father, Suddhodana, being a 
powerful and wealthy king. Gautama's conception is immaculate, and he is born not 
in the normal way but by emerging from his mother's side without breaking her skin 
or otherwise causing her pain. Immediately after birth he takes seven steps in each of 
the four cardinal directions; the world roars in response, and blossoms spring up 
under his feet. A seer tells SUddhodana that the infant wil l  grow up to be either a 
Buddha or a world monarch. He will  become a Buddha ifhe sees four things in his 
youth: an old person, a sick person, a corpse, and a wandering renunciant. Ifhe does 
not see all four he will become a world monarch. Suddhodana wishes to ensure that 
his first-born son becomes a mighty king, so he has Gautama raised in a luxurious 
palace surrounded by only young, healthy and attractive people.  Gautama grows up 
in these surroundings, marries and has a son. Yet on four successive days while out 
hunting he sees each of the four sights. He then resolves t.o become a .vramalJu,  and 
makes his escape from the palace at night. He spends several years with a succession 
of teachers, but only after striking out on his own does he succeed in attaining the 
goal of liberation. Upon attaining en lightenment, it is Mara, the evil god of death, 
who tries to persuade him not to convey his discoveries to the world. Other gods then 
intercede to protect him from Mara's powers and ensure that there is a Buddha in the 
world. 

This more elaborate account of Gautama's  early life is the basis of popular 
depictions of the Buddha in Buddhist art and literature. But this version of the story 
only emerges several centuries after the Buddha's death. And it clearly reflects the 
common process whereby the life of a sect 's founder comes to be draped in legend. 
We know, for instance, that Gautama cannot have been a prince nor his father a king, 
since Kapilavastu was not a monarchy in his day. Likewise the Buddha was quite 
insistent on the point that he was no more than an ordinary human being. This would 
seem to explain why the tales of miracles surrounding his birth and enlightenment are 
absent from the earliest accounts of Gautama's life .  Only much later did some of his 
followers, perhaps out of missionary zeal, transform the story of his early life into a 
hagiography. Still there are things we can learn from these legendary accretions to his 
biography. Consider the tale of the four sights, for instance. Why might those who 
shaped the legend have chosen an old person, a sick person, a corpse, and a .\:ramalJa 
as the sights that would spur a pampered prince to renounce his life ofluxury? Clearly 
because the first three signify the fact of human mortality, and the existential crisis 
that results from this fact, while the fourth represents the possibility of averting the 
crisis. This point will prove useful when we try to understand the Buddha's teachings 
on suffering. 
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2.2 

While there is not much we know with certainty about Gautama's  life before his 
enlightenment, we know a great deal about his career as a teacher after enlighten
ment. For instance, we know that he first taught his new insights when he 
encountered five former companion renunciants at Siimiith, near Viiriinasl.4 We will 
examine the record of that encounter later, but it might be helpful to begin with an 
overview. It seems that these renunciants followed a path of extreme asceticism, but 
when Gautama left them and struck out on his own he abandoned such practices. So 
they now suspect him of having lapsed into a dissolute l ife .  He thus begins by 
describing the path he has discovered as a 'middle path' between the two extremes of 
asceticism and the life of sensual pleasure. He then describes this path as a 'noble 
eightfold path ' ,  listing its eight component practices: right view, right intention, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, right exertion, right self-possession and right 
concentration. This leads naturally to the enumeration of the four noble truths, since 
the claim that there is such a path is the fourth of the four truths .  The four are, in 
summary form: 

I There is suffering. 
2 There is the origination of suffering:  suffering comes into existence in 

dependence on causes. 
3 There is the cessation of suffering: all future suffering can be prevented. 

· 4  There is a path to the cessation of suffering. 

Now the second truth is later elaborated in terms of a twelve-linked chain of causes 
and effects, the first of which is ignorance . And the ignorance in question wil l  be 
explained as failure to know three characteristics of reality: impermanence, suffering 
and non-self. It i s  thus significant that the Buddha goes on to teach the five 
renunciants the doctrine of non-self, and moreover that he argues for non-self on the 
grounds that all the constituents of the person are impennanent. Finally, according to 
the sutra that recounts this first teaching, it ended with all five sramalJas attaining 
enlightenment. 

To summarize, in this early episode in the Buddha's  teaching career we find 
reference to the fol lowing doctrines and ideas: 

• the Dharma as a middle path, 
• the eight-fold path, 
• the four noble truths, 
• the twelve-linked chain of dependent origination, 
• the three characteristics of existence. 

4The Buddha's teachings are referred to co l lectively as the Dharma. (This use of the word is olien 
translated as ' law' ;  we wil l  encounter other uses of the same Sanskrit ten11 . )  The Buddhist tradition refers 
to the encounter at Siirnath as 'the first turning of the wheel of the Dharma' .  
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Let us now look at these in more detai l .  The doctrine of the four truths plays a central 
organizing function in the Buddha's  teachings, so we should begin there. The first 
truth, that there is suffering, seems clear enough. And it would be hard to deny that it 
is true: there is all too much suffering in the world. But this raises the question why 
the Buddha should have thought it necessary to point it out. In fact, Buddhists claim 
this truth, properly understood, is among the hardest for most people to acknowledge. 
This is the first of the four truths because the Buddha thinks it is something about 
which ordinary people are all in denial. To see why, we need to understand just what 
is meant here by ' suffering' .  And here is where the legend of the four sights becomes 
relevant. What it tells us is that by th is term Buddhists do not mean ordinary pain, 
such as what we feel when we are injured or sick . Instead they mean existential 
suffering - the frustration, alienation and despair that result from the realization of 
our own mortality. Remember that according to the legend, Gautama would not have 
become a Buddha had he not encountered the facts of old age, disease, decay and 
death until late in his l ife. What is it about these facts that makes their recognition 
significant? Well ,  we each want our own lives to go well .  We want to be happy. And 
when we want happiness, what we want requires a sense that our lives have meaning, 
value and purpose. Of course different individuals are ma.de happy by different sorts 
of things. But when something makes someone happy, that 's  because they take it to 
say good things about who they are and where they are going. The difficulty is that 
once we are forced to acknowledge our own mortality, it becomes difficult to sustain 
the sense that events can have significance for my life .  How can anything contribute 
to the meaning of my life when in the long run I shall be dead, with the world going 
merrily on its way without me? Now we all know at some level that some day we will 
die, yet we still seem to live our lives on the assumption that death can be indefinitely 
postponed. It is when events show this assumption to be false that existential 
suffering arises. 

Here is one point at which you might think it makes a difference whether or not we 
accept the doctrine of karma and rebirth. Indeed you might think that the account of 
existential suffering that has just been given only makes sense if we deny this 
doctrine .  And since the Buddhists accept the doctrine, you might suspect that they 
must mean something else by ' suffering' than existential suffering, the sense of 
alienation and despair that comes from recognizing the implications of our mortality. 
After all, if we live another l ife after we die, my death can't be the end of me. And if 
what I do in this l ife determines what sort of l ife I get next time around, wouldn 't 
what happens to me now always have meaning for my future existence? So why 
would existential suffering arise for someone who accepted karma and rebirth? The 
Buddhist will reply, though, that these suspicions merely illustrate how difficult it can 
be to grasp the true nature of suffering. The tradition distinguishes among three 
different layers within the notion of suffering, each more subtle than its predecessor: 
suffering due to pain, suffering due to impermanence, and suffering d ue to 
conditions. It is the last of these that is meant to explain why the fact of rebirth itself 
constitutes a kind of existential suffering. But to see why Buddhiists think this, we 
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need to say something about the first two ways in which they claim we experience 
suffering. 

The first includes al l  those experiences that we would ordinarily classify as 
painful : being cut, burnt or struck, having a toothache or headache, losing a prized 
possession, not getting the job we' d  set our hearts on, and the like. Note that even 
with such simple cases as a toothache there are actually two levels to the negative 
nature of the experience. First there is the feel ing of pain itself, the immediate 
sensation of hurting. But there is also the worry that we commonly experience when 
we have something like a toothache: what does this painful feeling say about who I 
am and where I am going? Even when we don't put it to ourselves in so many words, 
this sense of 'dis-ease ',  of not being at home with ourselves, can permeate our lives 
when we have some nagging pain, undermining even our enjoyment of ordinary 
pleasures.s 

The second form of suffering includes all negative experiences deriving from 
impermanence. This has much wider scope than one might suspect. As we will later 
see in more detai l, Buddhists claim that everything that originates in dependence on 
causes must also cease to exist. And since all those things we ordinarily care about 
are dependent on causes, it follows that they are all impermanent. Now the pain of a 
toothache could be counted among the experiences that derive from impermanence. 
We get toothaches because healthy teeth are impermanent. But it is not just getting 
something we don' t  want, like a toothache, that is included here. Getting something 
we do want also comes under the category of suffering as impermanence. Of course it 
seems counter-intuitive to classify getting what you desire - a car, a j ob, a child, the 
esteem of people you care about, happiness for a friend - as a negative experience. 
But this is why Buddhists call this kind of suffering more subtle than the first. There is 
suffering in getting what one wants because the desired object is impermanent. So the 
happiness we feel is always tinged with anxiety about losing it. Indeed the feeling of 
happiness we derive from getting what we want is itself impermanent. When the 
novelty wears off, so does the feeling of happiness. Which is why we seem to always 
be in pursuit of something new. This  explains the pattern we fol low: always 
formulating some new goal ,  some new object of desire, when we get what we 
previously wanted (or give it up as unattainable). And when we begin to notice this 
pattern in our behavior, the happiness we feel on obtaining something new begins to 
drain away. 

The last point leads naturally to the third level of suffering, suffering due to 
conditions. By ' conditions' here is meant the factors that are said to be responsible for 
rebirth (namely the intentions or volitions that motivate actions and cause karmic 
fruit) . So suffering due to conditions refers to the suffering that results from rebirth. 
But to revert to the question we asked earlier, why should the mere fact of rebirth 

5 'Dis-ease' m ight be a better translation of the Sanskrit term we are discussing here, dubkha, than is 
'suffering'. This term is formed from the prefix d!l�, which is related to the English 'dis' ,  plus the noun 
kha, which came to mean 'happiness' or 'ease'. 
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count as a fonn of suffering? Some specific rebirths might be quite unpleasant. But if 
we knew the karmic causal laws, we might be able to avoid those and obtain only 
rebirths in relatively fortunate circumstances. Why would that sti l l  count as 
suffering? The answer is encapsulated in the fact that re-birth also entai ls re-death. 
When we think that rebirth would help us avoid the suffering that is due to our own 
impermanence (that is, our mortality), we are forgetting that rebirth means re
encountering that very impermanence we wish to escape. Once we take this into 
account, the prospect no longer seems quite so inviting. Indeed the idea of perpetually 
going through this cycle - being bom, living a l ife, losing that life and then starting 
anew - can only inspire a kind of cosmic ennui :  what could possibly be the point? 
What we are now faced with is the requirement that there be an endless succession of 
future lives in order to sustain the sense that the life I am now living has a point. But if 
this l ife gets its point from the next, and that from its successor, and so on, will this 
really work? Perhaps the doctrine of karma and rebirth, instead ofundercutting the 
claim that sentient beings are subject to suffering, actually reinforces the point. 

It might be natural to wonder if the Buddha was not unduly pessimistic. Surely life 
is not all doom and gloom. And perhaps with a l ittle luck and some good sense, one 
can live a l ife that is predominantly characterized by -happiness. Of course the 
Buddhist will respond that this is just what nirvana amounts to. But the opponent will 
say that seeking nirvana seems a rather drastic step. For this requires abandoning much 
of what is usually thought to give life value: sensual pleasure, wealth and power, and 
virtue and repute. Surely at least some people can live lives that are happily devoted to 
such conventional ends as fami ly, career and recreation. The Buddhist will respond 
that such pursuits can sometimes give pleasure and happiness. Buddhists do not deny 
that people sometimes experience pleasure and happiness. They claim, though, that 
pleasure and happiness are deceptive in nature: being in these states leads us to believe 
that they can be made to endure, when in fact, for the reasons sketched above, they 
cannot. And in the long run, they claim, those reasons dictate that the happiness one 
obtains from such pursuits will  be outweighed by the suffering. The pursuit of 
happiness will become a kind of treadmill,  and the sense that we are on this treadmil l  
leads to alienation and despair. For anyone who is at  a l l  reflective about their life, i t  is  
inevitable that the happiness in their life wil l  be outweighed by the suffering. 

Here is one last question before we move on: might anti-depressants help? Modem 
medicine has created a class of drugs designed to help people who have lost all sense 
of enjoyment in their lives . And the more subtle sense of suffering that we have just 
been discussing sounds somewhat l ike this condition. Could a simple pi l l  be an 
altemative to the arduous task of seeking enlightenment? Here is one possible way 
the Buddhist might respond to this question. First, they might claim that no pi l l  can 
alter the facts. Taking a pill might alter how we assess those facts, but that is another 
matter entirely. For what the p i l l  might actually do is foster an i l lusion, create the 
sense that we can continue to ignore those facts . Suppose that by taking an anti
depressant we could avoid the sense that the happiness-seeking project is an endless 
treadmi l l .  We might then be looking at the same facts that led the Buddha to his 
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analysis of suffering, but we would be seeing those facts in a different l ight. The 
Buddhist would claim, though, that our assessment of the facts would be unrealistic. 
Taking the pi l l  would simply re-instill the i l lusion that conventional happiness is 
attainable in the long run. And this, they would hold, is no alternative to facing the 
facts squarely and taking the appropriate action: seeking nirvana.6 It is an interesting 
question whether the assumption they would then be making is true. 7 

2.3 

While the first of the four noble truths points out the existence of suffering, the 
second is meant to explain how it originates. The underlying idea at work here is that 
by learning the cause of some phenomenon we may become able to exercise control 
over it .  So the Buddha gives a detailed account of the factors he claims are the 
conditions in dependence on which suffering arises. This account, the twelve-linked 
chain of dependent origination, is traditionally understood as describing a sequence 
that takes place over three successive lives. In one l ife there occurs ( 1 )  ignorance 
(namely ignorance of the fact that all sentient existence is characterized by 
impermanence, suffering and non-self), and because of its occurrence there occur (2) 
volitions (sa1[lskiira), understood as the active forces in karma. It is in dependence on 
these volitions in the one life that there occurs (3) consciousness in the next life. That 
is,  rebirth ( in the form of the first moment of consciousness in a new l ife) occurs 
because of the desires that led to the performance of actions in the past life .  On this 
consciousness in tum depends the occurrence of (4) a sentient body. That is, it is due 
to that first moment of rebirth consciousness that the organized matter of the fetal 
body comes to be a sentient being. On the existence of the sentient body in tum 
depend ( 5 )  the six organs of sense (the organs of the five external senses plus an 
' inner sense' that is aware of inner states such as pain). On these depend (6) contact or 
sensory stimulation. And given sensory stimulation there arises (7) feeling, that is, 
the hedonic states of pleasure, pain and indifference. Feeling in tum causes (8) desire, 
and desire leads to (9) appropriation (upiidiina), the attitude whereby one takes certain 

6This  is not to deny that anti-depressants can be genuinely helpfu l  for those suffering from cl inical 
depression. The Buddhist claims that the happiness-seeking project cannot be sustained in the long run. 
While this might seem like a depressing analysis, remember that they also claim there is a better alternative 
to that project, namely nirvana. And they think we should make the effort to seek that better alternative. 
Someone who is c l in ically depressed might not be capable of making such an effort. Their sense of the 
fut i lity of it all might render them unable to do anything to better their situation. A Buddhist might then say 
that anti-depressants would be useful in their case. 

7Assume that by taking a pi l l  one could permanently prevent the subtle sense of suffering from arising. 
Assume as wel l  that the Buddha's analysis is correct, that the happiness-seeking project really is an endless 
treadmi l l .  Would it actua l ly be better to not take the p i l l, face up to the facts, and seek nirvana? The 
Buddhist claims it would be, but why? What assumption would their answer seem to be based on? And is 
that assumption correct? 
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things as being 'me' or ' mine ' .  In dependence on appropriation there originates ( 1 0) 
becoming. This consists of the volitions that bring about the next rebirth, as well as the 
psychophysical elements making up the sentient body in that rebirth. In dependence 
on this there is ( 1 1 )  birth, that is, rebirth into the third life. And in dependence on birth 
there is ( 1 2) old age and death, here standing for all existential suffering. 

There are obviously some difficulties in this list. For instance the tenth condition, 
becoming, seems to involve a repetition of the second, volition, and the fourth, 
sentient body. It also seems odd that birth into the third l ife should be l i sted as a 
separate condition, while birth into the second l ife is not. There is another version of 
the list that omits the six organs of sense, and instead has the sentient body serve as 
the condition for consciousness. Since consciousness has already been said to be the 
condition for sentient body, this has the effect of making consciousness both the 
cause and the effect of sentient body.8 And there are versions of the list with only ten 
links, omitting the first two conditions altogether. These and other problems have led 
some scholars to suggest that our list of twelve results from the fusion of what were 
originally two or more separate lists. 

But let us put such questions to one side, and look instead at the basic logic 
underlying the l ist that we have. The idea seems to be this. "One is born into this l ife 
because in the last l ife one acted on the basis of vol itions that were formed in 
ignorance of the facts about our existence. Having been born with a body, senses and 
mind, one comes in contact with sense objects, and this cognitive contact brings 
about feelings of p leasure, pain and indifference. These feelings trigger desires, and 
desires that are conditioned by ignorance lead to the stance known as appropriation : 
taking certain things (including things that no longer exist or do not yet exist) as 'me ' ,  
and other things as 'mine' or  my possessions. I t  i s  this stance that fuels rebirth, and 
this produces the suffering that is associated with all sentient existence. 

How, one might wonder, could the first condition, ignorance, occur without there 
already being a sentient being (something that is not found until the fourth link in the 
series)? Doesn't ignorance require someone whose ignorance it is? When we wonder 
this, we are taking this list as an account of the very beginning of the series of l ives .  
But the l ist should not be  taken this way. What is here treated as  the first l ife in  a 
sequence of three is itse lf the effect of prior conditions that occurred in some yet 
earlier I ife .9 So it is not saying that ignorance occurred before there were mind and 

81t is this version of the l i st that w i l l  later l ead some Abhidhanna phi losophers to hold that two 
simultaneously existing things can be both cause and effect of one another. This notion of reciprocal 
causation wiJl become the center of some Abhidhanna controversies. 

9The Buddha says that we cannot discern the very first l i fe in the series ofi ives we have l ived. In the later 
tradition this is often taken to mean that the series of i ives (and so our ignorance as wel l )  is beginningkss. 
But the Buddha's statement might be interpreted another way: while there might have been a very first l i fe 
in the series, we could never tell which one that is. For it 's always possible that although there were earlier 
lives, we simply can't remember any. Given this di fficulty, it is pointless to speculate about whether there 
is or is not a first l ife in the series, and what might explain this. Suffering exists in the present l i fe. and sllch 
speculation won' t  help solve that problem. 
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body. I gnorance comes first on the list because of its key role in producing suffering. 
In effect what we have in this theory is an account of how ignorance, by bringing 
about suffering, reinforces and thus perpetuates itself. When the chain of dependent 
origination is seen in this way, it is even possible to separate it from the doctrine of 
karma and rebirth. What it then amounts to is basically just the claim that the 
ignorance occurring at any one point in one 's  life causes one to act in certain ways 
that set the stage for both later suffering and continued ignorance. 

The third truth, that there is the cessation of suffering, fol lows directly from the 
second truth. Ignorance is a remediable condition. Since it is possible to cure our 
ignorance, it is possible to put an end to the feedback loop that results in suffering. 
The fourth truth then spells out a set of eight practices that are designed to bring about 
this cure. They are: right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right 
livelihood, right exertion, right self-possession and right concentration. These eight 
are said to fal l  into three basic kinds: the first two represent wisdom, the next three are 
the factors of morality, and the final three are the practices that make up meditation. 
The factors are listed in a way that might suggest a sequential order: start with right 
view, follow the rules of right conduct, proceed to concentration, then attain nirvana. 
But in actual practice the different factors are said to mutually reinforce one another, 
so that the mastery of each will involve contributions from the others . For instance, 
one might begin by acquiring a rudimentary grasp of the basic teachings of the 
Buddha (right view), on that basis form the (right) intention to seek nirvana, and then 
set about trying to obey the moral rules set out for lay fol lowers, such as not lying 
(right speech), not stealing (right action) and not working as a butcher (right 
livelihood) . But when fol lowing these moral rules becomes habitual, this has the 
effect of clearing the mind of certain passions that can interfere with attaining 
wisdom. So this can lead to a deeper appreciation of the Buddha's  teachings (right 
view), followed by the (right) intention to become a monk or nun. Entrance into the 
order of Buddhist monks and nuns (the sa'flgha) brings with it a new set of moral 
virtues one must acquire. Practice in accordance with these virtues, along with the 
newly deepened understanding of the Dharma, helps one then begin to engage in 
meditation. But meditating also makes it easier to attain the required moral virtues. 
And meditation likewise produces insights into the nature of the mind that further 
strengthen one's  appreciation of the Dharma. And so on. 

For our purposes the reciprocal relation between wisdom and meditation is 
particularly significant. In the context of the Buddhist path, 'wisdom ' means the 
practice of philosophy: analyzing concepts, investigating arguments, considering 
objections, and the like. So the content of this 'wisdom' is just the Buddhist 
philosophy that we are examining here. Now we already know that Buddhists claim 
ignorance is ultimately responsible for our suffering.  And wisdom looks like the 
antidote to ignorance. So it makes sense that Buddhism should claim doing 
philosophy is necessary for attaining enlightenment. But will doing philosophy be 
sufficient? Buddhists generally say no. And it's not too difficult to guess why this is. 
For we also know something about what this ignorance supposedly consists in: the 
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fai lure to recognize the three characteristics, the facts of impermanence, suffering 
and non-self. This fai lure is exhibited in some fundamental assumptions we make 
about our lives: that we and the things we want can continue to exist indefinitely, that 
we can attain happiness by pursuing conventional goals, and that there is a true ' me' 
for whom this l ife can have meaning and value. Since almost everyth ing we do is 
based on these assumptions, we are constantly in the business of reinforcing them. So 
even if our philosophical practice tells us they are false,  it  may not be so easy to 
uproot them. The situation here is l ike the case of a smoker. They may know perfectly . 
well that smoking shortens their l ife .  But each cigarette smoked reinforces their 
addiction, making it harder to act on that knowledge. So, the Buddhist says, 
meditation is needed in order to break the cycle and bring home the knowledge 
gained through philosoph y. 

To learn to meditate is to learn to control the mind . That control is then used to 
examine various mental processes, and to counteract those processes that perpetuate 
ignorance and suffering. So through meditation one can supposedly confirm that 
there is no self, by observing how impermanent mental states actually do all the work 
that we imagine could only be done by an enduring self. We can also see how ccrtain 
mental states, such as anger and hatred, can reinforce belief in a self and thus 
perpetuate ignorance. And through meditation we can learn to counteract such states. 
In the case of anger and hatred, for instance, the adept is taught to cultivate feelings of 
kindness and sympathetic joy toward ever l arger circles of beings, starting with 
friends and loved ones and eventual ly extending to those toward whom they feel 
anger and enmity. So meditation serves as a necessary supplement to philosophy in 
Buddhist practice. (This is why, even if the B uddhist philosophers are right about 
things, studying Buddhist philosophy wouldn't bring about liberation by itself.) 

At the same time, doing philosophy is said to be necessary if the practice of 
meditation is to be effective. For one thing, many meditational attainments involve 
altered states of consciousness. What one is aware of in these states is very different 
from what goes on in our ordinary experience. This means that we need a conceptual 
framework to help us sort out our experiences in meditation and figure out their 
significance. Otherwise we would be confronted with what could only seem l ike a 
buzzing, whirring mass of confusion. Doing philosophy is said to help us acquire the 
conceptual tools we need to make sense of what we encounter in meditation. So, for 
instance, mastery ofthe philosophical arguments for the non-existence of a self will 
make it easier to appreciate the significance of the complex causal connections we 
find when we closely observe our mental processes. That there are these· causal 
connections wil l  then be seen to confirm that there is no self standing behind the 
scenes directing our mental lives. And this will bring home the truth ofnon-self as it 
applies to our own case. So while meditation is meant to help the practitioner apply 
the knowledge they acquire through philosophy, philosophy in tum plays an 
important role in facilitating meditational practice. 

Just as there are interesting relationships among the components of the eight-fold 
path, so it is worthwhile to examine how the three characteristics are related to one 



26 Buddhism as Philosophy 

another. Suffering is caused, we are told, by ignorance of impennanence, suffering 
and non-self. And it is overcome by coming to know fully these three facts about the 
world. We now have some understanding of what Buddhists mean by the truth of 
suffering. Suppose they are right in their claims about what suffering is and why it is 
inevitable. They also claim that everything is impennanent, and that sentient beings 
are devoid of selves. Suppose these claims are also true. What might they have to do 
with the claim about suffering? It is tempting to think that impennanence is the chief 
factor here. On this interpretation, it is the fact that everything is impermanent that 
makes it true both that suffering is inevitable and also that there is no self. On this 
account, we wrongly believe that the things we desire are permanent, we become 
attached to them, and then we suffer when they reveal their impennanence by going 
out of existence. Likewise we base our lives on the assumption that we have 
permanent selves, and then suffer when our mortality shows this assumption to be 
false. The solution is then to learn to live with the fact of impennanence. Suffering 
will cease when we stop clinging to things and learn to live in the moment. 

While this interpretation of the three characteristics is tempting, it is wrong. It is 
the truth of non-self that is said to be key to understanding suffering's genesis and 
dissolution. And the interpretation just offered does not take sufficiently seriously the 
fact of non-self. For what it assumes is that I do have a self, just a very impennanent 
one. This is the assumption behind the advice that we live our lives in the present 
moment. This advice would make sense only if there were a true 'me'  that could 
derive value and significance from its experiences, but that existed only for a short 
while, to be replaced by a new self, someone who is not 'me' but someone else. We 
are advised to live in the present precisely because it is thought that when we plan for 
the future instead, we are letting the interests of that future self d ictate what this 
present self does. Now while Buddhism is sometimes understood in this way, this is 
clearly incompatible with the claim that there is no self. Indeed this turns out to be 
one of the extreme views the Dhanna is supposed to be a middle path between. I 0 So 
this cannot be how to understand the three characteristics. 

The doctrine of non-self is widely acknowledged to be the most difficult of all the 
basic teachings of Buddhism . We will examine it in detail in the next chapter. But we 
can now say this much about its relation to the other two of the three characteristics. 
Recall that by ' suffering' what Buddhists mean is existential suffering. And 
existential suffering arises from the assumption that there is a 'me' for whom events 
can have significance .  Such suffering arises out of the suspicion that the kind of 
meaning we want is not to be had, that our best efforts at attaining happiness will 
inevitably be frustrated. And we experience suffering because this seems like such an 
affront to the dignity of the being we take ourselves to be. Now suppose it could be 

I OThis is what is called 'annihi latiol1 ism' ,  the view that while I exist now, when the parts that presently 
make up me cease to exist, I wi l l  go utterly out of existence, typically to he replaced by someone else. The 
other extreme v iew is cal l ed ' eternal ism ' .  It is the view that the true 'me'  is eternal .  The theory of 
dependent origination is said to constitute a m iddle path between these two extremes. 
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shown that while there are the experiences that make up a l ifetime, those experiences 
have no owner. There is no 'me'  whose experiences they are. In that case the 
conviction that my l ife should have uniquely special significance to me would tum 
out to be based on a mistake. For experiences in my l ife to have meaning, there must 
be more than just the experiences, there must be something separate from them for 
which they have good or bad meanings. Without belief in a separate self, existential 
suffering would no longer arise. Such suffering requires bel ief in something whose 
demand for meaning and s ignificance is violated. It requires belief in a self. 
Impermanence also plays a role here. It is the fact of impermanence that first awakens 
us to suffering. And the fact that everything is impermanent will play a major role in 
the arguments for non-self. But i t  is non-self that plays the central role. And it is our 
false belief in a self that Buddhists identify as the core of our ignorance. 

2.4 

What might it be l ike to be enlightened? The Buddha claims that at the end of h is  path 
lies the cessation of suffering. And we've just had a glimpse of how fol lowing the 
path might bring that about. But even if we can make some sense of his path as a cure 
for suffering, this only tells us what being enlightened is not like. Being enlightened 
would mean being without existential suffering. Is there anything positive to be said 
about it? Is it  pleasant? Is the enlightened person happy? Or is it  just that because i t 's  
devoid of suffering, i t ' s  the best we can hope for? This  would be a reasonable 
question to ask for someone considering whether or not to fol low the Buddha's 
advice. The ' l ive for the moment ' idea that was just rejected as an interpretation of 
the three characteristics did at least give an answer to this question. For then the 
enlightened person would appreciate thei r present experiences without any concern 
about what will come in the future. And perhaps this would enhance the enjoyment of 
any good experiences whi le diminishing the anxiety that normally accompanies bad 
experiences . So perhaps on that interpretation being enl ightened would be pleasant. 
But since that is not what Buddhist enlightenment is l ike, this does not answer our 
question. 

Here is another place where the doctrine of kanll a and rebirth has a role to play. To 
become enlightened is to enter into the state of nirvana. The Sanskrit term nirvaf}a 
l iterally means 'extinction' or ' going out' (as when a fire is said to go out). What gets 
extinguished is, of course, sutTering. But Buddhists sometimes equate this extinction 
with another sort, namely the end of the series of rebirths. What would that be l ike? 
Well ,  if  there is no self, then to say I won 't be reborn is to say I will cease to exist. Is 
this what nirvana is ,  utter and complete annihilation? If so, then our question is 
answered in the negative: enlightenment would have no posit ive result, only the 
purely negative one of escape from all further suffering. And since this escape looks 
like a state of pure non-being, an utter blank, it  also seems singularly unappeal ing. 

That there is something wrong with this understanding of nirvana is suggested by 
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the fact that one of the extreme views the Buddha rejects is called ' annihilationism' .  
Moreover, when the Buddha i s  asked about the fate o f  the enlightened person after 
death, he says it would not be correct to say they are utterly non-existent. But the 
explication of these claims will have to wait until Chapter 4. What we can say at this 
point is that there is more to nirvana than what happens after the death of an 
enlightened person. There is also the state of the person between the time of 
enlightenment and their death. In discussing the goal of their practice, Buddhists 
draw a distinction between ' cessation with remainder' and ' cessation without 
remainder ' .  By ' cessation' is meant stopping the accumulation of new karma. And 
the ' remainder' is the residual karma that keeps the present life going. Once that 
residue is exhausted, this life ends. So they distinguish between nirvana as the state of 
a living enlightened person, and nirvana as the state of the enlightened person after 
death. I I Ifwe want to know if there is anything positive to the state of nirvana, the 
place to look would seem to be this cessation with remainder. 

Unfortunately, there isn't much in the early Buddhist texts about this state. There is 
a great deal about how to attain cessation, but not much about what it is like to have 
attained it and remain alive. Artistic depictions of the Buddha and other enlightened 
persons often portray them with a serene half-smile on their faces, and this suggests 
that there is a kind of quiet happiness to the state. But this is not stated explicitly in 
our sources. Buddhists were not, though, the only Indian philosophers to teach the 
goal of liberation from rebirth. And among the non-Buddhists there is also a debate as 
to whether or not liberation is pleasant or j oyful . N ow this debate concerns post
mortem liberation. It is possible for these schools to have such a debate because they 
all affirm the existence of a self. So unlike the Buddhists, they all claim that the 
liberated person continues to exist when their last life is over. Some, though, claim 
that the self enjoys eternal bliss in this state of post-mortem liberation, while others 
deny this . Indeed some ofthe latter go so far as to say that the self feels nothing in this 
state, that its existence forever after is indistinguishable from that of a rock. 

Now al l  the parties to this debate agree that liberation is the supreme goal for 
humans. They also agree that ignorance about who we truly are is what keeps us in 
the unliberated state - by making us pursue inappropriate goals like sensual pleasure, 
wealth and power, and virtue and repute. Since they all seem to mean more or less the 
same thing by liberation, this makes us wonder why some would deny that the 
supremely valuable end has any intrinsical ly desirable features. Why would they 
expect anyone to seek a state whose only attraction lies in the absence of pain and 
suffering? If that were all that was being offered, wouldn 't most people figure they 
could beat the odds and stick with the strategy of seeking ordinary happiness? 

This is not a question that can be definitively answered by examining the texts of 
these orthodox schools .  But a bit of speculation might throw some light on the 
situation here, and in so doing suggest an answer to our question about Buddhist 

I I  This is  sometimes referred to as parinirvii(.Ia, though strictly speaking that term only applies to the 
death ofa Buddha. 
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nirvana. Suppose that, as the Bhagavad Gila says, 'desire is here the enemy' ( II1 .37). 
That is,  what keeps us bound to the wheel of sal[lsara (the state of perpetual rebirth 
and consequently suffering) is our desire for things like sensual pleasure, wealth and 
power, and virtue and repute. Desire for these things is thought problematic because 
it is based on the false assumption that I am something that could be made better off 
by having them. Further, suppose that were it not for such desires, and the ignorance 
about our identity that they both presuppose and reinforce, we would be in a state that 
is intrinsically valuable. Suppose, that is, that to be liberated from sal[lsara is to enjoy 
true happiness, perhaps even true bl iss. There then arises what we could call the 
paradox of l iberation. This paradox involves the following propositions, each of 
which seems true to the orthodox Indian phi losophers : 

1 Liberation is inherently desirable. 
2 Selfish desires prevent us from attaining liberation. 
3 In order to attain liberation one must train oneself to live without selfish desires. 
4 One does not engage in deliberate action unless one desires the foreseen result of 

the action. 

Taken together, propositions (3)  and (4) tell us that no one will  set about trying to 
attain l iberation unless they desire it. And proposition (2) tells us that no one wil l  
attain l iberation unless they seek it .  Liberation isn't  something people just fa ll  into 
through dumb luck : you have to make an effort to overcome ignorance, otherwise it 
wil l just perpetuate your bondage in sal[lsara. Putting these things together, we get 
the result that you have to desire l iberation to obtain it .  And ( I )  tel l s  us that it 's  
reasonable to desire l iberation. The trouble is ,  (2) also tel l s  us that if we desire 
liberation we won' t  get it. So although it 's  reasonable to want l iberation, i t 's  
impossible to get it ,  so it isn 't reasonable to want it  after al l .  This is  a paradox. 

There are different strategies we might use to try to resolve this paradox. We might 
deny ( I ), though that would then raise the question why anyone should be interested 
in attaining liberation. Or we might claim that the desire for liberation is not a selfish 
desire. But this seems implausible if( I )  is true. If liberation is such a good thing, then 
surely my wanting to attain it would count as a selfish desire - a desire to benefit 
myself. Perhaps, though, not all such desires are selfish in the sense that's relevant for 
(2) to apply. Remember that the trouble with desires is that they reinforce the wrong 
view about who we real ly are. What if l iberation were joyful in a way that didn 't  
conflict with the facts about who we really are? The difficulty is that even if this were 
true, those of us who have not experienced this bliss would have trouble thinking of it 
in anything other than conventional terms. When told that liberation is a state of bliss, 
we would imagine it to be l ike sensual pleasure, or the thril l  that can come from 
gaining great wealth and power. We would then end up desiring liberation in just the 
wrong way - the way that (2 ) says prevents our attaining it. But this suggests a 
possible strategy: deny ( I )  not because it is false but because it is misleading for those 
with conventional views about what is desirable.  For such people what should be 
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emphasized is not what is positively good about liberation, but the point that to be 
l iberated is to be forever free of pain and suffering. Then they might attain the bliss of 
l iberation without having aimed at it. Their desire would just have been to rid 
themselves of pain and suffering. 

There are situations where this sort of indirect strategy works. Consider the warm 
feeling we get when we act benevolently, doing something good for someone else. 
We get this feel ing of gratification when our aim is to help others instead of 
ourselves. But suppose the only reason I ever helped others were because I wanted to 
have this warm feeling. Then I would never succeed. If my helping someone else 
were part of a calculated strategy whose ultimate purpose was to benefit myself, I 
wouldn't get the warm feeling at all. I can't get the feeling by aiming at it. I only get 
the feeling when I aim at something else - benefitting another person. Does this mean 
there is a paradox of benevolence? No, we can and do sometimes act benevolently, 
and thereby get the warm feeling. The best advice to give someone who wants to feel 
good in this way is that they should become genuinely concerned about the welfare of 
others. And this is something we can learn to do. We can get the warm feeling 
indirectly - not by aiming at it but by aiming at something else. There is no paradox 
of benevolence. 

Could something like this be what's going on in the case of those orthodox Indian 
schools that denied liberation is pleasant or happy? Perhaps they are simply tailoring 
their advice to the understanding of their audience. Perhaps because their audience 
would misunderstand the happiness that comes with liberation, and then want it in a 
way that would prevent their ever getting it, these schools advise their audience to 
aim at something else, the cessation of suffering. And perhaps we should understand 
what early Buddhism says about nirvana in a similar way. On this interpretation, the 
fact that nirvana is depicted primarily negatively, as just the permanent cessation of 
suffering, and the fact that virtually nothing positive is ever said about cessation with 
remainder, represent strategic choices. They do not necessarily reflect the nature of 
nirvana. Perhaps cessation with remainder is a state of true happiness, though this is 
importantly different from what is ordinarily taken for happiness. 

Something like this interpretation may be necessary if the Buddha's path is going 
to make sense to those who don't accept the doctrine of karma and rebirth. If there is 
no rebirth, but the Buddha is right that there is no self, then after I die there won't be 
any suffering regardless of whether or not I attain enlightenment. So tel l ing me that 
cessation without remainder is devoid of suffering won't motivate me to try to attain 
enlightenment. I ' l l only be motivated by facts about cessation with remainder, the 
state of being enlightened but sti l l  alive. And it isn't clear that being told this state is 
devoid of all existential suffering would be enough. If that were all I thought I ' d  get 
out of enl ightenment, I might calculate the odds and decide that I ' d  do better to 
pursue conventional happiness. It might be that only a positive portrayal of 
enlightenment as true happiness would motivate me to seek it. And then there is the 
question whether my desire for enl ightenment would get in the way of my ever 
attaining it. But this is a question to which we will have to return. For we have not yet 
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considered what it might be like to come to believe that we do not have selves. And 
coming to believe this is an important component of being enlightened. The Buddhist 
doctrine of non-self will be the subject of our next chapter. Then in Chapter 4 we will 
come back to this question of what it might be like to be enlightened. 

Further Reading 

For more on the details of the Buddha's life and teaching career see Chapters J and 4 
of A.K.Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1 970). 

The account of the Buddha's first expounding of his path (S IV.420-4) may be 
found at The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, trans . Bhikkhu Bodhi (Boston, 
MA: Wisdom Publications, 2000), pp. 1 843-47. 

For a more detailed account of the reciprocal relationships among the different 
parts ofthe eightfold path, see David Burton, Buddhism, Knowledge and Liberation 
(Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 62-75 .  

For  a very different account of the nature of cessation with remainder see  Paul 
Griffiths, On Being Buddha (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1 994). 

For a discussion of the debate among Hindu schools concerning whether liberation 
is desirable,  see Arindam Chakrabarti, ' I s  l iberation (mok�a) pleasant?' .  Philosophy 
East and West, 33  ( 1 983), pp. 1 67-82. 

The alleged paradox of benevolence, and its resolution, were formulated by the 
eighteenth-century British philosopher and theologian Joseph Butler. For a discus
sion of Butler's work see Terence Penelhum, Butler (London : Routledge, 1 986) .  



CHAPTER THREE 

Non-Self: Empty Persons 

The Buddha holds that we experience the suffering of sal'[lsiira because of our 
ignorance of the three characteristics: impennanence, suffering and non-self. Of these 
three, it is the characteristic of non-self that plays the central role  in his diagnosis. 
According to early Buddhism, there is no self, and persons are not ultimately real . This 
may be put somewhat cryptically as: we are empty persons, persons who are empty of 
selves. In this chapter we wi l l  investigate this c laim. We wil l  look at some of the 
arguments found in early Buddhist texts for the claim that there is no self. And we shall 
try to detennine what it means to say that persons are not ultimately real. But before 
we can do either of these things we need to detennine what it would mean to say that 
there is a self. The word 'self gets used in several different ways, only one of which is 
relevant to the philosophical question the Buddha is trying to answer. We can avoid 
much confusion about what Buddhists mean by their doctrine of non-self if we begin 
by getting clear concerning what they mean when they speak of a self. 

3.1 

By ' the self what Buddhists mean is the essence of a person - the one part whose 
continued existence is required for that person to continue to exist. This is the 
definition of 'self that we wil l  use. But what does it mean? It might be helpfu l  to 
think of the view that there is a self as one possible answer to the question what it is 
that the word ' I '  refers to. I am a person. And persons are made up of a variety of 
constituents: parts making up the body, such as limbs and organs, and parts making 
up the mind, such as feel ings and desires. Now persons are things that continue to 
exist for some time - at least a lifetime, if not longer. But not all the parts of a person 
must continue to exist in order for that person to continue to exist. I could survive the 
loss of a finger or toe. And I might lose my desire for coffee without ceasing to exist. 
So apparently not all the parts of a person are necessary to the continued existence of 
a person. To say there is a self i s  to say that there is some one part that i s  necessary. 
This one part would then be what the word ' I '  really named. The other parts would 
more properly be called 'mine ' ;  only that one essential part would count as the true 
'me' .  The alternative to this would be to say that ' I '  refers to all the parts collectively. 
Let us call this alternative the view that ' I '  is the name of the person, where by 
'person' we mean the whole that consists of all the parts that make up my body and 
mind over the duration of my existence. So either ' I '  is the name of some one 
essential part of the person or else it refers to the person as a whole. (Of course this 
applies to the other words we use to refer to persons as well ,  such as names.) 

32 
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To say there is a self is to say that there is some one part of the person that accounts 
for the identity of that person over time. If there were a self, then the person whose 
self it was would continue to exist as long as that self continued to exist. The self 
would then be the basis of a person's identity over time. It would be what explained 
why this present person, me, is the same person as some earlier person. But we need 
to be careful  with the expression ' same person ' .  For the English word ' same ' i s  
ambiguous. When we say 'x andy are the same' ,  there are two things we might mean. 
We could mean that x and y are qualitatively identical, or we could mean that x and y 
are numerically identical. To say that x and y are qualitatively identical is to say that 
they share the same qualities, that they resemble one another or are alike. To say that 
x andy are numerically identical is to say that they are one and the same thing, that 'x ' 

and 'y' are really just two names for one entity. So there can be cases of qualitative 
identity but numerical distinctness, as with two t-shirts that come out of the factory 
looking exactly alike. And there can also be cases of numerical identity but 
qualitative distinctness, as with a leaf that in summer is green and smooth but in 
autumn is red and crinkled. We said above that according to the self-theorist, a self is 
what explains why some person existing now is the same person as someone who 
existed earlier. The key thing to keep in mind is that here 'same' is meant in the sense 
of numerical identity. I 

Like many other things, persons can undergo very significant qualitative changes 
and yet continue to exist. I can continue to exist as one and the same person, me, even 
though the properties I now have are quite different from those I used to have. Thanks 
to the ambiguity of the English word ' same ' ,  we can put this as, ' He is the same 
person but not the same. '  When we say this we are not contradicting ourselves. The 
first ' same' ( ' the same person' )  is used in the sense of numerical identity. The second 
' same' is used in the sense of qualitative identity; 'not the same' means qualitatively 
distinct. It is one person, me, who once had the property of liking coffee, but now has 
the very different property of dis l iking coffee. A person can undergo qual i tative 
change while retaining numerical identity. S ince the self is supposed to be what 
explains numerical identity over time of persons, perhaps a self could undergo 
qualitative change. What it could not undergo is numerical change, that is, going out 
of existence and being replaced by another self. 

Ifthere is a self, it is 'what makes me me' ,  'the true me' ,  that which 'gives me my 
identity ' .  These ways of describing what a self is are all  open to a common 
misinterpretation. People often speak of 'discovering their self, of 'finding their true 
identity' .  What they often mean by this is figuring out which characteristics seem 

I Ihe ambiguity of , same' is often resolved by context. When we say 'x and y  are the same P' ,  what is 
meant is numerical identity. When we say 'x andy are the same', what is otten meant is qualitative identity. 
So I might say that this is the same lea/as the one I showed you yesterday, meaning that they are one and 
the same leaf. Or I might say that this leafis the same as the one that was on this branch last year, meaning 
that the two leaves are qual itatively identical. Other languages lack this ambiguity. In German, for 
instance, one says das selbe for numerical identity, and das gleiche for qualitative identity. 
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most important or valuable .  S o  someone might say that they have come to realize 
their identity isn't tied up with physical appearance but with less superficial things 
l ike artistic talent or communication ski l l s .  Discoveries l ike this are probably 
important to personal growth. But they have nothing to do with what the Buddhists 
mean by a self. We can see this from the fact that even if there is no self, we can still 
ask which ofa person's characteristics are most important to that person' s  happiness. 
To speak ofa selfis  to speak of some one part of the person, the part that must always 
exist as long as the person exists . To speak of an ' identity' that can be ' found' is to 
speak of characteristics or properties, of what a person is like. There might very well 
be no single part of the person that must continue to exist in order for that person to 
continue to exist. (This is exactly what the Buddha is going to argue for.) But it might 
sti l l  be true that some characteristics of a person play a more important role in their 
l ife than others. Otherwise it wouldn't make sense to say that a person has ' lost their 
identity' .  Perhaps my l ife would be less meaningful if I were to lose those traits that 
now have great importance to me. But it would sti l l  be my l ife .  I could survive 
that qualitative change. I might be a very different kind of person. But I would still be 
me. 

There is another misinterpretation that arises in connection with the idea that the 
self is what gives me my ' identity ' .  It is common to think that someone's  identity is 
what sets that person apart from all others. Add to this the idea that one 's  identity 
consists in what one is like, one 's characteristics or properties. The result is the notion 
that a self would be what makes one different from everyone else .  Now the word 
'different' is ambiguous in the same way that ' same' is: there is numerical difference 
or distinctness, and there is qualitative difference. If it 's  numerical distinctness that is 
meant, then it 's true that the self would be what makes one different from others. I f  
we have selves, then my self and yours must be  two distinct things, not one. But it's 
not true if what's  meant by ' different' is qualitative difference. It is not true that if we 
had selves, each would have to be unique in the sense of being unlike every other. 
Two selves could be perfectly alike, like two peas in a pod, and stil l  serve to make one 
person numerically distinct from another. 

The difficulty with the idea that the self must be qualitatively unique is that it once 
again confuses the notion of the self with the notion of what one is l ike, one ' s  
properties or  characteristics. And properties may be shared between two things, 
whereas numerical identity may not. The leaf on this branch of this tree today might 
be exactly I ike the leaf that was here last year - same color, same shape, same pattern 
of veins, etc. But they are numerically distinct leaves all  the same. Perhaps no two 
persons are ever exactly qualitatively alike. Even twins who share DNA patterns have 
physical differences, such as different fingerprints. Sti l l  there is no contradiction 
involved in supposing that there might be two persons who are exactly qualitatively 
alike. Imagine for instance that each of us has lived countless lives in the past. Given 
the innumerably many beings there may be in the universe, it does not seem unlikely 
that someone somewhere might once have l ived a l i fe just l ike the one I am now 
living. Yet that would have been someone else, not me. So if what makes me the 
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person I am is my self, then my self is  not what makes me qualitatively unlike other 
people. 

Suppose, moreover, that each person is qualitatively unlike every other. This could 
be true even if there were no selves. Indeed it could be true if there were selves that 
were all qual itatively identical. This is actual ly something that many non-Buddhist 
Indian philosophers hold. On their view, the self is something that is simple or 
impartite (lacking parts). The selfis just the subject of experiences, the part of us that is 
aware of the different experiences we have. Your selfand mine would then be just like 
those two peas in a pod. It 's  common to suppose that what makes different people 
qualitatively different is that they have different experiences. But on this view of the 
self, the different experiences that people have would not make their selves 
qualitatively different. S ince the selfis simple, it cannot be changed by the experiences 
it is aware of. It is other parts of the person that are changed by those experiences. The 
experience of eating changes the shape of my body. The experience of smell ing coffee 
changes a desire in my mind. My selfis unaffected by these changes, it is simply aware 
of them . Someone holding this view of the self who also thought that persons are 
qualitatively unique could say that their uniqueness is explained by facts about those 
parts of the person that are not the self. Someone who denied the existence of a self 
could explain the qualitative uniqueness of persons in the same way. 

3.2 

In order to show that the self does not exist, we need to know what we are looking for, 
and where to look. We now know that a selfwould be that part of the person that ' I '  is 
consistently used to refer to .  So we can tell what to look for by seeing how we 
actually use words like ' I ' .  For instance, we say things like ' I was born in New York, 
now live in the Midwest, and will move to Arizona when I retire . '  So if ' I' refers to 
the self, the self would have to be some one numerically identical thing that continues 
to exist throughout the past, present and future history of the person. There are more 
clues to be found in the ways we use th is word, but this tells us enough for present 
purposes. Where should we look? Since the self is supposed to be a part of the person, 
we obviously need to look among the parts that make up persons. It would be helpful 
if we had a l ist of the basic categories of person-parts . This is just what the Buddha 
provides with his doctrine ofthe five skandhas. (The word skandha is here used in its 
sense of 'bundle' .) These are: 

• Riipa: anything corporeal or physical;2 

2The l iteral meaning of rupa is ' form ' or 'shape ' ,  and you will sometimes see the word rendered as 
'form' in  translations of B uddhist texts. But as the name of the first skandha, rupa actual ly means ' that 
which has form or shape', that is, anything material or physical. This is one case where it's best to stick 
with the Sanskrit original rather than try to come up with an acceptable English translation. 
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• Feeling: sensations of pleasure, pain and indifference; 
• Perception: those mental events whereby one grasps the sensible character

istics of a perceptible obj ect; e .g. ,  the seeing of a patch of blue color, the 
hearing of the sound of thunder; 

• Volition: the mental forces responsible for bodily and mental activity, for 
example, hunger, attentiveness, and 

• Consciousness: the awareness of physical and mental states. 

A word of caution is necessary concerning these categories. Their names are here 
being used as technical terms, with precise definitions. Do not confuse these with the 
ordinary meanings of these words. For instance, the second skandha, feeling, refers 
only to the three kinds of hedonic sensation: pleasure, pain and indifference (neither 
p leasure nor pain). It does not include most of the things that are often called 
' feelings' ,  such as the emotions of anger and jealousy. Those emotions go under the 
very different skandha of volition. Likewise by ' consciousness' is here meant just the 
awareness itself, and not what it is that one is aware of. So when I am conscious of a 
pain sensation, there are two skandhas involved: the pain, which goes under feeling 
skandha, and the consciousness that is aware of it, which goes under consciousness 
skandha. Again, we sometimes use the word 'perception' to refer to our beliefs about 
and attitude toward something. So someone might say, ' My perception of the new 
government is that it i s  weak and wi l l  soon fal l . '  This is not the sort of thing that 
would go under perception skandha. This is a complex mental state, whereas an 
instance of perception skandha is a simple mental event. A perception in this 
technical sense is just the occurrence of a sensory content to the mind : the simple 
thOUght of a patch of blue or the smell of lemon. 

The five skandhas are sometimes referred to col lectively as nama-rapa 
(sometimes translated as 'name and form ') .  Here nama refers to the four skandhas 
other than rUpa. The literal meaning of nama is 'name',  but here it means 'that which 
can only be named' .  The idea is that while rIApa can be perceived by the external 
senses, the members of the four other categories cannot be seen or touched. Because 
they are not publicly observable, we cannot explain what they are by pointing; we can 
only communicate about them through the names we have learned to use for these 
private states .  What this tells us is that the doctrine of the five skandhas expresses a 
kind of mind-body dualism. The Buddha is claiming that in addition to those parts of 
the person that we can see and touch - the parts of the body - there are other 
constituents that are not themselves physical. Some philosophers today hold the view 
called 'physicalism ' ,  according to which all that exists is physical. On this view there 
is no more to a person than the physical constituents, their body and brain. What we 
think of as mental events, such as thoughts and emotions, are really just complex 
brain events. When the Buddha says that in addition to rupa skandha there are the 
four nama skandhas, he is in effect denying that physicalism is true. On his account, 
mental events are separate non-physical kinds of things. We wil l  be looking at this 
claim more carefully later on. 



Non-Self: Empty Persons 37 

The Buddha uses the doctrine of the five skandhas as a tool in his search for a self. 
He goes through each skandha in turn and tries to show that nothing included in that 
category could count as a self. But this raises a new question: would this really show 
that there is no self? Isn 't it possible that the self exists elsewhere than among the five 
skandhas? In order for the Buddha's  strategy to work, he will have to show that the 
doctrine of the five skandhas gives an exhaustive analysis of the parts of the person. 
We will call this the 'exhaustiveness claim ' .  

The exhaustiveness claim i s  this:  every constituent of persons is included in one or 
more ofthe five skandhas. 

In the following passage, the later commentator Buddhaghosa argues in support of 
this claim. 

The basis for the figment of a self or of anything related to a self, is afforded only 
by these, namely rupa and the rest. For it has been said as fol lows: 

When there is rupa, 0 monks, then through attachment to rupa , through 
engrossment in rupa, the persuasion arises, 'This is mine; this am I; this is 
my self. '  
When there is feel ing . . .  when there is perception . . .  when there are 
volitions . . .  when there is consciousness, 0 monks, then through attach
ment to consciousness, through engrossment in consciousness, the per
suasion arises, 'This is mine; this am I ;  this is my self.' 

Accordingly he laid down only five skandhas, because it is only these that can 
afford a basis for the figment of a self or of anything related to a self. 

As to other groups which he lays down, such as the five of conduct and the rest, 
these are included, for they are comprised in vol ition skandha. Accordingly he 
laid down only five skandhas, because these include all  other class ifications. 
After this manner, therefore, is the conclusion reached that there are no less and 
no more. [VM xiv.2 1 8] 

This at least makes c lear that Buddhists recognize the need to support the 
exhaustiveness claim .  But it is not clear how good an argument this  is. The idea 
seems to be that these are the only things we are aware of when we are aware of 
persons and so come to believe that persons have selves. Is  this true? And i f it were 
true, would it show that the exhaustiveness claim is true? We wil l  return to this 
question. 

3.3 

Let us now look at how the Buddha formulates his  arguments for non-self. In the 
following passage the Buddha is addressing his five former companion sramanas, in 
the episode we discussed in Chapter 2 .  It contains two distinct arguments. The fi rst is 
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what we will call the argument from impermanence, since it is based on the claim that 
all five skandhas are impermanent or transitory. But there is also a second argument 
here. 

Then The Blessed One addressed the band offive sramanas: 
'Riipa, 0 monks, is not a self. For ifnow, 0 monks, this riipa were a self, then 

this riipa would not tend towards destruction, and it would be possible to say of 
riipa, "Let my rupa be this way; let not my rupa be that way !"  But inasmuch, 0 
monks, as riipa is not a self, therefore does rupa tend towards destruction, and it 
is not possible to say of riipa, "Let my riipa be this way; let not my rupaa be that 
way !"  

' Feeling . . .  perception . . .  volitions . . .  consciousness, i s  not a self. For if now, 
o monks, this consciousness were a self, then would not this consciousness tend 
towards destruction, and it would be possible to say of consciousness, "Let my 
consciousness be this way; let not my consciousness be that way!"  But inasmuch, 
o monks, as consciousness is not a self, therefore does consciousness tend 
towards destruction, and it is  not possible to say of consciousness, "Let my 
consciousness be this way; let not my consciousness be that way !"  

' What do  you think, 0 monks? Is rupa permanent, or  transitory?' 
' It is transitory, Reverend Sir . '  
' And that which is transitory - is i t  painful, or is i t  pleasant?' 
' I t  is  painful, Reverend Sir. '  
' And that which is transitory, painful ,  and l iable to change - is i t  possible to 

say of it: "This is mine; this am I ;  this is my self'?' 
'Certainly not, Reverend Sir . '  
' Is  feel i ng . . .  perception . . .  volit ion . . .  consciousness, permanent, or 

transitory? ' 
' It is transitory, Reverend S ir. ' 
'And that which is transitory - is it painful, or is it pleasant? ' 
' I t  is painful ,  Reverend Sir . '  
'And that which is transitory, painful ,  and l iable to change - is it possible to 

say of it: "This is mine; this am I; this is my self'?' 
'Certainly not, Reverend Sir . '  
' Accordingly, 0 monks, as respects a l l  riipa whatsoever, past, future, or 

present, be it subjective or existing outside, gross or subtle, mean or exalted, far 
or near, the correct view in  the l ight of the highest knowledge is as fol l ows: 
"This is  not mine; this am I not; this is not my self." 

' As respects al l  feel ing whatsoever . . .  as respects all perception whatsoever . .  
. as respects all volitions whatsoever . . .  as respects all consciousness whatsoever, 
past, future, or present, be it subjective or existing outside, gross or subtle, mean 
or exalted, far or near, the correct view in the l ight of the highest knowledge is as 
follows: "This is not mine; this am I not; this is not my self." 

' Perceiving this, 0 monks, the l earned and noble disciple conceives an 
aversion for rupa, conceives an aversion for fee l ing, conceives an aversion for 
perception, conceives an aversion for volitions, conceives an aversion for con
sciousness. And in conceiving this aversion he becomes d ivested of passion, and 
by the absence of passion he becomes free, and when he is free he becomes aware 
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that he is free; and he knows that rebirth is exhausted, that he has l i ved the holy 
l ife, that he has done what it behooved him to do, and that he is no more for this 
world . '  

Thus spoke The Blessed One, and the del ighted band of five sramanas 
applauded the speech of The B lessed One. Now whi le  this exposition was being 
de l ivered, the m inds of the five sramanas became free from attachment and 
delivered from the depravities. [S llJ .66-68] 
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Here the Buddha cites two different sorts of reasons why the skandhas are not the 
self: they are impermanent ( ' subject to destruction ' ,  ' transitory') ,  and they are not 
under one 's control ( ,painful ' ,  ' it is not possible to say of x ,  "Let my x be th is 
way . . .  " ' ) .  To separate out the argument from impermanence from the second 
argument, let's ignore the claims about the five skandhas not being under one 's  
control (we'l l  discuss this in  §4), and focus on  the claims about their being subject to 
destruction and transitory. Ifwe add the exhaustiveness. claim as an implicit premise,3 
the argument is then: 

I Rupa is impermanent. 
2 Sensation is impermanent. 
3 Perception is impermanent. 
4 Volition is impermanent. 
5 Consciousness is impermanent. 
6 Ifthere were a self it would be pernlanent. 
IP [There is no more to the person than the five skandhas.] 
C Therefore there is no self. 

This argument is valid or logically good. That is, if the premises are all true, then the 
conclusion will also be true. So our job now will be to determine if the premises really 
are all true. But before we can do that, there is one major point that needs clarifYing: 
just what do 'permanent' and ' impermanent' mean here? Once again the doctrine of 
karma and rebirth becomes relevant. For those l ike the Buddha and his audience who 
accepted the doctrine, 'permanent' would mean eternal, and ' impermanent' would 
mean anything less than eternal . This is because if we believe it is the self that 
undergoes rebirth, and we also believe that l iberation from rebirth is possible, then we 
will hold as well that the self is something that continues to exist over many lives, and 
can even exist independently of any form of corporeal life. This is probably what the 
Buddha had in mind with premise (6). And in that case, all that would be needed to 
show that something is not a self is to establish that it does not last forever - even if it 
did last a long time. So if, for instance, the rupa that is my body does not last forever, 

3An implicit premise is an unstated premise that must be supplied for an argument to work, and that the 
author of the argument did not state because they thought it  would be redundant - typica l ly  because it 
seemed to the author to be common knowledge that the author and the audience shared. We will fol low the 
practice of putting implicit premises in square brackets. 
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then it is not my self. And of course my body does go out of existence when I die, so 
this would be sufficient to show that it is not my self. 

What about those of us who do not accept the doctrine of karma and rebirth? To 
believe in rebirth is to believe that the person exists both before and after this life. If 
we do not believe in rebirth, then we may believe that the person exists only a single 
lifetime. In that case, a self would not have to exist any longer than a lifetime in order 
to serve as the basis of a person' s  numerical identity over time. So all  that 
'permanent' in premise (6) could mean is ' existing at least a whole lifetime' .  It could 
not mean ' eternal ' .  Likewise, to show that a skandha is impermanent in the relevant 
sense, we would have to show that it does not exist for the entire duration of a 
person's life. Does this mean that the argument won't  work without the assumption 
of karma and rebirth? After all ,  isn't it true that our bodies last for our entire lives? 

Not necessarily. First, we need to remember that the self is supposed to be the 
essential part of the person, and the body is a whole made of parts. Which of these 
parts - the organs that make up the body - is the essential one? There doesn 't seem to 
be any single organ that I could not live without. Granted I could not survive without 
a heart. But as heart replacement surgery shows, I don' t  need this heart in order to 
continue to exist. If my heart were my self, then when I got a replacement heart I 
would cease to exist and someone else would then be living in my body. That 
replacement heart came from someone else, so it would be that person's  self. But 
surely if I chose to have heart replacement surgery I would not be committing 
suicide! What about the brain? Not only can I not live without a brain; there is no such 
thing as brain replacement surgery, so I cannot live without this brain. But here the 
problem seems to be entirely practical, not an ' in-principle' difficulty. I f we knew 
how to reprogram an entire brain, then we might be able to replace a diseased brain 
with a healthy one while preserving all of a person's psychology. This would be like 
copying the contents of the failing hard drive of your computer, replacing the hard 
drive, then reinstalling everything onto the new hard drive. 

This brain-replacement scenario might seem too science-fictional to support 
premiss ( 1 ). But there's  a second reason someone might give for denying that the 
body is permanent in the relevant way. This is that all the parts of the body are 
constantly being replaced - at the level of the molecules that make up our cells . 
We've all heard it said that none of the atoms that made up our body seven years ago 
is  among those making up our body now. Life processes such as metabolism and 
meiosis involve the constant, piecemeal replacement of the parts that make up a life
form. After these processes have gone on long enough, all the matter making up a 
given organ is new: the atoms now making up that organ are numerically distinct 
from the atoms that made it up earlier. Given this, it could be said that the body and 
brain I have now are not numerically identical with the body and brain I had seven 
years ago. Rupa would then be impermanent in the relevant sense. 

We have been discussing how to interpret premise (6), the premise that a self 
would have to be permanent, and how premise ( I ), which says that rupa is 
impermanent, might be true in light of our interpretation of (6). Our general practice 
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i n  examining arguments wil l  b e  to first look at what reason there might b e  to think 
that the premises are true, and then to evaluate the argument overall .  How might 
someone defend the remaining premises, (2)-(5)? These are not affected by the 
question of karma and rebirth in the way that premise ( 1 )  is. For regardless ofwhether 
we interpret 'permanent' to mean eternal, or just to mean lasting a single lifetime, the 
four nama skandhas will  all  count as impermanent. This is the point the Buddha 
makes in the fol lowing passage: 

It would be better, 0 monks, if the uninstructed world l ing regarded the body 
which is composed of the four elements as a self, rather than the mind. And why 
do I say so? Because it is evident, 0 monks, that this body which is composed of 
the four elements lasts one year, lasts two years, lasts three years, lasts four years, 
lasts five years, lasts ten years, lasts twenty years, lasts thirty years, lasts forty 
years, lasts fifty years, lasts a hundred years, and even more. But that, 0 monks, 
which is cal led mind, inte l l ect, consciousness, keeps up an incessant round by 
day and by night of perishing as one thing and springing up as another. 

Here the learned and noble disciple, 0 monks, attentively considers dependent 
origination: ' this exists when that exists, this originates from the origination of 
that; this does not exist when that does not exist, this ceases from the cessation of 
that ' .  0 monks, a pleasant fee l ing originates in dependence on contact with 
p leasant objects; but when that contact with pleasant objects ceases, the feel ing 
sprung from that contact, the p leasant fee l ing that originated in dependence on 
contact with pleasant objects ceases and comes to an end. 0 monks, an 
unpleasant feeling . . .  an indifferent feel ing originates in dependence on contact 
with indifferent objects; but when that contact with indifferent objects ceases, the 
fee l ing sprung from that contact, the indifferent feel ing that originated in 
dependence on contact with indifferent objects ceases and comes to an end. 

Just as, 0 monks, heat comes into existence and flame into being from the 
friction and concussion of two sticks of wood, but on the separation and parting 
of these two sticks of wood the heat sprung from those two sticks of wood ceases 
and comes to an end; in exactly the same way, 0 monks, a p leasant fee l ing 
originates in dependence on contact with pleasant objects; but when that contact 
with pleasant objects ceases, the feel i ng sprung from that contact, the pleasant 
feeling that originated in dependence on contact with p leasant objects, ceases and 
comes to an end. An unpleasant feel ing . . .  an indifferent feel ing originates in 
dependence on contact with indifferent objects; but when that contact with 
indifferent objects ceases, the feel ing sprung from that contact, the indifferent 
fee ling that originated in dependence on contact with indifferent objects ceases 
and comes to an end. [S I I .96f] 

Of course the Buddha knows that reflective people are more l ikely to consider the 
mind the self than the body. In the Western philosophical tradition this is just what 
Descartes did. He concluded that the true ' I '  is not the body but the mind - a 
substance that thinks (that is, is conscious), endures at least a l ifetime, and is 
immaterial in nature. Many Indian philosophers reached somewhat similar 
conclusions. The Buddha's point is that the conclusion that the mind endures at least 
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a lifetime rests on an illusion. For what we call the mind is really a continuous series 
of distinct events, each lasting just a moment, but each immediately fol lowed by 
others. There is no such thing as the mind that has these different events, there are just 
the events themselves. But because they succeed one another in unbroken succession, 
the illusion is created of an enduring thing in which they are all taking place. 

The eighteenth-century British philosopher David Burne said something similar in 
response to Descartes. Descartes claimed to be aware of the mind as something that is 
aware, that cognizes, perceives, wil ls ,  believes, doubts - that i s  the subject of all 
one 's  mental activities. Burne responded that when he looked within, all he ever 
found were particular mental contents, each of them fleeting, and never an enduring 
substance that has them. Be concluded that it is just the relations among those mental 
events that make us invent the fiction of the selfas an enduring subject of experience. 
The Buddha claims something similar.  And like Burne, he uses the relation of 
causation to support his claim. 

In the last chapter we saw how the doctrine of dependent origination is used to 
explain the origin of suffering. In the passage we are looking at, that doctrine gets put 
to a different use. Dependent origination is the relation between an effect and its 
causes and conditions. Where this relation holds, the effect will arise when the causes 
and conditions obtain, and the effect will not occur when the causes and conditions do 
not. The Buddha asserts that all  the nama skandhas are dependently originated. Be 
uses the example of feeling, but this example generalizes to the other kinds of mental 
events as well .  Consider the feeling of pleasure I derive from eating my favorite kind 
of ice cream. This feeling originates in dependence on contact between my sense of 
taste ( located in the taste buds on my tongue) and the ice cream. Before that contact 
there was no feeling of pleasure, and when the contact ceases so does the feeling. I 
may have a feeling of pleasure in the next moment, but that occurs in dependence on a 
new event of sense-object contact - say, when I take my next bite of ice cream. So 
that feeling is numerically distinct from the first, for it has a different cause . One 
feeling has gone out of existence and been replaced by another. Now the senses are 
by nature restless, always making contact with new objects. This means that there 
will be an unbroken stream of feelings and other mental events. It is easy to mistake 
this stream for a single enduring thing. But the Buddha claims that if we attend to the 
individual events making up this stream, then seeing how they are dependently 
originated will help us overcome the i llusion of a persisting subject of experience. 

The appeal to dependent origination is meant to show two things: that there is no 
such thing as the mind over and above the mental events making up the mental 
stream; and that each of those events is very short-lived. Suppose we agreed with the 
Buddha on the first point. Bow successful is this appeal with regard to the second 
point? It is relatively easy to agree that feelings of pleasure and pain are transitory. 
We don't really need to use dependent origination to prove this .  And since they are 
transitory, they could not be the self. Likewise for perceptions. But what about 
volitions? Granted my desire for some new soft drink may last only as long as the 
effects of the commercial I just saw. But we also seem to have volitions that endure, 
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such as my desire for coffee .  To this it could be replied that this is an acqu ired 
volition, one that I did not always have and might very well get rid of. So the 
opponent must look for volitions that seem to endure a whole l ifetime. They might 
suggest what are sometimes called ' instinctual desires' ,  such as the desire to escape 
l ife-threatening situations. Might this not be a volition that is permanent in the 
relevant sense? The Buddha wi l l  reply that what we are then describing is not one 
enduring volition, but rather a pattern of recurring volitions, each lasting only a brief 
while before ceasing. This is shown by the fact that I am only aware of a desire to 
escape danger when I perceive a threatening situation . The desire thus originates in 
dependence on a specific sense-object contact event, and ceases to exist when that 
event ceases . The opponent will  then want to know what explains the pattern of 
recurring volitions. What the opponent suspects is that this pattern can only be 
explained by supposing that there is one enduring vol ition, a permanent desire to 
escape l ife-threatening situations, that is always present in me. My perception of a 
life-threatening situation brings the volition out into the part of my mind that is 
illuminated by consciousness, but it persists even when I am not aware of it. 

Since we have no evidence that the Buddha was ever pregented with this l ine of 
objection, we don't  know how he would have responded. But later Buddh ist 
philosophers do show us how it might be answered. What we have here is a certain 
phenomenon - a pattern of recurring desires over the course of a person's lifetime -
and two competing theories as to how to explain the phenomenon. Call the 
opponent ' s  theory the ' in-the-closet' theory, since it claims that some desires 
continue to exist hidden away in a dark corner of the mind when not observed. It 
explains the phenomenon by claiming that it is a single continuously existing volition 
that manifests itself at different times as the desire to duck a fall ing safe, the desire to 
dodge a runaway car, etc. The Buddhist dependent origination theory, by contrast, 
claims that these are many numerically distinct desires. It explains the pattern hy 
appealing to the ways in which the parts ofa person 's body are arranged. Consider 
the thennostat that controls the heat in a house. It is because of the way in which the 
parts of the thennostat are put together that whenever the temperature goes below a 
certain threshold, the thennostat signals the furnace to go on . It is not as if the signal 
for the furnace to go on waits in the thennostat' s  closet until the room gets too cold. 
By the same token, the Buddhist would say, it is because of the way that the human 
body is organized that a danger stimulus causes a danger-escaping volition.4 Now 
this seems like a plausible explanation. It makes sense to suppose that, for instance, it 
is because of the way in which certain neurons in the brain are arranged that we have 
this desire to escape whenever we sense danger. But the in-the-c1oset theory also 
seems plausible to many people, so which should we choose? 

4No Buddhist text actually says this .  This represents an extrapolation from what members of the 
Sautriintika school of A bh idharma say about continuity of karmic seeds during meditational states i n  
which there is n o  consciousness. Their approach t o  that problem is dictated b y  their overal l  aversion to talk 
of dispositions or powers as real things. 
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There i s  a principle that governs cases l ike this. It i s  known in  the West as 
Ockham' s  Razor, but Indian philosophers call it  the Principle of Lightness, for it 
dictates that we choose the ' lighter' of two competing theories. The Principle of 
Lightness may be stated as follows: given two competing theories, each of which is 
equally good at explaining and predicting the relevant phenomena, choose the lighter 
theory, that is, the theory that posits the least number of unobservable entities. 

To posit an unobservable entity is to say that something exists even though we 
never directly observe that thing. Now you might think that positing an unobservable 
entity is always a bad idea. Why believe something exists when no one can see or feel 
it? But modern physics tells  us that there are subatomic particles l ike electrons and 
protons, and no one has ever seen or felt such things. Does that make modem physics 
an irrational theory? No. What the Principle of Lightness tell s  us is that we should 
only posit unobservable entities when we have to, when there is no other way to 
explain what we observe. We accept the theory that says there are subatomic particles 
because no other theory does as good a job of explaining the phenomena. In the case 
of the phenomenon of recurring desires, though, things are different. We said that the 
in-the-closet theory and the Buddhist dependent origination theory give equally good 
explanations of this phenomenon. But the in-the-c1oset theory posits an unobservable 
entity that the dependent origination theory does not. The former theory says that 
volitions continue to exist in our minds even when we are not aware of them. The 
latter theory speaks instead of patterns of neurons in the brain - something that can be 
observed. This makes the latter theory lighter, and so it is the theory that we ought to 
choose. 

The Principle of Lightness would help the Buddhist answer the objection about 
seemingly permanent volitions. It can also be used in  defense of premise (5), the 
premise that says consciousness is i mpermanent. In the fol lowing passage the 
Buddha claims that consciousness also originates in  dependence on sense-object 
contact: 

Just as, 0 monks, fire is named from that in dependence on which it bums. The 
fire which bums in dependence on logs of wood is called a log-fire. The fire 
which bums in dependence on chips is called a chip-fire. The fire which bums in 
dependence on grass is called a grass-fire. The fire which bums in dependence on 
cow-dung is called a cow-dung fire. The fire which bums in dependence on husks 
is called a husk-fire. The fire which bums in dependence on rubbish is called a 
rubbish-fire. In exactly the same way, 0 monks, consciousness is named from 
that in  dependence on which it comes into being. The consciousness which 
comes into being in respect of color-and-shape in dependence on the eye is called 
eye-consciousness. The consciousness which comes into being in respect of 
sounds in dependence on the ear is called ear -consciousness. The consciousness 
which comes into being in respect of odors in dependence on the nose is called 
nose-consciousness. The consciousness which comes into being in respect of 
tastes in dependence on the tongue is called tongue-consciousness. The con
sciousness which comes into being in respect of things tangible in dependence on 
the body is cal led body-consciousness. The consciousness which comes into 
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being in respect of dharmas in dependence on the mind is cal led mind
consciousness. [M 1 .259--<50)] 
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To this someone might object that we experience consciousness as some one thing 
that endures. That when I first see and then take a bite of ice cream, it is one and the 
same consciousness that is first aware of the color of the ice cream and is then aware 
of the taste of the ice cream. The Buddhist would respond by pointing out that there 
are periods in a person' s  l ife when there seems to be no consciousness at all 
occurring. If the opponent were to claim that consciousness continues to exist even 
then - only in the closet - the Buddhist could reply that their theory of dependent 
origination gives a l ighter explanation of the apparent continuity of consciousness. 5 

But the Principle of Lightness would also help the Buddhist defend their claim that 
the mind is an invented fiction. As both the Buddha and Hume point out, we are never 
actually aware of the mind as something standing behind such mental events as 
feeling, perceiving and willing. We are just aware of the feelings, perceptions and 
volitions themselves . So the mind is unobservable .  And it is the causal relations 
among these mental events that the Buddha says explain all the facts about our mental 
lives. So the mind becomes an unnecessary, unobservable po"Sit.6 

Why, though, should we accept the Principle of Lightness? The idea behind this 
principle is that what makes some statement true has to be objective: the truth of a 
statement is not determined by such subjective factors as our interests, or limitations 
in our cognitive capacities, but rather just by facts that are independent of our 
interests and limitations. The thought is that when it comes to finding out what the 
facts are, we should let the world outside our mind dictate what it is that we believe. 
To think that factors in my mind could determine what the facts are would be to 
indulge in magical thinking. By the same token, we could say that positing 
unobservable entities is inherently suspect. Why believe that something exists when 
no one could possibly observe it? Because saying so makes it easier for us to explain 
what we do observe? This is letting what seems to us like a good explanation 
determine what we say the mind-independent facts are. This is letting our cognitive 
limitations determine what statements we believe are true. Magical thinking. The 
Principle of Lightness says we should resort to positing unobservable entities only 
when the world tells us we have no alternative. 

5The Buddha's argument in the passage wejust looked at is slightly different. It depends on the claim 
that there are six distinct kinds of consciousness, corresponding to the six senses and their respective 
objects. These twelve items (vision and the visible, hearing and the audible, etc.) are collectively referred 
to as the iiyatanas. 

6Remember, though, that early Buddhism is dualist. One can deny the existence of the mind and still be a 
dualist. The most fam i liar form of dualism is substance dualism, the view that there are two kinds of 
substance, physical substance and mental substance. Descartes was a substance dualist. Buddhists deny the 
existence of the mind. But they affirm the existence of mental events, such as feeling and perception. as 
things that are distinct from the physical (rupa). While early Buddhism denies substance dualism, it 
affirms what could be called event dualism. 
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We are now done with our review of the explicit premises in the argument from 
impermanence. There sti l l  remains the one implicit premise, the exhaustiveness 
claim. Ifwe accept this, then it seems we must say the argument from impermanence 
succeeds in establishing that there is no self. There is one important objection to the 
exhaustiveness claim. Many find this claim unacceptable because it leaves 
unexplained the sense we have that there is an ' I '  that has a body and various mental 
states. If the exhaustiveness claim were true, then while there would be a body and 
various mental states such as feelings and desires, these would not be the body and 
mental states of anyone or anything. They would be ownerless states without a 
subject. And this strikes many as absurd. Is this a valid objection to the exhaustive
ness claim, and so to the argument from impermanence? We will defer this question. 
We turn instead to the second argument contained in the passage we have been 
investigating, the argument from control .  This  argument also relies on the 
exhaustiveness claim. Examining this  argument will  help us better frame the 
important objection to the exhaustiveness claim. We will then be better positioned to 
determine whether we should accept this claim, and with it the arguments that turn on 
it. 

3.4 

The argument from impermanence starts from one way in which we use the word ' I ' .  
The argument from control starts from another. We often say things like, ' I  felt okay 
about my hair today, but my nails look pretty ratty; I need to do something about 
them. '  This tells us that we think of the ' I '  as something that evaluates the states of the 
person and seeks to change those it finds unsatisfactory. Let us call this the executive 
function. Then ifthere is a self, the self would be that part of the person that performs 
the executive function. Recall that in the passage we looked at earlier, the Buddha 
says of each skandha that it cannot be the sel f because it is sometimes other than we 
want it to be. This makes it sound as ifhe is assuming that we would have complete 
control over the self, so it would always be perfect in our own eyes. And why would 
this  be? If the self performs the executive function then it tries to control the other 
parts of the person. But why must it have complete control over anything? And isn't  
there something odd about supposing that it exercises control over itself? Isn't the 
point of the executive function to exert control over other things? So far the argument 
does not look very promising. 

But there is a d ifferent way of understanding the argument. Consider the Anti
Reflexivity Principle: an entity cannot operate on itself. This  principle is widely 
accepted among Indian philosophers. As supporting evidence they point to the knife 
that can cut other things but not itself, the finger that can point at other things but not 
at itself, etc. Are there counter-examples to this principle, cases that show it not to be 
universally valid? What about a doctor who treats herself? The difficulty with this 
case is that when the doctor removes her ingrown toenail, it is not the ingrown toenail 
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that does the treating, it is other parts of the doctor. Those who support the princ iple 
claim that all seeming counter-examples wil l  turn out to involve one part of a 
complex system operating on another part. So there are no counter-examples, and the 
principle is valid. 

Suppose this  is  right. Then if the self performed the executive function, it could 
perform that function on other parts of the person, but not on itse lf.  This means I 
could never find myself dissatisfied with and wanting to change my self. And this in 
turn means that any part of me that I can find myself disliking and seeking to change 
could not be my selU Suppose, for instance, that I thought my nose might be my self. 
My nose would then be the part of me that performs the executive function. When I 
evaluate the different parts of my body and mind, it would be my nose that did this. 
When I decided I didn't l ike something about my hair, or tried to rid myself of some 
habit I disl iked, this would be the nose 's doing. The one thing the nose could never do 
is dislike and try to change itself. So if I ever found mysel f wanting to change 
something about my nose, that would show that my nose is not my self. And of course 
I do dislike it when my nose itches; I try to make it stop by scratching it. Therefore my 
nose is not my self. The argument as a whole will then go lik<: this: 

I I sometimes dislike and seek to change riipa. 
2 I sometimes dislike and seek to change feeling. 
3 I sometimes dislike and seek to change perception. 
4 I sometimes dislike and seek to change volition. 
S I sometimes dislike and seek to change consciousness. 
6 If the self existed it would be the part of the person that performs the executive 

function. 
IP [There is no more to the person than the five skandhas. J  
C Therefore there is no self. 

Does this argument work? The first five premises seem to be true. There doesn 't seem 
to be any observable part of the person that I could not find myself dissatisfied with 
and wanting to change . (Whether I succeed in changing it is another matter, but that's 
not relevant here.) We've seen how the anti-reflexivity principle comes in: if the self 
is the one part of me that's at work when I evaluate my states and try to change those I 
find unsatisfactory, then it is the one thing I could never evaluate and seek to change. 
So it looks l ike the argument does prove its conclusion provided the one implicit 
premise is true - that there is no more to me than the five skandhas. 

At this point it may strike you that there is something very peculiar going on here. 
On the one hand we have an argument designed to show that there is no part of the 
person that is the controller - no part that performs the executive function. Yet in this 

7This way of interpreting the argument is suggested by the fact that the SiiIIJkhya school of orthodox 
Indian philosophy gives an argument for the existence of the self that uses the same basic ideas (though put 
to very different ends). See Tattvakaumadi on SiilJ1khva-kiirikii XVl l .  
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very argument we have premises stating ' I  sometimes dislike and seek to change . . .  ' 
To say that I disl ike and seek to change something is to say that I perform the 
executive function. Yet according to the conclusion of the argument, there is nothing 
that performs the executive function. If there really were no one in charge, then 
wouldn 't the evidence that is being used to show that no one is in charge really be 
bogus? Doesn' t  the evidence presented in the premises actually require that the 
conclusion be false? 

This  suspicion can be developed into a very powerful challenge to the 
exhaustiveness claim. Here is how it goes. Suppose that the five skandhas contain all 
the parts of the person that we ever observe. We agree that we sometimes dislike and 
seek to change each of the skandhas. And we also agree that whatever is performing 
this executive function cannot perform it on itself. The conclusion then seems 
inescapable that there must be more to the person than just the observable parts, the 
five skandhas. And this ' something else' must be the self, the part that performs the 
executive function. This would explain how it is possible to exercise control over all 
the observable parts of the person without violating the anti-reflexivity principle. The 
controller is itself unobservable. This would also explain why Hume and the Buddha 
were unable to find a self when they ' looked within' .  The self is the observer, and by 
the anti-reflexivity principle, it cannot observe itself. It can only observe the other 
parts ofthe person, the five skandhas. The exhaustiveness claim is false: there is more 
to the person than the five skandhas. Not only do the Buddha's two arguments not 
succeed in proving there is no self. The evidence they present actually turns out to 
support the view that there is a self. 

This is by far the most serious objection we have encountered to the Buddhist 
arguments for non-self. Can the Buddhists mount a successful response? They will 
begin by pointing out an error in the opponent's  characterization of the situation. In 
spelling out their objection to the controller argument, the opponent said that the 
argument's  conclusion is that there is nothing that performs the executive function. 
But this is not what the conclusion of the argument says. It says there is no self that 
performs the executive function. This leaves it open that there might be something 
else performing that function. Or rather, that there might be several somethings 
performing that function. What the Buddhist has in mind is that on one occasion one 
part of the person might perform the executive function, on another occasion another 
part might do so. This would make it possible for every part to be subject to control 
without there being any part that always fills the role of controller (and so is the self). 
On some occasions a given part might fal l  on the controller side, whi le on other 
occasions it might fal l  on the side of the controlled. This would explain how it's 
possible for us to seek to change any of the skandhas while there is nothing more to us 
than just those skandhas. 

Consider this analogy. In a monarchy, there is the monarch, and there are his or her 
subj ects. A monarch i s  not their own subject; a ruler rules over others, not 
themselves. Now in the case of Great Britain, it is true that every living British citizen 
has been the subject of a British monarch. But it is also true that Queen Elizabeth II is 
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a British citizen. How is this possible? If she is a British citizen, that means she has 
been the subject of a British monarch. But she is the British monarch, and by the anti
reflexivity principle she is not her own subj ect. Does this mean that there i s  some 
unobservable meta-monarch presiding over the UK? Of course not. Queen Elizabeth 
was the subject of her father, King George, when she was sti l l  Princess Elizabeth 
before her father's death. 

This shows how it is possible for the following propositions all to be true: 

I There is no more to the person than the five skandhas (the exhaustiveness claim). 
2 I can perform the executive function on each of the skandhas. 
3 An entity cannot operate on itself(the anti-reflexivity principle). 

They can all be true because it need not be the same part of the person that performs 
the executive function on every occasion. So on one occasion my nose might form a 
coalition with other parts of me and perform the executive function on my hair. On 
another occasion a coalition with different members might perform the same function 
on my nose. We will call this the ' shifting coalitions' strategy; it will prove useful to 
the Buddhist in other contexts as wel l .  In effect, the Buddhist is claiming the 
opponent has forgotten the second possible meaning of ' I ' .  The opponent saw this 
word in premises ( I  )-(5) of the argument from control ,  and assumed it meant a self, 
some one thing that exists as long as the person does. They assumed that when we say 
I can dislike and seek to change all the skandhas, it must be one and the same thing 
that evaluates and seeks to change all of them. But ' I '  might also refer to all the parts 
ofthe person taken together. It might refer not to a selfbut to the person. 

The Buddhist is not yet out of the woods though. For one thing, we already know 
that the Buddha says the person is not ultimately real. We don't yet know just what 
that means, but it certainly doesn 't sound like good news for the shifting coalitions 
strategy as a way around the objection . What's more, if ' I '  refers to the person, then 
the person should be one thing, not many. ' I '  is the first-person singular pronoun; 
'we' is the first-person plural. Yet the shifting coalitions strategy requires that it be 
different things that perform the executive function at different times. How is it that 
these distinct things all get called by a single name for one thing? 

The Buddhist has an answer to this question. It is that ' I '  is what they cal l a 
'convenient designator' , a word that refers to something that is just a useful fiction. 
The person is that useful fiction. The person is a whole made of parts. And wholes are 
not themselves real things, only the parts are. 1 think that ' I ' must refer to one and the 
same thing every time I use it because 1 have forgotten that the person is a useful 
fiction. I have forgotten that ' I '  is just a useful way to talk about all the parts taken 
together. 

This is the basic strategy the Buddhist will  use to answer the chal lenge to the 
exhaustiveness claim. But we need to investigate that strategy in much greater deta il .  
Before we begin that task it would be good to summarize the state of play to this 
point. The Buddha gave two arguments for non-self, the argument from 
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impermanence and the argument from control .  Both arguments relied on the 
exhaustiveness claim, which says there is no more to the person than just the five 
skandhas . This claim was crucial to both arguments, since they both proceed by 
showing that there is some property of a self that all the skandhas lack. Showing this 
would not show there is no self if there could be more to the person than just these 
skandhas. The opponent objects that the exhaustiveness claim cannot be true if it is 
true that we can exercise some degree of control over all five skandhas. Indeed the 
opponent takes this fact to show that there must be more to the person than the five 
skandhas. The first Buddhist response is to point out that ifthe skandhas took turns 
performing the executive function, then all five could be subject to control without 
violating the anti-reflexivity principle. To this the opponent objects that in that case 
there would be not one contro ller but many. The second Buddhist response will  be 
that there is a single controller, the person, but the person is only conventionally real. 
We now tum to an examination of just what this might mean. 

3.5 

The text we are about to examine comes from a work called Milindapanha or The 
Questions oj King Milinda. It is a dialogue between a king, Milinda, and a Buddhist 
monk named Nagasena. Milinda is an historical figure. He lived in the second century 
BCE, was of Greek ancestry (his Greek name was Menandros), and was a ruler in 
Bactria (in present-day Pakistan) after its conquest by Alexander the Great. Milinda 
probably did discuss Buddhist teachings with Buddhist monks, but we don't know if 
there was a Niigasena among them. The work was composed early in the first century 
CE, and it i s  probably not the transcription of an actual conversation. More 
importantly, it i s  not an early Buddhist work; it does not record the teachings of the 
Buddha and his immediate disciples. It is still useful for our purposes, though. For it 
is recognized as authoritative by a number of different Abhidharma schools .  So its 
views represent a consensus position among a wide variety of commentarial 
traditions on the teachings of the Buddha. 

The passage we are going to look at represents the first meeting of Nag as en a and 
Milinda. Notice how the conventional practice of exchanging names leads right to a 
substantive philosophical dispute. 

Then King Mi l inda drew near to where the venerable Niigasena was; and having 
drawn near, he greeted the venerable Niigasena; and having passed the compli
ments of friendship and c iv i l ity, he sat down respectfu l ly at one side. And the 
venerable Niigasena returned the greeting; by which, verily, he won the heart of 
King Mi l inda. 

And King Mi l inda spoke to the venerable Niigasena as fol lows: ' How is your 
reverence called? Sir, what is your name?' 

'Your majesty, I am cal l ed Niigasena; my fel low-monks, your majesty, 
address me as Niigasena: but whether parents give one the name Niigasena, or 
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Surasena, or Vlrasena, or Slhasena, it is ,  nevertheless, your majesty, just a 
counter, an expression, a convenient designator, a mere name, this Nagasena; for 
there is no person here to be found . '  

5 1  

Notice that h i s  point here i s  not that h i s  parents could have given him any of  those 
other names instead. Whi le this is true, it's not philosophically significant. His point 
is rather that whatever name he was given is just a useful way of labeling something 
that is not actually a person: 

Then said King M il inda, ' Listen to me, my lords, you five hundred Yonakas, and 
you eighty thousand monks ' Nagasena here says thus: 'There is no person here to 
be found. '  Is  i t  possible, pray, for me to assent to what he says?' 
And King M i l inda spoke to the venerable Nagasena as fol lows : 'Nagasena, i f  
there is no  person to be  found, who is it then that furn ishes you monks with the 
priestly requisites - robes, food, bedding, and medicine, the needs of the sick? 
who is it that makes use of the same? who is it that keeps the precepts? who is it 
that applies himself to meditation? who is it that realizes the Paths, the Fruits, and 
nirvana? who is it that destroys l ife? who is it that takes what is not given him? 
who is it that commits immorality? who is it that tel l s  l ies'? who is it that drinks 
intoxicating l iquor? who is i t  that commits the five crimes that constitute 
"proximate karma"? In that case, there is no merit; there is no demerit; there is no 
one who does or has done meritorious or de meritorious deeds; neither good nor 
evi l  deeds can have any fruit  or result. Nagasena, neither is he a murderer who 
k i l l s  a monk, nor can you monks, Nagasena, have any teacher, preceptor, or 
ordination. ' 

If there are no persons, there can be no one who gives alms to monks, nor can there be 
monks who embark on the path to nirvana. Likewise there can be none who commit 
evil deeds. These and other absurdities are what Mi l inda thinks follow from 
Nagasena's claim: 

When you say, 'My fel low-monks, your majesty, address me as Nagasena,' what 
then is this Nagasena? Pray, sir, is the hair of the head Nagasena?' 

' Indeed not, your majesty . '  
' I s  the hair of  the body Nagasena?' 
' Indeed not, your majesty. '  
'Are nails . . .  teeth . . .  skin . . .  flesh . . .  sinews . . .  bones . . .  marrow of the bones 

' "  kidneys . . .  heart . . .  l iver . . .  pleura . . .  spleen . . .  lungs . . .  intestines . . .  mesen-
tery . , .  stomach . . .  faeces . . .  bi le . . .  phlegm . . .  pus . . .  blood . . .  sweat . . .  fat . . .  
tears " .  lymph " .  saliva " ,  snot " .  synovial fluid . . .  urine . . .  brain of the head 
Nagasena? ' 

' Indeed not, your majesty . '  
' I s  now, sir, nApa Nagasena? ' 
' I ndeed not, your majesty. '  
' I s  feeling Nagasena')' 
'I ndeed not, your majesty . '  
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' I s  perception Niigasena?' 
' I ndeed not, your majesty. '  
' Is volition Niigasena?' 
' I ndeed not, your majesty. '  
' I s  consciousness Niigasena?' 
' I  ndeed not, your majesty. ' 
' Are, then, s ir, rupa, feel ing, perception, the volit ion, and consciousness 

unitedly Niigasena?' 
' I ndeed not, your majesty . '  
' I s  i t ,  then, s ir, something besides rupa, feel ing, perception, volition, and 

consciousness, which is Niigasena?' 
' I ndeed not, your majesty. 
' Si r, although I question you very closely, I fai l  to discover any Niigasena. 

Verily, now, sir, Niigasena is a mere empty sound. What Niigasena is there here? 
Sir you speak a falsehood, a l ie :  there is no Niigasena.' 

Notice that Milinda goes through each of the different parts of the body first, before 
coming to rupa, or the body as a whole; in each case he asks if this is what 'Nagasena' 
is the name of. He next asks about the four mima skandhas. Nagasena says 'no' in 
each case, though he doesn 't say why. We can imagine that he has the same reasons 
as those the Buddha gave in his two arguments for non-self. The next possibil ity 
Mil inda suggests is the five skandhas taken collectively. It is noteworthy that 
Nagasena denies this as well. The last possibility is that it is something distinct from 
all five skandhas. Nagasena' s denial is tantamount to the exhaustiveness claim: there 
isn't anything else. Finally, note that Milinda takes this all to mean that 'Nagasena' is 
a 'mere empty sound',  a meaningless bit of nonsense. This is not what Nagasena said 
the name is. He cal led it a 'convenient designator' . These two views about what the 
name is have very different consequences. If Mil inda is right that ' Nagasena' is a 
mere empty sound, then all the absurd consequences Milinda mentioned will follow. 
As we'll see in a bit, though, they don't follow ifNagasena is right and the name is a 
convenient designator. 

Nagasena now tries to get Milinda to see the difference between a name' s  being a 
mere empty sound and its being a convenient designator. He does this by turning 
Mil inda 's  own reasoning back on him, applying it to the word 'chariot ' .  This 
reasoning leads Milinda into absurdities. Milinda will then realize that the way out of 
those absurdities involves distinguishing between a word 's  being a mere empty 
sound, and its being a convenient designator. The absurdities don't  follow if we think 
of the word as a convenient designator: 

Then the venerable Niigasena spoke to K ing Mi l inda as follows: 'Your majesty, 
you are a del icate prince, an exceedingly del icate prince; and if, your majesty, 
you walk in the middle of the day on hot sandy ground, and you tread on rough 
grit, gravel ,  and sand, your feet become sore, your body tired, the m ind is 
oppressed, and the body-consciousness suffers. Pray, did you come on foot, or 
riding?' 
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'Sir, I do not go on foot. I came in a chariot. '  
' Your majesty, i f  you came in a chariot, tell me  what the chariot i s .  Pray, your 

majesty, is the pole the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' Is the axle the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
'Are the wheels the chariot? ' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
'Is the chariot-body the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' Is the banner-staff the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' Is the yoke the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir . '  
' Are the reins the chariot ?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' Is the goading-stick the chariot ? '  
' Indeed not, sir.' 
'Pray, your majesty, are pole, axle, wheels, chariot-body, banner-staff, yoke, 

reins, and goad unitedly the chariot?' 
-

' Indeed not, sir.' 
' Is  it, then, your majesty, something else besides pole, axle, wheels, chariot-

body, bannerstaff, yoke, reins, and goad which is the chariot?' 
' Indeed not, sir.' 
' Your majesty, although I question you very closely, I fai l  to discover any 

chariot. Verily now, your majesty, the word chariot is a mere empty sound. What 
chariot is there here? Your majesty, you speak a falsehood, a l ie :  there is no 
chariot. Your majesty, you are the chief king in all the continent of India; of 
whom are you afraid that you speak a l ie? Listen to me, my lords, you five 
hundred Yonakas, and you eighty thousand monks! King Mi l inda here says thus: 
"I came in a chariot;'" and being requested, "Your majesty, if you came in a 
chariot, tell me what the chariot is," he fails to produce any chariot. Is it possible, 
pray, for me to assent to what he says ? '  

53 

When Nagasena accuses Milinda of tell ing a lie, he is just driving home to Milinda 
the consequences of following Milinda's reasoning about the name 'Nagasena' when 
that reasoning is applied to the case of the word 'chariot' .  Nagasena is being a skillful 
teacher. He wants Milinda himself to come up with the resolution of the difficulty. 
This is just what happens next: 

When he had thus spoken, the five hundred Yonakas applauded the venerable 
Nagasena and spoke to K ing Mi l inda as fol lows: 'Now, your majesty, answer, i f  
you can.' 

Then King M i l inda spoke to the venerable Nagasena as follows: 'Nagasena, I 
speak no l ie :  the word "chariot" functions as just a counter, an expression, a 
convenient designator, a mere name for pole, axle, wheels,  chariot-body, and 
banner-staff. ' 
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'Thoroughly well ,  your majesty, do you understand a chariot. I n  exactly the 
same way, your majesty, in respect of me, "Nagasena" functions as just a counter, 
an expression, convenient designation, mere name for the hair of my head, hair of 
my body . . .  brain of the head, nApa, fee l ing, perception, the vol ition, and 
consciousness. But ultimately there is no person to be found. And the nun Vaj ira, 
your majesty, said this before the Blessed One: 

'Just as there is the word "chariot" for a set of parts, , 

So when there are skandhas it is the convention to say, 'There is a l iv ing 
being. ' 

' I t  is wonderful ,  Nagasena! It is marvelous, Nagasena! Bri l l i ant and 
prompt is the wit of your replies.' [MP 25-28] 

Notice how Milinda agrees that 'chariot' is not a mere empty sound, but a convenient 
designator, a useful way of referring to the parts when they are put together in a 
certain way. So when Milinda said he came in a chariot, what he said was true, he was 
referring to something real - just not a chariot. But why is this? Why not simply say 
that 'chariot' i s  the name of a chariot? The answer is that a chariot is actually not a 
real thing. The parts are real, but the whole that is made up ofthose parts is not. The 
whole can be reduced to the parts, it isn't  anything over and above the parts. This is 
the view known as 'mereological reductionism' .  8 

This was the view of early Buddhism. This view was systematically developed and 
argued for in Abhidharma. We wil l  examine the argument when we investigate 
Abhidharma (in Chapter 6). In early Buddhism we just have what looks like a kind of 
ontological bias against wholes:9 wholes are not really real, only the parts are. There 
is a way of making sense of that bias though. Consider a set of all the parts needed to 
make a chariot. Suppose those parts are arranged in what we would call the 
' assembled-chariot' way : rim attached to spokes,  spokes connected to fel ly, felly 
connected to axle, axle to body, etc. In this case we have one word that we apply to 
the set, 'chariot ' .  Now suppose those parts are arranged in a different way, the 
' strewn-across-the-battlefield'  way : rim partly submerged in the mud, one spoke 
wrapped around a tree root, another spoke lying on the ground three meters north-east 
of the first, etc. In this case we do not have a single name for the set. The best we can 
do is 'al l  the parts that used to make up the chariot' . This difference is reflected in 
another difference, In the first case we think of the parts as one thing; in the second 
case we think of the parts as many things. Why this difference in attitude? Is it just 
because in the first case the parts are all in immediate proximity to one another? But if 
the parts were all jumbled together in a heap, we sti l l  wouldn 't think of them as one 

8Mereology is that part of metaphysics concerned with the relation between the whole and the parts. So 
mereological reductionism is the view that whole and parts are related by way of the whole being reducible 
to the parts. 

90ntology is that part of metaphysics concerned with determining the basic kinds of existing things. 
When phi losophers speak of 'an ontology ' ,  they mean a l i st of the basic categories of existents. So for 
instance the doctrine of the five skundhus represents an ontology if  the exhaustiveness claim i s  true. 
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thing, we'd  think what we had then was just a bunch of parts in a pile .  No, the 
difference in our ontological attitude (thinking of them as one thing in the one case 
but as many things in the other) stems from the fact that we have a single word for the 
parts in the first case but not in the second. And why do we have this single word in 
the one case? Because we have an interest in the parts when they are arranged in that 
way. When the set of parts is arranged in the assembled-chariot way, they serve our 
need for a means oftransportation 'across the hot sandy ground' .  

At  this point you might be thinking, 'Well, of  course. We only have a single word 
for the parts when they are put together in a way that serves our interests. This is no 
doubt why Niigasena calls the word "chariot" a convenient designator. Because it ' s  
convenient for us  to have a way to designate the parts when they're assembled in  that 
way. That configuration is one we're likely to encounter frequently (if we l ive in a 
society that uses chariots). And it's one we're likely to want to be able to refer to . It's 
much easier to tel l  your servant to fetch a chariot than to ask that they bring a rim 
attached to some spokes attached to a felly attached to . .  , By contrast it's much less 
likely that we' ll ever need to refer to the set of parts when it's arranged in the strcwn
across-the-battlefield way. And there are only so many words we can learn to use 
before our brains begin to clog up. If we had to learn a different word for every 
possible arrangement of those parts our minds would melt. So  we only have a single 
word in the case that serves our convenience. This all makes good sense. But why is it 
supposed to show that the chariot isn 't really real? '  

The answer is that our ontological attitude should not be dictated by our interests. 
Common sense says that the chariot is a real thing. Suppose we simply followed 
common sense. We would then be thinking of the chariot as one thing, but the same 
parts arranged in some different way as many things, because it was more convenient 
for us to think that way. We would be letting our interests dictate what we take reality 
to be l ike, and we know where that can lead .  Assessing your finances that way can 
lead to disaster. This is why strictly speaking the chariot is not a real thing. It is just 
what Abhidharrna will call a 'conceptual fiction ' :  something not ultimately real that 
is nonetheless accepted as real by common sense because of our use of a convenient 
designator. Here are some other examples of conceptual fictions: a house, a lute, an 
army, a city, a tree, a forest and a column of ants. The list could be extended 
indefinitely. Our common-sense ontology is full of things that we think are real, but 
are also wholes made of parts. The early Buddhist view is that strictly speaking none 
of these things is really real . 

Notice, though, that the word 'chariot' is not a 'mere empty sound' .  Nagasena sees 
a difference between that status and a word 's being a convenient designator. To cal l  a 
word a mere empty sound is to say it has no meaning. And in this context that would 
mean that there is nothing that it refers to. So if chariots are not really real, why isn't 
the word 'chariot' a mere empty sound? We already gave the answer, but it is worth 
repeating and elaborating on. 'Chariot' does refer to something, but not to what it 
appears to refer to. Its reference is misleading, for it seems to be the name of a single 
thing, a chariot, and there really is no such thing. It is, though, a useful way of talking 
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about a set of parts when they are arranged in a certain way. So when we use the word 
correctly, there is something in the world that we are talking about. This is different 
from the case of a word that refers to nothing whatever, such as ' sky-flower' or ' son 
of a barren woman ' .  (The Sanskrit equivalents of these expressions are both single 
words.) Since a barren woman has no children, there is no such thing as the son of a 
barren woman. So there is nothing that the word is the name of. Using the word 
'chariot' might help us get what we want, but using ' son of a barren woman' never 
will . The chariot might be a fiction, but it isn 't an utter fiction, like the son of a barren 
woman. Instead it 's a useful fiction. 

In this respect the chariot is like the average col lege student. Just looking at the 
form of the expression ' the average col lege student ' ,  we might be misled into 
thinking that it refers to a flesh-and-blood person. It does not. There is no such person 
as the average college student. So it doesn't make sense to ask what school they go to, 
what their major is, or who their parents are. But this does not make the concept 
useless. For there are real facts that back up what is said about the average college 
student, facts about all the flesh-and-blood college students. Those facts are very 
complex, for they involve details about the l ives of many people. So for certain 
purposes it is useful to be able to express them in simplified form. This is just what 
happens when statisticians come up with the facts about the average college student. 
The average college student is a fiction, but a useful one. The concept helps fulfill 
certain interests, like those of college loan officers and credit card companies. And 
the same goes for the chariot, but not for the son of a barren woman. 

3.6 

There is one last point to make about the passage we have been looking at. Toward 
the very end Nagasena says, 'Ultimately there is no person to be found ' .  We can now 
see that he means to call the person a mere conceptual fiction, something we believe 
to exist only because of our use of a convenient designator. We will have more to say 
about this in the next section. But we might ask what the force of this 'ultimately ' is. 
The answer is that it involves a distinction between two ways in which a statement 
may be true: ultimately and conventionally. What Nagasena is saying is that it is not 
ultimately true that there are persons. He would, however, say that it is 
conventionally true that there are persons. The distinction may be characterized as 
follows: 

• A statement is conventionally true if and only if it is acceptable to common 
sense and consistently leads to successful practice. 

• A statement is ultimately true if and only if it corresponds to the facts and 
neither asserts nor presupposes the existence of any conceptual fictions. 

Suppose there is a soft-drink machine in the lobby of the building, and consider the 
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statement, 'There's  a soft-drink machine in the lobby. '  You might think that what the 
statement says corresponds to the facts. But even if there is a sense in which that is 
correct, still it asserts the existence of a conceptual fiction, the soft-drink machine. 
Does that mean the statement is ultimately false? No. To call it ultimately false is to 
be committed to the ultimate truth of the statement that is its negation, 'There is no 
soft-drink machine in the lobby. '  And for that statement to be true it would havc to be 
true that there are or at least could be such things as soft-drink machines. I t  
presupposes the existence of a conceptual fiction. No statement that uses the concept 
of a soft-drink machine could be ultimately true. Our statement is convention all y true 
though. Any speaker of English who was informed about the building would agree to 
it, so it is acceptable to common sense. And its acceptance consistently leads to 
satisfaction of our desires, such as my craving for a diet soda. 

So any statement that uses convenient designators can only be conventionally true. 
lt cannot be ultimately true, or ultimately false either. From the ultimate perspective 
such a statement is simply without meaning, and so not the sort of thing that could be 
either true or false. The Sanskrit word (saf[1v[ti) that we are translating as 
'conventional ' l iterally means ' concealing' . And Buddhist commentators explain 
their use of this term by saying that convenient designators conceal the nature of 
reality. Words like 'chariot' are misleading because they seem to refer to a single 
thing when they actually refer to a plurality. Ifwe want a complete description of how 
things actually objectively are, we should avoid using them. Of course that 
objectivity would come at a steep price. Ifwe could never use convenient designators 
in describing the world, then when we wanted to ride over the hot sandy ground we 
would have to l ist all  the parts that make up the chariot and describe how each i s  
related to  the others . That would take a long time. So inevitably we lapse back into 
using conventional truth. 

This is not necessarily a problem though. After all, not just any statement using 
convenient designators wil l  be conventional ly  true. The definition said such 
statements must consistently lead to successful practice. 1 0  The statement about the 
soft-drink machine might, but no statement about there being a teletransportation 
machine in the lobby wil l .  There is no such thing as a teletransportation machine. 
Isn't it also true that there really aren' t  any soft-drink machines either? Why should 
the belief in those non-existent things lead to successful practice? The answer, of 
course, is that there are all the suitably arranged parts that make up what we call a 

IOThe definition also mentioned being acceptable to common sense. And some statements thai were 
once acceptable to common sense no longer are. People once bel ieved that the world is flat, but no one does 
now. But the statement that the world is !lat was never conventionally true. Remember that a statement 
must also consistently lead to successfu l  practice to be conventionally true. The belief that the world is flat 
leads to the belief that if you sail far enough in the same direction you wi l l  reach the edge. But since the 
world i s  round, you can never succeed in reaching the edge of the world. Most (though not a l l )  statements 
that are acceptable to common sense are so because they consistently lead to successful practice. 



58  Buddhism as Philosophy 

soft-drink machine. It's because of their interactions that my desire for a cold dose of 
artificially sweetened carbonated flavored water gets satisfied. And if we wanted to 
we could probably spell this al l out. Usually, though, we don' t  want to. We just use 
our shorthand description of the situation : 'There' s  a soft-drink machine in the 
lobby . '  It 's worth remembering, though, that standing behind every conventionally 
true statement is some (much longer) ultimately true statement that explains why 
accepting the conventionally true statement leads to successful practice. This 
connection between conventional truth and ultimate truth p lays an important role in 
what follows. 

3.7 

The distinction between conventional truth and ultimate truth was developed by 
commentators on the early Buddhist texts in order to solve an exegetical problem. 
The problem is that the Buddha's teachings seem inconsistent. On some occasions he 
teaches that there is no self and that what we think of as a person is really just a causal 
series of impermanent, impersonal states. On other occasions he says nothing of this 
and instead teaches a morality based on the doctrine of karma and rebirth. The 
inconsistency stems from the fact that the latter teaching appears to involve the idea 
that it is one and the same person who performs a deed in this life and reaps the 
karmic truit in the next life. So the Buddha seems to affirm in those teachings what he 
elsewhere denies when he teaches the unreality of the person. Of course we could 
simply agree that the Buddha contradicted himself and leave it at that. But the 
commentators saw a way around attributing such a major error to the founder of their 
tradition: the first sort of teaching represents the ful l  and final truth, whereas the 
second represents what ordinary people need to know in order to progress toward 
being able to grasp the full and final truth . I I Using this distinction, commentators 
came to say that some siltras have meanings that are 'fully drawn out ' (nztiirtha), 
while others have meanings requiring explication (neyiirfha). The former came to be 
considered statements ofthe ultimate truth, the latter were said to be couched in terms 
of conventional truth. 

The original point of the distinction between the two truths was, then, to clarify the 
early Buddhist view on the person. It was not to help us see that chariots are not 
ultimately real. It isn't too hard to see that chariots don ' t  belong in our final ontology, 

I IThis is said to be a manifestation of the Buddha's pedagogical ski l l  (upiiyakausala), h is  abi l ity to 
fashion his teaching to the capacities of his audience. Presumably the second sort of teaching is given to an 
audience that has not yet ful ly grasped the consequences of rebirth. They thus engage in immoral conduct, 
which only binds them more firmly to the cycle of rebirth. By teaching them a karmically based morality 
the Buddha hopes to make them less prone to conduct that reinforces their ignorance. Then they wi l l  be 
better able to appreciate the fu l l  and final truth about persons. I t  is an interesting question whether this 
practice represents deception on the Buddha's part. 
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and that we think they are fully real only because of the way in which we talk. 1 2  It is 
much more difficult to believe these things about persons. As the following passage 
from Milindapanha makes c lear, much work is needed before we can see how this 
might be true. Niigasena and Mil inda have now been discussing the Buddha' s  
teachings for a while: 

'Niigasena, ' said the king, ' is the one who is born that very person, or is it  
someone else?' 

'He is neither that person, '  said the elder, 'nor is he someone else. ' 
'Give an i l lustration . '  
' What d o  you say to this, your majesty? When you were a young, tender, 

weakly infant lying on your back, was that you, the person who is now king? ' 
' I ndeed not, s ir .  The young, tender, weak ly infant lying on its back was one 

person, and the grownup me is another person. ' 

Milinda's question is whether it is one and the same person who is born and then goes 
on to become an adult. Two things are worth noting. First, Niigasena's ansv.'er is 
decidedly odd. How can the adult me and the infant me be neither the same person 
nor distinct persons? 1 3  Doesn't one or the other of these two possibilities have 10 be 
the case? Second, Mi l inda' s answer is not what we would expect from someone 
whose views are supposed to represent common sense. Common sense says that adult 
and infant are the same person. Milinda says they are distinct persons. Here it's useful 
to bear in mind that Milinda has now been talking to Nagasena for some time. One 
thing Milinda has learned is that all the skandhas are impermanent and that there is no 
self. He has concluded that a Buddhist should thus say adult and infant are distinct 
persons. Nagasena will now show him why this common misinterpretation of non
selfis wrong:  

' f f that is the case, your majesty, there can be no such thing as  a mother, or a 
father, or a teacher, or an educated man, or a righteous man, or a wise man. Pray, 
your majesty, is the mother of the zygote one person, the mother of the embryo 
another person, the mother of the fetus another person, the mother of the newborn 
another person, the mother of the l ittle child another person, and the mother of the 
grownup man another person? Is it one person who is a student, and another 

1 2A ' final ontology' is an ontology that makes no concessions to our interests and l i mitations , and 
accurately reflects the obj ective nature of reality, In early Buddhist terms i t  would be an ontologv that 
contains no mere conceptual fictions, 

I J I t  would not be odd if what Nagasena said was that whik adu lt and i n fant arc not the same 
qualitatively, neither are they numerical ly d i fferent persons, In t�lct, most people would say tha i ' ,  true, 
That baby and I are one and the same (numerically identical) person; but the baby had qualities I nov. lack, 
such as cuteness, so we are qualitatively different. This interpretation of ' neither the same nor di fferent'  is 
only possible, though, i f  we translate what Niigasena says using the ambiguous Engl ish ' same' and 
'different' . That ambiguity is not present i n  the original. I t  is numerical identity and numerical distinctness 
that he is denying. 
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person who has fi nished his education? Is  it one person who commits a crime, and 
another person whose hands and feet are cut off [in punishment]? '  

' I ndeed not, sir. But what, sir, would you reply to these questions?' 
Said the elder, ' It was I, your majesty, who was a young, tender, weakly infant 

lying on my back, and it is I who am now grown up. I n  dependence on this very 
body a l l  these different elements are col lected together. ' 

'Give an i l lustration . '  
' I t  is as  i f, your majesty, someone were to  l ight a lamp; would it  shine a l l  

night?' 
'Certainly, sir, it would shine all night.' 
'But now, your majesty, is the flame of the first watch the same flame as the 

flame of the middle watch?' 
' Indeed not, sir. '  
' I s  the flame of the middle watch the same flame as the flame of the last 

watch?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' But then, your majesty, was there one l ight in the first watch, another l ight in  

the middle watch, and a third l ight in the last watch?' 
' I ndeed not, sir. In dependence on that first flame there was one light that shone 

all night . '  
' I n  exactly the same way, your majesty, is  the series of psychophysical 

e lements (dharmas) connected together: one element perishes, another arises, 
seamlessly united as though without before and after. Therefore neither as the 
same nor as a d isti nct person does this latest aggregation of consciousness 
connect up with earlier consciousness . '  

'Give another i l lustration . '  
' It is as if, your majesty, new mi lk  were to change in  process of  time into sour 

cream, and from sour cream into fresh butter, and from fresh butter into clarified 
butter. And if any one, your majesty, were to say that the sour cream, the fresh 
butter, and the clarified butter were each of them the very milk itself - now would 
he say well, ifhe were to say so? ' 

' I ndeed not, sir. They came into being in dependence on that mi lk . '  
' In exactly the same way, your majesty, is  the series of psychophysical 

elements (dharmas) connected together: one element perishes, another arises, 
seamlessly united as though without before and after. Therefore neither as the 
same nor as a d istinct person does this latest aggregation of consciousness 
connect up with earl ier consciousness. ' [MP 41 f] 

The overall point of the passage is clear enough: the ultimate truth about what are 
conventionally called persons is just that there is a causal series of impermanent 
skandhas . But there are a number of puzzling features that require close attention. 
First there is Niigasena's  examples of the mother, the student and the criminal. What 
point is he trying to make with these? Remember that Milinda thought the infant and 
the adult must be distinct persons. He thought this  because he realized that the 
skandhas making up the infant are numerically distinct from those making up 
the adult. So  he reasoned that in the absence of a self existing over and above the 
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skandhas, adult and infant have to  be  two different persons. He  is thus implicitly 
accepting a principle we might name:  Milind a's Principle - that is, numerically 
distinct skandhas make for numerically distinct persons. 

What Nagasena is doing is showing that we must reject this principle by showing 
that absurd consequences would fol low if we accepted it. 1 4  It would for instance 
fol low that there is no such thing as a mother. A mother is a woman who conceives 
and then bears a child and typically raises it to adulthood. So for there to be mothers 
there must be persons who continue to exist from the time they conceive until the 
time their offspring is grown. But the skandhas making up a person are constantly 
going out of existence and getting replaced. For instance, the skandhas that make up 
the woman with an embryo in her uterus (second week of pregnancy) are numerically 
distinct from the skandhas that make up the woman carrying a fetus of six months. So 
by Milinda's Principle, these are distinct persons, and neither one is a mother. 
Likewise the skandhas that make up the person taking exams and the skal1dhas 
making up the person who receives a diploma are numerical ly distinct. So by 
Milinda's Principle the person who gets the degree is not the same person as the one 
who took the exams for that degree. The one who receives the diploma didn 't do the 
work for it. Similarly the skandhas that make up the convkted robber now sitting in 
prison are numerically distinct from the skandhas that held up the flower shop last 
year. So the prisoner is not the person who committed the crime; they don 't deserve 
to be punished. 

Milinda is quick to agree that these are all absurd consequences. But it is important 
to stop and consider why. When we think of ourselves and others as persons, we are 
thinking of a person as something that endures at least a whole lifetime. We are, in 
other words, gathering together all the skandhas from birth unti l death under one 
convenient designator, 'person' .  Why would this practice be useful? The examples of 
mother, student and criminal show why. I f  the pregnant woman didn 't fol low our 
practice, but fol lowed Mil inda's Principle instead, she would not identify with the 
woman who will later give birth. So she would see no reason to follow her doctor's 
prenatal healthcare advice. If the student didn 't identify with the graduate, she would 
see no reason to study for an exam that wil l  only benefit the degree-holder. If the 
criminal didn't identify with the person who robbed the flower shop, he would see no 
reason to refrain from robbing again after getting out of prison. 

Our concept of a person has it that persons endure at least a l ifetime. If we followed 
Milinda 's  Principle we would have to replace that concept with the concept of 
something that l asted nowhere near as long - perhaps for a day, maybe for .i ust a 
minute. (It depends on how long individual skandhas last, and how many must be 

14This strategy is called reductio ad absurdum or reducing to absurdity. The idea is to show that some 
statement is false by first assuming that it is true and then deducing absurd consequences from that 
assumption. Since these absurd consequences are presumably unacceptable to everyone, this is supposed 
to show that we should deny the statement in question. Indian philosophers call this strategy larka or 
prasanga. 
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replaced before we say we have a new whole.) To think of ourselves in that way 
would not be to think of ourselves as persons as we understand that concept. Let' s  
call the resulting view 'Punctualism' ,  and the new concept of what we are 'P
persons ' .  What the examples show is that it would be a disaster if we thought of 
ourselves as P-persons rather than as persons. Our convenient designator 'person' is 
convenient because it helps us avert this disaster. Why is this, though, if there really 
are no such things as persons? To think of yourself as a person is to think of yourself 
as a whole that is made up of all the skandhas that occur over a lifetime. And wholes 
like chariots and persons are mere conceptual fictions, not ultimately real things. So 
why should it work better to think of ourselves in this way? 

The answer to this question lies in the point made in the preceding section. 
Statements that are conventionally true are ones that work. And for every statement 
that is conventionally true, there is some (much longer) ultimately true statement that 
explains why it works. Niigasena is making this point when he tells Milinda that adult 
and infant are the same person, and then goes on to say that past and present skandhas 
are united through their bodily causal connections. He is speaking first of what is 
conventionally true and then of what ultimate truth stands behind that conventional 
truth . But there was something else Niigasena said about adult and infant, so let 's  
look at al l  three of his statements . 

I Adult and infant are neither the same person nor distinct persons. 
2 Adult and infant are the same person. 
3 There is a causal series running from the ' infant' skandhas to the 'adult' 

skandhas. 

We noted earlier that ( I )  seems odd. We can now add that ( I )  and (2) seem to 
contradict each other. ( I )  says that adult and infant are not the same person, while (2) 
says that they are. But perhaps we can now see a way out of both difficulties. Suppose 
we were to say that (2) represents the conventional truth, while ( I )  (and (3) as well) 
are supposed to be ultimately true. What ( I )  is meant to remind us cif is that at the 
level of ultimate truth no statement about persons could be true; all such statements 
are simply meaningless. To ask whether these are the same person or distinct persons 
is to assume that there are such things as persons. Since this presupposition is false, 
the question has no answer. Questions of personal identity simply can't  arise at the 
ultimate level. 

At the conventional level, though, we can say that I was that infant, that we are the 
same person. The examples of mother, student and criminal are meant to show why 
(2) is conventionally true : because it works. And why does it work? As (3) tells us, 
the ultimate truth is that when the infant skandhas went out of existence, they caused 
child skandhas to come into existence, and so on in an unbroken chain until we arrive 
at the present adult skandhas. There are thus many causal connections between the 
skandhas existing at one time in the series and those existing later in the series. This 
in turn means that what happens to the earlier skandhas can influence how things are 
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for the later skandhas in that series. Good eating habits early on make for wel1-
functioning rupa skandhas later. Excessive beer consumption tonight makes for pain 
sensations tomorrow. The desire to study now can bring about diploma-receiving for 
later skandhas in the series. And so on. So when present skandhas identify with past 
and future skandhas in the series - when they think of those other skandhas as 'me' -
they are more likely to behave in ways that make it better for the later skandhas.  To 
think of oneself as a person is to have the habit of identifying with the past and future 
skandhas in the series. This is why it is useful that we think of ourselves as persons. 

Finally, Niigasena gives two examples of causal series. The point of the Jirst i s  
clear enough. This  is a case where an unbroken chain of closely resembling 
particulars leads to a conceptual fiction, the one light that shone all night. When we 
look more closely at what we ordinarily think of as one light that endures an entire 
night, we see that it is real1y a series of short-lived flames. Each flame only lasts a 
moment, for it is composed of incandescent gas molecules produced by the burning 
of the oi l .  But when those molecules dissipate, they cause new ones to take their 
place. For the heat of the first flame causes more oil to burn, producing a new 
replacement flame. So while each flame only lasts a moment, it causes another to take 
its place immediately upon its ceasing to exist. The result- is what looks like a single 
thing that endures from dusk till dawn. And so it is conventionally true that there was 
one l ight that shone al1 night. The reality, though, is that there are just the many 
numerically distinct flames, not the one light that has them. The ultimate truth is that 
there is just the unbroken succession of flames, each causing the next. 

The point of the second example is less apparent. What it i l 1ustrates, though, is a 
case that is in one respect like that of the light, but in other respects is different. Like 
the series of flames, the series of dairy products is unbroken: there is no gap between 
the time when there is milk and the time when there is ghee. Unlike the flames, 
though, the members of this series do not all resemble one another. Milk is white, 
butter yellow; milk is l iquid, ghee is semi-solid. And we use each in different ways. 
We drink mi lk, put butter on our toast, and use ghee for frying. By contrast,  each 
flame serves the same purpose for us, to light the room. For this reason we are not 
tempted to think of the dairy series as just one enduring thing. Instead we think of it as 
a succession of distinct products. Our ordinary way of thinking about this series i s 
closer to the ultimate truth about causal series than is the common-sense view of the 
series offlames. But it too is dictated by our interests - the fact that we have different 
uses for different parts of the series. The point is to learn to look behind our wants and 
needs and see what is really there, the ultimate truth. 

When it comes to the causal series of psychophysical elements, 1 5  Niigasena gives 
an interesting description of the ultimate truth. The conventional truth is that I am a 
person who has existed for some time. I experience this existence as involving there 

1 5The dharmas: these are the particular entities that get classified under the headings of the five 
skandhas. We will have much more to say about what these are when we come to our investigation of 
Abhidharma in Chapter 6. 
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being a ' me'  who is aware of the different experiences that this ' I '  has. Right now 1 
am aware of reading these words and thinking about these ideas. Earlier this same '!

, 

was aware of other experiences - eating dinner, listening to music, conversing with 
friends. The objects that this conscious thing is aware of vary over time, but it is 
always the same 'I '  that is aware of them. There is one thing, the ' I ' ,  holding together 
a plurality, the experiences. This is how things seem to us when we use the 
convenient designator 'person' .  The ultimate truth, though, is that there is a causal 
series of psychophysical elements. Each exists for a while, then goes out of existence, 
but causes a replacement element to come into existence. In some cases the 
replacement resembles what was there a moment ago, as with the flames. 
Consciousness elements are like this. At each moment there is a new consciousness, 
but each is qualitatively identical with its predecessor. In other cases what fol lows an 
element does n'ot resemble it. A feeling of pleasure gives rise to a desire, and that 
desire may in tum lead to other kinds of experiences. This is the reality behind the 
appearance of a person living a life .  There is no enduring ' I '  who has the different 
experiences. But neither does this mean that each experience is had by a distinct 
person, in the way that each stage in the dairy series is a distinct thing. There are just 
the psychophysical elements and their causal connections. This is the reality that 
makes it useful to think of the series as a person living a life. 

We are now in a position to return to the dispute over the exhaustiveness claim and 
the Buddha's two arguments for non-self. Both arguments relied on there being no 
more to the person than the five skandhas. The opponent objected to the argument 
from control on the grounds that our ability to exercise some degree of control over 
all  the skandhas shows that there must be more to us than the five skandhas. The 
response was that there could be control over all the skandhas if it were a shifting 
coalition of skandhas that performed the executive function. But the opponent 
challenged this response on the grounds that there would then be many distinct 1 's ,  
not the one we have in mind when we say that I can dislike and seek to change al l  the 
skandhas. We can now see how the Buddhist will respond. They wil l  say that 
ultimately there is neither one control ler nor many, but conventionally it is one and 
the same person who exercises control over first one skandha and then another. This 
is so because the controller is a conceptual fiction. It is useful for a causal series of 
skandhas to think of itself as a person, as something that exercises some control over 
its constituents. Because it is useful,  it is conventionally true. This is how we have 
learned to think of ourselves. But because this person, this controller, is a conceptual 
fiction, it is not ultimately true that there is one thing exercising control over different 
skandhas at different times. Nor is it ultimately true that it is different control lers 
exercising control over them. The ultimate truth is just that there are psychophysical 
elements in causal interaction. This is the reality that makes it useful for us to think of 
ourselves as persons who exercise control .  Our sense of being something that exists 
over and above the skandhas is an illusion. But it is a useful one. 
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3.8 

Does this  strategy succeed in defending the exhaustiveness claim against the 
opponent' s  attack? I shall leave this question unanswered. Let us move on to a 
different objection to the arguments for non-self. Perhaps you have long been 
wondering how the Buddha could have argued for the non-existence of a self given 
his belief in rebirth. How is rebirth possible if there is no self that gets reborn, that 
goes from one l ife to the next? 

Notice that this is a very different sort of objection than the one against the 
exhaustiveness claim. That objection tried to show that a key premise in the two 
arguments for non-self is false. This one doesn 't do that. Instead it tries to show that 
the conclusion of the arguments (that there is no self) is incompatible with something 
else that the Buddha bel ieves (that there is rebirth). If these two things real ly are 
incompatible, then the Buddhist could respond in either of two ways: by accepting a 
self, or by abandoning belief in rebirth. Given the centrality of non-self to the 
Buddha's teachings, the latter might seem the better choice. But the Buddhist will say 
that we don 't need to choose. For there is no incompatibi l ity between non-self and 
rebirth. This is the point Niigasena makes in the following: -

Said the king: 'Niigasena, does rebirth take place without anyth ing transmi
grating [passing over]? '  

'Yes, your majesty. Rebirth takes place without anything transmigrating . '  
' How, N iigasena, does rebirth take place without anyth ing transmigrating? 

Give an i l lustration . '  
'Suppose, your majesty, a man were to l ight a l ight from another l ight; pray, 

would the one l ight have passed over [transmigrated] to the other l ight?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' I n  exactly the same way, your majesty, does rebirth take place without 

anything transmigrating.' 
' Give another i l lustration. ' 
'Do you remember, your majesty, having learnt, when you were a boy, some 

verse or other from your poetry teacher? ' 
' Yes, sir.' 
' Pray, your majesty, did the verse pass over [transmigrate] to you from your 

teacher?' 
' Indeed not, sir. ' 
' I n  exactly the same way, your majesty, does rebirth take place without 

anything transmigrating. ' 
'You are an able man, Niigasena. '  [MP 7 1 ]  

In both examples we have a causal process whereby one thing brings about the 
arising of some distinct but similar thing: a lit candle serves as cause of there being a 
lit oil lamp, and the teacher's  knowledge of the poem serves as cause of the student 's 
knowing the poem. The idea, then, is that rebirth occurs when one set ofskandas, 
those making up the person in this l ife, causes a new set of skandhas to come into 
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existence in a new l ife .  This  i s  not different in kind from the sort of thing that 
regularly occurs during a single lifetime. The cells in our bodies constantly wear out 
and die, but give rise to similar replacement cel ls .  Desires, in getting satisfied and so 
being exhausted, set the stage for similar future desires. The continued existence of a 
person over the course of a l ifetime is j ust the occurrence of a causal series of 
impermanent skandhas. 

There are, of course, important differences between the case of a single l ifetime 
and the case of rebirth. Whi le qualitative changes occur during a l ife, they are 
gradual . I might wake up with a few more grey hairs than I had yesterday, but I never 
wake up to find I 've become a cow; it is, though, thought possible to die as a human 
and be reborn as a cow. Unless I 'm riding in a train or flying, I don't go to sleep in one 
place and wake up in another; typically, though, one is said to be reborn somewhere 
other than where one died. I can usually remember what I did yesterday, but one 
doesn 't  typical ly remember the events from one ' s  past lives. Sti l l  the process of 
rebirth is governed by causal laws, namely the laws of karma. It is because I did these 
things out ofthese desires that I am reborn into this kind of life. In the case of a single 
l ifetime, it is because the distinct psychophysical elements are causally  connected 
that it is useful to collect them all together under the convenient designator 'person' .  
The same goes for the skandhas i n  distinct lives. 

There may be another worry here. Rebirth is supposed to be governed by karmic 
causal laws. And karma is supposed to represent a kind of natural justice: people get 
what they deserve, good rebirth for virtuous actions, bad rebirth for vicious actions. 
And how can it be just if it isn 't one and the same thing that performs the action and 
then gets the reward or punishment? This is something that bothers Milinda: 

'Niigasena, '  said the king, 'what is it that is born into the next existence?' 
' Your majesty,' said the elder, ' i t  is nama and rupa that is born into the next 

existence. ' 
' I s  it this same nama and rupa that is born into the next existence?' 
' Your majesty, it is  not this same nama and rupa that is  born into the next 

existence; but with this nama and rupa, your majesty, one does a deed - it may be 
good, or it may be evil - and by reason of this deed another nama and rupa is born 
into the next existence. '  

'S i r, if i t  is  not this same nama and rupa that is  born into the next existence, is 
one not freed from one's deeds?' 

'I f one were not born into another existence, '  said the elder, 'one would be 
freed from one ' s  evi l  deeds; but, your majesty, inasmuch as one is born into 
another existence, therefore is one not freed from one's evil deeds.' 

'Give an i l l ustration. '  
' Your majesty, it is as  if a man were to l ight a fire in the winter-time and warm 

himself, and were to go off without putting it out. And then the fire were to burn 
another man 's  field, and the owner of the field were to seize him, and show him to 
the king, and say, ' Sir, this man has burnt up my field;' and the other were to say, 
' Sir I did not set this man' s  field on fire. The fire which I fai led to put out was a 
d ifferent one from the one which burnt up this man ' s  field .  I am not l iable to 
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punishment.' Pray, your majesty, would the man be l iable to punishment?' 
' Assuredly, sir, he would be l iable to punishment. ' 
' For what reason?' 
' Because, in spite of what he m ight say, the man would be l iable to punishment 

for the reason that the last fire derived from the first fire . '  
' I n  exactly the same way, your majesty, with this nama and rupa one does a 

deed - it may be good, or it may be wicked - and by reason of this deed another 
nama and rupa is born into the next existence. Therefore is one not freed from 
one's evil deed . '  [MP 46] 
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In the case of the fire, strictly speaking the wood-fire that the man lit to wann himself 
is not the grass-fire that consumed the other man's  field. A fire that depends on one 
kind of fuel cannot be numerically identical with a fire that depends on another kind 
offuel. But since the one fire caused the other, it is conventionally true that the first 
man burnt the second man's  field. Likewise the skandhas involved in doing an evi l 
deed are ultimately distinct from the skandhas born into the painful circumstances of 
a preta. Suppose I ' m  the one who did the evil deed. If I die without ever being 
punished, does the fact that nothing transmigrates mean that I escape getting what I 
deserve? No. S ince these human skandhas caused those preta skandhas, it is 
conventionally true that that preta will  be me, the one who did the deed. I will  get 
what I deserve. 1 6  

This i s  how the Buddhist defends the doctrine of karma and reb irth against the 
charge that it is incompatible with non-self. Of course you might think that karma and 
rebirth are implausible beliefs that a reasonable Buddhism would abandon. The point 
here is just that the theory of two truths and the claim that persons are conventionally 
real may be used to show that rebirth and non-self are not incompatible. If Buddhists 
ought to stop believing in rebirth, it is not because that bel iefis inconsistent with their 
central tenet that there is no self. 

There are sti l l  some questions that the Buddhist needs to answer. The most 
important of these is the following. The early Buddhist defense of non-self makes 
crucial use of the claim that wholes are unreal. This was the basis for their claim that 
persons are mere conceptual fictions that are only conventionally real .  When we 
discussed the case of the chariot, perhaps it occurred to you that a spoke is also a 
whole  made of parts. A spoke consists of many particles of metal or wood. So if  
wholes are only conceptual fictions, the spoke can 't be  ultimately real either. The 
only things that could be ultimately real would have to be impartite things. And .i ust 
what are they l ike? Behind this question may lurk the suspicion that nothing that is 
genuinely impartite . That would represent a maj or difficulty for the Buddh ist 

1 6Notice that this case is not different in kind from the case of the convicted criminal that Mil inda asked 
about earlier. That was a case of human justice, while this is a case of natural justice. And in that case 
justice gets carried out in a single l ifetime, while this requires two lives. But the principle is the same: 
where there are the right kinds of causal connections, it is conventional ly true that punishment is desen'ed 
even when ultimately distinct skandhas are involved. 



68 Buddhism as Philosophy 

approach. The Abhidharma movement in Buddhist philosophy represents an attempt 
to solve this difficulty. In Chapter 6 we wil l  look at some Abhdiharma attempts to 
work out what the ultimately real impartite entities are like. 

Before we do that, though, we will look at the ethical consequences of the doctrine 
of non-self. In the last chapter we wondered what it might be l ike to achieve the 
Buddhist goal of enlightenment. We now know more about what it would be like. To 
be enlightened is to know that strictly speaking there is no 'me' but only impersonal 
impermanent psychophysical elements in a causal series. It is to know that the ' !

, 
is 

just a conceptual fiction. What might it be like to live with that knowledge? Would it 
be liberating, or would it be depressing? And how might it affect my behavior toward 
others? Would it make me more concerned about their welfare? Or would I figure that 
since there are no persons, I needn't worry about infringing on their rights? Would I 
conclude that anything goes? These are some of the questions we will address in the 
next chapter. 

Further Reading 

The complete debate between Niigasena and King Mi linda may be found in The 
Questions of King Milinda, trans. T. W. Rhys Davids (originally published by Oxford 
University Press, 1 890; reprinted at Delhi :  Motilal Banarsidass, 1 965). 

A recent formulation of reductionism about persons that is l ike that of early 
Buddhism is that of the British phi losopher Derek Parfit. For exposition of the 
position and arguments in support, see his Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1 984), Chapters 1 1 - 1 3 .  



CHAPTER FOUR 

Buddhist Ethics 

The view of persons that we discussed in the last chapter is a form of reductionism. 
To be a reductionist about a certain kind of thing is to hold that things of that kind do 
not exist in the strict sense, that their existence just consists in the existence of other 
kinds of things. The Buddhist view of non-self, for instance, says that the existence of 
a person just consists in the occurrence of a complex causal series of impermanent, 
impersonal skandhas. But Buddhists are not the only ones to hold a reductionist view 
of persons. On some interpretations both Locke and Hume held such a view. More 
recently, Derek Parfit has given a sophisticated defense of reductionism about 
persons, which he explains as the denial that the continued existence of a person 
involves any ' further fact ' over and above the facts about a causal series of 
psychophysical elements. Here is what he says about the effects of coming to believe 
that the reductionist view is true of oneself: 

Is the truth depressing? Some may find it so. But I find it l i berating, and 
consol ing. When I bel ieved that my existence was such a further fact, I seemed 
imprisoned in myself. My l ife seemed l ike a glass tunnel ,  through which I was 
moving faster every year, and at the end of which there was darkness. When I 
changed my view, the wal ls of my glass tunnel disappeared. I now l i ve in the 
open air. There is sti l l  a difference between my l ife and the l ives of other people. 
But the difference is less. Other people are closer. I am less concerned about the 
rest of my l ife, and more concerned about the l ives of other people. ( 1 984: 2 8 1  ] 

Buddhists say something similar. They say that becoming enlightened, coming to 
know the truth of reductionism, relieves existential suffering. They also claim that it 
makes us more concerned about the welfare of others. In this chapter we will explore 
how that might be. Ethics is concerned with questions concerning how we should live 
our l ives, and how we should act toward others. Buddhists are reductionists about 
persons: they claim there is no self, and the person is only conventionally real . We 
will be investigating the ethical consequences of this claim. 

4.1 

The Buddha claims that the supreme goal for humans is nirvana. We saw in Chapter 2 
that this claim is based on the notion that only by becoming enlightened can we hope 
to permanently escape existential suffering. But it was unclear at that point whether 
there is anything more to being enlightened than just being without suffering. Is  
nirvana pleasant? Is i t  a state of happiness? The early Buddhist texts are silent on this 
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point. We saw, though, that this might be part ofa strategy to get around the paradox 
of liberation. Now that we have a better understanding of the Buddhist doctrine of 
non-self, we might be able to resolve some of these issues. 

You will sometimes encounter the claim that Buddhist nirvana is ineffable, that it 
simply cannot be described or understood, it can only be experienced. If this were 
right, then there would be no point in our asking what nirvana is l ike. If we were 
trying to decide whether to seek it ourselves or not, we would be stuck. We would 
have to simply take the word of those who have attained it that it is supremely 
valuable. We would have to embark on the path without knowing where it went. But 
this claim is based on a misunderstanding of certain early Buddhist texts, such as the 
following: 

Thus have I heard . 
. . .  Vaccha the sramana spoke to the Blessed One as fol lows: 
'How is it, Gotama? Does Gotama hold that the arhat exists after death, and that 
this view alone is true, and every other false?' 
'No, Vaccha. I do not hold that the arhat exists after death, and that this v iew 
alone is true, and every other false . '  
' How is it, Gotama? Does Gotama hold that the arhat does not exist after death, 
and that this view alone is true, and every other false? ' 
'No, Vaccha. I do not hold that the arhat does not exist after death, and that this 
view alone is true, and every other false.' 
' How is it, Gotama? Does Gotama hold that the arhat both exists and does not 
exist after death, and that this view alone is true, and every other false?' 
'No, Vaccha. I do not hold that the arhat both exists and does not exist after death, 
and that this view alone is true, and every other false . '  
'But how is it, Gotama? Does Gotama hold that the arhat, neither exists nor does 
not exist after death, and that this view alone is true, and every other false?' 
'No, Vaccha, I do not hold that the arhat neither exists nor does not exist after 
death, and that this view alone is true, and every other false.' 
'Vaccha, the theory that the arhat exists after death is a j ungle, a wi lderness, a 
puppet-show, a writhing, and a fetter, and is coupled with misery, ruin, despair, 
and agony, and does not tend to aversion, absence of passion, cessation, 
quiescence, knowledge, supreme wisdom, and n irvana . . .  
'Vaccha, the theory that the arhat neither exists nor does not exist after death i s  a 
wi lderness, a puppet-show, a writhing, and a fetter, and is coupled with misery, 
ruin, despair, and agony, and does not tend to aversion, absence of passion, 
cessation, quiescence, knowledge, supreme wisdom, and nirvana. 
'This is  the objection I perceive to these theories, so that I have not adopted any 
one of them. ' 
' But has Gotama any theory of his own?' 
' The Tathagata, 0 Vaccha, is  free from all theories; but this, Vaccha, the 
Tathagata does know: the nature of rlipa, and how rlipa arises, and how riipa 
perishes; the nature of sensation, and how sensation arises, and how sensation 
perishes; the nature of perception, and how perception arises, and how perception 
perishes; the nature of the predispositions, and how vol ition arises, and how 
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volition perishes; the nature of consciousness, and how consciousness arises, and 
how consciousness perishes. Therefore say I that the Tathiigata has attained 
del iverance and is free from attachment, inasmuch as all imagin ings, or 
agitations, or false notions concerning a self or anything pertaining to a self have 
perished, have faded away, have ceased, have been given up and relinquished . '  
' But, Gotama, where is the monk reborn who has attained to this del iverance for 
his mind?' 
'Vaccha, to say that he is reborn would not fit the case.' 
'Then, Gotama, he is not reborn. ' 
'Vaccha, to say that he is not reborn would not fit the case. '  
'Then, Gotama, he is both reborn and is not reborn. '  
'Vaccha, to say that he  is both reborn and not reborn would not fit the case . '  
'Then, Gotama, he is neither reborn nor not reborn. '  
'Vaccha, to say that he is neither reborn nor not reborn would not fit the case . . .  ' 
'Gotama, I am at a loss what to think in this matter, and I have become greatly 
confused, and the faith in Gotama inspired by an earlier conversation has now 
disappeared. ' 
' Enough, 0 Vaccha! Be not at a loss what to think in this matter, and be not 
greatly confused. Profound, 0 Vaccha, is this doctrine, recondite, and difficult of 
comprehension, good, excellent, and not to be reached by. mere reasoning, subtle, 
and inte l l igible only to the wise; and it is  a hard doctrine for you to learn, who 
belong to another sect, to another faith, to another persuasion, to another 
discipl ine, and sit at the feet of another teacher. Therefore, Vaccha, I wi l l  now 
question you, and answer as you think right. What do you think, Vaccha') 
Suppose a fire were to burn in front of you; would you be aware that the fire was 
burning in front of you?' 
'Gotama, if a fire were to burn in  front of me, I should be aware that a tire was 
burning in front of me.'  
'But suppose, Vaccha, someone were to ask you, "On what does this tire that is  
burning in front of you depend?" What would you answer, Vaccha?' 
' Gotama, if someone were to ask me, ' On what does this fire that is  burning in  
front of you depend?' I would answer, Gotama, " I t  is on fuel of grass and wood 
that this fire that is burning in front of me depends." 

, 

' B ut, Vaccha, if the fire in front of you were to become extinct, would you be 
aware that the fire in front of you had become extinct?

, 

'Gotama, if the fire in front of me were to become extinct, I should be aware that 
the fire in front of me had become extinct. ' 
' But, Vaccha, if someone were to ask you, "In which direction has that fire gone: 
east, or west, or north, or south?" what would you say, 0 Vaccha?' 
'The question would not fit the case, Gotama. For the fire which depended on fuel 
of grass and wood, when that fuel has all gone, and it can get no other, being thus 
without nutriment, is said to be extinct. '  
' In exactly the same way, Vaccha, al l  rupa by which one could predicate the 
existence of the arhat, all that rupa has been abandoned, uprooted, pulled out of 
the ground l ike a palmyra-tree, and become non-existent and not l iable to spring 
up again in the future. The arhat, 0 Vaccha, who has been released from what is 
styled rupa, is  deep, immeasurable, unfathomable, l ike the mighty ocean. To say 

7 1  
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that he is reborn would not fit the case. To say that he is not reborn would not fit 
the case. To say that he is both reborn and not reborn would not fit the case. To 
say that he is neither reborn nor not reborn would not fit the case. 
'Al l  sensation . .  . 
'Al l  perception . .  . 
'Al l  volition . . .  Al l  consciousness by which one could predicate the existence of 
the arhat, all that consciousness has been abandoned, uprooted, pulled out of the 
ground l ike a palmyra-tree, and become non-existent and not l iable to spring up 
again in the future. The arhat, 0 Vaccha, who has been released from what is 
styled consciousness, is deep, immeasurable, unfathomable, l ike the mighty 
ocean. To say that he is reborn would not fit the case. To say that he is not reborn 
would not fit the case. To say that he is both reborn and not reborn would not fit 
the case. To say that he is neither reborn nor not reborn would not fit the case.' [M 
1 .483-88) 

It should be clear how passages like this might lead some to think that the state of 
nirvana is ineffable .  First we find the Buddha denying that any of the four 
possibilities listed by Vaccha correctly describes the situation of the arhat after death. 
Then he says that this situation is 'deep' and ' immeasurable ' .  S ince logic suggests 
that one of the four possibil ities would have to be true, I the conclusion seems 
inescapable that the Buddha is calling nirvana something that transcends all rational 
discourse. But now that we understand the distinction between the two truths we can 
see why this would be a mistake. As the example of the fire makes clear, the 
Buddha's four denials all have to do with the fact that any statement about the 
enlightened person lacks meaning at the level of ultimate truth. 

When a fire has exhausted its fuel, we say that it's gone. Where has it gone? The 
question makes no sense. For the extinguished fire to have gone somewhere, it would 
have to continue to exist. The question presupposes that the fire continues to exist. 
Yet the question stil l  seems to be meaningful. Since we are saying something about 
the fire - that it is extinguished - must there not be a real fire that we are talking 
about? How can you talk about something that is utterly unreal? And since this real 
fire is not here in front of us, must it not be somewhere else? When we encounter this 
sort of paradoxical situation, it is useful to stop and ask about the nature of the words 
we are using. How does the word ' fire ' actually function? Consider the situation 

i Logic actually seems to suggest that there are only two possibilities, not four. There are a number of so
called disputed questions where the Buddha considers four possible answers: P, not P, both P and not P, 
and neither P nor not P. This general form or scheme is called the tetralemma (catu*·ko!i). But logic seems 
to limit us to just a dilemma: either 'P'  is true, or else it is false, in which case ' not P' is true. Scholars have 
disputed whether the presence of the third and fourth possibilities in this scheme indicate that Buddhists 
use some kind of alternative logic. One plausible answer is that the logic is standard. The third possibility 
(both P and not P) is meant to cover cases where 'P' is ambiguous, so that it could be said to be true in one 
sense but false in another. And the fourth possibility is meant to cover cases where there genuinely exists 
some third possibility besides those of ' P' and 'not P' .  
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where we say we kept the fire burning by adding more fuel. Here we are talking as if 
there i s  one enduring thing, the fire, that first consists of flames from kindling, then 
later consists of flames from logs, then sti l l  later consists offlames from new logs. 
This should tell us that ' fire' is a convenient designator for a causal series of flames 
(just as 'the one light that shone all night' was really a causal series of iamp flames). 
And this in tum means that no statement using the word 'fire '  can be ultimately true 
(or ultimately false). Any such statement lacks meaning at the ultimate level of truth. 
All that can be talked about at the ultimate level are individual flames, not the series 
offlames as a whole. This is why no answer to the question where the fire has gone is 
true. For a statement to be true (or false) it has to be meaningful .  And statements 
about mere conceptual fictions are not ultimately meaningful. 

When we apply this analysis to the case of the arhat after death, it becomes clear 
why the Buddha can reject all four possibi lities without implying that nirvana is an 
ineffable state. The word 'arhat' is a convenient designator, just like 'fire ' .  So nothing 
we say about the arhat can be ultimately true. The only ultimately true statement 
about the situation will be one that describes the skandhas in the causal series. It  is, 
for instance, true that at a certain point (which we conventionally call 'the death of 
the arhat' )  the nama skandhas existing at that moment do not give rise to successor 
nama skandhas. Does this mean that the arhat is annihilated - that nirvana means the 
utter extinction of the enlightened person? No. There is no such thing as the arhat, so 
it lacks meaning to say that the arhat is annihilated. And for exactly the same reason, 
it lacks meaning to say that the arhat attains an ineffable state after death. 

4.2 

So it is possible to say meaningful things about nirvana. What, then, would it be l ike? 
In particular, what would it be l ike to know that ' I '  is just a convenient designator, 
that strictly speaking there is no such thing as the enduring person?2 Parfit said that 
coming to believe a reductionist view of persons made him less concerned about the 
rest of his l i fe .  This suggests that the enlightened person takes no care for what 
tomorrow will bring. Perhaps this is because they know that whatever it does bring, it 
will  be someone else who receives it. Is this what cessation with remainder, being 
enl ightened but stil l  alive, i s  l ike? Is  the arhat someone who lives wholly in the 
present moment? This is a popular interpretation of Buddhist nirvana. But it is also a 
mistake. As we saw earlier (in Chapter 2), this Punctualist view is a form of 
annihilationism. And annihi lationism, we know, is one of the two extreme views 

2More specifically, what would it be like to be an arhat, someone who has become enlightened by 
following the path laid out by a Buddha? The Buddhist tradition holds that becoming a Buddha takes an 
immense amount of effort expended over very many lives. So it would be natural to hold that conceiving of 
what it would be like to be a Buddha would be very difficult for most people. But this need not be so with 
the l ife of an arhat. 
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about our existence that the Buddha says should be rejected in favor of his middle 
path. 

At this point, though, you might have begun to wonder whether this can be right. 
Suppose it 's true that there is no enduring self to make me the same person from one 
stage in my l ife to the next (or from one life to the next). When I get ready for bed 
tonight, should I brush my teeth and floss? Brushing my teeth is tedious, and 
sometimes flossing hurts. So why should I do it? Certainly not for any benefit that 
these present skandhas get out of it .  If there 's  any benefit in doing it, that benefit 
accrues to the future skandhas that avoid the pain of tooth decay and gum disease. 
And we now know that those future skandhas are distinct from these present 
skandhas. So why should these present ones make this sacrifice on behalf of those 
future ones? Why shouldn' t  they just appreciate the present for what it is and not 
worry about the future? 'Why isn't Punctualism the right conclusion to draw from the 
reductionist view of persons? 

Punctualism is the view that since there is no self, and the parts of the person are all 
impermanent, the true ' !

, 
doesn't last very long: perhaps a day or a week, but maybe 

just an instant. Since they think this is the truth about us, Punctualists hold we should 
stop putting so much effort into planning for and worrying about the future. Once we 
do this, they think we will  learn to truly appreciate the here and now for what it is. 
We'll  learn to live in the present, and our lives will be fuller and richer for it. But let's 
think about what the Punctualist says is the truth about us. 

The Punctualist says that the ' I' is something that exists only as long as a particular 
set of skandhas lasts. Now each of us has a special concern for themselves. We all 
take a special interest in our own welfare. And the ' 1 '  represents what it is that we 
identify with. To say that something is part of the ' 1 '  is to say that it is one of the 
things whose welfare I should be concerned about. This is why P has the consequence 
that we should only be concerned about the present moment. But now in what way is 
P supposed to be true? Is it ultimately true? No. What the Punctualist says we should 
identify with is the collection of skandhas that exist together at present: these present 
body parts, and these present thoughts and feelings. This ' I '  of theirs is a whole. It is 
not the same whole as the whole that we call a 'person' .  That whole is a causal series 
of sets of skandhas. The whole that the Punctualist says we should identify with is 
just one set of skandhas - the ones existing right now - and not the series made up of 
such sets . Stil l  it is a whole. And wholes are mere conceptual fictions. S ince P 
contains a reference to a whole, it could not be ultimately true. (Nor could it be 
ultimately false either.) 

So could P be conventionally true? Remember that for a statement to be 
conventionally true it must consistently lead to successful practice. Which way of 
thinking of ourselves leads to greater success: as things that last for just a very short 
while, or as persons, things that last at least a lifetime? To answer this question we 
need to decide what counts as success in practice. And of course different people 
have different ideas as to what constitutes success. But this is only because of 
individual differences in how people obtain pleasure and happiness. Surely everyone 
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could agree that successful practice i s  practice that brings about more p leasure and 
happiness, and less pain and suffering.3 That makes it quite clear which statement is 
conventionally true. There is greater overall pleasure and happiness, and less overall 
pain and suffering, when we think of ourselves as persons than when we think of 
ourselves in the Punctualist way. When these present skandhas identify with future 
skandhas in the causal series, they brush and floss. And that means less tooth decay 
and gum disease. 1fwe were to fol low the Punctualist 's  advice there would be more 
of this sort of pain and suffering. There would also be less pleasure and happiness. So 
P is conventionally false. As Nagasena said, the conventional truth is that we are 
persons. This is conventionally true because it is ultimately true that these present 
skandhas are the cause of the future skandhas in this series. So what these skandhas 
do will affect the welfare of those future skandhas. This is why thinking of ourselves 
as persons results in greater overall welfare. 

Punctualism i s  not the right way to understand Buddhist nirvana. Stil l  someone 
might try to defend Punctualism against the argument we have just looked at. They 
might say that this argument wrongly defines success as achieving more pleasure and 
less pain now and in the future. Instead success should be defined as achieving more 
present pleasure and less present pain. Future pleasure and pain should not be 
included in our calculations. The Punctualist would say this is because future 
pleasure and pain mean nothing to the present ' 1 ' .  Only present pleasure and pain 
should be counted, since those are the only feel ings that this ' I '  ever has. Future 
pleasure and pain are felt by another ' I ' .  And when we define success in this way, P 
turns out to be conventionally true. Ifwe think of ourselves as persons, then we will  
brush and floss. At best these result in present feelings of indifference. There are 
much better ways to maximize present pleasure and minimize present pain. 

Does this objection to the argument succeed? Here are some things to consider. 
The argument was for the conclusion that P is conventionally false. The Punctualist 
objection is that this begs the question by assuming that future pleasure and pain 
should count in determining whether a theory is conventionally true or false.4 But the 
Buddhist could respond that it would be question-begging for the Punctualist to 

31t's sometimes objected that there are times when we aim at more rather than less pain, as when 
someone goes through a hard workout. But the point of working out is not to experience the pain that 
comes from strenuous exercise. The point is to enjoy the benefits that the workout produces. These may 
include good health, which amounts to less pain in the long run. They may also include the pleasure that 
eomes with the sense that one has overcome a difficult obstacle. I f  strenuous exercise only produced pain 
and no benefits, then no one would ever bother to work out. 

4The fallacy of begging the question is committed when an argument smuggles its conclusion in among 
its premises. Here is a stock example: 'Of course God exists. 1t says so in the sacred texts. And everything 
in the sacred texts is true, since it is the word of God. '  This argument begs the question by including a 
premise, 'the sacred texts are the word of God', that presupposes the truth of the conclusion, 'God exists' .  
It is fallacious because you can't  prove that the conclusion 'God exists' is true by using evidence that 
already assumes it is true. 
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assume that only present p leasure and pain should count. Is  there a neutral standpoint 
to be found here? 

4.3 

We have now ruled out two views about what nirvana might be like: the view that it is 
ineffable, and the Punctualist view that it means living wholly in the present. Is there 
anything positive we can say? By now it should be clear why enlightenment brings 
about the cessation of existential suffering. In effect the Buddhist is saying we 
experience such suffering because we take too seriously the useful fiction of the 
person. We experience existential suffering when the fact of our transitoriness 
undermines the belief that our lives can have meaning. But how did I come to think 
that my life might have meaning? This seems to be part of what it means to think of 
oneself as a person. And a person is just a usefu l  fiction, l ike the average college 
student. We wouldn't make the mistake of searching for the meaning ofthe life of the 
average college student. So when we feel  despair over the seeming pointlessness of 
our own lives, this is because of a fundamental error in our view of what we are. 

To see the Buddhist 's  point here it might be useful to consider how we go about 
socializing small children. As adults we automatically think of ourselves as persons, 
so we naturally assume that we always did. But the experience of child-rearing tells 
us differently. Much of the work of raising a child involves getting the child to think 
of itself as a person. That is, the child must learn to identify with the past and future 
stages in the causal series of psychophysical elements. Take food issues, for instance. 
Eating healthy foods does not always bring immediate p leasure. But telling the 
recalcitrant chi ld  that eating these foods will promote long-term health has little 
effect. This isn't  necessarily because the child doesn't  believe what they are told. It's 
because the child doesn't  identify with the healthy adult it will become if it eats the 
right food. Its basic attitude is, ' Why eat something now that doesn 't taste good for 
the sake of someone who doesn 't even exist? Why should I care about what happens 
to them?' Likewise when the child is punished for a past misdeed. Until the child has 
learned to identify with those past psychophysical elements, it will seem quite unfair: 
' Why make me suffer for something somebody else did? ' Coming to see itself as a 
person is not an easy lesson for the child to learn. We try to make it easier, though, by 
getting the child to think of their life as a story they get to write. To become a person 
involves learning to make present sacrifices for the sake of future welfare. The child 
learns to do this by learning to think of its present choices as having meaning for the 
future. It learns to think of its life as a kind of narrative. And it learns to think of itself 
as the central figure in that narrative. Because we learned those lessons well, we 
expect our lives to have significance. 

Notice that the Buddhist is not recommending that we become like that small child. 
The lesson the child learns is important. It leads to there being less overall pain and 
suffering in the world. It is conventionally true that we are persons. The difficulty the 
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Buddhist i s  pointing out comes from the way in which we leamed that lesson. We 
leamed it by coming to think of ourselves as characters in a drama, figures whose 
actions have meaning for the future of the story. And this bit of useful myth-making 
is what sets the stage for existential suffering. What we need to do is unleam the myth 
but continue the practice. I should continue to identify with the past and future stages 
of this causal series. But I should not do so because I think of myself as the hero of the 
story that is my l ife. I should do so because this i s  a way of bringing about more 
pleasure and less pain in the world. Because I feel special concem for the future 
elements in the series, I brush and floss. And so there is less pain. Because I take 
responsibil ity for the past elements in the series, I acknowledge past mistakes and 
avoid repeating them. And so there is less pain. In one respect the enlightened 
person's  l ife i s just l ike ours. We all identify with the past and future stages of the 
causal series.  And we try to brush and floss. The difference is that the enlightened 
person does so without leaning on the crutch ofa self that confers significance on the 
events of a life .  The enlightened person avoids the pain of tooth decay, just l ike the 
rest of us . But the enlightened person also avoids existential suffering. 

One common reaction to this account of nirvana is to find it hugely depressing. 
This often stems from the sense that the Buddhist account robs life of all meaning. If 
the events in my l ife don't  fit into some larger scheme, then what ' s  the point? I t 's  
little consolation to be told that the sense that our lives each have their own unique 
purpose was always just an i llusion. But according to the Buddhist, this reaction rests 
on a sti l l  deeper mistake. For there to be depression over the lack of ultimate 
meaning, there must be a subject for whom meaninglessness is a source of despair. 
When the Buddhist denies that our lives have meaning, it is not because they hold that 
our lives are inherently meaningless. It is rather because they hold that meaning 
requires something that does not ultimately exist, the subject for whom events in a 
life can have meaning. If there is no such subject - if there is no self - then there is 
equally no subject whose l ife can lack all  meaning. There is no one whose l ife either 
has or lacks meaning. There is just the life. 

This last point helps us see how there might be some truth to the claim that being 
enlightened means living in the here and now. We saw that being enlightened does 
notmean having no concem for the future consequences of my present actions. But it 
is one thing to consider tomorrow's  hangover when deciding how much beer to drink 
tonight. It is another to see that decision as defining who I am. It can be burdensome 
to see each event in my life as having meaning for my identity. This can detract from 
our appreciation ofthe present. And it can make bad experiences worse. Being sick or 
injured i s  painful. But in addition to the pain itself, there is the anxiety that comes 
from wondering what this pain says about who I am and where I am going. When the 
enlightened person is sick or injured they will  seek the appropriate medical help to 
relieve their pain. But they wil l  not experience the suffering we ordinarily feel in 
those circumstances. They are liberated from the burdens that come with the sense of 
a self. Perhaps this is why, in Buddhist art, enlightened persons are often depicted 
with a serene half-smile on their faces. 
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4.4 

Let us move on to the second part of our investigation of Buddhist ethics. We have 
been looking at the consequences of non-self for the part of ethics concerned with 
how we should live our own lives. We wil l  now examine how the doctrine of non-self 
affects our obligations toward others. What moral consequences might follow from 
the person's  being a mere conceptual fiction? If the enlightened person is someone 
who knows this to be true, how would this affect their moral conduct? In the passage 
we quoted earlier, Parfit said that coming to accept the reductionist view of persons 
led him to be less concerned about the rest of his l ife, and more concerned about the 
lives of others. We have seen how Buddhists could agree with the first part of this 
statement. Do they also agree with the second? Does enlightenment lead to moral 
improvement? 

Ifwe think of Buddhism as a religion, we will  certainly expect Buddhists to have 
much to say about morality. Religions are widely seen as a major source of moral 
training for their adherents. This expectation wil l  not be disappointed. Buddhist 
literature is rife with lists of virtues that should be cultivated and vices that should be 
abandoned, uplifting stories of moral exemplars, cautionary tales about the sad fates 
of  people who went astray, and the l ike. But many people  see a much tighter 
connection between religion and morality. They think of rel igion as belief in a 
transcendent power, and morality as a set of rules specifying acceptable treatment of 
others. The connection they see is that the rules are commands of the higher power. 
On this view, religious faith is actually required if one is to be moral. Only belief in 
God, it is thought, wi l l  move one to obey the moral law when temptation urges 
otherwise. But no Buddhist would accept this picture. Since Buddhism is atheist (in 
the sense discussed in Chapter 1 ), Buddhists wil l  not think of moral rules as divine 
commandments. What makes it wrong to take another' s property, for instance, 
cannot be that the Buddha forbids it. So can Buddhism actually provide a foundation 
for morality? Can it give a satisfactory answer to the question, ' Why should I be 
moral? ' .  

Consider the way Plato posed this question in his  dialogue Republic. Suppose there 
were a ring that made one invisible. Would someone with such a ring not use it to 
their own advantage even when doing so meant violating the commonly accepted 
moral rules? If  you could steal from a bank in a way that was guaranteed to be 
undetectable, would you? The problem here is not one of moral ignorance. We know 
that stealing i s  wrong. The problem is one of moral motivation: why should I be 
moral? A theist has a ready answer to this question. While a magic ring might make 
us invisible to other humans, God would see us, and punish us for our sin. A Buddhist 
cannot say this. Nor can they say we should be moral out of love of our creator. 
Buddhists do not believe there is a being who created us. So what can the Buddhist 
say? Why, according to the Buddhist, should we be moral? 

The Buddhist answer has three layers. Each layer answers the question of mOTa I 
motivation in a way that is responsive to the abilities of people at a certain stage on 
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the path to nirvana. The first answer is that we should obey the moral rules because 
they reflect the karmic causal laws. Stealing, for instance, is motivated by a desire 
that causes bad karmic fruit, such as rebirth as a preta. Acts of benevolence toward 
strangers, on the other hand, are motivated by desires that cause good karmic fruit, 
such as rebirth as a god or a high-caste human. Since I would much rather be reborn 
as a high-caste human than as a preta, it is to my advantage to refrain from steal ing 
and to practice benevolence toward strangers. This answer will obviously satisfY only 
those who accept the doctrine of karma and rebirth. More importantly, though. it 
works only for those whose primary aim in l ife is to attain pleasure and happiness. 
These are not people who are actively seeking nirvana. We said above that each layer 
represents a teaching designed for those who have reached a certain point on the path 
to nirvana. How can such people be said to be on the path? Does this teaching 
contribute to anyone's progress toward nirvana? 

The answer to this question takes us into the second layer. The Buddha speaks of 
three poisons (kle!ja), factors that account for our staying bound in Sa'l2sara. The 
three are greed, hatred and delusion . These factors have the interesting property of 
being self-perpetuating. This is because the three poisons tend to motivate certain 
sorts of actions, and these actions in tum tend to reinforce tne three poisons. Here 
delusion is ignorance of the three characteristics (impermanence, suffering and non
self). Greed and hatred clearly presuppose such ignorance, particularly ignorance of 
non-self. Greed and hatred also lead us to act in ways that reinforce our ignorance, 
thus setting the stage for further bouts of greed and hatred. When my greed leads me 
to take something that is not mine, for instance, I am reinforcing the belief that there 
is an ' I '  that can be made better off through what it possesses. The result is a kind of 
feedback loop that is supposed to explain why the cycle of rebirths has gone on for so 
long. The eight-fold path that the Buddha taught (see Chapter 2) is meant to help us 
break out of this loop. Recall that three of the eight factors in this path - right speech, 
right conduct and right livelihood - represent the basic moral virtues that lay 
followers ofthe Buddha are to cultivate. Right conduct, for instance, includes such 
things as habitually refraining from stealing, while right speech includes the virtue of 
honesty. Why are these included in the path to nirvana? Not because they generate 
pleasant karmic fruits. Rather because such virtues help counteract the three poisons. 
A certain kind of moral training is a necessary prerequisite for attaining the kind of 
insight that leads to nirvana. 

The answer of the first layer said we should be moral because doing so will lead to 
a pleasant rebirth . The answer of the second layer says we should be moral because 
doing so is part of the training necessary for attaining nirvana. In order to counteract 
the three poisons, we must develop habits that serve as antidotes to greed, hatred and 
delusion. The virtue of honesty, for instance, will make us more likely to accept the 
truth about ourselves. And the virtue of habitual ly refraining from taking what is not 
ours will help diminish our desire for possessions. Of course the three poisons stil l  
have ample scope in the life of the conventionally virtuous person. I might never steal 
and yet covet those things I can rightfully attain. I might feel righteous anger at those 
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not as morally upstanding as myself. But the conventional m orality that is inculcated 
through belief in karma and rebirth is just an early stage ofthe path. The point of these 
moral practices is to counteract the three poisons just enough to make it possible to 
renounce the householder's existence and become a monk or nun. With entry into the 
Buddhist monastic order comes a whole new set of moral practices designed to help 
extinguish the three poisons. One is, for instance, required to be celibate, and the only 
possessions traditionally allowed the monk or nun are robes and an alms bowl. There 
are meditation exercises designed to counteract sensual desire, which is an especially 
powerful form of greed. There are exercises designed to help one cultivate 
equanimity and loving-kindness toward al l ,  thereby curbing our tendency toward 
anger. The claim is that by following this regime of retraining our emotional habits, 
we wil l  ultimately become able to fully grasp the truth about ourselves - that there is 
no self - and thus attain nirvana. 

Suppose this is right. Then the person who seeks nirvana will  know not to engage 
in immoral conduct. This is not because nirvana is a reward for those who are morally 
pure. It is rather because immoral conduct stems from motives that interfere with the 
l iberating insight of non-self. But what about the person who has attained nirvana? 
Why should they be moral? Not because doing so will help them attain nirvana. They 
have already attained it. Is there anything about enlightenment that could constitute a 
source of moral motivation? We have reached the third layer. What we will find here 
i s  an argument for the obligation to be benevolent: whenever we are able to prevent 
others from experiencing pain or suffering we must do so. So to the extent that 
morality consists in giving equal consideration to the welfare of others, this can be 
seen as an argument for an obligation to be moral . The immorality of stealing, for 
instance, can be explained by the fact that the thief intends to benefit while causing 
others pain. To be moral is to give others' welfare no less weight than one gives one's 
own welfare. Benevolence could be said to be the soul of morality. So an argument 
for the obligation to be benevolent would answer the question, ' Why should I be 
moral?

,
. 

This argument wi l l  not claim that being moral is a means to some other end we 
might want, such as good rebirth or nirvana. Instead it will  claim that if we properly 
understand what it is that we say we want, we wil l  see that we must want to promote 
the welfare of others. The key to this proper understanding is,  of course, becoming 
enlightened. What the argument will claim is that once we grasp the truth of non-self, 
we will see that there is no reason to prefer our own welfare over that of others. And 
since everyone already acknowledges that they ought to promote their own welfare, it 
fol lows that anyone who is enlightened must acknowledge an obligation to promote 
the welfare of others as well .  But the obligation that it argues for does not apply just to 
the enlightened. It applies to all of us, ifit is true that there is no self. 

The argument begins by comparing our usual attitude toward the suffering of 
others with our attitude toward our own possible future suffering. It uses the 
assumption of karma and rebirth, and describes the attitude one might take toward 
one's  next life: 
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I f !  do not prevent the suffering of others because it does not hurt me, 
What is the point of preventing the suffering of a future body that l ikewise does 

not hurt me? 
'That wi l l  also be me then ' ,  this is an imagined error, 
For it is one thing that dies and quite another that is reborn. 
I f it is thought that it is just for the one whose pain it is to prevent it, 
A pain in the foot is not the hand' s, so why should the hand prevent it? 
I f it is said that, whi le wrong, sti l l  this behavior stems from the sense of '  I ' , 
That is unwise. Suffering, both one's own and that of others, is to be prevented to 

the best of one's ability. 
The continuant and the collective are unreal , l ike the row, the army, etc. 
There exists no one whose suffering this is, hence who wil l  there be to say 'This 

is mine'? 
Ownerless sufferings are all devoid of distinction between 'mine' and 'other'. 
It is  j ust because they are suffering that they are to be prevented ; how can this be 

l imited? 
If it were asked why suffering is to be prevented, everyone without exception 

agrees that it is. 
Thus i f it is to be prevented, then all orit is to be prevented; if not, then one's own 

case is also l ike that of other persons. [BeA 8 .97- 1 03) -

8 1  

The first two verses are discussing the fact that someone who believes in karma and 
rebirth would do what they could to prevent being reborn with a very painful body. 
We think this is perfectly sensible, since if you believe in rebirth then you think the 
person with that painful body wil l  be you. The point being made in the verses is that 
the skandhas constituting the future person with the painful body are not the 
skandhas that make up me now. Of course not everyone believes in rebirth. But as we 
saw in the last chapter, we could say the same thing about the skandhas making up a 
person at one stage of l ife and the skandhas constituting that person later in l ife .  So 
we could say the same thing about the person brushing their teeth and the person 
whose cavities are thereby prevented. Consequently we could change the second half 
of the second verse to 'It is one set of teeth that are brushed and quite another whose 
cavities are prevented.' 

The third verse considers the case where my hand removes a splinter from my foot. 
We think this is equal ly sensible, since hand and foot are both parts of me, so [ am 
acting to stop my own suffering. The verse makes the point that hand and foot are 
nonetheless distinct things. So we now have two cases where we think it is sensible to 
prevent pain, yet strictly speaking it is one thing that experiences the pain and 
something else that acts to prevent it. Yet we also think it is perfectly reasonable for 
each of us to take a special interest in our own welfare. If someone else 's suffering 
won't affect me in any way, then I have no obligation to do anything about it. Whi le  
we may think it would be very nice to he lp others, we bel ieve it would not  be 
irrational to  attend to only my own pain and not that of others. The rest of the passage 
discusses the apparent conflict between this common attitude and the two cases 
discussed in the first three verses. We could put a l l  of this as fol lows: 
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1 Suppose that we are each obligated to prevent only our own suffering. 
2 In the case of one 's  own future suffering, it is one set of skandhas that does the 

preventing for another set that has the suffering. 
3 In the case of one's  own present suffering, it is one part that does the preventing 

for another part that has the suffering. 
4 The sense of ' I '  that leads one to call future skandhas and distinct present parts 

'me' is a conceptual fiction. 
5 Hence it cannot be ultimately true that some suffering is one ' s  own and some 

su ffering is that of others. 
6 Hence the claim that we are obligated to prevent only our own suffering lacks 

ultimate grounding 
7 Hence either there is an obligation to prevent suffering regardless of where it 

occurs, or else there is no obligation to prevent any suffering. 
8 But everyone agrees that at least some suffering should be prevented (namely 

one 's  own). 
C Therefore there is an obligation to prevent suffering regardless of where it 

occurs. 

What this argument in effect does is accuse us of irrationality if we think it's 
justifiable to be concerned about our own pain and not be equally concerned about the 
pain of other people. The crucial premise is (4). This is where non-self gets brought 
in.  It claims that there is no ultimate fact that could back up our discriminating 
between our own pain and that of others. Suppose there is no self. If wholes are also 
unreal, then hand and foot cannot be parts of one whole, my body. This is l ikened to 
the case of an army. When the helicopter pilot evacuates the wounded soldier, it is 
one thing that acts on another. If wholes are unreal, then the present body and the 
future body cannot be stages of one thing, me. This  is l ikened to the case of a row. 
The line for a movie is made up of different people at 9:00 and 9: 1 5 . The army and the 
movie line are just useful fictions. There are really just the parts making them up. So, 
as (6) concludes, there are no ultimate facts that could explain on the one hand why I 
should take that splinter out of my foot and I should brush and floss, but on the other 
hand why I need not have the same concern for preventing the suffering of others. 
Premise (7) then points out that there are two remaining options: that suffering should 
be prevented regardless of 'whose' it is, or that absolutely nothing matters. It would 
be consistent of me to do nothing to prevent any pain anywhere - my own or that of 
others. But that would be insane. So the obligation that I already acknowledge to 
prevent my own pain extends equally to the suffering of others. Once I overcome the 
i llusion of a self, I will see that my desire to prevent my own pain is really just a desire 
to prevent pain, period. 

We know that Buddhists deny the existence of a self. It is also widely known that 
Buddhists claim an enlightened person wil l  be benevolent (or compassionate). It 
might be tempting to see these two things as connected in the fol lowing way: 'If! 
have no self, then you and I aren 't really distinct people, we are really one, so I should 
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be just as concerned about your welfare as I am about my own. '  But this is not what 
the Buddhist is saying. The trouble comes with the ' we are really one ' .  There are 
Indian philosophers who actually say something like this. But they are not Buddhists; 
they belong to the orthodox school cal led Advaita Vedanta. Unlike the Buddhists, 
they hold that there is a self. Moreover, they hold that there really is just one self So 
they would say that what we think of as distinct persons really aren 't distinct. The 
Buddhist argument we just looked at agrees that we are not really distinct persons. 
But what Buddhists deny is not the distinctness. They deny that there are persons. 
They deny that there are those things that could be either many or else really one. The 
Advaitin and the Buddhist can both argue for the same conclusion - that we should 
show equal concern for the welfare of all .  But they argue for it in very different ways. 

Does the Buddhist argument work? Here is one question to consider. In (6) it is 
concluded from (4) and (5) that there is no ultimate ground for the claim that we are 
obligated to prevent only our own suffering. Is this right? We saw (in Chapter 3)  how 
the Buddhist defends (4). And if(4) is true, then (5) must be as well. Ultimately there 
is just suffering, not the person who has it. But suffering only occurs together with 
other skandhas, as part of a causal series of skandhas. Remember that while persons 
are not ultimately real, it is conventional ly true that we are persons. And this 
conventional truth is grounded in the ultimate existence of a causal series of 
skandhas. Because these skandhas were caused by those earlier ones, it is 
conventionally true that it 's  my own fault ifI have cavities - I am the same person as 
the one who didn't brush regularly. All of this we already knew. But here is another 
point that has not yet come up: there are many distinct causal series. These can be 
distinguished by virtue of where the effects show up . The refusal to brush in this 
series will not cause cavities in another causal series, only in this one. Might this not 
explain why we conveniently designate the one series as 'me' and the other as 'you'? 
Might this not be the ultimate truth that makes it conventional ly true that we are 
distinct persons? In this case perhaps there is some ultimate ground for the claim that 
we are obligated to prevent only our own suffering. Perhaps (6) does not follow from 
(4) and (5). Perhaps (6) is false. Perhaps the argument does not work. 

In philosophy we often come across arguments that look convincing but make 
claims that seem too strong to be plausible. The Buddhist argument for benevolence 
is an example.  If we have understood and accepted the doctrine of non-self, the 
argument seems perfectly simple and straightforward. But when we reflect on what it 
purports to prove, it starts to seem too good to be true. Philosophers in the Western 
tradition have long sought to establish a rational obligation to be moral, with l i ttle 
success to show for their efforts. Could it really be this easy? The study of philosophy 
will make us skeptical . This is why, when we encounter a plausible-seem ing 
argument for a surprising conclusion, we need to be careful.  We need to test the 
argument by looking for hidden flaws: false premises, or holes in the reasoning. We 
need to adopt the stance of someone raising objections to the argument, looking for 
ways to show that the argument does not really prove its conclusion. But our work is 
not over once we've found an objection - sometimes objections are also not as good 
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as they initially seem. So we need to lay out the objection clearly and carefully. And 
then we need to adopt the stance of someone defending the argument against that 
objection. Is there anything they can say that shows the argument does not really have 
the problem the opponent alleges it has? In the case of the Buddhist argument for 
benevolence, we sketched a strategy for raising an objection in the preceding 
paragraph. But this  was j ust a sketch. Now the detai ls  need to be fi lled in more 
carefully. Once this is done, you should ask yourself what the Buddhist could say in 
response. If you have spel led out the objection with sufficient care, you may find 
there are still moves the Buddhist can make. Or perhaps not. What is important is that 
the effort be made. Philosophical arguments can be very persuasive. But we want to 
be sure we are not persuaded for the wrong reasons. This is why, when we encounter 
such an argument, we put it to the test. F irst we try to understand it, then we put 
ourselves in the position of an opponent and look for objections, then we see how 
those objections might be replied to. If you do this with the Buddhist argument for 
benevolence, you may end up more confident that the final conclusion you reach is 
based on good reasons. 

Further Reading 

For a rather different view of the overall character of Buddhist ethics, as well as a 
survey of Buddhist views on a variety of specific ethical questions, see Peter Harvey. 
A n  Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values and Issues (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

For a very different reading of the argument for benevolence, see Paul Williams, 
Altruism and Reality: Studies in the Philosophy of the Bodhicaryavatara (Richmond, 
Surrey: Curzon Press, 1 998). 

F or a discussion of the nature of altruism and its treatment in Buddhist ethics and in 
utilitarianism, see the chapter entitled 'The Emotions of Altruism, East and West' in 
Joel Kupperman' s  Learningji-om Asian Philosophy (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1 999), pp. 1 45-55.  

Derek Parfit' s discussion of the ethical consequences of reductionism about 
persons i s  contained in Chapters 1 4  and 1 5  of his book Reasons and Persons (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1 984). There is now a substantial critical l iterature on his 
position. S ome of the best essays are collected in Jonathan Dancy (ed.), Reading 
Par.fit (Oxford: Basil Blackwel l ,  1 997). 



CHAPTER FIVE 

A Nyaya Interlude 

In this chapter we wi l l  examine the Nyaya school of orthodox Indian philosophy. 
Nyaya agrees with Buddhism that l ife as ordinarily l ived i s  suffering, and that the 
ultimate cause of suffering is our ignorance about our identity. But as an orthodox 
('Brahmanical ' )  school, Nyaya accepts the existence of a self. It also holds that there 
are things that exist eternal ly. So it disputes two of the three Buddhist claims about 
the characteristics of existence. Moreover, the foundational literature of this school 
was composed perhaps as much as five centuries after the death of the Buddha, in the 
second century CEo Even if this literature reflects an older oral tradition, the Buddha 
himself probably knew nothing ofNyaya. Why, then, should we study Nyaya? There 
are two reasons. First, the debate between Buddhism and Nyaya over the existence of 
the selfhad a profound effect on the development of Buddhist philosophy from the 
second century CE on. Second, some of the key tools and concepts of Indian 
philosophy originated with Nyaya. So a brief examination of the Nyaya system will  
help us better understand that debate. And the better our understanding of the debate, 
the better position we will be in to decide who was right about the self and the nature 
of the world. 

What we will examine are Nyaya metaphysics and epistemology. Strictly 
speaking, the metaphysics we will look at comes from another school, Vaise�ika. It 
was this school that first developed a doctrine of seven categories of reals, wh ich 
Nyaya subsequently borrowed. We won't worry about this, though. We will simply 
use the name ' Nyaya' to refer to the combined views of Nyaya and Vaise�ika. First 
we will examine the metaphysical theory of the seven categories. Then we will look 
at Nyaya epistemology, which takes the fonn of a theory of the means of knowledge. 
Finally, we will look at a Nyaya argument for the existence of the self. Here is where 
the hard work of trying to understand Nyaya metaphysics and epistemology wil l be 
repaid. For here it will start to become clear how answers to the abstract questions of 
metaphysics and epistemology affect our view of what we are. 

5.1 

A doctrine of categories represents an attempt to lay out the basic constituents of 
reality. We have already encountered one such doctrine. The Buddha's  l ist of the fIve 
skandhas represents his view as to what are the fundamental kinds of things making 
up the world we experience. Nyaya claims that there are not five but seven factors 
that need to be distinguished in any complete ontology. But their l ist also reflects a 
fundamentally different approach to the matter. The Buddha's doctrine of the 
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skandhas seems to be an attempt to find the basic kinds of things that serve as the 
parts of persons and other common-sense objects. Hairs and bones (nApa skandha) 
are things that are parts of the body, while pains (feel ing skandha) and hunger 
(volition skandha) can be thought of as things that are parts of the mind. Not all the 
Nyaya categories fit comfortably under the label 'thing' however. The white color of 
this piece of paper, for instance, is a quality, and qualities are one of the Nyaya 
categories. Likewise the downward movement of a falling raindrop is a motion, and 
motion is another category in the Nyaya scheme. We wouldn't ordinarily call these 
' things ' .  This suggests that Nyaya arrived at its list of categories by starting with a 
different question. If the question is not ' What are the most basic kinds of things in 
reality? ' ,  what might the question be? 

The Nyaya categories are: substance, quality, motion, universal, inherence, 
individuator, and absence. Suppose you see a white cow standing alone in a field 
swishing its tai l :  

I The cow is a substance. 
2 Its white color is a quality. 
3 The swishing of its tail is a motion. 
4 So far so good. But what is it about this thing that makes it a cow? Why does it 

get called by the same name as all those other animals in other places? There 
would seem to be something common to all that makes it correct to call them all 
by the same name. Nyaya calls this a universal, in this case cowness. 

5 We say of the cow that it is white, it is swishing its tai l, and it is a cow. When we 
say these things we are connecting the substance (the ' it ' )  with a quality, a 
motion and a llniversal. But what is the connection that is expressed by the 'is'? 
It is the relation of inherence. Inherence is the relation of 'being in' that we are 
talking about when we say that white color, swishing and cowness occur in the 
cow. 

6 We also say that this is one particular cow. The cow in the bam that looks just 
like this one is a distinct cow. For certain kinds of substances, what makes two 
qualitatively identical substances numerically distinct is the inherence in each of 
an individuator. For reasons that we will discuss later, an individual cow is not 
made distinct by an individuator of its own. But its being the particular cow it is, 
still is explained by individuators indirectly. 

7 We might also notice that a goat that was in the field earlier is not there now. The 
cow is standing alone in the field. In this case what we are aware of is the absence 
of the goat. 

What our example suggests is that the Nyaya categories represent those aspects of 
reality that correspond to the different elements in our judgments about what we 
perceive. Suppose when asked what we see we say, ' It is a white cow standing alone 
in the field swishing its tai l . '  And suppose we are right. What Nyaya is claiming is 
that there must be these seven distinct kinds of aspects of reality in order to explain 
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how what we said i s  true. There must be substances; qualities, motions, etc. There 
must be ' things' (that is, substances) in order for there to be anything for us to talk 
about. But then there are all the parts of our statement that constitute the ' saying 
something about it' side of the judgment. Those parts of the judgment must also hook 
up somehow with reality. So there must also be qualities, motions and universals. 
And then there is the fact that whatever is expressed by words like 'white ' ,  'swishing' 
and 'cow' must also be related somehow to the substance that is expressed by ' it ' .  So 
we'll need a relation like that of inherence; otherwise what we'd have is just a list of 
unconnected names. And so on. The Nyaya list of categories is generated by 
reflecting on what the most fundamental aspects of reality must be in order for our 
cognitions to capture adequately facts in the world. 1 

Let's look a bit more closely at some ofthe Nyaya categories. The obvious place to 
begin is with substance, for in a sense the whole system revolves around this 
category. Substances are concrete particulars, such as a cow, a pot, or a tree. I t ' s  
important to  be  clear about how the word ' substance' is being used here. We 
sometimes use the word ' substance' to mean a stuff, something that can occur spread 
out over different locations, such as iron, mud, or water. But in philosophy the word 
is almost never used that way. A substance is al ways a particular thing, someth ing 
that occurs in a single discrete spatial location.2 The stuff called 'mud ' is in many 
different places in the world, but a substance such as a cow can only be at one place at 
a time. 

We can get clearer about what substances are by looking at how this category is 
related to the other categories . Substances are inhered in by qualities, motions, 
universals and individuators. That is, items in these four categories can occur in 
substances . White color, swishing motion and cowness all inhere in our cow. 
Qualities, motions and individuators only inhere in substances; there would be no 
qualities, motions, or individuators if there were no substances for them to reside in. 
And every substance has some qualities and at least one universal inhering in it. 

There are two different basic types of substance: eternal and non-eternal. The non
eternal substances are compounded out of eternal substances, which are themselves 

IThe Nyaya approach to ontology is thus more sophisticated than the approach we find rellected in the 
doctrine of the five skandhas. Buddhist philosophers respond by developing new ontologies, culminating 
in the single category of the svalak�·alJa (discussed in Chapter 1 0). While the doctrine of the five skandhas 
is never completely abandoned, it later becomes a purely classi ficatory device with l ittle ontological 
significance. 

2There are three exceptions to this in the Nyiiya category of substance. Space is considered a substance, 
and space cannot be said to have a spatial location, for that would lead to an inlinite regress: its location 
would have to be in another space, which would itself need its own spatial location, etc. Another exception 
is time, which seems to be al l-pervading: it is one and the same ' now' in which events here and on the other 
side of the world are currently happening. The third exception is the self. For Nyaya, the sel f is the subiect 
of experience. Since it's possible for us to be aware of feelings in dit1erent parts of the body, the selfcan' t  
be located in just one part. But i f  the self were the size of the whole body i t  would be compounded and so 
not eternal. Nyiiya thus concludes that the self is  ubiquitous or omnipresent. 
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simple or partless. A pot, for instance, is non-eternal : its existence had a beginning 
(when a potter made it) and will  have an end (when it breaks). Now the pot is made 
from bits of clay, but these are themselves made up of sti l l  smaller things. At the end 
of this process are atoms, things so small that they are literally without parts.3 And 
because they are without parts, it was concluded that they must be eternal. The 
reasoning is that creation and destruction of substances only occur through 
rearrangement of parts. The potter makes the pot by putting bits of clay together and 
firing them. The cat destroys the pot by knocking it onto the floor and smashing it into 
bits. Anything simple - that is, not made of parts - could be neither created nor 
destroyed. So ifanything exists that is like that, it must be eternal : it could never have 
come into existence, and can never cease to exist. Nyaya thus concluded that in 
addition to the non-eternal physical substances we can perceive, such as cows, pots 
and trees, there must be the eternal physical atoms out of which the former are made. 
These were thought to come in four varieties, corresponding to the four elements of 
earth, water, fire and air. But there are non-physical eternal substances as well :  space, 
time, ether, the inner sense and the self. 

Substances have qualities and motions. The cow is white, the stone falls,  etc. 
Nyaya would put these facts as : the cow is inhered in by white color, the stone is 
inhered in by downward motion. The relation of inherence is defined as a kind of 
necessary connection between that which inheres and what it inheres in. This means 
that the white color and the downward motion cannot occur apart from the cow and 
the stone. But the reverse is not true. The cow can continue to exist if it loses its white 
color and becomes brown instead. Likewise the stone continues to exist when it 
ceases falling and comes to rest. Substances are the substrata of qualities and motions 
- they are what stand beneath and support items in these categories. As such, 
substances can endure changes in the qualities and motions inhering in them. This is 
not true, though, of the universals that inhere in substances. A cow cannot continue to 
exist without being inhered in by cowness. When that relation no longer holds, the 
cow ceases to exist. The universal does continue to exist though. It sti l l  inheres in 
other cows. 

No simple substances inhere in anything else. But non-eternal substances - the 
ones that have simple substances as their parts - do inhere in other things. They 
inhere in each of their parts. A tree, for instance, is equally  present in each of its 
leaves, branches, its trunk and roots. I f  you think about this claim, it may seem odd. 
How can one thing be equally present in many different places at the same time? The 
tree as a whole, you might think, could not be in the leaf; it ' s  only a part of the tree 

3The original meaning of the word 'atom' is 'partless' .  Of course the things that are today called atoms 
have parts: the electron, proton, etc. But this is because when physicists first discovered these things, they 
were under the mistaken impression that they were partless. When Indian phi losophers talk about atoms, 
what they mean are the truly partless material particles. Perhaps what are now called 'quarks' will turn out 
to be the atoms that the I ndian philosophers had in mind. In any event, we will use the word 'atom' to mean 
a part less physical particle. 
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that i s  located where the leaf is. After al l ,  the tree is big but the leaf i s  smal l .  
(Buddhists, who do  not think wholes are real, will exploit this feature of  the Nyaya 
theory in attacking it.) But the claim might not be as odd as it sounds. Most people 
accept something similar with respect to time. Suppose we agreed with Nyaya that a 
substance like a cow can endure through time. Flossie the cow existed yesterday, she 
exists today, and she will exist tomorrow. Suppose we thought of yesterday's  Flossie 
as one stage or part of Flossie, today's  as another, and tomorrow's as yet a third. 
Should we say that Flossie is equally present in each of these temporal parts? The 
alternative is to say that it is only one part of Flossie that is present today, another part 
that was present yesterday, etc. But in that case, when does Flossie exist? It seems 
that then you could only say that Flossie exists at the end of her life, after all the time
slices have occurred. And remember that Flossie is supposed to be something that 
endures through different times. Most people would find it very odd to say that 
Flossie didn 't  actually exist until she died. They would say instead that Flossie i s  
equally present in all her different temporal parts .4 Nyaya says the same thing about 
her spatial parts. Just as most people think Flossie is equally present yesterday, today 
and tomorrow, so Nyaya says Flossie is equal ly present in her head, her left foreleg 
and her tai l .  

We said earlier that two substances might be qualitatively identical but 
numerically distinct. Flossie might exactly resemble her twin sister Bossie, yet they 
are two distinct cows. What explains the fact that each is a distinct individual? Nyaya 
answers that Flossie is individuated by the atoms in which she inheres. It is one set of 
atoms that makes up Flossie, and another set that makes up Bossie.  But suppose (as 
seems l ikely) these atoms are all qualitatively identical. What makes them 
numerically distinct? This is where individuators come in. Inhering in each atom is an 
individuator that makes that atom be the distinct individual it is. The same is tme of 
selves. Here we have a good example of Nyaya using l ightness or parsimony in 
building its system. Flossie and other compound substances do not have their own 
individuators. They are individuated by virtue of the parts in which they inhere. It is 
only the ultimate parts of compound substances - the eternal substances - that have 
individuators. Nyaya is trying to get by with less. It is trying to avoid positing entities 
unnecessarily. 

The category of quality seems fairly straightforward. But it does have one 
surprising feature. Qualities are just as individual as the substances they inhere in. 
The white color that is in Flossie is one quality, and the white color that is in Bossie is 
another. The two white colors may be indistinguishable, but they are still two. One is 
here in Flossie, the other is over there in Bossie. True, we do say that Flossie and 
Bossie are the same color. But Nyaya would say what we really mean is that both 
colors are inhered in by the same universal : whiteness. The universal exists in 

4There are philosophers today who deny that a substance is equally present in each of its stages. Among 
these, the best-known is David Lewis. See his 'Survival and Identity ' , in Amelia Rorty (ed.), The Idenlilies 
aJPersons (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1 976). 
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everything that is white. The color that inheres in Flossie is inhered in by whiteness. 
But the white color in Flossie can only exist in Flossie. If she turned brown, that white 
color would go out of existence. Likewise if Flossie died and her body were 
cremated, that white color would go out of existence. This is what it means to say that 
qualities are dependent on the substances in which they inhere. Notice too that while 
qualities are said to be individual, they do not have their own individuators. Instead 
they are individuated by the substances they inhere in. This white color is the distinct 
individual it is because it inheres in Flossie. 

Universals are Nyaya's response to what philosophers call the problem of One 
over Many. Flossie and Bossie and the rest of the herd are many distinct things, yet 
we cal l them all by one name, 'cow ' .  Likewise for the color of F lossie, the color of 
milk, and the color of this piece of paper, all of which get called 'white ' .  Why is this? 
We might say that we perceive, respectively, their being cows, and their being white. 
We look at Flossie and see that she is a cow. But how do we do that? What do we see 
that makes us say that? Suppose we were to say that in each case it is because the 
many things all  resemble one another. In that case we wouldn't  need to posit a One 
over the Many. We would just have Flossie and the way she looks, and Bossie and the 
way she looks; then, based on that, there would be our judgment that they resemble 
each other. Would this allow us to avoid saying there is one thing, cowness, that is in 

both of them? The problem with this approach is that there are many different ways in 
which two things might resemble one another. My brother and I resemble one another 
in some ways (same hairline) but not in others (he 's taller). There would then have to 
be some special way in which Flossie and Bossie resembled one another, that differed 
from the way that the color in Bossie and the color in this piece of paper resembled 
one another. But now we have another One over Many problem: the many different 
kinds of resemblance all get called by one name, 'resemblance' .  So it looks like this 
strategy won't  help us get around positing some one thing that is common to all the 
many instances. It looks like we have to suppose there are universals. 

In the case of Flossie and Bossie this  one thing that is common is cowness, the 
property of being a cow. It is because of the inherence of cowness in each of these 
particular substances that we see them both as cows. Where does cowness exist? The 
usual answer is that it is everywhere; we perceive it only in cows because it requires 
inherence in a substance in order to be made manifest. But this view has the difficulty 
that then something else would be needed to explain why it inheres in Flossie and 
Bossie. Perhaps the better way to interpret the claim that universals are omnipresent 
is that this is a way of saying they really have no spatial location of their own. As for 
when they exist, they are timeless or eternal . Granted there was a time when there 
were no cows. So this apparently commits Nyaya to the view that a universal can 
exist apart from the instances it inheres in. And this view creates difficulties. But the 
alternative is to say that c()wness came into existence when the first cow did. And that 
seems like an odd thing to say. How could the first cow have been a cow if there 
weren't already such a thing as being a cow? 

Universals strike many people as odd things to posit. Nyaya thinks we must posit 



A Nyaya interlude 9 1  

them i n  order to solve the One over Many problem. But it shows restraint in the 
number of universals it is willing to posit (just as it did with individuators).  So far we 
have seen them posit cowness on the grounds that we have one word 'cow' for many 
distinct individuals l ike Flossie and Bossie, and whiteness on simi lar grounds 
concerning 'white' .  Suppose we had a single word that applied to al l the white cows. 
Would that mean there is a white-cowl1ess universal? Not according to Nyaya. We 
would not need such a universal to explain our ability to apply this word, since we 
could already explain it using the two universals cowness and whiteness. For thc most 
part, Nyaya restricts its recognition of universals to what are nowadays cal led 
'natural kind' terms, such as 'cow' ,  ' tree ' ,  'white ' ,  'yellow' ,  ' earth ' ,  ' air ' ,  ' fire ' ,  
'water' ,  etc. Nyaya i s  also quite explicit about there being n o  universal i n  the case 
where there is just one thing of that kind. S ince there is just one space, there is no 
spaceness. This helps explain why Nyaya also makes the rather odd claim that there 
is just one inherence. It would be natural to suppose that the inherence that relates 
cowness to Flossie is one relation, and the inherence that relates whiteness to the color 
of this paper is another relation. Nyaya says they are not distinct relations, though. 
There is just one inherence that does the work of relating in every case of inseparable 
connection. Suppose we disagreed. Suppose we said that there are many inherences, 
but they all get called by one name. Then we would need to posit a universal, 
inherenceness. But now how is this universal related to each of the many inhercnces? 
Wel l ,  in general a universal is related to its instances through inherence. So 
inherenceness would have to  have inherence relations to  a l l  those inherences. We 
now have a new One over Many problem. We have the many inherence relations that 
connect inherenceness with all the inherences there are between cowness and cows, 
whiteness and colors, etc. Ifwe solve this One over Many problem the same way we 
solved the others, we wil l  get a second inherenceness. And this won 't stop the 
problem. We are on our way to an infinite regress . Better to say that there is just one 
inherence. Then the Nyaya view of universals will not require us to posit 
inherenceness. 

The last category we need to discuss is absence, which will also play an important 
role in the debate between Nyaya and Buddhism. Absences might seem like odd 
things to include in our list of aspects of reality. Isn ' t  an absence, such as the absence 
of a dri l l  press from this room, just the sort of thing we would say is unreal? 
Naiyayikas would answer that absences are non-existent but not unreal. By this they 
mean that while absences are fundamentally different from the other categories (all of 
which we can say exist), they must still be acknowledged as an aspect of reality. For 
otherwise how would we account for the truth of the judgment that there is no dril l  
press in the room? Someone might say that we don't need to posit absences to explain 
what makes this judgment true. All we need, they would claim, is to point to the bare 
floor; that's what makes it true. But Nyaya would respond by asking what it mcans to 
say the floor is bare. Is its being bare something positive or something negative? If 
it's positive, it isn't clear why it would make true the negative judgment, 'There 's no 
drill press in the room' .  What could a positive property of the floor have to do \\iith the 
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negative word 'no '?  If it is negative, then we do need negative facts after all, and 
absences must be accorded a place in our ontology. 

5.2 

We now have enough Nyaya metaphysical theory to get by with. Let 's  have a brief 
look at Nyaya epistemology . In general, epistemology is concerned with 
understanding what it is to have knowledge. But there is an ambiguity in the word 
'knowledge' that needs to be brought out ifwe're to avoid confusion about what it is 
we are analyzing. When we say that someone knows something, we might mean 
' know' in a dispositional sense, or we might mean 'know' in the sense of an episode. 
When we use ' know' in the dispositional sense, we can say that someone knows 
something even when they are asleep. I might not now be thinking about New 
Zealand, but I can sti l l  be said to know that Wellington is the capital, for if anyone 
were to ask me, this is what I would say. I have the power or abi lity to give the right 
answer, hence I know in the dispositional sense . But for me to know this in the 
episodic sense, there must be going on within me a cognition that represents 
Wellington as the capital of New Zealand. So when we use 'know' this way, we can't 
say I know this even in my sleep. Now if an epistemological theory gives us an 
analysis of knowledge in one of these two senses, we can then work out what to say 
about knowledge in the other sense. So it doesn't make much difference which sense 
we start with. What is important is that we be clear about where we are starting. For 
the most part Western epistemologists have been concerned with knowledge in the 
dispositional sense. Indian theories of knowledge have always been theories of 
knowledge in the episodic sense. When Indian epistemologists seek a definition of 
knowledge, what they are after is the best way to characterize those cognitive 
occurrences that correctly represent the facts. 

Nyaya approaches this task by looking for the means of knowledge. A means of 
knowledge is a set of conditions that causes true cognitions. To call something a 
means of knowledge is to say that any cognition it produces will  correctly represent 
how things are. A means of knowledge is a rel iable cause of veridical cognition. 
Other Indian schools (including the Buddhists) fol low Nyaya in this approach to 
epistemology. Their debates are primarily about how many distinct means of 
knowledge there are, and how each should be defined. But a word should be said here 
about another difference with Western epistemology. In the West, not only has 
epistemology been concerned with knowledge in the dispositional sense; there has 
also been wide agreement that knowledge should be analyzed as justified true belief. 
According to this analysis, for me to know something I must believe it, what I believe 
must be true, and I must have good reasons for believing it. The key point here is that 
on the Indian means-of-knowledge approach to epistemology, the concept of 
justification has no significant role to play in the analysis of knowledge. At least not 
when the justification condition on knowledge i s  understood as requiring that a 
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knower be able to give justification. Suppose that my vision is working properly, the 
l ighting conditions are adequate, and I visually cognize a red flower. Then my 
cognition counts for Nyaya as a case of knowledge even ifI haven't checked to make 
sure my vision is working properly, there's  enough light, there aren't any holographic 
projectors operating in the room, I am not asleep and dreaming, etc. Of course i f I  
were asleep and dreaming then m y  belief wouldn't be knowledge (even if there were 
a red flower in the room). But that ' s  because dreaming I see something is not a 
reliable cause of veridical cognitions. In the present case I do know, because I have a 
veridical cognition resulting from a reliable process. It's enough that the cause of my 
cognition is of the right sort. I don 't need to be able to show that the cause llf my 
cognition is of the right sort.5 

Nyiiya claims there are four means of knowledge: perception, inference, testimony 
and comparison. Buddhists'disagree, and claim that only perception and inference are 
means of knowledge. This  disagreement is not about whether processes l ike the 
testimony of a qualified expert is a reliable source of veridical beliefs. What is 
controversial is whether this is a separate means of knowledge. Buddhists claim, for 
instance, that testimony is just a case of inference. But this dispute is not important 
for our purposes. 

Perception is defined as sense-object contact that is non-wandering and deJinite . 
Like Buddhists, Naiyayikas recognize six senses: the five external senses and the 
inner sense. When one of these faculties comes in contact with an object of the 
appropriate sort, it produces a cognition. Nyaya recognizes two main ways in which 
the resulting cognition can fail to be veridical. The first is that the senses ' wander' . By 
this is meant that the senses produce a cognition that attributes to the obj ect a 
character that is not in the object but somewhere else. If jaundice makes me see the 
white cow as yellow, that is a case of wandering. Likewise i f  the straight branch 
sticking into the water looks bent, that is a case of wandering. The yellow color and 
the bent shape are characters that I have perceived with my senses, but somewhere 
else, not here. Perceptual error results when the senses present as connected two 
things that are not in fact connected. The other way in which perceptual cognitions 
can fail to be veridical is when they are not definite, as for instance when the object is 
too far for me to tell whether it is a person or a post. 

Perceptual cognitions come in two varieties, non-conceptual and conceptual. What 
we would ordinarily consider a perceptual cognition is always conceptual :  it is 
something that may be expressed as a judgment, something of the form 'x is _'. To 
see or feel something is to perceive it a s  being of a certain character. We don't just see 
or feel the object, we see or feel it as being some particular way. To see a cow is to see 
the object as a cow. To feel a warm wall is to feel it as warm. We need not say it or 

5Recently the idea that knowledge should be understood not asjustitied true belieC but as true belief 
caused in a reliable way, has found favor among some Western epistemologists. For a classic statement of 
this alternative approach that sounds remarkably like Nyaya, see A lvin I. Goldman, • A Causal Theory of 
Knowing', Journal o.fPhilosophy 22: 357-72. 
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think it in so many words, but our perceptual cognitions can always be expressed in 
this way. They are attributive in nature: they attribute some character to the object we 
are perceiving. Now Nyaya says that for this sort of conceptual cognition to occur, 
there must first occur a non-conceptual perception, one that is not attributive in 
character. In this sort of cognition what we perceive are the individual constituents of 
the conceptual cognition by themselves, separately. So in order to have the 
conceptual perception of Flossie as a cow, I must first non-conceptually perceive 
Flossie just as such, cowness just as such, and the inherence that connects Flossie and 
cowness just as such. Of course we are never aware that we are doing this .  We 
couldn 't be, since the contents of non-conceptual cognitions can never be expressed. 
To express something requires making a judgment, attributing a character to the 
object. But, Nyaya argues, there must be this non-conceptual perception before every 
conceptual perception, since otherwise we would be unable to connect the object and 
the character we attribute to it. The argument for this last claim is simple. We cannot 
connect two things unless we are first aware of each of them separately. Likewise we 
cannot be aware that two things are connected unless we are first aware of the 
connection separately. So we must posit the oCCurrence of a non-conceptual 
perceptual cognition immediately prior to our conceptual perceptions. Of course the 
obj ect and its character do not exist separately . Flossie never exists apart from 
cowness. But, Nyaya claims, to see Flossie as a cow we must first see Flossie, and see 
cowness, and see the inherence that connects them. We do this in non-conceptual 
perception. 

Notice that Nyaya says we perceive universals like cowness and whiteness. Just as 
many people (including Buddhists) find the very idea of real universals difficult to 
accept, so many people find this claim hard to believe. Universals strike many as a 
perfect example of something abstract. And the things that we think of as abstract, 
such as numbers, we tend to think of as things that cannot be perceived but can only 
be cognized by the mind. Stil l  Nyaya insists that universals are part of our perceptual 
experience. When we see the cow Flossie, we see not only the individual substance 
but also her cowness. If this were not true, then how would it be possible for us to 
learn to call Flossie a cow? To learn to use the word ' cow', there must be some 
feature that we can observe to be common to Flossie and Bossie. And if cowness were 
something we could not perceive, then our awareness of something common would 
be dependent on our having learned to use the word. We would be stuck in a circle of 
mutual dependency. 

Saying that universals are perceived wil l  also help Nyaya solve some other 
epistemological problems. It will explain how we can know causation, and how we 
know when what they call 'pervasion' obtains. Like many other philosophers, 
Naiyayikas hold that causation is a relation between universals. Take the case offire 
being the cause of smoke. Nyaya would say that this amounts to there being a certain 
relation between the two universals fireness and smokeness. If we did not think 
universals were real, we would have to reject this analysis. Then we would have to 
say that fire 's  causing smoke amounts to this: every occurrence of fire, in aJl times, is 
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preceded by an occurrence of smoke. But we know that fire is the cause of smoke, and 
how could we know this, when we can only perceive a limited number of all the cases 
of smoke that will  ever exist? If causation is a relation between universals, and we 
can perceive universals, then we will not need to perceive all the instances of smoke 
that ever occur. We will be able to cognize the causal connection just by observing 
that the two universals are related in the right way. And we can do this by obscrving 
how they are connected in particular cases. Likewise for pervasion, which is the 
relation at the heart of inferences . If this relation is understood as one that holds 
between universals, and not just between particular instances, then we can explain 
how we could come to know that it holds. 

To explain this last point, we need to examine the nature of inference as a means of 
knowledge. We can begin to explain what inference is by contrasting it with 
perception. By means of perception we come to directly cognize states of affairs in 
the world. By means of inference we indirectly cognize them. Thus we can know that 
someone has walked down the beach either by seeing them walk by, or e lse by 
inferring this from footprints in the sand. Notice that it is here assumed to be the same 
state of affairs that we cognize in these two different ways. It is the walking of one 
and the same person that we know either directly through perception or indirectly 
through inference. This is an instance of the Nyaya doctrine that the means of 
knowledge ' intermingle ' .  By this they mean that a given object may be cognized by 
more than one means of knowledge.6 From down in the valley I cognize the fire on 
the mountain by inferring it from the smoke that I see, but I could perceive that fire 
through vision or touch if! were up on the mountain where the fire is. 

The basic structure of an inference can be explained using the stock example of 
inferring fire from smoke. The inference that produces the resulting cognition of fire 
on the mountain has the following structure (simplifying somewhat) : 

• There is fire on the mountain. 
• Because there is smoke on the mountain. 
• Whatever has smoke has fire, like the kitchen and unlike the lake. 

Ifwe think of this  as an argument, l ike the arguments that are studied in Western 
logic, then the first member would represent the conclusion of the argument, and the 
second and third would represent the premises or evidence put forward to support the 
conclusion. But Indian logicians analyze the inference differently. They think of it as 
made up offive terms: the subject (the mountain), the property to be proved (fire), the 
reason (smoke), a positive example (the kitchen) and a negative example (the lake). 

6The Buddhists of the Yogiiciira-Sautriintika school will disagree. They will claim that each m.;ans of 
knowledge has its own distinctive type of object. We will discuss their reasons in Chapter 1 0 . But at this 
point we can perhaps see how doubts could be raised about the Nyiiya claim. When I see someone walking 
on the beach, it is that very person that I'm aware of. When [ infer a walker from footprints, does that make 
me aware ofthe very person who made the footprints? Or am [ aware of just 'sol11eone or other'? 
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We will calI the property to be proved by its Sanskrit name, siidhya. So in  an 
inference we find, first, the assertion that the subject i s  characterized by the siidhya. 
This is supported by the grounds that the subject is characterized by the reason, and 
that the reason i s  pervaded by the siidhya. The claim of pervasion,  in turn, is 
supported by a positive example and a negative example. 

The relation of pervasion is a universal relation. The claim that is being made is 
that wherever there is smoke there is fire. This is why it is significant that this can be 
understood as a relation between universals: smokeness is pervaded by fireness . 
(Notice that smoke is said to be pervaded by fire and not the other way around; there 
can be smokeless fires, just no smoke without fire.) We said earlier that the Nyaya 
doctrine that we perceive universals will help them solve an epistemological problem 
with respect to pervasion. The problem was that we cannot cognize every possible 
instance of smoke to see iffire also occurs there. Nyaya tries to resolve this problem 
by pointing out that we can perceive the universals smokeness and fireness. 
Presumably we can then perceive the relation of pervasion that holds between them. 
What then is the epistemic role ofthe examples? They represent the way in which we 
come to be aware of the relation of pervasion. When we perceive smoke and fire 
together in the kitchen, we perceive the universals smokeness andfireness together. 
This  makes us aware of the relation of pervasion that actually holds between these 
two universals.  But sometimes it' s only a coincidence that two things occur together. 
To assure ourselves of the pervasion we look for counter-examples: cases where the 
reason occurs without the sadhya. Ifwe can find one then we'll  know this is not a case 
of pervasion. For instance we know that there is no fire in the lake, yet isn't  that 
smoke that rises off it in the early morning? No, it isn't smoke but mist. The negative 
example ofthe lake is evidence that our search for counter-examples has come up 
empty .  The positive example is supportive evidence, while the negative example 
shows we've put the alleged pervasion to the test by looking for evidence against it. 

This Nyaya view about how we apprehend pervasion may seem complex, but it 
really reflects our common-sense practice. Pervasion claims assert general principles: 
they claim that all instances of the reason are instances ofthe siidhya. So think about 
what happens when someone introduces another general principle, such as the anti
reflexivity principle. First they are likely to give supporting examples: the knife can't 
cut itself, the finger can't  point at itself, etc. But if we are at all critical we' l l  want to 
scrutinize this claim more carefully for ourselves. We 'll look for possible counter
examples, such as the doctor who performs minor surgery on herself, or the light that 
i l luminates itself. The anti-reflexivity principle states that no entity ever occurs 
without the absence of performing its activity on itself. The doctor and the light look 
l ike they might be cases of entities without that absence. So they look l ike possible 
counter-examples. But perhaps not. Perhaps in the doctor case what we have is not 
one entity, but many, some of which perform the surgery on others. If so, and if the 
case of the l ight can also be dealt with satisfactorily, we will have good reason to 
accept the anti-reflexivity principle. The principle will have survived our efforts to 
show it is false. It's always possible that the principle is still false. There might still be 
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a killer counter-example out there somewhere. But then in the game of knowledge 
nothing is ever guaranteed. We are fallible. All we can do is make a good-faith effort 
to find the truth. 

One final point needs to be made. We just saw that for all we know, what we take to 
be a good inference may not be. There are a number of ways in which we can go 
wrong in forming beliefs indirectly. Nyaya develops a catalogue of some of the more 
common mistakes that people make in inferring. This then becomes a kind of check
list for use in philosophical investigations: if an inference does not commit any of 
these common errors, then it is reasonable to accept it as establishing a veridical 
belief. But it is instructive to think about their name for these errors in inferring, viz. 
'pseudo-inferences ' .  What this name tells us is that these are not really inferences at 
all, they j ust appear to be inferences. They are not inferences because they are not 
reliable causes of veridical belief. And an inference, being a means of knowledge, is 
by definition a reliable cause of veridical beliefs. So nothing that is really an inference 
can ever lead us to believe something that is false. And there are cases o r  real 
inference. We may not always know whether what we have is a genuine case of 
indirect knowledge. But it would be a mistake to conclude from this that we can never 
really know anything. That sort of skepticism - the sort that was ushered into modern 
Western phi l osophy by Descartes - is simply not warranted under the Nyaya 
approach to epistemology. 

5.3 

It is now time to look at the Nyaya side of the Nyaya-Buddhist controversy over the 
existence of the self. We begin with the comments ofYatsyayana (fifth century CE) on 
the argument for the selfin the foundational text the Nyaya Siitra. Yatsyayana begins 
by explaining that while the self is not perceived, it is known not just by testimony, by 
the fact that the Vedas speak of it (a reason that no Buddhist would accept), but by 
inference as well .  He then quotes the relevant siitra, and explains the inferences in his 
commentary:7 

Among the substances the self is not grasped by direct acquaintance. Is it 
then only establ ished by testimony? No, for it is establ ished by inference. 
How? 

' Desire and aversion, effort, pleasure, pain and cognition are the marks 
of the self.' [NS 1 . 1 . I  0] 

7This passage and the passage from Uddyotakara ' s  commentary that follows were originally translated 
by Matthew Kapstein in h is  1 987 PhD dissertation, ' Se lf and Personal Identity in I nd ian Buddhist 
Scholasticism: A Phi losophical Investigation " and later reprinted in h is  Reason 's Traces: Identity and 
Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist Thought (New York: Columbia University Press. 200 I ) . I 
have for the most part fol lowed Kapstein 's translation, but have amended it where it seemed to me that he 
missed the sense of the original. 



98 Buddhism as Philosophy 

The self, having acquired pleasure due to contact with an object of a certain type, 
desires to possess an object of that very type when it perceives it. It is the mark of 
the self that this desire to possess occurs, because a single seer unites the [distinct 
acts of] seeing. For even with respect to a persistent object, that cannot be based 
on distinct mental events, for example, those connected with d ist inct bodies. 
L ikewise because the seeings are united by one seer of many obj ects, there is 
aversion toward a [prev iously perceived] cause of suffering; and when for 
instance its object is an establ ished cause of pleasure, perceiving an object of that 
kind it seeks to possess it, and this would not be the case were there not one seer 
uniting the [distinct] seeings. And it would not be possible if there were only 
[distinct] mental events with their own determinate objects, just as with mental 
events associated with d ifferent bodies. In the same way, effort with respect to 
the cause of pain is explained. Recal l ing pleasure or pain, one sets about striving 
to achieve that, realizes pleasure or pain, and thus experiences pleasure or pain. 
The reason is as was stated before. Moreover, desiring to know, one reflects, 
' What is . . . .  7'  Having reflected, one knows, 'This is . . . .  ' It is the mark of the self 
that this is grasped as being of a single agent of both the desire to know and the 
act of reflecting. The reason is as was stated earlier. 

Here 'connected with distinct bodies' is to be analyzed thus: according to those 
who hold the thesis of non-self, just as d istinct mental events with their own 
objects that occur in d ifferent bodies (that is, occur to d ifferent persons) are not 
un ited, so too a single body ' s  objects ought not be united, for the d ist inctive 
feature is absent. I t  is general ly acknowledged that one only remembers what one 
has oneself  perceived, not what was perceived by another. It is  generally 
acknowledged that what one has perceived is not remembered by another. 
Neither of these two things can be accounted for by the non-self theorist. Thus it 
is proven: the self exists (N8 on NS 1 . 1 . 1 0). 

The inferences should be fairly clear. Take the case of desire. Why is it that when I 
see mangoes displayed at the greengrocer I have a desire to buy one and eat it? 
Obviously because I remember the pleasure I felt when I ate a mango in the past. But 
the ability to remember a past experience requires that it was I who had that past 
experience. We never remember the experiences of other persons. So there must be 
something that unifies the present desirous person and the past person who enjoyed 
eating a mango. And that something must be a self. The same thing follows from the 
fact that I feel aversion when I smell a food that gave me indigestion in the past. And 
so on. 

But while the argument is clear, we can also anticipate the Buddhist response. You 
should be able to see how they would use their notion of the person as a causal series 
to answer this objection. What we need is a formulation of the inferences that takes 
this into account. The comments ofUddyotakara (ca. sixth-seventh century CE) on 
the above passage of Viitsyayana's Bha�ya do that. Notice the point in the first 
paragraph; that this i l lustrates the fact that the means of knowledge ' intermingle' -
that the same object may be cognized by more than one means of knowledge. 
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' Desire . . .  ' i s  the verse whose purpose is to d istinguish the self from things 
belonging to its class as well as things that do not. Or its purpose is to connect 
testimony with inference, i .e . ,  to l ink the self, which is known by means of 
testimony, with inference [by also stating an inference that there is a self] .  
Alternatively its purpose i s  to i l lustrate the mingling of means o f  knowledge, for 
when I said earl ier that the means of knowledge intermingle it was with this 
object in  mind. 

I t  says in the Bhii�ya 'due to contact with an object ofa certain type ' .  There it is 
the unification of desire etc. that establishes the existence of the self. The 
question to be examined is this: how is it that desire etc. cause there to be 
cognition ofa self that is not perceived? It is because of sharing a single object 
with memory; for it is because desire etc. arise having the very same object as 
memory that they establ ish the oneness of agency. There is no unification, in the 
case of diverse agents, of diverse objects and d iverse determinations. For the 
conceptions of color, taste, odor and texture are not united; it is not the case that 
the color I saw is this very texture I feel ,  and the texture I felt is this very color I 
see. Nor when Devadatta has seen something is what is seen unified with 
Yajnadatta. For it is not the case that what Devadatta saw, I Yajnadatta see. Why 
so? Because [these are] determinations of objects in distinct minds. According to 
those who hold the non-sel f  theory there are no [se lves] having distinctly 
determined objects with mutual ly exclusive forms, and thus unification is not 
appropriate. Therefore what unites is the self. 

What i f  it is objected that unification is owing to there being the cause-effect 
relation? So you [the opponent] think that unification is not because of oneness of 
the agent. What then? 

[The Buddhist opponent:] It is because there is a cause-effect relation. From 
distinct earlier mental events, other successively later mental events come into 
existence instilled with the whole mass of powers in conformity with the powers of 
the earlier mental events. Hence even though there is diversity, there is unity due to 
the existence of the cause-effect relation, as with the seed. Thus the sprout 
becomes manifest immediately after the grain of rice. I ts conformity with the 
power of rice is established by what comes before it [the grain of rice]. Afterwards, 
in conjunction with the material elements, a new grain of rice is produced, not a 
grain of barley, for that is not what came before. Likewise here the unification of 
mental events in a single series is due to the establishment of the cause-effect 
relation, and this excludes mental events in another series because they are not 
what come before [ in this causal series]. The unification is not, however, due to 
there being a single agent, since that is not perceived. This unification being 
otherwise [than you claim], it cannot establish the existence of a self. 

[Uddyotakara's reply:] This is not right, since diversity has not been excluded. 
That is, stating that the unification is due to the cause-effect relation does not 
exclude d iversity. How so? The existence of the cause-effect relation indeed 
supports diversity [since cause and effect are distinct], and where both sides in 
this dispute accept diversity, no unification is to be found. Why is that? Because 
what one has experienced is not remembered by another, and it is not possible to 
unify what is not remembered, for it is  not establ ished where there is no cause
effect relation. 

99 
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[Opponent:] But we do not say that where there i s  the cause-effect relation 
there unification is seen. What we say is rather that it [unification] is  not seen in 
the absence of the cause-effect relation, because there is nothing prior to that [to 
explain unification]. Thus this objection is not in accord with our meaning. 

[Reply:] This is wrong, for the reason that is in dispute is not made clear. What 
you say does not make the reason distinct. What I have said is that [unification] is 
not seen where there is diversity. You have said no, it is not seen where there is 
d iversity because of the absence of the cause-effect relation. Because there is 
uncertainty about the reason, the disputed reason has not been made clear. 

l Opponent:] The same appl ies to you as wel l :  by saying 'because it is not seen 
where there is d iversity ' ,  neither have you made the reason clear. 

[Reply: ]  Because of your acceptance [of diversity], you are without a 
response; it was by your saying ' the same [appl ies to you as wel l ] '  that you 
accepted this. 

[Objection:]  Not so, it was due to lack of proof [on your part] . That is, I have 
not proven that unification is because of the cause-effect relation. Rather it  is that 
because it [unification] m ight occur otherwise [than due to a s ingle agent] that 
your reason is said to have the defect of not proving what it is meant to prove. 

Both sides agree that in the remembering of past experience there is a sense of 
unification : it feels as though what does the remembering must be what had the 
experience. The Naiyayika claims this shows there must be a self. The Buddhist 
objects that the phenomenon might instead be explained through there being a cause
effect relation between the elements that occurred at the time of the experience, and 
the elements occurring at the time of remembering. Uddyotakara responds that since 
cause (for example, a rice seed) and effect (for example, a rice sprout) are distinct 
things, this cannot explain unification. You can't use diversity to explain unification. 
The Buddhist then says they are not required to explain the feeling of unification, all 
they need to do is cast doubt on the Nyaya inference. And their point about causation 
does this. When a grain of rice is planted, eventually a new grain of rice is produced, 
and it is easy to mistake that for the original grain of rice. So maybe the feeling of 
unification is l ike that. S ince this possibi l ity is not ruled out, the Nyaya argument 
does not prove its conclusion. Uddyotakara now responds by clarifying what is meant 
by unification: 

[Reply : ]  Not so, for you have not understood the meaning of that reason. You 
have not grasped the specific nature of that reason, but have said the reason is 
defective, saying ' i t  may be otherwise', on ly due to the reason taken i n  general. 
But this unification has been specifically qualified: there is unification by means 
of memory through there being one object of both earlier and later cognitions; 
and such memory cannot occur on your thesis. 

Why is that? Because one does not remember what another has experienced. 
That is, there is no remembering by one of what another has experienced; it is not 
the case that someone remembers what a distinct person experienced. And there 
is memory. Hence it is reasonable for unification to be affirmed on the side of the 
thesis according to which memory is possible. 
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[Objection:]  You attribute to us the view that memory does not occur; but on 
our thesis it is not the case that memOlY is not possible. How so? It is due to there 
being the cause-effect relation that the series of psychophysical e lements in 
which memory and experience occur is ,  as series of psychophysical elements, 
both rememberer and experiencer. 

[Reply:] Not so, because of the impermanence of mental events: that which is 
preserved by something putting it away [that is, storing it] is seen to be 
permanent, and there is no permanence among mental events. And because of the 
absence of contact: that which is preserved is in contact with what puts it away 
somewhere, but in the case of mental events there can be no contact with what 
[supposedly] places it somewhere. 

1 0 1  

The nuts that a squirrel stores are things that endure from the time that the squirrel 
puts them away until they are retrieved. And nuts are physical, the sorts of things that 
can be picked up and put somewhere . The mental events that are involved in 
experience and memory are neither physical nor enduring. So the Buddhist is not 
entitled to say memory involves storing something away: 

Perhaps it is held that the impression is something having production of 
consciousness through a distinctive power. That is, it is  thought that because of a 
distinctive mental force accompanied by a prior consciousness, a consciousness 
arises characterized by the distinctive prior power, that is called the impression of 
that [prior mental force] that has production of consciousness through a 
d ist inctive power. But it is in reference to this that [ I ]  said, ' because of the 
impermanence of mental events ' ,  and 'because of the absence of contact' .  That 
mental force that coexisted with the earlier consciousness performs no useful 
function in connection with consciousness in the present or future. Why so? 
Precisely because, as it comes into existence in the present, without alteration, 
just so it  is  annihi lated, and so is not connected with the future; and what is 
unconnected does not put things away. Thus to say there is memory because of 
the cause-effect relation is an impression resulting from a non-education ! 

On the Buddhist view that Uddyotakara is contesting, cause and effect are two 
distinct things that occur at distinct times: first the cause exists, then it goes out of 
existence and the effect comes into existence. So not only is there no physical 
contact. There is also no temporal contact. The two events don't overlap in time. How 
then, Uddyotakara asks, can the cause produce the effect? How can it influence the 
way that the effect is? 

And for this additional reason there is no memory on your thes is :  because a 
property is dependent on a property-possessor. Every property depends on a 
property-possessor, as does production from action-ness. Now the property
possessor with respect to remembering could be either the object of an action or 
else an agent: in  the case of the object of an action, for instance, the cooking of 
the rice; in  the case of an agent, for example, the going of Devadatta. But [in the 
case of remembering, the property-possessor] is not the object of the action, for 
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there may be [remembering] even when that [object] does not exist. That is, when 
one remembers something that is not presently existing, then memory obtains 
without [its object as) substratum. So then the agent is its substratum, in which case 
it accords with our thesis not yours. Why so? Because you do not accept an agent. 
You do not posit an agent in order to account for memory. This being your thesis, 
that memory is indeed without locus, there is no inference [from the cause-effect 
relation), for there i s  not seen an effect without substratum.  Al l  effects are seen to 
have substrata, e.g., color etc. Remembering is such, and so has a substratum.  

[Objection:) But  the conventions ' property' and 'property-possessor' apply to 
effect and cause. The moment of the effect is a 'property ' ,  and the causal moment 
is a 'property-possessor' . And so what property-possessor need be additionally 
posited? 

[Reply : )  But that is not the case, due to temporal d istinction. For cause and 
effect, occurring at distinct times, cannot be related as locus and locatee, l i ke a 
bowl and jujube fruits and the l ike. 

[Objection : )  But then it may be like this: origination i s  what i s  called the 
property, and that which originates is what is called the property-possessor. 
Memory also originates, so its origination wi l l  be a property, while as what 
originates it wi l l  also be called a property-possessor. 

[Reply:) This is also wrong, both because of contradiction and because of lack 
of agreement. I f  origination is distinct from memory there is a contradiction [with 
your position), and then the intrinsic nature [of origination) must be stated; for you 
hold that origination is not distinct from what is originated. So if your thought is 
that origination is after all d istinct, then its intrinsic nature must be stated. And to 
state its intrinsic nature would contradict your treatise. Why is this? Either 
origination is related to existence by its own cause, or existence has a distinct 
relation with its cause, and both these contradict what is accepted in your treatise. 

Then is it preceded by an origination that is no different from the memory? 
In that case, what functions where? The designation is empty. 
The origination is the property, and what originates is the memory? 
To say so would make sense only if one were to say that the origination of a 

memory comes about by means ofa property. But if memory is the property, then 
it [the origination) must be the property-possessor. Why? Because, as was said 
earl i er, a property depends on a property-possessor. Therefore on your thesis  
memory is  not at  all possible, and without memory there is no unification. But 
there is unification, the agent of which is therefore another object, the one self. 

Notice how Uddyotakara's  argument uses the Nyaya categorial scheme. Memory is a 
property in the same way in which qualities, actions and universals are properties. As 
such it requires a property-possessor, something to serve as its substrate. The 
Buddhist says that ' property ' and 'property-possessor' are mere convenient 
designators, but Uddyotakara requires that the Buddhist identify something 
ultimately real that these terms designate. The Buddhist then suggests that the 
origination of the memory (that is, its arising) is the property, and the memory itself 
(that which arises) is the property-possessor. That is, origination is something that 
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happens to memory. But Uddyotakara points out that the Buddhist holds origination 
and the thing that originates are not ultimately distinct (for reasons that we will 
explore in the next chapter). So this will not work. 

The verse may also be interpreted as a positive inference: Devadatta's cognitions 
of color, taste and touch bear the mark of one and many, because they are unified 
by [the notion of] 'mine' together with memory, just l ike the many simultaneous 
cognitions, on the part of the elders who have made a convention, when the 
eyebrow of the dancing girl is drawn together. As the variously based cognitions 
of various agents who have made a convention are unified because of the oneness 
of the target brow of the dancing girl , so here as wel l  the various objects are 
brought together due to the oneness of a ground, and that ground is the self. 

Or ' Desire and aversion, effort, pleasure, pain and cognition are the marks of the 
self may be explained differently: desire etc. are qualities. That qualities are 
dependent is reasonable. Their being qualities is known by d ifferentiation [by 
process of e l im ination] :  they are not universals, or individuators, or inherence, 
because they are impermanent. And they are not substance or motion, because they 
inhere in a concomitant substance, as does sound. The inference is established as 
one of general concomitance. Due to impermanence, the dependency of desire, 
etc., and also because of being an effect, as in the case of color etc. Because they 
belong to a substance that lacks quantity [ i .e. ,  extension], their being qualities of 
the body is excluded. That being denied, they can only be qualities of the self. Thus 
by differentiation is it proven that there is a self. [NV on NB on NS 1 . 1 . 1 0] 

The analogy of the dancing girl is colorful but not especially helpful. The idea seems 
to be that people watching the dance have entered into an agreement to all act 
together in some way when the dancer's eyebrows converge. The point would then be 
that there cannot be coordinated action without some one central focus to serve as 
unifier. The argument of the final paragraph is more interesting. Mental events l ike 
volitions and feelings are shown to belong to the category of qualities by elimination. 
Since they are impermanent, they cannot belong to the categories of universal, 
individuator or inherence, for these are all permanent. And a mental event inheres in 
just a single substance, whereas when a substance or a motion inheres, it inheres in 
many substances. So mental events must be qualities. And qualities require a 
substance as substratum in which to inhere. This substance must, moreover, be 
indivisible, so it cannot be the body. Hence by elimination mental events must inhere 
in a simple non-physical substance, that is, the eternal self. 

What should we make of this exchange? Clearly the Buddhist needs an adequate 
response to the problem of unification. It is only my own experiences that I 
remember, not those of others.8 And when I remember an experience, it seems that 

8There is, of course, a sense in which we do remember the experiences of other persons. I might 
remember seeing you eat your first mango. But what I remember is not what it was like for you ' from the 
inside'. I can only remember my own experiences of seeing you eat it and hearing you describe it. I can 
only remember how it was for me 'from the inside' when this took place. It is this sense of 'experience' to 
which the restriction applies. 
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what is now remembering i s  the same thing as what earlier had the experience. There 
seems to be a single subject for the two mental events. Uddyotakara knows that the 
Buddhist will try to explain this away using the notion of a causal series and the idea 
that some things may be mere conceptual fictions. But the uses to which Uddyotakara 
has the Buddhist put them in this passage are inadequate. Can the Buddhist do better? 
In the next chapter we will look at what Abhidharma philosophers have to say on the 
subject. But for the moment you might want to consider whether the distinction 
between the two truths has been used effectively on the Buddhist side. Could it be 
used to bolster their position on the problem of unification? 

Further Reading 

For an excel lent introduction to the overall Nyaya system see Part One of: Indian 
Metaphysics and Epistemology: The tradition of Nyiiya- Vaise§ika up to GaI;,zgesa. 
Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies, Vol. 2. Edited by Karl H. Potter (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1 977). 

For the debate within Indian epistemology between Nyaya and its critics, see 
Bimal Krishna Matilal, Perception (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 986). 

For the Nyaya categorial scheme see Chapter 3 of William Halbfass, On Being and 
What There Is: Classical Vaise§ika and the History of Indian Ontology (Albany, NY: 
SUNY Press, 1 990). 

For an introduction to the problem of universals in Western philosophy see: D.M. 
Armstrong, Nominalism and Realism: Universals and Scientific Realism, Vol. 1 .  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 978). As Armstrong is himself aware, his 
own view resembles that ofNyaya in important respects. 

For a recent formulation of the Nyaya argument for the existence ofthe self from 
synthetic unity, see Arindam Chakrabarti, ' I  Touch What 1 Saw ' ,  Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 52 ( 1 992): 1 03-1 6. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Abhidharma: The Metaphysics of 
Empty Persons 

The subject of this chapter is a movement in Buddhist philosophy that grew out of 
efforts to systematically interpret the discourses of the Buddha. We call this 
movement 'Abhidhanna' because that is the name of the collection of texts laying out 
the results of those efforts. Abhidharma is the third of three groups of texts in the 
Buddhist canon. The first is Surra, which collects together all the discourses of the 
Buddha. The second is Vinaya, which lays out the rules of monastic discipline. The 
texts in the first and second sets were composed, at least in part, around the time of the 
Buddha. Abhidharma texts came later. They reflect difficulties that Buddhist 
practitioners faced in sorting out all the entities that the Buddha discussed in his 
teachings. Over t ime subtle differences emerged in the soJutions proposed. These 
differences of interpretation led to the fonnation of several different schools. But all 
shared a common approach to interpreting the Buddha' s  teachings, and a common 
philosophical outlook. In this chapter we will examine that common outlook. We will 
also look at a few of the more philosophically important disagreements among the 
schools of Abhidhanna. 

As the subtitle of this chapter indicates, our chief interest will  be in the 
metaphysics of Abhidharma. In the last chapter we saw Nyaya challenge the 
metaphysical basis of the Buddhist doctrine of non-self. The Abhidharma responds 
by coming up with an innovative view about what is ultimately real. We will look at 
the theory of dharmas, its foundations and some of the disputes over which dharmas 
there are. We will also look at an important epistemological dispute over the nature of 
perception. But we begin with an important piece of unfinished business from 
Chapter 3: proving that wholes are unreal and only impartite entities are real. The 
Buddhist view of persons is based on this mereological reductionism, the view that 
wholes are reducible to their parts. This is what is behind the idea that the person, as a 
whole made of parts, is a mere conceptual fiction. But this claim about wholes was 
not argued for in early Buddhism. Abhidharma metaphysics begins with such an 
argument. 

6.1 

Abhidhanna metaphysics is based on the claim that only impartite entities - things 
with no parts - are ultimately real . So it is crucial to Abhidharma that there be an 
argument for this claim. To see how this goes, we will be pulling together ideas from 
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several different sources. For Abhidharma authors the most important part of the 
argument is the part that shows that a real whole could be neither identical with nor 
distinct from real parts. And we wil l  look at a text that lays out an important 
component ofthis part of the argument. But first we need to stand back and look at the 
overall framework that the argument uses. 

The basic question we are confronting is one of ontology : what is it that is 
fundamentally real? In this case the question is narrowed down to one concerning the 
reality of wholes and parts. This means there are just four possible answers : 

I Wholes and parts are both real. 
2 Wholes are real, parts are unreal. 
3 Neither wholes nor parts are real. 
4 Wholes are unreal, only parts are real . 

The strategy will  be to show that (4) is true by showing that none of ( 1  )-(3) can be 
true. The argument is one of proof by elimination. For this strategy to work, it must be 
the case that these are the only possible alternatives. But this  is easy to show. We 
have two categories: wholes and parts. And each one could be either real or unreal. So 
there are just four possible combinations: that both are real ( 1 ), that both are unreal 
(3), and two mixed views ((2) and (4)). Since these are the only possible views, one of 
them has to be true. Hypothesis ( I )  turns out to be the most important of the rivals to 
(4). But let us set that aside for the moment and start with (2). 

Hypothesis (2) says that the only real things are the wholes that are made up of 
parts. The parts that make them up are not themselves really real. The chariot is real, 
but its parts are not, the tree is real, but the roots, branches and leaves are not. Ifwe 
were to ask someone who believed this why it sti l l  seems to us that leaves and 
branches are real, they might say that we've been misled by a process of mental 
abstraction. We've divided the tree up into useful-sized chunks, and then forgotten 
that something can be a branch on Iy by being part of a tree. But there is one major 
difficulty this hypothesis faces. By its logic, there is really just one thing: the One Big 
Thing. This is so because most of the things that we think of as wholes are actually 
parts of Iarger wholes. The room you are in is a whole made of parts : floor, walls, 
ceil ing, furniture, etc. But the room is a part of a building. The building is part of a 
city or town. The city or town is part of something bigger, etc. The resulting view is 
what is called absolute monism. It holds that the ultimately real is one and indivisible. 
There have been philosophers who were absolute monists: in India, Sankara, founder 
ofthe Advaita Vediinta school; in the West, the pre-Socratic philosopher Parrnenides. 
But they faced an apparently intractable difficulty. Why should it even seem to us that 
there is a plurality of things in the world? Why should acting on that assumption turn 
out to be useful? If everything is really just one, then for instance it should make no 
difference whether I drink beer or bleach. The distinction between the two is just a 
mental superimposition on the One Big Thing that is,  in itself, undifferentiated. 
Perhaps we might agree that there is one big thing - the cosmos, the universe as a 
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whole. But to explain the facts about our experience with things like beer and bleach, 
we need to suppose that the universe can really be divided up into parts - some of 
which are more toxic than others. So (2) seems to be false. 

Hypothesis (3)  says in effect that nothing whatever exists. Every existing th ing 
must be either made of parts (a whole) or not made of parts (an ultimate part). (3) says 
neither sort exists, so it says that nothing exists. This is the view called metaphysical 
nihilism. And it is pretty obvious that it has to be false. Ifit were true, then the thought 
that it might be true could not occur. For a thought can occur only if it is itself an 
existing thing (of some sort or other) or takes place in an existing thing. We are right 
now considering metaphysical nihilism, so the thought that it might be true is 
occurring. Hence metaphysical nihilism must be false. (3) can safely be set aside. 

Hypothesis ( 1 )  says that wholes are real and the parts they are made up of are also 
real . The bicycle is real and so are the seat, handlebars, pedals, chain, etc. that it is 
built of. You might point out that a bicycle seat is itself a whole made of parts: 
springs, frame, padding, cover, etc. This is true. But let ' s  ignore it for the moment, 
and pretend that things like seats and spokes are the ultimate parts of bicycles. We're 
exploring the hypothesis that they and the bicycle they compose are equally real. But 
here is a further question. If the bicycle and the parts are equally real, then they must 
be either identical or distinct. So is the bicycle identical with its parts or distinct from 
them? Of course there wouldn't be a bicycle if the parts were not related to one 
another in a certain way: seat attached to frame, spokes attached to rim, etc. So what 
we're really asking is whether the bicycle is identical with or distinct from the parts 
when they are attached to one another in the 'assembled-bicycle' way. We'll call the 
assembled parts ' the parts in relation ' .  Hypothesis ( I )  can then be split into two 
alternatives: 

la Whole and parts are both real and the whole is identical with the parts in 
relation. 

Ib  Whole and parts are both real and the whole i s  distinct from the parts in  relation. 

We need to examine each in tum. 
Hypothesis ( 1  a) will  seem appealing only if we mistake it for a very different 

hypothesis. We might think it means that, for instance, there actually is a bicycle, but 
it is really just the parts in relation. When we say one sort of thing 'really just is'  some 
other sort of thing, though, what we are saying is that the one thing can be reduced to 
the other - that strictly speaking there is nothing more to reality than the latter. To say 
this about the bicycle would then be to affirm (4), not ( I  a). It would be saying that the 
bicycle is a conceptual fiction, that it is really just the parts that are real. What ( I  a) 
says is that the bicycle is just as real as the parts, but that it is identical with the parts. 

And this could not be true. To see why not, consider the principle of the 
indiscernibility of identicals: 
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Plnld: I f  x and y are numerical ly identical, then x and y share a l l  the same 
properties. J 

To say that x and y are numerically identical is to say that 'x'  and 'y'  are really just 
two names for one and the same thing. And if this is so, then everything that is true of 
x must also be true ofy. For how can a single thing both be and not be a certain way?2 

When we apply this to ( I  a), we get the result that everything that is true of the bicycle 
must also be true of the parts in relation. The bicycle, though, has the property of 
being one thing, while the parts in relation do not. They have the very different 
property of being many things. How could one thing be identical with many 
things? 

This makes ( I  b) seem more reasonable. It says the bicycle is a separately existing 
thing. When the parts are assembled together, a new thing comes into existence, a 
bicycle. The parts still exist, but the bicycle exists over and above them. As we saw in 
the last chapter, this is the view that Nyaya holds. And the positions ofNyaya are 
generally quite reasonable and common-sensical. So ( I  b) seems quite tempting. 
There are, though, some challenges that must be overcome. The first concerns the 
question of evidence for the existence of this new thing, the bicycle. Is there any 
evidence that is not equally evidence for the existence ofthe parts in relation? All of 
our experiences with respect to the bicycle can be explained in terms of facts about 
the parts in relation. When we see a bicycle, for instance, what we see is certain of the 
parts in relation. When we ride a bicycle, what transports us are the parts in relation. 
We agree that the parts exist. Unless we have evidence for the existence of the whole 
that cannot be explained in terms of facts about the parts in relation, the principle of 
lightness dictates that we reject ( I  b) in favor of (4). 

The second challenge concerns the question of where the bicycle exists. Its 
location clearly overlaps that of the parts in relation. The question is whether it is the 
bicycle as a whole that exists in each of the parts, such as the seat, or it is only part of 
the bicycle that exists in the seat. Now the first possibility might seem odd. How can 
something as big as a bicycle exist in something the size of a seat? But the second 
possibility has its own problems. If it were just a part of the bicycle that existed in the 
seat, then we would have to say that the bicycle itself - this separately existing whole 

IThis principle is to be distinguished from the principle of the identity of indiscernibles, which states 
that any two things that have all the same properties are numerically identical, so that if there is no way of 
telling two things apart, then they must really be just one thing. This principle is controversial. That of the 
indiscernibi l ity of identicals is not. The principle or the indiscernibil ity of identicals is also known as 
Leibniz's Law, after the eighteenth-century philosopher Gottfried Leibniz. 

21fyou believe there are enduring substances that undergo qualitative change, you might think these are 
a source of counter-examples to Plnl d. Suppose x is a leaf in June, and y is the same leaf in October. Isn't it 
then true that x has a property thaty lacks, the property of being green? No, not if  we understand properties 
as temporally indexed, as things that are had by a substance at a time. Then both x and y have the property 
of being green in June. They likewise both have the property of being red in October. 
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- contains parts. This  bicycle-whole would be something that could be divided up 
into the part of the bicycle-whole that i s  just where the seat is ,  another part of the 
bicycle-whole that is just where the left pedal is, etc. And these parts of the bicycle
whole must be separate from the seat, the pedals, etc. For we are asking about how the 
bicycle itself is related to the seat, the pedals, etc. I fwe have to say that it itself has 
these parts occurring where the seat, etc., are, then we are using these parts to explain 
the relation between the bicycle and the seat, pedals, etc. Ifwe call the seat, pedals, 
etc., 'parts ! " then we should call these 'parts2 ' . Since it is the parts2 that are supposed 
to explain the relation between the parts ! and the bicycle-whole, they must be 
separate from the parts ! . But then we will need to ask about the relation between the 
bicycle-whole and the partso•  Does only part of the bicycle-whole exist in each of the 
parts2? And the same reasoning will lead us to posit yet more parts, parts3, and so on. 

So it looks like we must say that the whole exists in each of its parts. Nyaya holds 
this view; it would say the whole is related to each of its parts in the same way that a 
universal is related to each of its instances. Take all the patches of yellow color there 
are. Ifthere is such a thing as yellowness that explains their all being yellow, then this 
yellowness must be a single thing that is equally present in each of them. Someone 
who holds ( 1  b) would say that the bicycle is likewise equally present in the seat, the 
left pedal, the right pedal, etc. 

We can now give the argument against ( I  b). This is found in a passage of the text 
Abhidharmakosabha�a by Vasubandhu. We wil l  have more to say about this text 
and its author later, but for now let us examine Vasubandhu's criticism ofthe Nyaya 
view that the whole inheres in its parts. The context is a discussion of the Nyaya view 
of causation. According to their view, cause and effect are distinct things . Now 
anyone who holds this must then explain why a given effect can only be produced 
from a certain cause. If a sprout is the effect of a seed, why does the seed produce just 
this kind of effect and not some other? But Nyaya denies that the seed is the cause of 
the sprout. The sprout's  cause, they claim, is the atoms that make it up. We can only 
get a sprout from a seed, they hold, because the atoms that make up a sprout are 
capable of being rearranged in such a way as to yield a sprout. Now this view depends 
on the Nyayaa theory that a complex substance such as a sprout is a distinct thing that 
inheres in the substances that are its parts, the atoms of which it is composed. This is 
just what Vasubandhu will  attack. 

But they [the Naiyayikas) do not accept that the origination of sprouts etc. is from 
seeds etc. From what then? Just from its parts, which arise from their parts, and so 
on down to the atoms. What then of the capacity of the seed etc. to produce the 
sprout etc? It [the sprout) does not occur anywhere else [than where the seed is) 
because of the gradual movement of the atoms of that [seed). What do they accept 
as cause? They say there is no possib i l ity [of origination) from something 
different in  nature. Why not? Because it would be irregular, in this way there 
would be no regularity of capacity. As for instance the origination of black salt 
from sound [which is impossible] . The characterizing qual ity [produced) may be 
different [from the originating cause), but substance is not so. One sees only 
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origination of s imi lar substances from the s imi lar, as for instance a mat from 
grass or cloth from threads. 

This is  incorrect. That is considered unfit for prov ing which is itself 
unestab l ished. What is here unestabl ished? That the mat is d istinct from the 
grass, the cloth is distinct from the threads. I t  is just these [grass or threads] that, 
assembled, receive this or that conception [as ' mat' or ' cloth ' ] .  L ike a row of 
ants. 

The Nyaya explanation depends on the assumption that the cloth is distinct from the 
threads. Vasubandhu says they can't  use this assumption in their explanation, since it 
has not been established. That is, there is another possible view of the relation 
between cloth and threads: there are j ust the threads, and ' cloth ' is merely a 
convenient designator for woven threads. Just as a row of ants is really just the ants 
together in a line, so the cloth is not a distinct substance, but only a conceptual fiction. 
Why should we accept this view rather than the Nyaya assumption? Vasubandhu 
continues: 

How is this known? One does not cognize the cloth where there is [sensory] 
contact with a single thread. What then prevents one from seeing the cloth? If it is 
that it is in an incomplete state, then it  is  just a part of the cloth, not the cloth. And 
then the c loth would be merely the col lection. And what part of the c loth is 
d ifferent from the threads? There being [sensory] contact with just the fringe, and 
in dependence on contact [of the fringe] with the locus of the many [parts], there 
would be perception of the cloth, but this never happens, due to lack of sensory 
connection with the middle and the extreme parts. Nor would there be cognition 
of the whole due to visual contact with the parts in successive connection. [For if 
we suppose this is how the whole is cognized,] then the awareness of that [cloth], 
based on perception of the whole through successive connection, is only found in 
the parts, as with the whirling firebrand. 

Suppose there is a piece of cloth on the floor, but I can only see a single thread of its 
fringe. We would not say that I then see the cloth. Why not? If it i s  because I am 
seeing just one part of the cloth, then the cloth as a whole is not in that thread. To see 
the cloth I must see more than just one thread. And if it is a large piece of cloth, I may 
never see all the threads at one time. It is only by seeing first the threads at this end, 
then the threads in the middle, then the threads at the other end, that I see the cloth. 
But if I  never see the cloth as a whole, then it is something that is put together by the 
m ind, not something existing in reality. Vasubandhu gives the example of the 
whirling firebrand. When someone twirls a torch rapidly, it appears as if  there is a 
circle of fire. In fact there is just the fire at the tip of the torch. It is only because that 
fire is moving so rapidly that it seems to us there is a ring offire. The ring of fire is the 
mind's  interpretation of what we actually see, fire at many distinct locations in rapid 
succession. By the same token, the cloth might be the mind's interpretation of what 
we actually see, distinct but connected threads seen in rapid succession: 
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[The cloth cannot be distinct from the threads] for it is impossible for the color 
etc. of the cloth to arise where the threads are of distinct color, kind and function. 
There being variegated color and the l i ke, the origination would also be of 
different kinds, and either there is no seeing of the pot when the outside and the 
interior are indistinguishable, or there is variegated seeing. The function as well 
is  variegated, there is excessive difference. Heat and i l lumination being different, 
there is no perceiving of both the color and the touch of that throughout by means 
of the light of fire. [AKBh I I I .  I OOab, Pradhan, pp. 1 89-90] 

I I I  

Suppose our cloth i s  woven from blue and red yarns. If the cloth is a substance 
distinct from the threads, it must have its own color. What color is the cloth? To this 
question Nyaya responds that the cloth has its own distinctive color, called 
'variegated color' . This is the color that is supposedly produced when something is 
made of parts of differing colors. But ifthe cloth is equally present in all its parts, how 
can this variegated color be present in blue yarn? There are similar difficulties for a 
whole the parts of which have different functions. The inside of a pot holds liquids in, 
while the outside keeps other things out. But the pot, as a whole made of these parts, 
does both. So if the pot is in all its parts equal ly, the function of keeping things in 
must be found at the outside of the pot. Similarly, fire both il luminates and heats. But 
it is different parts of the fire that do these two things . For a hot fire may fail to  
illuminate. (We would say i t  is different parts of the radiation spectrum that produce 
heat and light.) Ifwe think offire as a single substance with both functions, we must 
suppose that both are equally present in all its parts, even though some perform on ly 
one function, and some perform only the other. All these difficulties are avoided, on 
the other hand, if we suppose that the whole is a mere conceptual fiction, the product 
of the mind's aggregating activity. 

Consequently, ( I  b) turns out to be just as problematic as the other alternatives to 
(4). We are thus invited to conclude that the whole is a mere mental construction, that 
only impartite entities are ultimately real . You might sti l l  be wondering just what 
these impartite entities are like. Indeed you might suspect that there are equally grave 
difficulties with the view that there are such things. It i s  time to look at the 
Abhidharma account of a dharma or ultimately real entity. 

6.2 

What are the ultimately real impartite entities? The Abhidharma answer is that they 
are dharmas. A dharma is defined as what has intrinsic nature (svabhava). In the 
following passage Vasubandhu makes this point by contrasting what is ultimate ly 
real with what is merely conventionally real . 

4. Anything the idea of which does not occur upon division or upon mental 
analysis, such as an object l ike a pot, that is  a conceptual fiction. The 
ultimately real is otherwise. 
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That is a conceptual fiction the idea of which does not occur when it  is  d iv ided 
into parts. Like a pot: there is no idea of a pot when it is broken into shards. And 
that is also to be known as a conceptual fiction the idea of which does not occur 
when properties are stripped away by the mind. L ike water: there is no idea of 
water where properties such as shape and the l ike have been excluded by the 
mind.  And with respect to these, the convenient designations being formed 
through the power of convention, saying that pot and water exist is true, one does 
not speak a falsehood, this is  conventional truth. What is other than this is 
ult imate truth. Where there is the idea even upon div is ion, as wel l as upon 
exclusion of other properties by the mind, that is ultimately real. L ike riipa 
(physical things): even when it is divided up into atoms, and even when the mind 
takes away properties such as taste and the l ike, there is sti l l  the intrinsic nature 
(svabhiiva) of riipa. Feel ing, etc., should be seen in the same way. Because this 
exists in  the h ighest sense, i t  is  cal led ult imately real. As one grasps that by a 
transcendent cognition, or by a subsequent convention, it is ultimate truth. 
[AKBh V I .4, Pradhan, p. 334] 

The key to finding the dharmas lies in seeing why it is that a conventionally real thing 
is not ultimately real. According to Vasubandhu, this is because it 'disappears under 
analysis ' .  That is ,  when we physically remove its parts, or when we distinguish 
among its distinctive properties, what remains is not something to which the concept 
of the thing applies. For instance, there is no longer a pot when we separate the neck 
from the bowl. This i s  not true of water. When we take away drops from a glass of 
water, what remains is sti l l  water. But suppose there were water when what was left 
was too small to be further divided. (This is what it means to think of water as an 
element.) Ordinarily, by ' water' we mean something that is colorless, has the shape 
of its container, is wet, may be hot, lukewarm or cold, etc. So that tiny drop of water 
that i s  not further divisible physically can still be analyzed into a set of distinct 
properties: shape, color, wetness, etc. Just as something's  being a chariot depends on 
there being wheels, axle, body, etc . ,  put together in the right way, so something's 
being water depends on the properties of shape, color, wetness, etc. all occurring 
together. We think of water as the 'thing' that has these properties. But take away the 
properties and the water disappears. 

Abhidharma phi losophers express all  this by saying that a conceptual fiction 
borrows its nature from something else. This is their way of making the point that 
concepts l ike that of the chariot and water are aggregative :  they involve the mind 
putting together separate things and then constructing some one thing to hold them all 
together. This is what is shown by the fact that the ' thing' disappears under analysis. 
We think of a chariot as the thing that has the wheels, axle, etc. ,  as its parts. But when 
these are taken away the chariot disappears. We think of water as the 'thing' that has 
color, shape, wetness, etc. as its properties. But when these are excluded the water 
disappears. This shows that the chariot and the water were just mental constructions. 
But something that did not disappear under analysis would not borrow its nature from 
other things. It would not be a mental construction, and so it would be ultimately real . 



Abhidharma: The Metaphysics a/Empty Persons 1 1 3 

It would be something that exists independently of our interests and cognitive 
limitations. It would have an intrinsic nature. 

The Sanskrit term we translate as ' intrinsic nature' ,  svabhava, literally means 'own 
nature ' .  To say that dharmas have intrinsic natures is to say that their natures are 
entirely their own, not borrowed. What this means is that something' s  being the 
dharma it is does not disappear under analysis .  If  it is something physicaL it 
continues to be the kind of thing it is when we take away bits of it. It  is also not 
capable of being conceptually analyzed into a plurality of distinct properties .  We 
know we have reached dharmas when we have arrived at existents that cannot be 
reduced to other sorts of things. One way we might put this is to say that dharmas can 
only be known by acquaintance, not by description. That is, we could come to know 
what is meant by the name for a certain kind of dharma only through having direct 
experience of it. We could not learn this just by having someone describe it to us . 
Someone who has never seen a chariot can come to understand what one is by hearing 
a description : two wheels connected by an axle, etc . But this  is possible precisely 
because the chariot borrows its nature from its parts. The description works by 
explaining how those parts are arranged. With dharmas this avenue is not open to us. 
You must experience it for yourseJfto know what kind of thing it is. 

6.3 

To get a better idea of what this means, we should look at some examples of dharmas 
recognized by the Abhidharma schools. It is natural to assume that among these will 
be atoms .  But these are not exactly the atoms you might have expected. Of course 
they are truly impartite, unlike the things called ' atoms' by today's  science.3 But they 
are also unlike the atoms ofNyaya, which are substances. Like Nyaya, Abhidharma 
recognizes four kinds of atoms, those of earth, fire, water and air. But for Nyaya an 
earth atom is a substance having the quality of solidity inhering in it. In the 
Abhidharma ontology there is no category of substance. So an earth atom dharm(/ is 
not a tiny solid particle. It is just a particular occurrence of solidity. Likewise a lire 
atom is not a hot thing, it is just a particular occurrence of heat. This point comes out 
in the following passage, which continues the extract from A bhidharmako.�abha,\:va 
that we looked at earlier. Vasubandhu is discussing the empirical evidence for the 
existence of atoms, which he knows are required if we are to agree that wholes li ke 
the pot are unreal: 

And while the atom is imperceptible, there is the perception of the aggregate, as 
there is their initiation of an effect with respect to vision and the l i ke, and there is 
the perceiv ing of a mass of hairs on the part of those with cataracts. And because 

JSee Chapter 5, §I .  
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there i s  the occurrence of the perception of atoms only where there is color, etc., i t  
is proven that the destruction of that is the destruction of the atoms. 

[Objection:] The atom is a substance, and the substance is distinct from color, 
etc . ,  there being the destruction of those [qualities], the destruction of that 
[ substance] is not proven. 

[ Reply : ]  This is wrong, the d istinctness of that is not at a l l  ascertained by 
anyone in the form ' These are [the substances] earth, water, fire, those are the 
color, etc. of these' . I t  is what is grasped by seeing and touch that is cognized. The 
ideas of wool, cotton, safflower and saffron only arise where there are different 
colors, etc., for there are no such ideas when these are burnt. The recognition of a 
fired pot [as the same pot that was unfired] is due to simi larity of shape. For there 
is lack of recognition in the absence of seeing a characteristic. [AKBh IlL I OOab, 
Pradhan, p. 1 90] 

The objection comes from a Naiyayika, who wants to preserve the categorial 
distinction between substances and qualities. Vasubandhu has said that when we feel 
the solidity of a pot, it is actual ly the solidities of all the atoms making it up (the 
'aggregate ' )  that are causing our perception. So, he concludes, when all the sensible 
properties are destroyed, so are the atoms. The opponent wants to maintain that a 
substance can survive change of its qualities, e.g., that a clay pot sti l l  exists when its 
white color is destroyed and it takes on the new color of red after being fired in a kiln. 
They can then use this in their effort to establish that the whole exists distinct from its 
parts. This is why the Naiyayika claims the atom is a substance that can survive 
destruction of its qualities. Vasubandhu responds that there is no empirical evidence 
for the existence of substances, only of qualities. In the case of a thread of saffron, 
what we are aware of through vision is the red color, not the thing having that color. 
What we cognize through smel l  is the pungent odor, not the thing that is pungent. 
What we call the saffron is really just a bundle of these sensible qualities all occurring 
together. There is no underlying substrate that unifies them all by being their bearer. 
We ordinarily speak of a pot undergoing a qualitative change when i t  i s  fired: its 
white color is destroyed and it acquires red color. But this is just a way of speaking. 
What we actually have is one bundle of properties fol lowed by another. The first 
bundle includes white color and pot shape, while the second bundle includes red 
color and pot shape. It is the similarity of shape (along with factors having to do with 
our interests) that makes us assign a single convenient designator, 'pot ' ,  to both 
bundles. This is why we think there is one substance that first was white and now is 
red. A substance like a pot is a mere conceptual fiction. What is ultimately real is the 
solidity we experience when we come in contact with the earth atoms. 

The idea that there are no substances, only qualities, takes some getting used to. 
Our common-sense conceptual scheme is organized around the idea of substances as 
the bearers of qual ities. This is why the Nyaya system of categories seemed so 
sensible. Abhidharma claims, though, that we can make do perfectly well with just 
the qualities and without the substances. The substances are useless cogs in the 
machine, they explain nothing. What are real are the solidity we feel ,  the red color 
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and round shape we see. These, it must be emphasized, are just l ike Nyaya's qualities: 
they are particulars that only exist at a certain place and time. According to Nyaya, 
the red color I see when I look at the pot is one quality, and the red color just l ike it 
that I see when I look at the book is another quality. When the pot is smashed and 
ground up, that red color ceases to exist, while the red color belonging to the book 
still exists. Abhidharma agrees about the quality-particulars, but adds that these are 
all we perceive.4 So why suppose that there is also this extra unperceived thing, a 
substance such as a pot or a book, that they inhere in? 

Abhidhanna will grant that it is certainly useful to have a word like 'pot' to express 
what we perceive when we see red color and round shape, feel solidity, etc. ,  all 
together in the same place. But this is just because when these dharmas occur 
together, we can reliably predict certain other experiences. Take the experiences we 
ordinarily call pouring milk into a pot. The 'mi lk '  is itself a bundle of dharm(/s, 
including the wetness dharmas called water atoms .  When we have the experience of 
this bundle going into the ' pot' bundle, we can count on not feeling the wetness 
dharmas on the table around the 'pot' bundle. (The milk, we would say, stays in the 
pot and doesn't go all over the table .)  Since we want to have experiences that go this 
way, it is useful for us to col lect the red color, round shape, etc . ,  under the 'pot '  
convenient designator. This explains why we think there is a pot. But i t  also shows 
why the pot is just a useful fiction, something that is only conventionally real .  

An atom, then, is not a substance. Nothing is a substance, for the category is just a 
conceptual construction . An earth atom is not a very small sol id thing. What is it? An 
occurrence of solidity in a very small region of space. A fire atom is likewise a very 
small occurrence of heat. You might wonder what color a fire atom is, but this would 
be a mistake. Heat is something only perceptible by touch. Color is perceptible only 
by vision. A fire atom is only perceived hy the sense of touch, so it is not the sort of 
thing that could be some color. The same holds for the other three types of atom, all of 
which are just occurrences of tangible qualities. They are also only perceived by 
touch. There are no color atoms. But a patch of color is a dharma nonetheless. That 
patch of red is among the dharmas in the bundle we call 'pot' .  Particular instances of 
qualities like color, shape, odor, taste and the l ike are all dharma,I· . They may occur 
whenever there are sufficiently many of the four kinds of atomic dharmas occurring. 
Where there are enough atoms to make what we call a pot, there will occur that red 
color or some other color. It is important not to think of the atoms as supporting the 
red color dharma though. That would be thinking of the atoms as substances. Instead 
we should think it's just a law of nature that the color dharma doesn 't  occur unless 
there are a certain number of atom dharma.l· occurring in the same place. The 'pot' is 
a bundle consisting of all four kinds of atom dharma, plus the red color dharma, the 
round shape dharma, etc. 

This, at any rate, is the official position of the more conservative sectors of 

4Recently, phi losophers have coined the term 'trope' for quality-particulars. For more on trope the"r)" 
see the suggested readings at the end of the chapter. 
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Abhidhanna. But it i s  not the view of all .  It  is said that at the height ofthis movement 
in Buddhist philosophy there were 1 8  different schools. S ince each such school was 
built around some distinctive interpretation of the original texts, there are many 
disputed matters in Abhidharma. Most of those disputes lack any major philosophical 
significance.5 So for our purposes we may safely ignore most of the 1 8  schools. There 
are three that deserve mention, though: Theravada, Vaibhasika and Sautrantika. 
Theravada is the form of Buddhism that is practiced today in sri Lanka and much of 
South East Asia. It is probably the most conservative of the three. That is, it is the 
least like ly to embrace philosophical innovations that are not directly supported by 
the Buddha's  own teachings. Vaibha�ika is somewhat less conservative, as can be 
seen from the other name by which it is known, ' Sarvastivada' or ' the doctrine that 
everything exists ' .  It gets this name from its innovative theory of time, according to 
which past and future exist just as much as does the present.6 Still more innovative is 
Sautrantika, which can occasionally be quite ruthless in using the principle of 
l ightness to whittle down the number of kinds of dharmas .7 Vasubandhu is widely 
thought to have been a Vaibha�ika. But his comments on Vaibha§ika positions often 
reveal strong Sautrantika tendencies. 

The view of atoms just presented is the official view ofTheravada, and it was also 
held by most Vaibhii�ikas and some Sautriintikas. But there were dissenters. Some 
Vaibha§ikas held that strictly speaking, among physical things only the four kinds of 
atoms are ultimately real . And there were also those, probably Sautrantikas, who 
denied the existence of atoms and claimed that only property-particulars such as 
visible color, tangible heat and solidity and the l ike are rupa dharmas.8 Both views 

5For instance, one early dispute concerned the question whether an arhat can have a 'nocturnal 
emission' (that is, a wet dream). What was at issue here was whether one is responsible for the content of 
one 's  dreams. l f so, then the occurrence of an erotic dream would be evidence that the dreamer is still 
subject to attachment and cl inging, and hence is not genuinely enlightened. 

6Jt thus teaches what is sometimes called a 'block universe' account of time. It adopted this view in order 
to account for the fact that the Buddha is said to have been able to directly cognize certain past and future 
facts. I f only existing things can be directly cognized, this means that past and future things must exist. 
While things exist whether they are past, present or future, only the present ones are functioning. The past 
ones have functioned, while the future ones will function. The difficulty with this view is that it then needs 
to be explained what is meant by ' are functioning', ' have functioned' and ' wi l l  function ' .  These 
expressions seem to presuppose real differences among the three times. Vaibhii§ikas worked very hard to 
try to resolve this problem. 

7By the name it called itself, it sought to cloak its innovative tendencies in a mantle of orthodoxy. 
' Sautriintika' literally means ' derived from the siitras' .  The name was meant to suggest that the school 
gave greater weight to the siitras, or discourses of the Buddha, than to Abhidharma texts. But this was to no 
avai l .  Its rivals referred to it as 'Diir�!iintika', or 'school of the example' . This came from the Sautriintikas' 
tendency to insist that a controversial claim be supported by an example (dnlanta), and not just by a 
quotation from the siitras. 

8Sautriintikas deny that shape is a dharma. The reason seems to have been that this leads to problems 
having to do with infinite divisibilty. We will have more to say about this in Chapter 8 .  
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were probably motivated by the fact that it is difficult to explain the relation between 
atoms of the four elements on the one hand, and sensible properties like color and 
odor on the other, if both are ultimately real . For there is the fact that the sens ible 
qualities l ike color are said to depend on the atoms, which makes the former seem 
less real than the latter. And there is also the fact that atoms are never themselves 
perceived but only inferred, whereas sensible qualities like color are directly 
perceived. Someone of an empiricist bent might conclude from this that atoms are 
conceptually constructed, and only sensible property-particulars are ultimately real . 

The Abhidharma schools also had difficulty completely abandoning the substance 
view of common sense, the view that takes a property-possessing substance as the 
basic model of an existing thing. For instance, there is an extensive debate over 
whether the atom has size or is a mere geometrical point. There are difficulties with 
both views. But the deeper problem is that when we ask whether an earth atom has a 
certain size, we are thinking of it as a thing that has such properties as solidity and 
size. To think of an atom this way is to think of it as a substance, something in which 
properties inhere. Abhidharma clearly intends to reject the view that there are 
substances of any sort; dharmas are to be understood more along the lines of the 
Nyiiya category of quality. But it is not always clear that it qas succeeded in making 
this work. 

The same difficulty emerges with respect to the impermanence of dharmas. The 
Buddha taught that everything dependently originated is subject to originat ion, 
duration and cessation. (Some interpretations include a fourth state, ageing.) Since 
this must apply to conditioned dharmas (those originating in dependence on 
conditions), it fol lows that these pass through three (or four) phases. This was the 
view of Theraviida. To think of a dharma in this way, though, is to think of it as a 
substance that has three (or four) distinct properties at different times: the property of 
originating at one time, that of enduring at another, etc. The Vaibhii§ikas thus 
concluded that origination, etc., should be thought of as separate dharmas. Take, for 
instance, the red dharma that is part of the 'pot' bundle. Suppose it originates when 
the ' pot' is fired. According to Vaibhii�ika, just as we should not think of red as a 
property of a substance, the pot, so we should not think of the origination as a 
property of the red. Just as we think of the red as one member of the bundle that we 
call 'pot ' ,  so we are to think of origination as another dharma alongside the red 
dharma. Origination interacts with the red dharma to make it available for interaction 
with other dharmas. Similar things are said about duration and cessation (and ageing) 
as dharmas. This view is c learly meant to keep us from thinking of dharma.l· as 
substances. There is a difficulty, though. If origination is a conditioned dharma, then 
it must itself be subject to origination, since all conditioned dharmas are subject to 
origination. So to account for the origination of the red when the 'pot' is fired, we will 
need a second origination. Won 't that require a third? This will lead to an infinite 
regress, and the red color dharma will never get off the ground. Vaibhii§ikas tried to 
stop the regress at the second origination, but there are problems with the strategy 
they used. Sautriintikas concluded that distinguishing among three (or four) phases of 
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the dharmas is j ust a useful way of talking. In reality a dharma j ust exists for an 
instant. 

In addition to rejecting substances, Abhidharma also rejects the Nyaya categories 
of universal, individuator, inherence and absence. Universals are rejected because 
they would have to be permanent. In fact, Sautrantikas eventually develop an 
argument meant to show that nothing permanent could exist. The argument is that for 
something to exist it must be the cause of some effect; and anything that was 
permanent could not have effects. For if it had any effect, it would produce that effect 
over and over again for all eternity, which is absurd. So permanent things like 
universals can't exist. Hence only particular things can. This in tum means that there 
is no need for individuators. And inherence is also unnecessary, since there are no 
universals to inhere in dharmas. Finally, absences are rejected on the grounds that 
they clearly depend on our expectations. I am aware of the absence of the pot on the 
table only if !  expect there to be one. To see the table as bare is just to see the table 
when I expect to see a pot. A defender of real absences may object that I must at least 
notice that my expectation has not been met. To do this I must notice an absence, 
namely the absence of the satisfaction of my expectation. So it may look like 
absences will still be needed. But to this the Buddhist responds that what I am aware 
of is just the frustration of my expectation. And the feeling of frustration is something 
positive, not an absence. 

Finally, a word should be said about the non-physical dharmas. These include such 
occurrences as feelings of pleasure and pain, volitions like hunger and attentiveness, 
and cognitions such as the awareness of a patch of red That they are dharmas is easy 
to show, for each has its own distinctive nature. A pain sensation dharma, for 
instance, just is the occurrence of a mental state with the distinctive feeling of 
painfulness. The most important point to make about the non-physical dharmas is 
that they are not states of something, such as a mind. There is no such thing as the 
mind. There is just the causal series of mental state dharmas to which we attach the 
convenient designator ' mind ' .  There is  relatively l i ttle controversy among the 
Abhidharma schools about any of this .  The one interesting Sautrantika innovation 
has to do with the problem of explaining continuities among our dispositions in the 
absence of an enduring mind. For instance, I may retain the ability to speak a 
language I have not used for years . Put in the right environment, I suddenly find 
myself understanding and speaking it again. How is this to be explained if there is no 
enduring substance, the mind, in which that ability is lodged? The Sautrantika answer 
is that our actions create mental dharmas called 'seeds ' .  These replicate themselves 
in the mental stream until such time as conditions cause them to ripen. The ripening 
of a seed then brings about the appropriate mental event, such as understanding the 
word I just heard. We will  later (in Chapter 8)  see this theory get put to a very 
different use. 
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6.4 

We have been discussing the development of an Abhidharma ontology that is meant 
to replace both our common-sense conceptual scheme and the Nyiiya system of 
categories. A key move in this development is the rejection of the idea of substance in 
favor of the idea of dharmas as property-particulars. But there is more to the rejection 
of substance than we have discussed so far. For the concept of substance has two 
distinct strands . One is the idea of substance as property-possessor. This is what is  
expressed in our use of the subject-predicate form. When we describe the pot, for 
instance, we say, 'The pot is round', first introducing the subj ect, the pot, and then 
predicating a property of it, being round. This idea is also expressed in the N yaya 
claim that qualities, universals and individuators all inhere in substances. A second 
strand, though, is the idea of substance as something that endures. This is expressed 
in the ordinary use ofthe word ' substantial ' to mean something that will last. We ean 
also see it at work in the Nyiiya claim that simple substances must be eternal .  Now 
these two strands come together in the claim that substances persist through 
qualitative change. When we think of some one thing; the pot, as first being white and 
then later being red, we are thinking of the pot both as a property-possessor and as 
something that endures. It is by combining the two strands that we get a solution to 
the problem of change. We have to think ofthe pot as something that has a variety of 
properties, and we must also think of it as something that persists from one time to 
another, if we are to think of it as having the property of being white at one time, and 
then losing that property and acquiring the different one of being red at another time. 
Our discussion so far has focused on the rejection of substance as property-possessor. 
But when we employ the concept of substance, we are also committed to the view 
that at l east some existing things endure. Abhidhanna claims the only ultimately 
existing things are dharmas. We have seen that dharmas are not property-possessors. 
But might they endure? 

To ask if dharmas could endure is not to ask if any dharmas could be eternal .  
Sautriintikas deny this. (Theraviidins and Vaibhii§ikas allow a few minor exceptions.)  
They believe the Buddha was right to claim that everything is impermanent. But as 
we saw earlier (in Chapter 3), something might be impermanent and sti l l  last for some 
time. The question is whether dharmas could exist for more than a moment, whether 
they could persist from one moment to the next. We think of a pot as something that, 
while clearly impennanent, can last for a while. Abhidhanna tells us there really is no 
pot, just the bundle of dharmas to which we have attached the convenient designator 
'pot ' .  Among these is the red color that comes into existence when the so-called pot is 
fired. We ordinarily think this red color will persist as long as the pot does. Are we 
right? The surprising answer is that we are not. According to Sautrantikas, this red 
color dharma goes out of existence immediately upon its coming into existence. Like 
all dharmas, it is  momentary: it lasts only an instant. Why do we think it lasts? 
Because at the next moment we see what is actual ly a new red color dharma, and 
mistake i t  for the one that existed a moment ago. One dharma has gone out of 
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existence, but another one just like it has come into existence in its place. The process 
is too rapid for us to discern, just like the succession of frames in a motion picture. 
When we see a movie, we think we are seeing a continuous image, but we are not. It is 
actually a succession of distinct images, each flashed for just an instant, then 
immediately succeeded by another image resembling it. According to Abhidharma, 
dharmas work the same way. They create the illusion of continuously existing things. 

This is the theory of momentariness. According to this theory, all existents last 
only a moment. Existing things (that is, dharmas) come into existence and then go 
out of existence immediately afterwards. Why should we accept this theory? The 
argument begins with the claim that all existing things are conditioned, that is, come 
into existence in dependence on causes. Now the dependence of conditioned things 
on other things makes them impermanent: not only have they not always existed, but 
they also go out of existence sooner or later. What the argument seeks to do is show 
that it is sooner rather than later. Let us look at how Vasubandhu puts the argument. 
The context is a discussion of the claim that nothing ever really moves. This is a 
corollary of the claim that everything is momentary. (For if everything is momentary, 
then nothing would last long enough to move from one place to another; apparent 
motion would really be the coming into existence of a new thing at a different place, 
just l ike the apparent motion in a motion picture. )  So to show there is no motion, 
Vasubandhu will try to show that nothing lasts longer than an instant: 

2c. There is no going, since the conditioned is momentary, 
What is this ' moment' ?  Immediate cessation upon having obtained existence. 
What exists in this fashion is momentary. Indeed nothing conditioned exists later 
than its acquisition of existence. It perishes just where it was born. Its movement 
to another place would be impossible. Thus there is no bodily action of going. 

[Objection:] This would be so ifun iversal momentariness were proven. 
[Reply:] It is proven that conditioned things are momentary. How? W ith 

respect to the conditioned, necessarily, 
2d. Because it perishes. 
For the cessation of conditioned things is spontaneous. Why is this? A cause is of 
an effect. And cessation is an absence. What is there to be done with respect to an 
absence? Therefore destruction does not depend on a cause. 

The core argument is deceptively simple. I f we agree that every existing thing is 
impermanent, then we must also agree that every existing thing perishes. What 
explains the perishing or cessation of an existing thing? There are two possibilities: 

An existing thing goes out of existence due to a cause, e.g., the hammer blow that 
destroys the pot. 

2 The cessation or going out of existence of an existing thing is spontaneous; it is 
part of the nature of an existing thing to self-destruct. 



Abhidharma: The Metaphysics o.fEmpty Persons 1 2 1  

But if ( l )  were true, then the cause would have as its effect the absence of the existing 
thing. And absences are not real .  Nothing can be a cause that does not have a real 
effect. So nothing could be the cause of the going out of existence of an existing 
thing. The hammer blow might be the cause of the coming into existence of shards, 
for they are real things. But the hammer blow cannot be the cause of the cessation of 
the pot. Hence (2) must be the correct expl anation of cessation. Existing th ings 
inherently self-destruct: 

If it were not so with respect to what has just arisen, there would l ikewise be no 
destruction later, for it would sti l l  be the same. 

[Objection: ]  But an existing thing changes [so it can go out of existence later, 
in dependence on its changed state] . 

[Reply:]  It is wrong to say of something that that very thing can be otherwise. 
For how is it possible that it itself is  different from that? 

If cessation is spontaneous, it must happen immediately upon the coming into 
existence of an existent. Otherwise there would have to be some reason to explain 
why the cessation happened later rather than sooner. The reason cannot be that the 
thing itself changes over time. To say it could change is to say that while it continues 
to exist, it loses one property and gains another. This could only happen if it were a 
substance. And substances have been shown to be mere conceptual fi ctions. So i f  
cessation i s  part of the nature of existing things, that cessation must come 
immediately. (Perhaps one might say that it takes time for cessation to come about. 
But that would be saying that the time it takes is the cause of the cessation. And it has 
already been shown that nothing could be the cause of cessation.) 

[Objection:] But surely it is seen that there is destruction of wood and the l ike due 
to contact with fire, etc. And there is no means of knowledge more important than 
perception. Not al l  cessation is spontaneous - how can you think, ' I  see the 
cessation of wood and the l ike due to contact with fire and the l ike'? 

[Reply:] Because one doesn't see them [being destroyed by contact with fire 
and the l ike] . This is to be reflected upon: Is it that wood etc. are not seen because 
they were destroyed due to contact with fire etc . ;  or that they are not seen 
because, they having themselves ceased, others have not arisen in their place? As 
with a lamp [that has been blown out] through contact with the wind, or the sound 
ofa bell [that has stopped] through contact with the hand. 

While we say we see the fire burning up the wood, what we actually see is first the fire 
touching the wood, and then later a smaller amount of wood. We infer from this that 
the cause of the destruction of the wood is the fire. Call this explanation ( I )  of what 
we see when we see less wood. But there is an alternative explanation: (2) existing 
things are momentary. But under ordinary conditions, when a piece of wood goes out 
of existence, another one just like it comes into existence in the next moment. When 
there is contact with fire, different conditions obtain. What then comes into existence 
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in the next moment is heat, smoke and ashes. The wood goes out of existence in either 
case. All  that changes is what replaces it. So which explanation is correct, ( 1 )  or (2)? 
This can only be settled by inference. 

Therefore this matter is to be decided through inference. 
[Objection:]  But what is the inference here? 
[Reply:] As was already said, because an absence is not an effect. Moreover, 
3a. Not without a cause would anything [cease] 

I f cessation were universal ly due to a cause, then nothing whatever would stop 
without a cause, such as origination. The cessation of momentary things such as 
thoughts, sounds and flames is seen to be spontaneous, it does not depend on a 
cause. As for the notion that the cessation of a thought is due to another thought, 
that ofa sound is due to another sound, that is wrong. For the two thoughts do not 
occur together. For there is no mutual contact of the states of doubt and certainty, 
of pleasure and pain, of desire and hate. And when a strong thought or sound is 
fol lowed by a weak thought or sound, why would the weak dharma destroy a 
stronger one of the same kind? I f it is thought with respect to the last two cases 
that cessation is due to the absence of a cause of persistence of flames, or due to 
virtue and vice [that is, karmic merit and demerit], that is incorrect. For absence is 
not capable of being a cause. And it is not possible that the arising or cessation of 
virtue could at one moment prevent the occurrence of something [when it is 
unfavorable] and at another moment bring about its occurrence [when it is  
favorable] ; and l ikewise for v ice. It is  possible to apply this reason ing to all 
constructed things, so enough of this discussion. 

If, moreover, the cessation of wood and the l ike were because of contact with 
fire and the l ike, then with respect to the arising, in what is more and more heated, 
of [successively more intense] qualities produced by heating, 

3b. The cause would also be the destroyer. 
Why is that? Either those [dist inct] heating-produced qualities that arise 
successively in grass and the l ike through contact with fire are all just due to what 
is the same [heat], or else their destruction is in the arising of the more and more 
heated, precisely the cause would be their destroyer, there would be no difference 
in causes. And it is not right that what their existence is from should also be just 
what their non-existence is from. That would be to imagine that within flames 
there are distinct causes. 

[Objection:] What is it that is thus effected in the case of the arising of heat
produced differences through contact with lye, snow, acid, sun, and the watery? 
In the case of boi l ing water that grows less, what is it that contact with heat does 
there? 

[Reply:]  By virtue of its contact with fire, through the force of the fire, the heat 
element - which is present in water - increases; and increasing, causes the mass 
of water to be reborn in quantities more and more reduced, until being totally 
reduced, the series does not renew itself. This is  what contact with fire does to 
water. Therefore there is no cause for the destruction of things. It [destruction] is 
j ust intrinsic. Ceasing because of their transitoriness, beingjust arisen they go out 
of existence. Destruction in an instant is thus proven. and from destruction in a 
moment, the absence of motion is proven. There is the conception of movement, 
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however, when there is an uninterrupted arising in d ifferent locations, as with a 
grass fire. [AKBh IV.2c-3b] 
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Vasubandhu gives a second reason why cessation could not be caused. Not only is 
this i mpossible because the cause would have an absence as its effect. I t  is also a 
matter of observation that some things do cease spontaneously, without an external 
cause. His examples are thoughts, sounds and flames. He explores various alternative 
ways of trying to show that their cessation is due to causes, and claims these all come 
up short. B ut there is another argument, namely that then origination would also 
continue ceaselessly. After a seed produces a sprout, its productive activity ceases. 
Why? If cessation required a cause, there would have to be a cause to explain the 
cessation of the seed's production. But that cause would function by originating this 
cessation of the seed 's production. Why does this originative activity cease? It looks 
like yet another cause will be required, and we are headed toward an infinite regress. 
This is a bad sign. 

Vasubandhu also objects to the claim that one and the same thing could be both the 
cause of origination and the cause of destruction. When the pot is fired, its white color 
goes out of existence and red color comes into existence. A given cause can only have 
one effect. So either we say that the fire causes the destruction of white color, and red 
color just spontaneously appears, or else we say that the white color self-destructs, 
and the fire causes the coming into existence of a red color rather than the usual white 
color replacement. The evaporation of water that is heated can be simi larly explained. 

Finally, notice the example of a grass fire that is meant to i l lustrate the i l lusory 
nature of motion. We ordinarily say that the fire moves across the burning field . But 
strictly speaking this is incorrect. For the fire is a mass of individual flames, and each 
flame is on just one stalk of grass.  The apparent motion is the result of a flame on one 
stalk causing another flame on an adjacent stalk. What we take to be a moving fire is 
really a causal series of stationary things. I f  everything is momentary, then what we 
take to be a falling stone is likewise just a causal series. It is one set ofdharmas in one 
location causing the occurrence of another simi lar set of dharmas in an adjacent 
location when the first set has gone out of existence. 

6.5 

We have now covered enough of Abhidhanna metaphysics to be able to follow their 
response to the Nyaya critique of non-sc lf In what follows, Vasubandhu's opponent 
is a Naiyayika with the same sorts of concerns that Uddyotakara expressed in his 
comments on Nyaya Sutra 1 . 1 .1 0 :9 

9This passage is taken fi'OJl1 Chapter 9 ofAhhiJharlllal(().'ahh(J�·wl , which may have been written as an 
independent work and then attached to Vasubandhu ' s  commcntary on AhhiJlwrmako.;'a as a kind of 
appendix. My translation of this passage substantial ly fol lows that ofKapstcin; cf Chapter 5. n. 7. 
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[Objection:) I f, then, there is no self whatsoever, then how is it that among 
momentary cognitions there occurs memory or recognition of obj ects 
experienced long ago? 

[Reply:) Due to a distinct cognition [that is, a seed) that is connected to a 
conception of the object of memory. 

[Obj ection:) From what sort of distinct cognition is it that memory 
immediately arises? 

[Reply:) From one having a conception that is connected with the enjoyment 
of that and resembles that, and whose power is not destroyed by distinctive 
features of its support, grief, d istraction, etc. For though it resembles that, a 
distinctive cognition not connected to it is not able to produce that memory, and 
even one that is connected to it but which resembles something else is unable to 
produce that memory. When both conditions are met there is the capacity, and 
thus there is memory, for the capacity is not seen elsewhere. 

Thi s  is an example of the Sautrantikas theory of seeds being put to use to explain 
memory. If an experience is striking and one is not distracted immediately 
afterwards, then a seed is formed that has the power under the right circumstances to 
create a memory image or bring about the experience of recognition. Like all 
dharmas, this one goes out of existence in an instant. But it causes a successor seed, 
which causes another, etc . ,  in a causal series, until such time as the memory is 
triggered. Note that the occurrence of a memory image or the feeling of recognition is 
not by itself enough to make something a memory. The cause of that memory must be 
part of a causal series that stretches back to the original experience. Otherwise it's 
just a pseudo-memory. 

Suppose I am now remembering my first experience of eating a mango. On this 
account, none of the dharmas that now make up me existed at the time of that 
experience. These present dharmas were caused by the ones that existed then. But 
they are numerically distinct dharmas all the same. This leads to an objection. We all 
know that one person does not remember the experiences of another person. But the 
Abhidharma account of memory says that it is one thing that has the experience of 
eating the mango, and another thing that remembers it. So isn't there a problem here? 
Notice how Vasubandhu's reply will make implicit use of the idea that the person is a 
conceptual fiction constructed out of a causal series of dharmas. 

[Obj ection :) Now, how is it that what has been seen by one mental event is 
remembered by another? For then what was seen by a mental event of Devadatta, 
a mental event ofYajfiadatta might remember. 
[Reply:) No, for there is no connection. For with respect to these two [mental 
events) there is no connection, for they lack the cause-effect relation that would 
hold between events in a single mental stream. Nor do we say, ' What was seen by 
one mental event is remembered by another ' .  Rather, from the cognition that 
sees, a distinct memory cognition arises. There is the transformation of the causal 
series, as has been said; what fault is there in that case? And recognition occurs 
only owing to memory. 
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[Objection:] I f  there is no self, who remembers? 
[Reply:] What is the meaning of 'remembers'?  
[Objection:] One grasps the object by means of memory. 
[Reply:]  Is that grasping distinct from memory? 
[Objection:] What then does the remembering? 
[Reply:] It was said that what does that is the distinct cognition that is the cause of 
the memory. What is then expressed as 'Caitra remembers' is so called having 
perceived that [this d ist inct cognition] occurs due to the causal series cal led 
'Caitra', it is thus said, 'Caitra remembers' .  
[Objection:] I f there i s  no self, whose i s  the remembering? 
[Reply:] What is the meaning of the genitive case [of ' whose']? 
[Objection:] It means the owner, that is,  someone is the owner of something, e.g., 
Caitra with respect to a cow [in the expression 'Caitra's cow'] .  
[Reply:]  How is he her owner? 
[Objection:] Because he controls her use, as a draught-animal or for milking and 
the l ike. 
[Reply:]  But then what is memory to be used for, if we are then looking for its 
owner [who must use it for something to be an owner]? 
[Objection:] For the object to be remembered. 
[Reply:] For what purpose is it to be used? 
[Objection:] For the purpose of remembering. 
[Reply:] Oh, what gems from the mouths of those who have been wel l-raised ! So 
it is to be used for that purpose. Well, how is it to be used? For production [as the 
cow is used for mi lk],  or for moving someth ing [as when the cow is used as a 
draught-animal]? 
[Objection:] Because memory is without movement, for production. 
[Reply:] But then it must be the cause, as owner, that obtains the effect, as owned, 
since there is power of the cause over the effect, and by means of the effect the 
cause is its possessor. Thus, what is the cause of the memory is its [possessor] . So 
having taken as one that causal series consisting of collections of elements that is 
called ' Caitra' ,  it is called the owner ofthe so-called 'cow' .  Though one thinks of 
him as being thus a cause of the production of [the cow's] movement and change, 
there is nonetheless no one called 'Caitra' nor is there a cow. Hence, even in that 
case, there is no possessor relation apart from the causal relation. 
[Objection:]  In that case, who cognizes? Whose is the consciousness? This and 
more must be stated! 
[Reply:] The cause of that, the respective sense faculty, object and attention, this 
is what is distinctive. 
[Objection:]  But it  may be said : 'Because a property depends on an existing 
thing, al l  properties are dependent on existing things. Just as with "Devadatta 
goes", the property of going depends on the goer, Devadatta. And consciousness 
is a property. Therefore it must exist by means of that which cognizes. '  It should 
be said what this [ cognizer] is. 
[Reply : ]  What is this ' Devadatta'') I f  the self, then i ndeed that remains to be 
proven. Or the conventionally designated person? That too is not at all one, for it 
is  those elements [ in  the series] that are so cal led. In that case, Devadatta 
cognizes just as he goes. 
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[Objection:] And how does Devadatta go? 
[Reply : ]  The momentary elements in an unbroken series that are regarded by 
simple persons as ' Devadatta' through their grasping it as a single being as a 
whole, these, as the cause of the series' own existing in another place, are what 
are expressed as 'Devadatta goes ' .  And that arising in another place is what is 
called 'going' . Just as ' it goes' designates the movement of a series of flames or 
sounds. Just so as well, the existing things that cause the cognition are expressed 
as ' Devadatta cognizes' .  And so as well are they referred to by the Noble Ones 
for the purpose of conventional communication. 

Recall that in his commentary on Nyaya Sutra 1 . 1 . 1 0, Uddyotakara demanded that the 
Buddhist supply a subject for the experience of remembering. (See Chapter 5, §3.) 
Has Vasubandhu satisfactorily responded to that demand? Uddyotakara also argued 
that cognitions l ike that of the taste of the mango are qualities, and as such require a 
substance in the form of the self. In thi s  he was employing the Nyiiya system of 
categories. Vasubandhu' s response clearly rejects that set of categories. But what is 
his alternative? And does it work as well as the Nyiiya conception to account for the 
nature of our experience? 

[Objection:]  As for what it says in the sutra, ' Consciousness cognizes' ,  what in  
that case does consciousness do? 
[Reply : ]  It does noth ing whatever. Just as the effect is said to conform to the 
cause by virtue of being simi lar in nature but without having done anything, so 
'Consciousness cognizes' is said due to being similar in nature without having 
done anything. 
[Objection:] But what is its simi larity? 
[Reply:] Its having the form of that [its object]. It is for just this reason that we say 
it [the object] is cognized, and not the sense faculty, since the object of awareness 
[vi,)'aya] arises from its sense faculty. Is it not true that here as well there is no 
fault in saying that consciousness cognizes? For there is a causal relation when 
there is a cognition in a causal series of cognitions, and there is no fault in  
applying an agent-term to the cause. Just as in 'the be l l  sounds ' .  Moreover, as  a 
l ight moves, so it is said that consciousness cognizes. 
[Objection:] And how does a l ight move') 
[Reply:] 'Light' designates a continuum of flames. Its arising in different places 
is what is expressed as ' I t  moves to that place ' .  ' Consciousness' l ikewise 
designates a continuum of cognitions. Its arising in different intentional objects is 
what is expressed as ' Consciousness cognizes that object'. Again, just as when it 
is said that riipa arises and persists, there is no object apart from the state of 
becoming [to serve as agent of arising and persisting], so it could be as wel l  in the 
case of consciousness. 

The difficulty with saying ' Consciousness cognizes ' is that it makes it sound like 
consciousness is an agent, a substance that performs acts of cognizing. That turns 
consciousness into something dangerously like a self. So Vasubandhu must show that 
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this is just a way of talking that does not reflect the ultimate reality involved. Notice 
how he uses the theory of two truths in his attempt: 

[Objection:] I f  consciousness arises from consciousness and not from the self, 
then why does it neither always arise only simiTarly, nor always arisc accord ing 
to a fixed order, e.g., sprout, shoot, leaf, etc.? 
[Reply : ]  Because the mark of the conditioned is that what persists becomes 
otherwise. For this is the nature of the conditioned, namely that necessarily there 
comes about d ifference in a continuous series. For otherwise, for those who are 
absorbed in deep meditation would not reemerge [from meditation] by 
themselves, for in the arising of s imi lar bod i ly  states and cognitions [ in  
meditation] there is no difference between the first moment and later ones. Also 
because the series of cognitions is indeed determined. The arising of something is 
only from that from which it is supposed to arise. Similarity of form is a capacity 
for some sort of arising due to a distinct class. So if, following the thought of a 
woman, the thought that that body is corrupting, or the thought of her husband, 
son, etc . ,  should  arise, then when later on, owing to the transformation of the 
continuum, the thought of a woman arises again, then it is capable of giving rise 
to the thought that that body is corrupting, or the thought of her husband, son, 
etc . ,  because it is  of that class. Otherwise it  would not be capable.  Moreover, 
when from the thought ofa woman a great many kinds of thoughts have arisen in 
succession, then that which is most frequent arises, or else that which is closest. 
For it  has been most forcefu l ly cultivated . It is  otherwise when there are 
simultaneous special conditions external to the body. 
[Objection : ]  Why does that which has been most forceful ly  cultivated not 
perpetually bear fruit? 
[Reply: ]  Because the mark of the cond itioned is that what persists becomes 
otherwise. And the being otherwise of that conforms to the fruition of other 
cultivations. But this is merely an indication concerning the forms of al l  
cognitions. For the buddhas [fu l ly enl ightened beings], though, there is 
abundance in the cognition of immediate causes, as is said: 
The cause, in all its aspects, ofa single eye ofa peacock's feather 
Is not knowable by one who is not omn iscient, for the cognition of that is the 
power of omniscience. [AKBh IX, Pradhan, pp. 402-404] 

The example of what follows after the thought of a woman is related to a common 
concern among male meditators: occurrences of sexual desire can disrupt one ' s  
efforts to remain i n  focused concentration. This helps explain the two thoughts that 
Vasubandhu says might subsequently arise. Both are strategies for dismissing the 
thought. The thought that the woman 's  body is corrupting is not necessarily an 
expression of misogyny. It may just reflect the idea that sexual desire is unhelpful for 
those on the path to nirvana. (So a female meditator might equally dismiss intrusive 
sexual desires by reflecting that the male body is corrupting.) The thought of her 
husband or son is part of an alternative strategy of banishing the thought by thinking 
of the man whose role it is (under classical Indian patriarchy) to protect the woman's 
chastity. But the point of the example is just to i l lustrate the fact that the causal 
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connections operating i n  a mental causal series (that is ,  a ' mind')  are extremely 
complex. A mind and a stone are both conceptual fictions, each constructed on the 
basis of a causal series .  But the ' stone' series is much simpler. The dharmas 
occurring at one moment in the causal series that we call a stone are usually just like 
those that occurred the moment before. This is not true of a mental causal series. Still 
there are patterns, and these patterns give us some insight into what the causal laws 
governing a mental stream are. 

6.6 

In the passage we have been looking at, Vasubandhu has tried to answer the 
opponent's question who it is that remembers. The answer is basically that it is those 
p arts of the causal series that cause the memory that get treated as the subject of 
experience. In doing so, Vasubandhu seems to treat as legitimate the opponent's  
demand for something that could be an experiencer. And we can raise the question 
whether he is right to do so. Of course Vasubandhu does not actually think there is 
some ultimately real thing that has experiences and later remembers them. What are 
ultimately real are just the dharmas in the causal series. It is to these that words like 
'I' and names like 'Devadatta' get attached, thereby fostering the i llusion that there is 
something that first experiences and then remembers. Still he never comes right out 
and says that the opponent' s  question i s  really i l l  formed. Would this  be a useful 
strategy for an Abhidharmika to pursue? 

We can see how this strategy might work by looking at what another Abhidharma 
philosopher says about the idea of an experiencer. The philosopher is Buddhaghosa, 
whose Visuddhimagga is one of the most important Abhidharma manuals in the 
Theravada tradition. The passage we are about to look at is discussing the 
Theravadan account of rebirth. B uddhaghosa makes the usual point that there is 
nothing that travels from one life to the next. Instead rebirth is just the continuation of 
the causal series through the mechanism of karmic causal connections. The opponent 
raises two objections. The first is that then the person who reaps the karmic fruit does 
not deserve it. We looked at this  objection, as well as Nagasena's response, earlier 
(Chapter 3 ,  §8) .  B ut the second objection is new. It is that karma makes no sense 
without an experiencer, something the Buddhist does not countenance. The idea is 
that in order to say a certain feeling of pleasure or pain is a karmic fruit, we must be 
able to say that the pleasure or pain is experienced by someone. The question here is 
not whether this is the same person as the one who did the deed in an earlier life (and 
so deserves the fruit). That question was the focus of the first objection. The question 
here is rather whether it could make sense to say that there is pleasure or pain without 
someone to experience them. The opponent thinks not. Here is Buddhaghosa's reply: 

Now as to what was said, ' I f  there is no experiencer, whose is the fruit?' consider 
the fol lowing: 
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' As there is the convention, "It bears fruit" 
When fruit arises on a tree; 
Just so there is the convention of cal ling skandhas an experiencer, 
When karma's fruit arises . '  

Just as  i t  i s  simply because of  the arising of  tree fruit, which i s  one portion of  the 
dharmas that are designated 'tree ' ,  that it is said 'The tree bears fruit ' ,  or 'The 
tree has fruited ' ,  so it is simply because of the arising of the fruit consisting of 
pleasure and pain, designated ' experience ' ,  which is one portion of the skandhas 
designated 'god' or 'human being', that it is said, 'A  god or a human being 
experiences or feels pleasure or pain ' .  There is therefore no need here for any 
superfluous experiencer. [VM XVI ! .  1 7 1 -72] 
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It may look l ike there is nothing new here. Buddhaghosa seems to be saying just what 
we saw Vasubandhu say : that ' experiencer' is just a convenient designator for a 
causal series of dharmas. But think about the example of the tree that bears fruit .  
There are many parts that make up a tree over the course of a year: roots, trunk, bark, 
branches, leaves, fruit. 1 0  Suppose we were to collect all these parts together into one 
set. Would that set be what ' tree' is a convenient designator for? No. That set includes 
the fruit. And when we say, 'The tree bears fruit' ,  ' tree' cannot designate the fruit. 
The fruit cannot be among the things that we say bear that very fruit, since that would 
violate the anti-reflexivity principle. The relation of bearing is non-reflexive : the 
bearer and the thing that is borne must be distinct things. So in the sentence, 'The tree 
bears fruit', 'tree' could only designate those of the parts that remain after excluding 
the fruit. 

Now consider the sentence, 'The tree has shed its leaves ' .  What does ' tree '  
designate in this case? Not  the same set of  parts as  the one that ' tree '  designates in 
'The tree bears fruit' .  That set contains leaves. And it would not make sense to say 
that that set has shed its leaves. How could leaves be among the things that shed those 
very leaves? So here ' tree' must designate the set of parts that remain after excluding 
the leaves. Suppose the tree in question retains its fruit after shedding its leaves. Then 
in this sentence, ' tree' will designate a different set of parts than it does in 'The tree 
bears fruit' .  Where the leaves occur in the one set, the fruit occurs in the other. Here is 
the situation for the tree: 

I 'The tree bears fruit' : 'tree' designates {roots, trunk, bark, branches, leaves } .  
2 ' The tree has shed its leaves ' :  ' tree ' designates {roots, trunk, bark, branches, 

fruit} . 

And we need not stop here. There are other things we say about the tree that require 

lOWe are now thinking about the tree and its parts in common-sense terms. Of course a leaf is i tself a 
whole made up of further parts. Ultimately these can ali be reduced to dharma.I·. The point we wil i make 
could be made by talking about those dharma.I·. But it is simpler to make the point in common-sense terms. 
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'tree' to designate sti l l  other sets, as when we say that the tree has grown some new 
branches.  What this  makes clear is that there is no one set of things that the 
convenient designator 'tree' always designates. But to say this is not to say that the 
word 'tree' is hopelessly unclear. The word works perfectly adequately for ordinary 
purposes. It does so because there is always substantial overlap among the parts it 
designates on one way of using it, and those it designates on another way. In ( 1 )  and 
(2), for instance, both sets include roots, trunk, bark and branches. We can also 
understand why it would be useful to have a word that can shift its meaning like this. 
The point is just that we should not expect there to be one set of things that the word 
always designates. 

Now apply this lesson to the relation between conceptual fictions in general and the 
ultimately real things that constitute them.  Whenever the conceptual fiction in 
question is a substance that can endure over time, we can expect that our convenient 
designator for that substance will  pick out a different set of dharmas on different 
occasions. There is no collection of dharmas that our name for the conceptual fiction 
will  always pick out. So we cannot say precisely which ultimately real things the 
concept corresponds to. Yet we can still explain why we have the concept, and how it 
can be useful for us. There are no dharmas that the concept of a subject of experience 
can always be mapped onto. If we take the set of all the dharmas that ever occur in a 
'person ' series, then ' experiencer' wi l l  sometimes refer to one subset of this set, 
sometimes to another subset. We can now see that there is nothing strange in this. But 
it also means that it is i l legitimate for the opponent to demand that we supply 
something ultimately real to take the place of our common-sense concept of the 
subj ect of experience. We can understand why common sense would include this 
concept. It can be useful to be able to partition the 'person' dharmas in this way. But 
there are no ultimately real things that 'experiencer' designates every time we apply it 
to a particular causal series. Instead there are many sets with overlapping members. I I 

6.7 

It seems to have been the Sautriintikas who first articulated and defended the doctrine 
of momentariness. We have seen how the doctrine helped Abhidharma put the theory 
of non-self on a firm phi losophical footing. But the Sautriintikas also used it to 
establish a view about the nature of sense perception, namely the theory known as 
representationalism. This is a theory about what it is that we are aware of when we 
cognize something using our external senses. But before stating the theory we need to 
introduce a technical term for this expression 'what it is we are aware of . When we 
have sensory experience through a sense faculty like vision or touch, we ordinarily 
use the word ' object' for what it is we are aware of. We would say that we see and 
touch an object. The difficulty with this word is that we also use it to mean something 

I I Consider how this would apply to the ' shifting coalitions' strategy discussed in Chapter 3,  §4. 
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physical. And what the representationalist claims i s  that in sense perception we are 
not aware of physical objects at least not directly. So let ' s  use the expression 
' intentional object' to mean whatever it is that one is directly aware of when one has 
sensory experience. And let ' s  also agree to use 'external object ' to mean a physical 
object, something that exists outside the mind. I 2  Then we can state represent
ationalism as follows: 

Representationalis m :  the theory that in sense perception, the intentional object 
is not an external object but a representation. 

We now need to know what a representation is. Here 's a definition: 

Representation :  a mental image that is  caused by contact between a sense 
faculty and an external object, and that resembles the external object. 

Representationalism is not the view of common sense. According to common sense, 
when I have experiences through my external senses, what I am directly aware of is 
the external object my sense faculty has come in contact with. 13 The common-sense 
view is that the intentional object just is the external object. We will call this view 
'direct realism ' .  According to direct real ism, in external sensory experience our 
senses inform the mind about things in the external physical world. When I pass the 
bakery, what I smell is the odor of the freshly baked baguettes. When I buy one, lear 
off a warm bit of crust, and eat it, it is the warmth of the bread that I am aware of 
through touch, and the flavor of the bread that I am aware of through taste. The odor, 
the warmth and the flavor are all there in the bread. Things are a bit more complicated 
in the Abhidharma form of direct realism. According to Abhidharma, the bread is a 
conceptual fiction, so it can't be either sort of object. What really exist are very many 
atoms, plus such other dharmas as the odor, the flavor, etc. But Abhidharma thinks of 
all these dharmas as things existing outside the mind. So an Abhidharmika who is a 
direct realist would say that the intentional object of my touch experience is the 
warmth, which is among the many external object dharmas making up the baguette 
conceptual fiction. 

Now a representationalist does not deny that through our sensory experiences we 
become aware of things existing outside the mind. What they deny is that these are 
what we are directly aware of. Representationalists draw a distinction between being 
directly aware of something and being aware of it only indirectly. This is a distinction 

12The intentional object is called in Sanskrit the v(mya or alambana; the external object is  called the 
artha. 

13Remember that in Indian psychology there are six senses, not five. But everyone agrees that the 
intentional object of the inner sense is not an external ob.iect. I nner states I ike pleasure and pain. for 
instance, are not external objects. What the representationalist and the direct realist disagree about is the 
intentional object of sensory experiences involving the five external senses. 
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that a direct realist can also draw. When we are trying to be careful in describing our 
experience, we distinguish between what it is that we actually perceive, and what it is 
that we infer from our sense perceptions. We say that we heard the footsteps on the 
stairs, and only inferred that someone was coming up. That we saw the footprints in 
the sand, and only inferred that a dog walked on it .  Since the intentional object is 
what we are directly aware of, then in these cases the direct realist would say that the 
intentional object is the sound of the footsteps and the shape of the footprints. But the 
direct realist sti l l  thinks of these as external objects. The sound is  something that 
exists out there in the external world. It is something that occurs regardless of 
whether or not someone is there to hear it. 

The representationalist agrees that the sound made by a foot on the stairs is an 
external object, something that would exist even ifno one were aware of it. But the 
representationalist claims that for that very reason, it cannot be the intentional object 
of auditory experience. It is something that we can become aware of only indirectly. 
First we must be aware of a representation, something that can only exist in the mind. 
And then, based on our awareness of that, we can infer the existence of that sound. 
What exactly is a representation? Our definition called it a mental image, but what 
does that mean? Well, consider the case where you look up and see two moons in the 
sky, perhaps because your eyes are out of focus. We know there is only one moon, so 
what is it you see when you see a second? It can't be another moon; there isn't one. It 
can ' t  be the white color of the moon; there 's  only one of those too. It can 't be 
anything external, yet you are aware of something. So that ' something' must be 
something in the mind - a mental image. Likewise when you hear a high-pitched 
whine after you've operated a power saw. The sound you hear isn 't coming from the 
saw, which is off. You hear it, but others don't .  What is it that you are aware of? A 
mental image; in this case an auditory mental image. 

These are cases of illusion or non-veridical perception. But we can be taken in by 
them. The branch sticking in the water really does look bent. The representationalist 
takes this  to show that the intentional object in veridical perception cannot be 
different in kind from the intentional object in non-veridical perception. I fwe can't 
tell just by how the branch looks that it is not bent, then what we're aware of when we 
see the branch correctly must be the same sort of thing. But we agree that what we're 
aware of when the branch looks bent is a mental image. So that must be what we're 
aware of in the normal case of perception as wel l .  According to representationalism, 
the difference between i l lusion and veridical perception is not that the i llusion is in 
the mind while non-illusory perception grasps what 's  out there. The intentional 
object in both cases is something in the mind. The difference is rather that in veridical 
perception the mental image resembles what's  out there, while in il lusory perception 
it doesn 't. 

According to the representationalist, in perception we are only indirectly aware of 
the external object. We are directly aware ofa mental image, and from our awareness 
of the image we infer the existence of something out there that is like it. Usually we 
are right about this .  It 's  because our senses are working properly, and our senses 
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cause us to have mental images l ike the extemal objects they come in contact with, 
that we have the sensory experiences we do. Here is an analogy that may help explain 
what the representationali st is saying. Nowadays large department stores use 
surveillance cameras to spot shoplifters. There are cameras mounted in strategic 
locations throughout the store, and each camera is hooked up to a monitor in some 
central location out of sight of the sales floor. We might say that the person watching 
the monitors sees someone shoplifting, but that isn't completely accurate. It would be 
more accurate to say that they see an image on the monitor, and from this image they 
infer that someone is shoplifting on the sales floor. Of course the inference would 
probably be correct, but that isn ' t  the point here. The point is to give an accurate 
account of what actually goes on in the perceptual process. According to the 
representationalist, in perception the intentional object - what we're directly aware of 
- is l ike the image on the monitor, only it's inside the mind. Our senses are like the 
surveillance camera. They have the capacity to produce images in the mind that are 
copies of what the extemal object is l ike. Like any piece of hardware, they can 
sometimes go astray and produce mental images that misrepresent how things are in 
the extemal world. Then we have i llusions l ike seeing a double moon or hearing the 
high-pitched whine. Usually, though, they get it right. Whert they do, we can tell  what 
the extemal object is like from the nature of the intentional object. Then we can say 
that we hear the sound of the foot on the stairs. What we're really aware of, though, is 
not the sound but the representation that the sound causes in our mind. 

By now we should be used to philosophers contradicting our common-sense 
views. So it should not come as a shock to discover that some Abhidharma 
philosophers embraced representationalism. But why should we believe them') For 
that matter, why should any Buddhist believe this theory about sense percept ion? 
Early Buddhism didn't  embrace it, nor did many of the Abhidharma schools. What 
convinced the Sautrantikas that the direct realist picture of perception is wrong and 
should be replaced by representational ism? One argument, the time-lag argument, 
uses the doctrine of momentariness. The basic idea behind the argument is that since 
there is always a tiny gap between when the sense comes in contact with the extemal 
object and when there is sensory awareness, what we are aware of can ' t  be the 
extemal object that the senses were in contact with, since it no longer exists .  In  
outline the argument looks like this: 

The intentional object of perceptual cognition must be (a) capable of being 
directly present to the cognition that cognizes it, and (b) what is responsible for 
the cognition 's  having the content it has. 

2 In the perceptual process there is a time lag between the moment of contact 
between sense faculty and extemal object and the moment at which there is 
cognition of what is perceived. 

3 Hence at the time of perceptual cognition the extemal object that the 
sense faculty came in contact with no longer exists (since all things are 
momentary). 
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4 The external object with which the sense faculty came in contact is not the 
intentional object, since it does not now exist, like the horns ofa hare. 

S An external object that presently exists is not the intentional object, since it is not 
responsible for the cognition's having the content it has, like events occurring on 
the other side of the world. 

6 Hence the external object with which the sense faculty comes in contact is not 
the intentional object. 

7 But since in perceptual cognition we are directly aware of something, there must 
be an intentional object of perceptual cognition. 

C Therefore the intentional object of perceptual cognition must be a representation. 

The first premise imposes two requirements on the intentional object of perception 
(that is, what it is we are aware of when we perceive). Requirement (a) says that it 
must be the sort of thing that we can grasp directly and not just through an 
intermediary. The idea here is that perception is the most important means of 
knowledge precisely because it is  the one that directly cognizes the object. Other 
means of knowledge l ike inference and testimony give us the object indirectly, at 
some remove. They come into play only when we can't get at the object itself, and 
have to go by way of our cognition of something else. But if perception is a way of 
directly cognizing its object, then the object must be something that can be present to 
the cognition that cognizes it; it must be the sort of thing that can stand right before 
the cognition to be scrutinized. Requirement (b) then adds that the object must also be 
what accounts for the content of the cognition. Suppose there is a red round spot on 
the wall in front of me, that my eyes are functioning properly, and the light is good. 
Suppose that because of this, I have the perceptual cognition that is reported as 'There 
is a red round spot. ' Requirement (b) says that the intentional object of this cognition 
must be something that explains why I say what I see is red and round. 

The second premise says there is a time lag between sense-object contact and 
perceptual cognition . The reason is  that the perceptual process always takes some 
time. For even in something that seems perfectly simple, like seeing a spot, there is a 
certain amount of cognitive processing that has to be done. According to the 
Theraviida tradition, this process requires at least 1 7  moments . 1 4  But we need not 
accept Abhidharma psychological theories in order to accept this premise. For we 
know that sense perception involves transmission of the sensory stimulus from the 
sense organ to the brain, followed by some brain processing. This means that sensory 
cognition wil l  always occur slightly later than stimulation of the sense organ. The 
time lag will be very short, but it will always be there. The third premise then brings 
the doctrine of momentariness to bear on this situation. It means that when I have the 
cognition that I report as seeing a red round spot, the red round dharma on the wall 

14That is, 1 7  atomic moments. An atomic moment is the shortest duration possible, given that everything 
is momentary. It is the length of time it takes for something to come into existence and immediately go out 
of existence. 
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that my eyes came in contact with will have gone out of existence. There is stil l  a red 
round dharma on the wall, but it's not the one that stimulated my vision.  The one that 
exists now i s  a successor dharma to the one that my eyes came in contact with. I fmy 
eyes are directed toward it, this will  result in another perceptual cognition of a red 
round spot a very short time from now. But it can play no role in the perceptual 
cognition of a red round spot that is  occurring right now. 

The fourth and fifth premises then show that neither of these external objects could 
be the intentional object of my perceptual cognition. Premise (4) points out that the 
red round dharma that stimulated my vision does not meet requirement (a), since it no 
longer exists. It 's impossible for something that doesn't  exist, such as the horns of a 
hare, to be present to cognition. Premise (5) points out that on the other hand the red 
round dharma that does now exist (and so could meet requirement (a)) does not meet 
requirement (b). It cannot contribute anything to the content of my cognition. The 
earlier red round one might have been replaced by a purple triangular dharma and my 
present perceptual cognition would sti ll be exactly the same. Of course if it were a 
purple triangular dharma that i s  there now, then the perceptual cognition I would 
have a very short time from now would be of a purple triangle. But what I now 
cognize is  a round red spot. Because of the time lag, no presently existing external 
object can explain why that is what I cognize. It can have no more to do with what I 
now see than do events taking place on the other side ofthe world. 

The remainder of the argument draws the consequences of this .  The only external 
object that could be the intentional object of my perceptual cognition is a red round 
dharma on the wal l .  The one that my sense of vision came in contact with a l ittle 
while ago can't be the intentional object. Neither can the presently existing one. So 
no external object can be the intentional object. Yet there must be something I am 
directly aware of in perceptual cognition. For otherwise I could never be indirectly 
aware of anything. Indirect awareness requires that one use what one is directly 
aware of in order to grasp something else . So if the intentional object of perceptual 
cognition is not an external object, it must be something internal or mental. It must, in 
short, be a representation. Since this is something mental, it is something that can be 
directly present to cognition. And it is because it is the image of a red round patch that 
my perceptual cognition has the content it does. A representation can meet both 
requirement (a) and requirement (b). 

How strong is  this argument? There is  one loophole. Think about premise ( 3 ) .  If 
there were some way to show that the external object that the sense faculty comes in 
contact with still exists at the time the perceptual cognition occurs, then this external 
object could meet both requirements for the intentional object. Theravada claims that 
riipa dharmas are an exception to the doctrine of momentariness. They teach that a 
riipa dharmas lasts not just one moment but 1 7  moments. If this were true, then the 
red round dharma that my sense of vision came in contact with could be the 
intentional object. Unfortunately, Theravada gives no reason for its claim that nApa 
dharmas last longer than other dharmas. No reason, that is, other than that this would 
make their direct real ism consistent, which hardly counts as a good reason. 
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Vaibha§ika does better in this  department. This school does not deny that all 
conditioned things are momentary. But it holds a direct realist view of perception: 
external objects l ike the red round dharma are the intentional objects of our 
perceptual cognitions. This is possible because it denies (3) .  Given the Vaibha§ika 
view of time, the red round dharma still exists when the perceptual cognition occurs. 
They can say this because they hold that al l  past objects (as well as future objects) 
exist. (See §4, especially note 6.) Past objects no longer function; that is what makes 
them past and not present. But existence is something that an entity has timelessly. 
On this view, the red round dharma is sti l l  available to be directly present to a 
perceptual cognition. It can no longer bring about any effects, but it still is .  And since 
it can also explain why the cognition has the content it does, it may be the intentional 
object. So if you are willing to embrace the Vaibha§ika view of time, then you could 
consistently hold a direct realist view of perception despite the existence of a time 
lag. 

Representationalism is well known in the Western tradition. Indeed the question of 
what we are aware of in perception is among the core issues that define modern 
philosophy . It is interesting to note, though, that the considerations that led the 
Sautrantikas to embrace representationalism are quite different than those that led 
British empiricists like Locke to the same conclusion. With the latter, two arguments 
seem particularly prominent: the argument from illusion (which ofthe two moons is 
the 'real ' one?), and an argument based on the distinction between primary and 
secondary properties. The latter is based on the idea that there is nothing in the 
physical obj ect resembling the color we see or the flavor we taste. From this it is 
concluded that the experience of properties like color and flavor is just the cognition 
of a mental image or representation, and this conclusion is then generalized to cover 
all properties. 

The Sautrantikas have other arguments for representationalism, but we will  not 
look at them. Our final question is how representationalism fits into the larger scheme 
of things. In the case of modern Western philosophy, the answer is fairly clear. The 
representationalist account of sense perception grew out of attempts at reconciling 
the difference between the common-sense picture of the world and the view that was 
emerging from new scientific discoveries. It gives us a way of explaining why, for 
instance, physical objects look colored to us when color is  not a scientifically 
respectable property . In the case of the Sautrantikas, though, things are not so clear. 
By now we have grown used to Buddhist philosophical theories serving some 
soteriological purpose. We saw this, for instance, with the doctrine that the whole is 
ultimately unreal, and l ikewise with the claim that everything is momentary. Both 
views help support the doctrine of non-self, which is central to the Buddhist 
enlightenment project. It is not clear, though, that representationalism is l inked to 
attaining nirvana and overcoming suffering. Perhaps the Sautrantikas embraced it 
simply because they thought it was true . Philosophers have been known to do such 
things, after all .  And this should not be surprising. To philosophize well, one must be 
committed to fol lowing the argument wherever it leads. Perhaps the Sautrantikas 
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simply found that their thinking about the nature of perceptual cognition led them to 
this surprising conclusion. 

Further Reading 

For the history of the 1 8  schools making up the Abhidharma movement see Chapter 
Nine of: A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1 970). 

For more on the theory of tropes (quality-particulars), see the critical survey by 
Chris Daly, 'Tropes' ,  in D.H.  Mellor and Alex Oliver, eds, Properties (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1 997) .  A more sympathetic treatment is in Jonathan 
Schaffer, 'The Individuation of Tropes " Australasian Journal of Philosophy 79: pp. 
247-57.  Two discussions of the interpretation of dharmas as tropes are in Jonardon 
Ganeri, Philosophy in Classical India (New York: Routledge, 200 1 ), pp. 1 0 1 -02; 
and also Charles Goodman, 'The TreasUlY of Metaphysics and the Physical World ' ,  
Philosophical Quarterly 54 (2004): 3 89-40 1 . 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Rise of Mahayana 

We turn now to Mahayana Buddhism, the third of the three major phases in the 
history of Buddhist philosophy. In this chapter we will  examine the key phi losophical 
concepts by which Mahayana sought to set itself apart from the Abhidharma 
movement. In subsequent chapters we will look at how these concepts are expressed 
in the three major schools of Mahayana philosophy . The Mahayana movement 
encompasses much more than philosophy, though. It also represents a transformation 
in the understanding of Buddhist practice. And this transformation led to changes in 
Buddhist institutional arrangements. So far in this book we have had little to say 
about Buddhist institutions and their history. But in this case it would be useful to 
begin with a brief discussion of the genesis of Mahayana as a distinctive expression 
of Buddhist insight. This will help us avoid some common confusions concerning the 
relationship between Mahayana and other forms of Buddhist practice. 

7.1 

:rhe first thing to be said about the rise of Mahayana is that there is little that can be 
said on the subject with much certainty. In European history we can place the 
beginning of the Protestant Reformation to within a span of a few decades in the 
sixteenth century. In Indian history, by contrast, scholars have a hard time even 
pinning down the century in which Mahayana arose. This is largely because we lack 
good historical records for c lassical India. But it also reflects the fact that at the 
outset, Mahayana did not portray itself as innovative. '  So even if we had better 
historical sources, there may well not have been anything like the definitive break 
with tradition that we find in the actions of a Luther or Calvin. The earliest 
Mahayanists did not wish to be seen as decisively breaking with existing Buddhist 
institutions. 

We can see signs of this in the texts that represent our first clear-cut indication of 
Mahayana tendencies. Starting sometime in the first century BeE, there began to 
appear a new kind of Buddhist sutra. In the Buddhist context a sutra is a prose text 
containing a discourse of the Buddha or one of his immediate disciples.2 According 

I Something simi lar might be said about the origins of Christianity. The earliest fol lowers of Jesus 
thought of themselves as belonging to a variant form of Judaism. It is only in retrospect that we call them 
Christians. 

2In the orthodox Indian tradition, the slitras are the foundational texts for the schools. Nyuya Sulra, for 
instance, lays out the basic tenets of the Nyaya system. These siitras (unlike those in the Buddhist tradition) 
are in verse form, and are extremely concise. This makes it quite difficult to understand a philosophical 
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to the traditions of the Abhidhanna schools, the siltras were collected and recited in a 
large assembly of monks that took place shortly after the death of the Buddha.3 So 
presumably the collection ofthe siltras should have been complete by the late fifth or 
early fourth century BeE. Yet some four centuries later we find previously unknown 
siltras beginning to appear. These often take the form of discourses by the Buddha. 
But sometimes it is some Buddha other than 'our' Buddha, Gautama, who is 
represented as speaking. Likewise the setting is sometimes not the India where 
Gautama lived and taught, but another world entirely. And the nature of the teaching 
is often quite different from what we find in the collections of siltras recognized by 
the Abhidharma schools .  Much stress is placed, for instance, on the claim that 
everything is ' empty' or lacking in essence. In the earlier siltras the doctrine of non
self was sometimes put as the claim that the person is empty of essence. But in these 
new siltras we are told that not just the person but all things are empty of essence. We 
likewise find frequent use of paradoxical statements, such as the claim that nirvana 
and sa1J,lsara are really one and the same. There are also new ethical ideals put forth. 
For instance, in place of prescriptions to fol low the eightfold path, we find 
admonitions to develop the six (or ten) perfections of the bodhisattva. For, we are 
told, one should strive not to be an arhat but a bodhisattv7:1, someone destined to 
become a Buddha. In short, these new siltras are radically different, in form and in 
content, from those previously considered authoritative expressions of the Buddha's 
teachings. These look to be new creations, not real records of the Buddha's teachings 
at all. Yet they are presented by their authors as authentic siltras nonetheless. What is 
going on here? 

One answer that one sometimes encounters in these siltras is that they are examples 
ofthe Buddha's  expedient pedagogical methods (upaya) .  We saw (in Chapter 3) that 
the Buddha was said to be an especially gifted teacher, in that he always adapted his 
teaching to the needs and capacities of his audience. While his exercise of this upaya 
never led to his saying things that are false, he did sometimes stop short of the ful l  
truth when h e  knew his audience was not yet ready for it. So, for instance, for those at 
the earliest stage of progress toward nirvana he might teach the doctrine ofkanna and 
rebirth, without adding that rebirth takes place without a transmigrating self. By the 

system from its foundational siitra alone; one must read a commentary as well. In the case of Nyiiya S'ltra, 
for instance, there is an extensive commentary by Uddyotakara, which is what we used in Chapter 5 .  It is 
likely that the siitras were originally preserved in oral form, and only later written down. This would 
explain their form, which is  easier to memorize than a lengthy piece of prose. But a student who was 
memorizing a siitra would also receive an oral explanation from their teacher. When the l iterature of a 
school was finally committed to writing, the genre of the oral explanation became the basis of the written 
commentary . 

3In the Theraviida tradition the siitras are referred to collectively as the Nikiiyas. There is another 
collection of siitras, existing only in Chinese translation, referred to collectively as the Agamas. This 
collection was probably drawn from those siitras considered authoritative by a number of di fferent 
Abhidharma schools. There is extensive but not complete overlap between the two collections. 
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same token, it is sometimes claimed that the new teachings found in Mahayana siltras 
are another instance of the Buddha's  expedient methods: these are the deeper truths 
that underlie and complete the teachings taken by Abhidharma as definitive. So for 
example, on many occasions the Buddha exhorted his hearers to fol low the career of 
the arhat, someone who practices the eightfold path, realizes enlightenment, and 
eventually attains cessation without remainder. Yet if the teachings of the Mahayana 
siltras are to be believed, it is the very different career of the bodhisattva that one 
should aspire to. This discrepancy, we are told, came about because the Buddha 
recognized that few would be initially attracted to the arduous career of the 
bodhisattva; only after making progress toward arhat status is one likely to grasp the 
necessity of bodhisattva practice. So the Buddha taught the bodhisattva path to only a 
select few, those at a sufficiently advanced stage to be able to benefit from the 
teaching. The 'new' Mahayana siltras thus aren't really new at all .  They are records 
of those 'private' teachings. Presumably we are to suppose that they were initially 
available to a select few, but were later made public when it was felt that enough 
people might benefit from them. 

We may be suspicious of these claims. Other strategies were also used to try to 
explain away the gap of four or more centuries between the collection of the siitras 
and the appearance of these Mahayana texts. Sometimes the author of a new siitra 
claims that the Buddha dictated it to the author in a dream or a trance state. But this 
strategy requires us to accept that the Buddha sti l l  existed centuries after the 
Parinirvana. This looks like a significant departure from Buddhist orthodoxy. To 
make sense of it we need to say more about the ideal of the bodhisattva. 

The key difference between an arhat and a bodhisattva is this.  While both have 
attained the sort of enlightenment described by the Buddha in the original siitras, the 
former attains cessation without remainder at the end ofthe life in which they became 
enlightened, while the latter does not. The bodhisattva chooses to be reborn instead. 
Why would someone able to avoid rebirth choose to remain in sa1[lsara? Because 
while  suffering has been overcome in this particular causal series, there are many 
other sentient beings who still suffer. And someone with the sort of insight required 
to reach the arhat stage is capable of perfecting the further set of skil ls  necessary to 
help others overcome suffering. These include insight into the emptiness of all things, 
great compassion, and mastery of expedient pedagogical methods. Development of 
the requisite perfections may take several l ifetimes. Once they have been mastered, 
there will  be countless opportunities to help the unenlightened overcome suffering by 
attaining nirvana. So the career of the bodhisattva may be very lengthy. Now the 
Mahayana siitras claim that the bodhisattva's  career is superior to that of the arhat. 
But it would be inconsistent to say this and also say that at the Parinirvana the Buddha 
attained cessation without remainder. If bodhisattvas are supposed to undergo further 
rebirth out of compassion, shouldn 't  the same hold for the Buddha? This seems to be 
the reasoning that led early Mahayana to the view that the Buddha is sti l l  in some 
sense available, and so might have dictated new siltras. 

Modem scholars have several different theories about the origin of the new 
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bodhisattva ideal . One i s  that this reflects the growing power o f  lay followers in 
Buddhism. Within Abhidharma the lay follower's role is confined to following a set 
of basic precepts, and giving alms to support monks and nuns in their quest for 
nirvana. (The payoffis  that these actions supposedly earn the lay follower a rebirth in 
which it will be easier to seek nirvana themselves.) Now the bodhisattva is presented 
in the Mahayana slitras as spiritually superior to those monks and nuns who seek the 
status of arhat. But a bodhisattva might spend an entire l ifetime as a householder, 
never renouncing worldly existence and becoming a monk or nun. While it might be 
necessary for the bodhisattva to have spent at least part of one l ifetime in monastic 
retreat, the insight and powers they acquire in developing the perfections of 
bodhisattva practice will be retained in future lives. This means that a lay follower 
might actually be a bodhisattva, the spiritual superior of the monks or nuns to which 
lay followers are subordinate in the Abhidharma scheme. This has led some scholars 
to speculate that the Mahayana bodhisattva ideal grew out of the increased influence 
of lay followers in some Buddhist institutions. 

This theory no longer has wide acceptance . For there is evidence that in its early 
stages Mahayana was primarily a movement of monks and nuns, not oflay followers. 
Interestingly, these early Mahayana monastics seem to have' lived side-by-side with 
their Abhidharmika co-religionists. And despite the name of the movement -

Mahayana means 'great vehicle' - they made up only a minority of the Buddhist 
practitioners of their day.4 Some scholars now believe that Mahayana grew out of a 
kind of competition among monastic Buddhists for material support. It stands to 
reason that as Buddhism became more popular, it would need to find new ways to 
support monks and nuns. Remember that a monk or nun has renounced the 
productive life of a householder, and devotes all their time and energy to the task of 
attaining nirvana. The original pattern, wherein each practitioner made a daily round 
in search of a donor to give them their meal, could only be sustained when the ratio of 
monastics to lay followers was quite small .  As monastic institutions grew in size, and 
the lives of renunciants became more settled, there would have been a need to 
develop more rel iable sources of donations. There thus developed the idea that 
certain forms of worship might earn lay followers the sort of good rebirth that made 
nirvana more likely. Out of this idea grew first the worship of stiipas (burial mounds 
supposedly containing relics of the Buddha), and somewhat later the worship of 
images of the Buddha. There then ensued a kind of arms race among Buddhist 
institutions - competing claims as to whose practices might earn devotees the most 

4Mahayana texts have several different names for non, Mahayana Buddhism (what we are here cal l ing 
Abhidharma). Two of the most common are Hinayiina, ' inferior vehicle ' ,  and Sriivakayiina, 'vehicle orthe 
hearers' .  Since the former term is a pejorative, it should not be used. (Calling a Theravadan a 'Hinayanin' 
would be rather l ike calling a Roman Catholic a ' Papist ' . )  The latter term is historically accurate enough, 
and more nearly neutral in emotive force. It classilles Abhidharma as that type of Buddhism descended 
from the practices of those who heard Gautama teach the Dharma. But we wil l  continue to use the name 
'Abhidharma' for this phase of Buddhist phi losophy. 
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kannic merit. It seems plausible that in this atmosphere there might develop the seeds 
of what would later become Mahayana devotionalism. For instance, the bodhisattva 
is sometimes described as having accumulated huge amounts of merit, as well as the 
power to transfer some of that merit to others out of compassion. Worship of the 
bodhisattva (through pilgrimages to places associated with his cult, and the 
appropriate material support of institutions located there) might thus be presented as 
a way for lay followers to make progress toward release from suffering. 

The growth of these practices does not explain the appearance of new Mahayana 
slitras, however. For one thing, the rise of the worship of srupas and Buddha-images 
seems not to have been associated with any particular school or sect. Some scholars 
thus suggest that Mahayana arose out of a variant on the worship of smpas and 
images, that is, the cult of books. One finds in many Mahayana sutras the claim that 
copying, memorizing or reciting this text will earn one great merit. The theory is that 
this fonnula reflects a new fonn of worship aimed at attracting lay followers and their 
material support. Unfortunately there does not seem to be any independent evidence 
for this. The presence of such a fonnula in a text would help explain how it came to be 
perpetuated even i f  it attracted relatively little by way of a fol lowing. A more 
plausible theory is that the early Mahayana siitras reflect the thinking of forest
dwelling meditation masters. As such they would constitute a reaction to the growth 
of monastic institutions near urban centers, and their associated practices. This would 
help explain, for instance, why these texts reject some key tenets of Abhidharma 
philosophy. For it may have seemed to those who had taken up the relatively ascetic 
l ife of a meditator in a forest retreat that the scholastic theories of Abhidhanna 
reflected the more lax conditions prevailing in the better-supported monasteries in 
urban centers. 

7.2 

Mahayana defines itself in terms of two key ideas: the bodhisattva i deal, and the 
doctrine of  emptiness. Partisans of the Mahayana sometimes claim that the 
bodhisattva ideal shows Mahayana to be morally superior to Abhidhanna. But it is 
not clear that this claim is  justified. What is claimed is  that the bodhisattva's 
compassion reflects true selflessness, in contrast to the apparent selfishness of arhats, 
who seek nirvana only for themselves. The first thing to be said about this is that if 
there is a difference between the two ideals, it is one that can only show up over the 
course of many lives. The aspiring bodhisattva will have to devote the greater part of 
at least one l ifetime to their own enlightenment before they can even begin 
developing the perfections needed for bodhisattva practice. Indeed the aspiring 
bodhisattva must first cultivate precisely the kind of insight into non-self that 
Abhidhanna considers definitive of the arhat's enlightenment. We can see why this 
would be so by thinking about the argument for compassion that we discussed earlier 
(in Chapter 4, §4). That argument was taken from a Mahayana text, the title of which 
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might be translated as ' Introduction to the Practice of Bodhi' . Yet the argument 
makes use of stock Abhidharma ideas. Apparently it is only after one has attained the 
understanding that Abhidhanna considers constitutive of arhat-hood that one can 
embark on the bodhisattva path. And that path, Mahayana claims, requires many 
lives. So if one does not believe in kanna and rebirth, the difference between the two 
ideals cannot seem all that great. 

Then there is the fact that the Abhidharma schools also stress the importance of 
cultivating compassion and equanimity. For them these virtues are important tools in 
the struggle to bring about full realization of non-self.5 Now thi s  is different in one 
key respect from the view of compassion found in the argument of Chapter 4. That 
argument treated non-self as a tool that helps bring about ful l  realization of 
compassion, and not the reverse. And the realization of non-self is what is supposed 
to bring about cessation of suffering for the arhat. So the partisan of Mahayana might 
claim that the Abhidharma stil l  values ending one 's  own suffering over ending that of 
others. But it could be replied that this misses an important point about the relation 
between wisdom and compassion in the path toward enlightenment: that the relation 
is reciprocal. That is, perhaps it cannot be said that one of the two must be deemed of 
greater importance, with the other valued only because of its instrumental ro le .  It 
might be that each serves to sustain and further develop the other, and that both are 
equally valuable.  So from the fact that Abhidharma extols compassion as a v irtue 
needed for ful l  realization of non-self, it would not fol low that they place greater 
emphasis  on ending one 's  own suffering than on ending that of others. It might be 
that the arhat will naturally work to help others overcome suffering, and will do so all 
the more effectively precisely because they have understood that they themselves are 
empty persons. 

So it is not clear that the alleged difference in the ethical ideals of the two 
movements actually amounts to all that much in practice. Things are different on the 
metaphysical side. There the Mahayana doctrine of emptiness does mark a 
substantive break with Abhidharma.  It is central to Abhidharma that the person is  
seen as lacking an essence, that is ,  a self. But in explaining how this  could be, 
Abhidharma makes crucial use of the concept of a dharma. And dharmas are things 
that bear their own intrinsic nature. This is what is supposed to make them ultimately 
real and not mere conceptual fictions. Mahayana claims to go beyond Abhidharma in 
claiming that not just persons, but dharmas as wel l ,  lack essences. If  they are right 
about this, then the teachings of Abhidharma cannot represent the ultimate truth. 
Remember that a statement cannot be ultimately true (or ultimately false) if it asserts 
or presupposes the existence of any mere conceptual fictions. And if dharmas lack 
essences, they can only be conceptual fictions. So all those Abhidharma discussions 
of the dharmas and the causal connections among them could at best be 

5This may be seen, for instance, in the nineth chapter of the important Theravuda text VisuddhimaRRa, 
which is devoted to the cultivation of loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity. See 
The Path a/Purification, trans. Bhikku Nyapamoli (Berkeley, CA: Shambala, 1 976), pp. 32 1 -53 .  
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conventionally true. What, then, is the ultimate truth? According to the early 
Mahayana siUras, the fact that a l l  things are empty. The contrast with Abhidharma 
could not be clearer. 

But this raises a major difficulty. On this way of understanding things, to say of 
something that it is empty is to say it is merely conceptually constructed: it is 
something we take to be real only because we have learned to clump several distinct 
things together under a single, useful concept. It cannot be ultimately real, because 
our minds have played a central role in its creation. This was the Abhidharma view 
about persons and other wholes .  Could this  be true of everything though, as the 
Mahayana siltras seem to assert? Could everything be conceptually constructed? If 
so, then what are things constructed out of? In order for some of the things that we 
take as real to be conceptual constructions, wouldn't there have to be other things that 
are not mere conceptual fictions but are ultimately real? Won't  ultimate reality have 
to contain some basic building b locks? The doctrine of emptiness seems to lead 
straight to metaphysical nihilism, the view that nothing whatever really exists. And 
we have already agreed (in Chapter 6) that metaphysical nihilism is  absurd. Could 
this really be what the Mahayana sutras mean to assert? 

It is over this question that the Mahayana philosophical schools diverge. The 
Madhyamaka school takes the doctrine of  emptiness at face value. It then seeks to 
show why the absurd consequence of metaphysical nihil ism does not follow. (We 
wil l  examine this  understanding of emptiness in Chapter 9 . )  The Yogacara school 
holds that metaphysical nihil ism does fol low if the doctrine of emptiness is taken 
l iteral ly .  It then tries to reinterpret the doctrine so it wil l  not have this absurd 
consequence. On their reinterpretation, to say all things are empty is to say that all 
things lack the natures that are attributed to them through our use of concepts. They 
hold, that is, that whenever we cognize something by identifying it as fal ling under 
some concept, we are in some sense fal sifying it .  Yogacara identifies two reasons 
why all conceptualization should involve falsification of what is ultimately real. The 
first is that when we conceptualize, we impose a subject-object dichotomy on reality: 
we think in terms of an object 'out there' and a cognizing subject ' in here ' .  This 
dichotomizing structure fal sifies reality because, Y ogacara claims, there is no 
external world .  The second reason is that, according to Y ogacara, ultimately real 
things are by nature unique and so ineffable. To apply a concept to something is to 
say it belongs together with other things that also fal l  under that concept. To say 
something is red is to say it resembles certain other things in respect of its being red. 
But if everything is  unique, this can never be true. Y ogacara philosophers developed 
arguments for both claims about conceptualization. (We wil l  examine them in the 
next chapter.) But the second reason, the one based on the idea that ultimately real 
things are unique and so ineffable, was only fully developed by the Yogacara
Sautrantika school . (We wil l  look at its metaphysics and epistemology in Chapter 
1 0. )  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Yogacara: Impressions-Only and 
the Denial of Physical Obj ects 

We saw in the l ast chapter that the most philosophical ly important of the new 
Mahayana ideas is the doctrine of emptiness. The Yogacara school represents one 
way of trying to make sense of that doctrine. It does this by developing a theory that 
denies the existence of external objects. In this chapter we will examine that theory, 
and the arguments that Y ogacarin philosophers gave to support it. Then we will look 
at how the resulting view might be connected to the claim that all things are empty, 
and what all this might have to do with attaining nirvana. 

8.1 

Yogaciira is one of the two chief schools of Mahayana Buddhism. It is not, however, 
the earlier of  the two. The ideas that became the basis of Madhyamaka, the other 
major school , began appearing in siitras perhaps as early as late in the first century 
BCE. And these ideas received their first phi losophical formulation, in the work of 
Madhyamaka's founder Niigarjuna, in about the mid-second century CEo By contrast, 
the slitras that first express distinctively Yogacara ideas seem to have appeared no 
earlier than the second century CEo  And the founders of the school, Asanga and 
Vasubandhu, are generally dated around the middle of the fourth century CEo Why, 
then, are we discussing Yogacara before Madhyamaka? (Madhyamaka will be the 
subject of Chapter 9 . )  In large part this is because Yogacara philosophy represents an 
extension ofthe Abhidharma project that we investigated in Chapter 6. It is true that 
some elements ofY ogacara developed in reaction to ideas ofthe earlier Madhyamaka 
school. So we will have to say something about Madhyamaka in order to understand 
certain facets of the Yogiiciira project. But for the most part, once we have understood 
what Abhidharma is all about, we wil l  have little problem seeing what Yogacarin 
philosophers are up to. 

This is not surprising i f: as the tradition maintains, the Vasubandhu who co
founded the school is the same person we encountered in Chapter 6 as the author of 
A bhidharmakosa and its commentary. The tradition holds that Vasubandhu was 
converted from his Abhidhanna views to the Yogacara by his brother Asahga. Some 
modem scholars believe that there were actually two distinct Vasubandhus, one the 
author of the Abhidharmako.l:a and the other the Yogacarin . !  What is clear is that the 

I Many scholars also d ispute the h istorical existence of the third tradit ional founder of Yogacara, 
Maitreya. 
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Vasubandhu whose works we will  be examining is very much at home in the 
Abhidharma problematic. What Vasubandhu will do is use a set of questions that had 
already arisen within Abhidharma to argue for one simple (though seemingly radical) 
change in the overall Abhidharma picture: that instead of the five skandhas there are 
actually just four, there being no rupa or corporeality. 

The name of this school, 'Yogacara' ,  literally means ' the practice of yoga' . But the 
school goes by several other names as wel1 :  'Vijfianavada' ,  ' Cittamatra' and 
'Vijfiaptimatra' .  The first of these means 'the doctrine of consciousness ' (the fifth of 
the five skandhas), the second means 'consciousness only' (citta and vi/nona are 
synonyms), and the third means ' impressions-only ' .  (We will come shortly to what a 
vijnapti or ' impression' might be. )  Now the ' -only' in the last two names suggests 
that this school holds that nothing exists other than mental things. It suggests, in other 
words, that Yogacara is a fonn of ideal ism.2 And that is indeed the central claim of 
Yogacara. But what does this have to do with ' the practice of yoga'?  What seems 
likely is that Yogacara metaphysics grew out of speculation concerning the content of 
yoga or meditation. Here it is important that the higher stages of meditation involve 
focused awareness of purely mental objects . Since meditation is recognized as 
playing a key role in attaining enlightenment, perhaps it se6llled to some meditation
masters that the ignorance that must be overcome to attain nirvana has to do with our 
belief in things existing independent of consciousness, physical things. Perhaps they 
thought that if we could come to see the world as only impressions, then the 
temporary surcease from suffering that is attained in meditational trance states could 
be extended to our daily lives. 

Our job, though, is not to speculate about the historical origins of the impressions
only doctrine. What we want to know is what reason there might be to believe it. How 
could anyone possibly accept such a bizarre view? Isn't  it simply obvious that there 
are rocks and trees, houses and cars, the earth, the sun? And what about us, how could 
we exist without bodies and brains? Perhaps by now we have come to accept that 
ultimately there are no such things as trees and cars, bodies and brains. These are, 
after all, wholes made up of parts. But what about the ultimate parts that a conceptual 
fiction like a tree is made of, the nApa dharmas? Surely they must exist if the mind is 
going to perform its constructive activity of col lecting them together to form 
aggregates? (See Chapter 4.) Surely it's obvious that there is something out there that 
we are aware of when we have sensory experience? 

The first thing to be said in response to these (perfectly legitimate) questions is that 

21n phi losophy ' ideal ism' names the metaphysical claim that noth ing exists that is independent of the 
mind. The best-known Western proponent of this view is the eighteenth-century British ph i losopher 
George Berkeley. But sometimes the rather d ifferent position of the n ineteenth-century German 
philosopher Hegel is also cal led ' idea l i s t ' .  To d i fferentiate these, views l ike Bcrkeley ' s  are cal led 
subjective idealism, while the Hegelian variety is referred to as 'absolute idealism' .  But since we won't be 
concerned with Hegelian idealism at all here, I shall use ' idealism' to I11can just the Berkeleyan variety of 
subjective idealism. 
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Yogiiciirins like Vasubandhu wil l  pick up where the Sautriintikas left off. Recall 
(from Chapter 6) that Sautriintikas developed the view of sense perception called 
' representationalism' .  This is the view that what we are directly aware of in waking 
sensory experience is not the external object, but rather a mental image that 
resembles the object and is caused by sense-object contact. Since our waking 
awareness of a mental image is typically the result of such contact, we are usually 
justified in inferring the existence of an external object that is like the image. We may 
then say that we are indirectly aware of an external object, something physical that 
exists independently of  the mind. So in veridical sensory experience - experience 
that is not the result of distorting factors like defective senses or hallucination - we do 
perceive physical things. But notice that this is only indirect. We are never directly 
aware of the external object that we think we perceive. It is always something whose 
existence we only infer. What an impressions-only theorist like Vasubandhu wants to 
know is what reason we have to trust this inference. They will  claim that when we 
examine it in detail ,  it will tum out to deserve no credence. 

The ' impression ' in ' impressions-only' is like what the representationalist calls a 
representation: a mental image that is the intentional object in our sensory cognitions. 
The impressions-only theorist is an idealist, while the representationalist is a realist 
(someone who affirms the existence of external objects). They disagree in their 
ontological views. But they agree about what it is we are directly aware of in our 
sensory experience. It is important to be clear about this at the very outset. Common 
sense - not just ours but probably that of every culture - is realist in its metaphysics. 
Here common sense sides with the representationalist. But common sense strongly 
disagrees with representationalism about how it is that we cognize the external 
objects that both parties believe exist. The common-sense view is direct realism -the 
view that in waking sensory experience we are directly aware of the external object. It 
is because most people hold this view that they think it is easy to show that there are 
physical objects : all we need to do is look. When Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth
century British lexicographer, heard of Berkeley 's idealism, he reportedly kicked a 
stone and said ' I  refute it thus ' .  But if you have understood the arguments that support 
representationalism, you will understand why it is not so easy. No doubt Dr Johnson 
had sensory experiences that he interpreted as the kicking of a stone - an external 
object. But were those sensory experiences a matter of direct awareness of a stone? If 
representationalism is correct then they were not. All Dr Johnson was directly aware 
of were mental images. The representationalist holds that these images were caused 
by the sense-object contact between Dr Johnson 's foot and the stone. But to know 
that the stone exists we would have to show that the experience was caused in this 
way. Just having the experience is never enough. 

This is where Vasubandhu begins his argument for impressions-only. The text we 
are about to examine is called Vil[lsatikii ( ,20-versed' ), which is the first part of a two
part work the overall title of which is Vijnaptimiitratiisiddhi, or 'The Proof that There 
Are Only Impressions' .  Vil[lsatikii begins as fol lows: 
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I .  This [world] is nothing but impressions, since it manifests itself as an unreal 
object, 

Just l ike the case of those with cataracts seeing unreal hairs in the moon and 
the l ike. 
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When someone with cataracts looks at the moon, they have the experience of seeing 
the moon as covered with hairs. Their sensory experience is just like what someone 
with normal vision sees when they look at a head of hair that' s  been blown about by 
the wind. So from the content of their sensory experience, the person with cataracts 
would say they see hairs on the moon. But there are no hairs on the moon, so it can't 
be true that that is what they are seeing. They are seeing something, though; there 
really is something that they are aware of. No one ever has the experience of seeing a 
round square or the son of a barren woman. If what they are aware of is not an 
external object (hairs on the moon), what is it? What it seems we have to say at this 
point is that they are aware of a mental image. Vasubandhu agrees, but he cal ls it an 
impression, and adds that it manifests itself as an external object when there is 
actually no such thing outside the mind. This is what he means when he says that the 
person with cataracts is aware of an impression that ' manifests itself as an unreal 
object' . What they are aware of is just an impression: it's not a physical object, nor is 
it a representation of a physical object. But the impression presents itself to the person 
with cataracts as if it were an external object. So unless they knew better they'd  be 
just l ike Dr Johnson : they'd  say, 'Of course there are hairs on the moon, I can see 
them! '  

So much for Vasubandhu's example of hairs on the moon. He says there are many 
others like this one, and we can imagine the sort of thing he has in mind: the yel low 
color that someone with jaundice sees when looking at a white shell, the snake we see 
in the yard at dusk when looking at the garden hose, etc. But notice what else he is 
saying: that the whole world of our sensory experience is l ike this .  That is, he is 
arguing: 

The content of a sensory experience presents itself as an external object when no 
such object exists. 
Anything presenting itselfas an external object when no such object exists is only 
an impression, l ike the hairs on the moon seen by one with cataracts. 
:. the contents of sensory experience are only impressions. 

So what he is saying is that when we have sensory experiences, what we are aware of 
are just mental images (with this the representationalist would agree), and these 
mental images are not representations of external objects. Why not? The hairs seen 
by the cataract sufferer are not representations, since there aren't any such hairs in the 
external world. And all our sensory experiences are just l ike that: they seem to be 
presenting something that ' s  really in the external world when there isn't any such 
thing. 
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8.2 

But how does Vasubandhu know that there aren 't any external physical objects? Isn't 
that what he was supposed to be trying to prove? At this point we may suspect that 
Vasubandhu has begged the question. What he's actually done, though, is laid down a 
challenge for the representationalist realist opponent: what evidence is there that the 
images we are aware of in sensory experience are caused by contact with external 
objects? Vasubandhu recognizes that the argument he gave in v. l won' t  convince a 
realist. He gave the argument in order to stimulate the opponent to raise objections 
against the impressions-only theory. Here he is simply following the standard format 
for Indian philosophical works: state your own position and briefly indicate the 
evidence in its favor, then allow the opponent to raise objections and see if you can 
successfully defend your theory in response to them. 

The objections that the opponent is about to give are all meant to be reasons why 
we should believe our sensory experience - the mental images we are aware of in 
perception - are caused by physical objects. Before looking at the ones the opponent 
gives, it might be useful for you to stop and see what reasons you can think of to 
support the claim that there are physical objects. (Remember that 'Because I can see 
them! '  doesn't  count.) 

Here it is said [by the opponent]: 
2. I f  an impression is devoid of external obj ect, then it should be without 

spatial and temporal determination, 
It should be without determination in the mental stream [of the perceiver] 

and it should not have efficacy. 
What does this mean? If an impression of color-and-shape etc., occurs in the 
absence of any external object such as color-and shape etc., it is not arisen from 
the external obj ect color-and shape etc.; then why does it occur at a certain place, 
not everywhere? And why, it occurring at that place, does it occur at a certain 
t ime, not always? And why does it occur in the mental streams of al l  who are 
there at that time and place, not just in that of one alone,just as the appearance of 
hairs and the l ike in the mental streams of those with cataracts does not occur [in 
the streams] of others? The hairs, insects, and the l ike seen by those with 
cataracts do not produce effects; it is not the case that things other than these are 
not productive.  The food, drink, garments, poison, etc . ,  seen in  s leep do not 
produce the effects of food, etc; and it is not the case that these do not ordinarily 
produce effects. It is because of its unreality that the city of the Gandhiirvas gives 
rise to no effects; it is not the case that other cities are unproductive [of effects] . 
Thus in the absence of an external object, spatial  and temporal determination, 
determination of mental stream, and efficacy are unexplained. 

Though there are four reasons here, we could combine the first (spatial 
determination) and the second (temporal determination) into one, spatio-temporal 
determinacy. The idea is that our waking sensory experience conforms to certain 
rule-like patterns. Only at certain determinate places and times do we have certain 
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kinds of experiences. We are not aware of the smell of bread baking unless we are in 
the kitchen; and even there, it's only when the bread is in the oven (or just come out) 
that we have the experience. Why is this thought of as evidence for the existence of 
physical objects? The thought here is that a realist can explain these facts about our 
experience but an idealist cannot. The real ist wi ll  say that our sensory experience 
exhibits spatio-temporal determinacy because it depends on contact with external 
objects that are located in different parts of space. And since it takes time for our 
bodies to move from one region of space where one object is located to another, we 
can also explain why there's usually a time gap between my deciding to go to the pool 
and the experience of smelling the chlorinated water. The realist doesn't see how the 
impressions-only theorist can explain these features of our experience though. 

A word should be said here about how to formulate objections. The opponent has 
put the objection from spatial determinacy as the claim that sensory experiences only 
occur ' at a certain place ' .  This is a question-begging way of stating the objection. As 
an impressions-only theorist, Vasubandhu denies the existence of spatial locations. 
Only physical objects can have spatial location. When the opponent says that our 
experiences have spatial determinacy, they are in effect assuming what they set (lut to 
prove, that there are external objects. There is something to this objection though; it 
just needs to be reformulated in a way that doesn 't beg the question. 

To do this we need to remind ourselves of what the realist and the idealist agree on. 
Both sides accept the view that sensory experience consists in immediate awareness 
of mental images. So it must be that we construct our conception of space from 
features of those images. Consider, for instance, the visual experiences we have when 
we say we are in the kitchen. Whi le we are accustomed to describing these 
experiences in terms of physical objects (seeing the sink beside the stove, etc. ), we 
can instead describe them as the awareness of images of certain colors and shapes 
(yellow and oval, white and rectangular, etc.). We can then describe these color-and
shape images as bearing different relations to one another in the visual field (above, to 
the left of, etc.) Of course the visual field itself changes over time, so we will need 
some way to keep track of these changes. But we can do th is once we notice that 
certain features regularly recur. For instance, after the yellow oval patch disappears 
from the left edge ofthe visual field, a simi lar patch may emerge on the right. (This is 
the sort of experience we actually have when we say we have turned a complete 
clockwise revolution.) What we can do, in short, is construct a purely phenomenal 
language, one that captures all the features we ordinarily describe in spatial tenns, but 
does so just in terms of the features of pure phenomena - what we are immediately 
aware of in sensory experience. The objection from spatio-temporal determinacy 
could then be put in that language. Such a language might be cumbersome and 
awkward to use. But if we want to object to Vasubandhu's argument, we need to be 
sure we're not just assuming that an external world exists. We need to put our 
objection in neutral terms, terms that both we and our opponent can accept as an 
unbiased description of the evidence. Stating the obj ection from spatio-temporal 
determinacy in a purely phenomenal language would be a way to do that. 
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The next realist objection brings up what we might call intersubjective agreement: 
the fact that under similar circumstances different perceivers (different mental 
streams) have similar sensory experiences. This is not true of those experiences that 
we all agree are only impressions - such as seeing hairs on the moon or seeing the 
shell as yellow. So, the realist will say, there must be some difference between those 
cases and normal sensory experience that explains why there is only intersubjective 
agreement with the latter. And the only explanation the realist can see is that normal 
sensory experiences are caused by things that are publicly observable and hence exist 
independently of mental streams. So explaining this feature of our experience 
requires us to suppose that there are physical objects. 

The final objection concerns something called efficacy. I t  also involves comparing 
experiences that are acknowledged to be only impressions with normal sensory 
experience. Here the difference is that the latter have effects that the former do not. 
When 1 ' see' the snake in the garden at twi light, I do not subsequently have the 
experience of fee ling a snakebite, whereas if !  had a similar visual experience under 
better lighting conditions I might. The waking experience of eating a large meal is 
fol lowed by the feeling of fullness, whereas a similar dream experience is not. (This 
objection also needs to be carefully formulated in a purely phenomenal language in 
order to avoid question-begging. The realist can 't simply say that we only fee l  full 
after we eat ' real food' .) 

Are there other objections that could be raised against Vasubandhu's argument? 
One common response to any form of idealism is that if i t  were true then sensory 
experience would be just like imagination. This comes up because the idealist denies 
that sensory experiences are caused by things existing independently of our minds or 
mental streams. So the images we are aware of in sensory experience must be 
somehow created by the mind. And this makes sensory experience seem just like 
imagination. When we daydream about winning the lottery or being with someone 
we find attractive, it is desires in our mental stream that determine which images 
appear. Sensory experience is not like that. While we may have some control over our 
perceptions - we can always close our eyes or hold our nose or walk away - it is 
obviously nowhere near as complete as the control we have over the contents of our 
imaginings. Now the objection from efficacy could be construed as making a similar 
point. But we might want to count the objection from imagination as a separate 
challenge for the impressions-only theorist: ' Isn 't this equivalent to saying (absurdly) 
that we make it all up?' 

8.3 

Now that we have clarified the sorts of objections that a sophisticated realist might 
raise, it is time to let the impressions-only theorist respond. There are two things you 
need to know in order to understand Vasubandhu's replies in the fol lowing section. 
The first has to do with the pretas, those miserable creatures whose diet consists of 
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feces, urine, pus and blood. One might wonder why it is that a prefa is unable to drink 
anything but urine, pus and blood. The Buddhist realist answers that where we see a 
river full ofwater, prefas see a flow of vile liquids. And this is not because the prefa 
lives on some other world where al l  rivers are polluted. This is because a prefa ' s  
karma causes it to see and taste urine, pus and blood when we  would see and laste 
water. The second point concerns those who are consigned to hel l .  As retribution for 
their evil deeds, these beings are subjected to constant torture by various demons. But 
how did the demons get there? Remember that all sentient beings are subject to karma 
and rebirth, so if the demons who torture the inhabitants of hell are sentient beings, 
their status must also be the result of karma. But this struck Buddhists as decidedly 
odd. Presumably someone confined to hell for a lifetime must have done serious evil 
in their past l ife, yet the demons do not suffer. So it became the orthodoxy thai the 
demons are not sentient beings after all . Instead they are constructed by the karma of 
the pretas - a sort of mass hallucination if you like. The same device helps explain 
other odd things about hell ,  such as the fact that it sometimes rains fire. It is not as if 
the laws of physics are different in hell; instead it is kanna that makes things appear 
to work so differently. In answering the real ist 's objections, Vasubandhu wil l  use 
these two points in the Buddhist realist conception of how karma works . 

[We reply:] These are not at all unexplained. 
3. Spatial determination, etc . ,  arc established as in dreams; again as with 

pretas 
Is determination of mental stream [explained], for they all see rivers of pus, 

etc. 
How is it established by analogy with s leep? In s leep, in the absence of an 
external object, there are seen an insect, a grove, a woman, a man, etc. ,  but only at 
a determinate place, not everywhere. And being just at that place, they are seen 
just at a particular time, not always. Thus are spatial and temporal determination 
establ ished without an external object. And how is determination of mental 
stream establ ished by analogy with pretas? Rivers of pus are rivers ful l  of pus, 
the word being a compound like 'ghee-pot' .  Preras, who are descended as the 
result of simi lar karma, all see a river ful l  of pus; it is  not j ust one preta alone 
[who sees the river of pus] . As it is fi l led with pus, so it is ti l led with urine, 
excrement, etc., and they are guarded by persons bearing sticks and swords - this 
is what is indicated by the word 'etc . ' .  Thus is determination of mental stream 
explained though the object of impressions be unreal. 

4.  There is production of an effect as with wet dreams; or as in hell 
All  see the guardians of hell, etc., and there is affliction from them. 

It  should be understood that the production of effects is proven by analogy with 
wet dreams. J ust as in s leep, without sexual intercourse there are wet dreams 
marked by emission of semen. In this way, by means of such examples, are the 
four [objections] of spatial and temporal determination, etc., to be answered. 
Again, it should be understood as proven 'as in hell, all . . .  ' How is it establ ished? 
' Seeing the guardians of hel l ,  and suffering affl ictions from them.'  Just as it is 
granted that the inhabitants of the hells see the guardians of hell at determinate 
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times and places. By 'etc . '  is meant that they also see dogs, crows, mountains of 
iron and the like coming and going about. And this is seen by all of them, not just 
by one. And it is established that these things cause that affl iction, though the 
guardians of hell etc. be unreal, because of the efficacy of the result of equivalent 
deeds [in a prior l ife]. Thus should it be understand that the four [objections] may 
be answered in other ways as well .  

[Objection :]  But why is it not al lowed that the guard ians of hel l ,  dogs, and 
crows are real? 

[Reply : ]  Because they cannot have earned it; s ince they do not experience 
suffering as [the pretas do], they cannot have earned habitation in he l l .  [ I f  the 
guardians were real and hence suffered,] there would be no tel l ing one from 
another among those suffering - 'these are the inhabitants of hell, those are their 
guardians' .  And if among those suffering there were simi larity [of guardians and 
inhabitants] in shape, strength, and weight, then there would be no fear [of the 
guardians, etc.] . And how would those [guardians], themselves unable to endure 
the suffering of burning whi le on the same ground made of burning iron, cause 
others to suffer there? And how is it possible that those who are not [determined 
by karma to be] inhabitants of hell are in hell? 

[Objection:] But for that matter how is it possible for animals to attain heaven? 
By the same token, [ if there can be animals in heaven] it should be possible for 
there to be different species of animals and pretas as guardians, etc., in the hel ls. 
[Reply:] 

5.  While animals can attain heaven, not so hell, 
S ince they do not experience suffering, it not being produced as it is with 

thepretas. 
Those animals who attain rebirth in heaven are beings who there experience the 
pleasures produced therein because [ in their past l i fe they performed] deeds 
capable of producing the pleasures belonging to that realm. But the guardians of 
hell, etc., do not in the same way experience the suffering of hel l .  Thus is it that 
such birth [in hell] is not attained by animals, though it is by pretas. 

[Objection:] The inhabitants of hell have perceptions of guardians, etc.; it is by 
means of their karma that there arise in hell different elements with distinct color
and-shape, weight, and strength. Then when these various elements are 
transformed and are seen performing such actions as scattering the hands, etc., 
fear arises [in the pretas]. Simi larly they [are transformed into] mountains in the 
form ofthe Mesa demon which fly back and forth, and thickets of iron-thorn trees 
whose thorns point upward and downward. But this does not mean that these 
things are not real. 
[Reply:] 

6. I fyou allow the possibility of elements being produced by the karma of the 
inhabitants of hel l ,  

Why do you not instead allow the transformation of consciousness? 
Why not thus allow that it is just their consciousness that has been transformed by 
their karma? Why, instead, invent [material] e lements [produced by karma]? 
Moreover, 

7. You suppose that the effect is someplace other than where the karmic trace 
is. 
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What reason is there for not saying that it is precisely where the trace is? 
It i s  supposed that there i s  the production there [in hell] of elements i n  such a 
manner by means of the karma of the inhabitants of hel l ;  and these are 
transformed . Their karmic  traces are contained in the mental streams [of the 
i nhabitants], they are nowhere else. And its effect is just where the trace is - why 
not allow that it is thus a transformation of consciousness? What reason is there 
for supposing that its effect is where the trace is not? 

1 55 

As Vasubandhu says in introducing v .3 ,  his strategy wil l  be to show that the 
phenomena of spatio-temporal determinacy, etc., can be explained without supposing 
that there are physical objects. One way he seeks to do this is to show that there are 
cases of mere impressions which exhibit the features that the opponent thinks prove 
the existence of external things. Dreams, for instance, can exhibit spatio-temporal 
determinacy as well as efficacy. When we see something in a dream, it is at a 
particular place and time in that dream, not always and everywhere .3 Some dreams 
also have the same sorts of effects as do waking sensory experience ofthe same kind. 
Both a vivid erotic dream and an equally intense erotic experience had while awake, 
for instance, might be followed by the experience of feeling wet bedding. But we all 
agree that what we are aware of in dreams are only impressions: while they present 
themselves as external, they are entirely mental in both nature and cause. So the fact 
that waking sensory experiences have the properties of spatio-temporal determinacy 
and efficacy does not show that these must be caused by physical objects. 

Does this really answer the objections from determinacy and efficacy? There is a 
sense in which this is a successful response. The realist opponent claimed that spatio
temporal determinacy and efficacy were features that proved our waking sensory 
experiences were external in origin. So all Vasubandhu needs to do is find cases that 
have those features but that the opponent would acknowledge are only impressions. 
But we may not be satisfied by this response. Why not? Well,  most dreams lack 
efficacy. And the spatio-temporal determinacy of our dreams seems different from 
that of waking sensory experience. It would be nice to have some explanation of these 
differences . The dream examples don't  satisfy our need for an explanation ofthe 
features of waking sensory experience. 

Vasubandhu tries to address that need with his examples of prefas and inhabitants 
of hell .  Intersubjective agreement and efficacy are to be accounted for not by 
supposing we are all seeing and feeling the same publicly observable object, but 
rather by the simi larity in our karma. How does that work? Well, suppose we had 
been born as dogs rather than humans. In that case we would now be having very 
different sensory experiences. Our hearing and sense of smell would be much more 

3you m ight think that nothing in a dream could have spatial determinacy, since the dream is 'a l l  in the 
mind', that is, the things we 'see' in a dream have no spatial location. But consider the fact that a dream can 
be described in a purely phenomenal language. And recall what was said above about putting the objection 
from spatial determinacy in such a language. The fact that the contents of a dream can be described in the 
same language shows that dreams can also exhibit spatial determinacy. 
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acute, for instance, and our color vision less refined. If  we believed it is karma that 
determines the situation into which we are born, then we would say it is due to our 
(good) karma that we have the kind of color experiences we do. And notice the word 
'we ' .  You and I and most other humans share common features of our visual 
experience because (presumably) we have similar good karma. So here is a start 
toward addressing our need for a real explanation. 

But does this work? Suppose we are together in one room. Since we are humans, 
we wil l  have similar visual experiences. Had we been born as dogs we would be 
having certain smell experiences instead. But that, we might think, is just because as 
humans we were born with certain kinds of sense organs; had we been born as dogs 
we'd  have different sensory apparatuses. And this explanation of the difference still 
requires us to suppose that there is a single physical environment that those sense 
organs are operating on. It 's because the carpet is blue that we all see blue (but dogs 
don ' t, since they are color-blind). What Vasubandhu needs is a non-realist way of 
explaining what generates the experiences. And this is what the example of the 
inhabitants of hell  is meant to give. All these creatures share similar (singularly bad) 
karma. Because of that karma, they all have similar experiences of seeing demons 
and the like. But these demons are themselves just the product of the karma of the 
inhabitants. Now the realist Buddhists who first came up with this theory about the 
demons no doubt thought of the demons as physical objects (assemblies of 
' elements ' )  that were somehow produced by the karma of the sufferers. But, 
Vasubandhu asks, why suppose that the demons exist outside the mental streams of 
the inhabitants? Karma is, after al l ,  something mental .  It is the desire or volition 
behind an action that causes the karmic fruit to eventually be produced. If the karmic 
seed is in the mental stream, wouldn't it be ' l ighter' to suppose its fruit is there too? 
When the inhabitants of hell  al l  see a demon, they are experiencing a kind of 
col lective hallucination. 

What Vasubandhu is saying, then, is this .  The desires that motivated our past 
actions produced karmic seeds . These seeds, like all existents, are momentary. But 
typically when a seed goes out of existence it causes a similar seed to come into 
existence in that mental stream. Karmic causal laws specify the conditions under 
which a seed wi ll  ripen and bear fruit. The fruit of a kannic seed is an impression - a 
mental image that presents itself as an external o�iect. Since the same karmic causal 
laws govern al l  mental streams, similar karma wil l  lead to similar sensory 
experiences. The uniformity of the karmic causal laws wil l  l ikewise account for 
spatio-temporal detenninacy: the seed that causes the seeing of a rose image will only 
ripen after certain other experiences, such as the ones we interpret as 'walking into 
the garden' experiences. We can also use karmic causal laws to explain efficacy. The 
desire that produces a dream of eating is simply not strong enough to produce the 
karmic fruit of a feeling of ful lness; the desire that leads to a waking experience of 
eating is. We can even explain the fact that waking sensory experience is not under 
our control in the same way that imagination is. I f it is our past desires that cause our 
present experience, then since we can ' t  change the past, it's no wonder that we have 
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little direct control over the nature of our present perceptions. Thus all the features of 
our sensory experience can be accounted for by the hypothesis that they are 
impressions caused by karmic seeds in accordance with causal laws. 

So what? Perhaps you are thinking that Vasubandhu is perfectly welcome to his 
explanation of sensory experience, but you prefer your own . Even if we accepted 
karma (and we wil l  come to that question shortly), sti l l  we would just have two 
competing explanations of experience: the impressions-only explanation in terms of 
karmic seeds and karmic causal laws, and our familiar explanation in terms of 
sensory interaction with physical objects in an external world. Why reject the familiar 
model that everyone else accepts in favor of some weird alternative? But 
Vasubandhu has one more card to play. Remember the question he asks in v .6 :  Why 
invent material elements? This might have struck you as a strange question, but it is 
legitimate. In the debate between the representationalist realist and the impressions
only theorist, physical objects are indeed unobservable entities that are posited by the 
realist in order to make their theory work. They are unobservable because all we are 
ever directly aware of are mental images (what the realist calls representations). 
Physical objects are never directly observed, they can only be inferred from the 
nature of what we do directly observe, viz. the mental ilnages that make up our 
sensory experience. And the inference that leads to our belief in physical objects is 
just the one that the realist explanation is based on: because our experiences have 
such-and-such features, they must be caused by external objects. If  the 
representationalist is right about how our belief in an external world is formed, then 
physical objects are indeed unobservable entities that are posited on the basis of a 
certain theory. And now Vasubandhu can employ our old friend, the Principle of 
Lightness: 

Principle of Lightness: Given two competing theories each of which is equally 
good at explaining and predicting the relevant phenomena, choose the l ighter 
theory, that is, the theory that posits the least number of unobservable entities. 

This is what is behind Vasubandhu's  question, Why invent (that is, posit) material 
elements? The impressions-only theory and the representationalist realist theory both 
offer explanations of the same set of phenomena, our sensory experience. They agree 
on what the observables are: mental entities, including mental images but also such 
things as desires and feelings. They also agree that karma plays a role in explaining 
our experience. The realist theory, though, has an additional posit: physical objects, 
things that are in principle unobservable .  If the two theories are equally good at 
helping us predict the future course of our sensory experience, then by lightness the 
impressions-only theory is preferable. 

Notice, by the way, that this is not an argument from skepticism about the external 
world .  Those who have studied modern Western philosophy might expect that 
Vasubandhu would argue like this:  ' We can't  prove that physical objects do exist. 
(How could we conclusively prove this if we can never be directly aware of them? 



1 5 8  Buddhism as Philosophy 

For all we know we might be in a completely closed system of virtual reality.) So we 
have no reason to say they do exist. Therefore we ought to conclude that they don't 
exist . '  But his ' argument from lightness' is actually quite different from this skeptical 
argument. It isn't skepticism about the external world that he thinks gives support to 
impressions-only. It's the principle of lightness. The idea behind that principle is that 
when we posit superfluous entities, this is most likely to be the mind superimposing 
its interests on the world .  Vasubandhu' s  argument is not based on epistemological 
considerations (skepticism is an epistemological position), but on considerations that 
are strictly metaphysical. 

Does the argument work? Here is one of those places where it does seem to make a 
difference whether or not one accepts the theory of karma and rebirth. Vasubandhu's 
explanation of sensory experience requires that there be karmic seeds and karmic 
causal laws. So if we have little or no reason to accept that idea, then it might seem 
that his argument from lightness won't work. Are there any alternatives that a modem 
impressions-only theorist might use instead? Berkeley used God to account for the 
regularities in our sensory experience. According to Berkeley,  sensory images 
(Berkeley called them ' ideas ' )  are caused to occur in our minds by another more 
powerful mind, that of God. And the orderly patterns in which these ideas occur in us 
are testimony to God's  concern for our welfare. But such an explanation would not 
appeal to a Buddhist. For Berkeley's  minds (ours and God's) are thinking substances 
-just the sort of thing the Buddhist theory of anatman denies. 

Might a modern Buddhist adapt Vasubandhu' s  basic idea to a culture skeptical 
about karma? Perhaps .  We might be able to make sense of the idea that mere 
impress ions are caused by past desires. Consider the famous hand-washing scene in 
Act 1 of  Shakespeare 's  Macbeth. Why does Lady Macbeth see blood on her hands 
when neither her husband nor we in the audience see any such thing? Clearly because 
of the guilt she feels  due to the part she played in getting her husband to commit 
murder. So at least in this case we can understand how a desire might serve as cause 
of a later impression. So there must be at least some causal laws connecting past 
desires with present impressions by way of triggering conditions. And perhaps such 
causal laws might play a larger role than we suspect in our experience - leading not 
just to what we call hallucinations but to more ordinary kinds of experiences as well. 
Then similarities among the past desires of distinct mental streams could also explain 
intersubjective agreement. These are the sorts of things a modern impressions-only 
theorist might say to try to make Vasubandhu's  argument from lightness work. 
Would it then succeed? This is a question we wil l  have to come back to later. For 
there is at least one more twist to the argument, having to do with the question how 
we tel l  whether two competing explanations are ' equally good' .  That twist won't 
come out till we reach v . 1 8  and the notion of 'mutual determination of mental 
streams' .  
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8.4 

We wil l  now skip over verses 8- 1 0  (to which we will  return later), and exami ne a 
second major argument for impressions-only, presented in verses 1 1 - 1 5 .  Here 
Vasubandhu goes on the attack, seeking to show that the hypothesis that there are 
physical objects is incoherent. He begins with a new objection:  even the Buddha 
holds that there are physical objects. The Buddha spoke often of such things as the 
iiyatanas of color-and-shape, etc. That suggests he believed there are physical objects 
that cause our experiences of seeing colors and shapes, smelling odors, etc. Of course 
Vasubandhu has his own theory about why the Buddha said such things. (We'll come 
to it later.) But the opponent wants to know why we shouldn 't just accept the most 
obvious explanation: the Buddha said these things because he was a realist. NO\v this 
isn ' t  a serious objection to impressions-only, unless you already believe that the 
Buddha's testimony is authoritative on questions concerning the ultimate nature of 
reality. So this is not a philosophically interesting objection. But what Vasubandhu 
has to say in response is philosophically interesting. What Vasubandhu will do is 
look at two different theories concerning the nature of rupa dharma.I· : atomism and 
the property-particulars theory. (See Chapter 6 for these.two theories .)  In verses 
1 1 - 1 4  he will try to show that atomism could not explain our sensory experience. and 
in verse 1 5  he will argue that the property-particulars theory couldn ' t  either. So i f  
we're right to  think that only dharmas can be  ultimately real, it  will  turn out that 
neither ofthe available realist theories can be correct. 

[Reply: We should not take the Buddha to have been referring to physical 
objects] because, 

I I . That [ayatana] is not one, nor is the intentional object a plurality made up 
of atoms, 

Neither do they aggregate, since the atom is unproven. 
What is meant by this? If the ayatana of color-and-shape etc. were respectively 
the intentional objects of impressions of color-and-shape, etc . ,  then they would 
be individuals, l ike the 'whole' posited by the Vaise�ikas, or they would be 
plural i t ies made up of atoms, or they would themselves be the aggregates of 
atoms. But the intentional object is not an indiv idual, since one never apprehends 
a whole which is distinct from its paI1s. Neither is it a plurality, since one does not 
apprehend atoms individual ly. Nor, finally, do the aggregates [of atoms] become 
the intentional object of perception, since there is no establishing that the atom is 
an individual real. 
Why is it not establ ished? Because, 

1 2ab. The atom must have six parts, for it joins simultaneously with six others. 
The atom wi l l  have s ix parts i f it joins simultaneously with six atoms from six 
sides, since it is impossible that where one is another should be. 

1 2cd. [Otherwise] it would be a mass having the size of one atom, because al l 
six would be in the same place. 

Or else the space [occupied by] one atom is that of all six. Then because all are in 
the same place, they would al l  together be a mass the size of one atom; then 
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because of lack of mutual separation, no mass whatever would be visible. 
[The opponent:] The atoms do not at al l  unite, s ince they are partless. Hence 

the fault does not arise as a consequence [of our position]. Aggregates, however, 
do join. So say the Vaibha�ikas of Kashmir. 

They should be replied to as fol lows: The aggregate of atoms is not an object 
distinct from those [atoms] . 

1 3 . I f  the atoms do not join, then with respect to their aggregates, of what is 
there this [joining]? 

It  cannot be shown that their joining does not take place because of their 
partlessness. 

Suppose that the aggregated things do not join with one another. Then it should 
be pointed out that it is not right to deny joining on the grounds of the partlessness 
of the atoms, since one could not then acknowledge the joining of the aggregate, 
even though it has parts. Thus it does not fol low that the atom is a d istinct 
substance. Moreover, regardless of whether one al lows that atoms join or not, 

1 4 . There is no individual ity of that which can be divided into distinct spatial 
parts. 

On the opposite assumption, why is there shade and obstruction? I f  the 
mass is not d istinct, these two do not characterize it. 

In other words, if there are distinct spatial parts of the atom such as the east part, 
the upper part, etc., then how should there be any individuality of an atom with 
such a nature? 

I f  each atom has no d istinct spatial parts, then how is it that upon the 
appearance of the sun, in one place there is shade, in another there is sunl ight? 
There would be no place at which it is d ifferent from where the sunlight is .  And 
how can there be obstructing of one atom by another if distinct spatial parts are 
not posited? The atom has no other parts whatever where, by having come there, 
it could be resisted by another. Then as has been said [above], in the absence of 
resistance, the entire aggregate would be the size of an atom, since a l l  would 
occupy the same place. 

[Obj ection:] Why not say this, that shade and obstruction pertain to the mass, 
not to the atom? 

[Reply: ]  What mass could possibly be posited as distinct from the atoms yet 
characterized by these two [shade and obstruction]? None, and thus it is said, ' I f  
the mass i s  not something distinct, these two do not characterize it. ' That i s ,  if  the 
mass is not posited as something distinct from the atoms, then these two wi l l  not 
characterize it. 

[Objection:] The atom, the aggregate, and the l ike, are fabricated 
constructions, what is the point of considering them when the characteristics of 
color-and-shape cannot be denied? 

[Reply:] What, then, are their characteristics? 
[The opponent:] The property of being the intentional object of vision, etc., 

and blueness, etc. 
[Reply:] That is prec isely what is being del iberated upon, whether what is 

taken to be the intentional object of vision, etc . ,  is a s ingle substance or a 
plurality. 

[The opponent] What do you say? 
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[Reply;] The fault involved in plurality has already been indicated. 
1 5 . I f it [the intentional object] were an individual, there would not occur ( 1 )  

going progressively, (2) simultaneously grasping and not grasping, 
(3) the appearing together of d istinct things, and (4) the not seeing of 

minute things. 
(l ) I fwe were accordingly to suppose that the intentional object of vision is not a 
plurality, but one undiv ided substance, then there would not be such a thing as 
going progressively across the ground, that is, walking. For with a single step one 
should have traversed al l  at once. (2)  Again it would be imposs ible for one 
simultaneously to grasp the near part of someth ing and not grasp the far part. 
Grasping and not grasping of one and the same thing at one time cannot be. (3) 
Nor can there be the occurrence of a plurality of distinct things, e .g., elephants or 
horses, in d istinct places. S ince the one is just where the other is, how can it be 
thought that the two are d istinct? Alternatively, si nce an empty space is 
apprehended between two things, how can that which is both occupied and not 
occupied by them be considered to be one? (4) Nor should there be invisibi l ity of 
tiny aquatic animals which are the same color as gross ones, if  it is supposed that 
distinctness of substance is determined only by d ifference in characteristics, not 
in other ways [such as quantity, position, time, etc . ] .  

Thus necessari ly, d ist inction [among substances] requi res the positing of 
atoms. And that [atom] cannot be proven to be an individual existent. That being 
unproven, the objectness of the [supposed] i ntentional objects of s ight, etc . ,  
namely color-and-shape, etc . ,  i s  unproven; thus i t  is shown that impressions 
alone exist. 

1 6 1  

In v . 1 1 Vasubandhu mentions three things an atomist might say about how atoms 
contribute to our sensory experience. The first is that the intentional object of 
perception is a whole existing over and above its atomic parts, and the second is that 
the intentional object of perception is the individual atoms themselves. Vasubandhu 
dismisses them for the obvious reasons that the whole is unreal, and individual atoms 
are too small to detect with the senses. But the third is something new: atoms 
combine to form aggregates, and in an aggregate the individual atoms are able to do 
something collectively that they are unable to do on their own. The idea is roughly 
like this:  if a single snowflake fel l  on you it probably wouldn't register, but if enough 
snowflakes are stuck together to make a snowball, you 'd probably feel them when 
they struck. The key thing here is that the aggregate is not supposed to be a whole 
existing over and above the parts. That 's  why the atomist realist cal ls it an 
'aggregate' :  as a way of making clear that we're really just talking about all those 
individual atoms (which are the only ultimately real physical things the atomist 
recognizes). The ' aggregates of atoms' option is supposed to combine the benefIts of 
the 'one whole' option (something big enough to see and feel) and the 'pluralities of 
atoms' option (real atoms to act as causes), while inheriting the defects of neither. 

Now we might wonder whether this view is really distinct from the one that says 
the object of perception is the whole. But Vasubandhu is will ing to set that question 
aside, since he sees a more pressing difficulty. How exactly do the atoms come 



1 62 Buddhism as Philosophy 

together to make an aggregate that is larger than any of its constituent atoms? As you 
may recall ,  Abhi dharmikas discussed a number of possible approaches to this 
problem. Vasubandhu argues that none of them will work. The argument begins with 
v . 1 2, where he considers what appear to be the basic options the atomist has. To 
understand what he is saying, you need to understand that the standard model of an 
aggregate of atoms has it consisting of seven atoms: one in the middle, one in each of 
the four cardinal directions (north, south, etc . ), and one each above and below. We 
might imagine other configurations of atoms making up an aggregate, but the number 
doesn't  matter. What does matter is the question how we get something bigger when 
atoms come together. And what Vasubandhu is saying in v . 1 2  is that this can only 
occur if the individual atom has some finite size. If the atom has no size - i f it is a 
mere geometrical point, something with no length, breadth or height - then putting 
other atoms together with a central atom to form an aggregate wi l l  not result in 
anything bigger than our original atom. This is his point in v . 1 2cd: if the central atom 
has no size, then where the one to the east touches it must be the same place as where 
the one to the west touches it. So those three atoms will be no bigger than the one we 
started with. The atoms must have some size if aggregates are to be big enough to 
detect with our senses. But, he says in v . 1 2ab and again in v. 1 4ab, ifan atom has size 
then it must be a whole made of parts. So then the atom would not be a real entity. 

Why must the atom have parts? Imagine three atoms, the first one M in the middle, 
a second one L touching it on its left side Mu and a third one R touching M on its right 
side Mw Now if the three atoms together are going to be bigger than M, ML and MR 
must be on two different sides of M. So there must be some distance inside M to 
separate these two sides. The interior of M must, that is,  contain distinct spatial 
regions, the region adjoining ML, and the region adjoining Mw And Vasubandhu is 
saying these distinct spatial regions inside the atom count as parts. 

We might find this last claim dubious. We could agree with Vasubandhu that it is 
hard to imagine that atoms have no size whatever, that they are mere geometrical 
points. But isn't  an atom something with a size so small that it can't be divided up into 
anything smaller? (Remember that by 'atom ' we here mean something genuinely 
indivisible, and not what we (mistakenly) call by that name today.)  We can grant that 
the atom must contain distinct spatial regions within itself: one bordering the left 
side, another bordering the right side, etc. But since these spatial regions cannot be 
physically separated from one another, why should they be called parts? Wasn't it 
Vasubandhu himself (speaking as a Sautrantikas) who said that the test of 
something 's  being ultimately real i s  that it cannot be broken up l ike a pot can be 
broken? (See Chapter 6 . )  Why should our ability to mentally distinguish among the 
different regions of the atom show that the atom has parts and so isn't  ultimately real 
if the atom is something truly indivisible? 

Vasubandhu will answer that the true test of something's being ultimately real is 
that it not borrow its nature from other things. This is what he meant when he said in 
A bhidharmako�abhii�a that we reach the dharmas when we reach something that not 
only cannot be broken up like a pot can be broken, but also cannot be conceptually 
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analyzed. Something showing qualitative complexity, such as a complicated mental 
state, might be physically indivisible simply because it isn't a physical object and so 
doesn 't have any spatial size. It can nonetheless be analyzed into distinct 
components. And this shows that it borrows its properties from those components; it 
is a whole made of parts and so not ultimately real. Vasubandhu is  now saying. this 
applies to the atom as wel l .  Even if it cannot be split up into parts, insofar as i t  
contains distinct spatial regions it borrows its nature from its components. When we 
rule out the atom as a mere point, we commit ourselves to saying that having a certain 
(very smal l)  size is the intrinsic nature of an atom . But that nature turns out 10 be 
borrowed from the (smaller) sizes of the spatial regions making it up. So an atom 
could not be a dharma. 

It won ' t  help to propose that the real rupa dharmas are these smaller spatial 
regions that make up the atom. For exactly the same reasoning will apply to them as 
Vasubandhu used against the reality of the atom. Each must have a finite size, and so 
must be made up of yet smaller spatial regions . This process will  never come 10 an 
end. This i s  a consequence of the infinite divisibi lity of space: between any two 
points, no matter how close, there are infinitely many distinct points. 

So maybe i t 's  time to revisit the option of saying the atom has no size at al l .  We 
saw that if the point-atoms touched they would al l wind up in the same place, so no 
matter how many atoms made up the aggregate it would never get any bigger. But 
what if the atoms didn't touch? What if an aggregate were seven point-atoms each at 
some distance from the rest? Then the aggregate would have some finite size, and it 
could serve as the building-block of sti l l  larger physical objects. 

In v . 1 3  Vasubandhu points out a problem for this  proposal. Ifwe allow that the 
atoms in an aggregate don 't touch, we must sti l l  say that one aggregate touches 
another. For how else are we to explain the fact that two distinct aggregates occupy 
different spatial locations - which we must do if adjoining aggregates are to make up 
larger things? When two aggregates come into contact, what is to stop the one from 
occupying the same space as the other? An aggregate must be able to obstruct other 
aggregates. You might think this is no problem, since the aggregate has size. We can 
distinguish between the one side of the first aggregate where a second one touches it, 
and the other side where the second is obstructed from going. We can do this because 
we agree that the aggregate is made up of distinct spatial regions between the one side 
and the other. It is the atom that we are supposing has no size, not the aggregate. The 
problem is that the aggregate is itself a mere conceptual fiction. The only really real 
things in this  picture would have to be atoms, and only really real things can do any 
real work. So if one aggregate is to obstruct another, individual atoms must be 
obstructing other individual atoms. And Vasubandhu wants to know how th is  is  
possible if atoms are mere points. 

This is the question Vasubandhu is raising in v . 1 4cd. He cites two problems for the 
atomist, those of shade and obstruction, but they are really a single difficulty. In order 
for one thing A to obstruct another thing B, A must prevent B from moving beyond 
A's near side and reaching A's far side. In order for the dam to hold the water back, it 
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must stop the water at the upstream side; if the water reaches the downstream side of 
the dam then the dam has not succeeded in obstructing the water, and the water will 
flow past the dam. But now imagine a dam that is just one atom thick, and suppose 
that the atoms are mere points. Then when a water atom touches the upstream side of 
one of the earth atoms making up the dam, it wil l  already have reached the 
downstream side of that atom. So that earth atom hasn't succeeded in obstructing the 
water. Adding a second layer of earth atoms to our dam won't help either, since they 
will be equally unable to prevent the water from reaching their downstream sides. On 
the hypothesis that atoms are points, no amount of atoms can ever obstruct anything. 
Likewise, no matter how many such atoms make up a tree, when the sun shines on the 
south side there should not be shade but sunlight on the north side of the tree. 

At this point we might ask whether Vasubandhu has considered all the possible 
atomist scenarios. Perhaps he has a point about the hypothesis that the atom has size, 
but has he really refuted the view that atoms are mere points? Might the atomist not 
say that atoms need not touch in order to obstruct one another? Perhaps the atom 
exerts a repulsive force on other atoms, and this is what keeps them separate. This 
would explain how the earth atoms in the dam prevent the water atoms from flowing 
downstream: because of mutually repulsive forces, the water atoms never touch those 
earth atoms on the upstream side of the dam at al l .  It would also explain how the 
atoms making up the tree prevent the sunlight from reaching the ground to the tree's 
north. Vasubandhu says nothing about this hypothesis. And the idea of forces acting 
on partic les seems like a plausible view; it is, after all, something like what modem 
physics tells us. So it seems Vasubandhu hasn't yet succeeded in refuting atomism. 

There is, though, a reason why Vasubandhu didn 't  give this sort of view serious 
consideration. It involves what is called 'action at a distance ' :  one object acting on 
another when the two are not themselves in contact and there isn 't some third thing 
transmitting the action from the one to the other. Modem physics does posit various 
kinds of action at a distance, such as gravity. But this is an idea that most people have 
great difficulty making sense of. That's why we tend to think of gravity as a sort of 
invisible hand that reaches out and pulls objects down. We think of gravity this way 
because we find it hard to see how the earth could act on something it isn 't in contact 
with, such as the skydiver who has just left the airplane. We thus think of gravity as a 
force, and we think of forces as invisible things that reach out and push or pull .  
Classical Indian philosophers did discuss the case of magnetism, which is a 
phenomenon that suggests action at a distance. There is even a dispute in 
Abhidharma over whether vision must touch its object for perception to take place. 
But when it came to phenomena such as obstruction the assumption seems to have 
been that contact is required. 

Although this may explain why Vasubandhu did not consider the view that atoms 
obstruct through repulsive forces acting at a distance, we sti l l  want to know whether 
the view might be true. Were Vasubandhu presented with this hypothesis, what could 
he say to refute it? There is at least one difficulty he could point out: applying the 
inverse square law to the hypothesis leads to absurd results. The inverse square law 
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says that the force exerted by A on B is inversely proportional to the square of the 
distance between A and B .  So if we double the distance between them, the force A 
exerts on B is one fourth what it was. Conversely, if we halve the distance the force is 
quadrupled. Now remember that space is infinitely divisible. This means that ifatoms 
are mere points, the space between two atoms A and B may be halved infinitely many 
times. So as B approaches A, the force that A exerts on B will  rapidly approach 
infinity. And this seems absurd. How could something with no size at all contain 
within itself more force than there should be in the universe?4 

In v . 1 4  a new opponent agrees with Vasubandhu that atomism wil l  not work. 
Atoms and aggregates of atoms are, this opponent says, 'mere fabricated 
constructions ' ,  entities we invent as part of our efforts to make sense of the 
experience of purting things together and taking them apart. Atoms are, after al l ,  in 
principle unobservable. So if we are to be good empiricists we should be wary of 
positing them, only doing so if there are no other, l ighter ways of explaining the 
phenomena. This opponent thinks the property-particulars theory is such a way. On 
this theory, ordinary physical objects are bundles not of aggregates of atoms but of 
property-particular nApa dharmas. The impartite things out of which a table is 
composed are not tiny indivisible 'things' like earth atoms (hunks of hard stuff), but 
rather occurrences of properties such as hardness, whiteness, smoothness, etc. 
Remember that these property-particulars are thought to exist whether we perceive 
them or not. When my vision does come in contact with the whiteness property
particular, that causes a mental image that resembles the whiteness that exists ' out 
there ' .  And it's because this whiteness tends to occur together with certain other sorts 
of property-particulars such as a certain shape, a certain smoothness, etc. ,  that we 
construct the conceptual fiction of the table as a 'thing' that we think of as supporting 
all these properties. The truth is just the opposite of what we think, though: it is the 
really existing property-particulars that ' support' the fiction of the table. Now this 
theory of the nApa dharmas has the advantage that it only mentions things we can 
observe: colors, shapes, textures, smel ls and the like. And it looks like these things 
might not be subject to the same divisibil ity problems that atoms fell  victim to. 
Things like whiteness and smoothness are qualitatively simple - they're the sorts of 
things that could only be known by acquaintance. And it just doesn't make sense to 
say that a certain smoothness is made up of smaller things. What could they be, 
smoother smoothnesses? So perhaps this view - which sounds initially quite odd - is 
worth considering. 

Vasubandhu presents four difficulties for the view in v . 1 5 . The commentary 
discusses these in terms of our ordinary ' thing' language, but they are better 

4Notice that this does not refute the view that there is action at a distance. What it  refutes is the 
combination of that view and the claim that the atom that acts is a mere point with no size. Action at a 
distance wi l l  work in combination with the view that the material particles have finite size. For there wi l l  
then be only finitely many times one can halve the distance between the centers of the particles before they 
come in contact. The difficulty Vasubandhu wil l  see here isjust that an atom with size must have pm1s. 
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represented if couched in terms of a phenomenal language. (The property-particulars 
theorist would say the nouns of a phenomenal language are al l names of rupa 
dharmas, so this language can state the ultimate truth about the external world.) For 
the first objection, imagine you are having the visual experience you would interpret 
as standing in front of a uniformly green field: you see a certain green with a certain 
shape. Why is it, asks Vasubandhu, that when you have the experience we interpret as 
taking a step, you continue to see the same green? To bring the point home, imagine 
you are having the experience we would interpret as seeing a piece of green paper on 
the ground :  you see a similarly shaped green color. In that case you would not 
continue to see green after having the experience we call taking a single step. What 
explains the difference? The two property-particulars are the same color and the same 
shape, so there shouldn 't be any difference between them, yet there c learly i s .  Of 
course we want to say there is a difference here: the first greenness dharma is bigger 
than the second. But to say one is bigger than the other is to speak of size, and that 
will  bring up exactly the problem the property-particulars theory was trying to avoid. 
For if something has size, then it is made of parts and so cannot be a dharma. 

While the first objection involves the sense of vision, the second involves touch. 
Suppose you are having the experiences we call holding a banana in your hand. This 
will involve your seeing a certain yellow color, smelling a certain odor, and feeling a 
certain smoothness and a certain shape. Consider just the shape that you are aware of 
through touch. That shape has two ends, but at any one time you can be aware of only 
one and not the other. How can that be? The only plausible answer is that at any one 
time you are aware by touch of just one part of the banana shape. But of course to say 
this is to say that the shape has parts, and thus is not a dharma. So once again what is 
ostensibly a property-particular turns out not to be an ultimately real entity after all. 

By now you should be able to work out on your own how the third and fourth 
objections go . The overall point of v . 1 5  i s  c lear. Whi le the property-particulars 
theory of the rupa dharmas seems to work in some cases, it cannot account for all our 
sensory experiences. There are some sensory experiences that seem to require the 
existence of things with size. And once we accept these, we fal l  back into the 
difficulties of infinite divisibil ity that beset the atomist. Is there any way around this 
problem? The Sautrantikas, we might recall, deny that shape is a dharma. The present 
difficulty might help us understand why. Al l  of Vasubandhu' s  objections to the 
property-particulars theory bring in shape in one way or another, so perhaps denying 
that shape is ultimately real might help the realist answer these obj ections. I f  for 
instance we can't say that the two greens we see have the same shape, then there is no 
reason to expect that our experience of the first will be just like our experience of the 
second. So the fact that after ' taking a single step' I sti l l  see green in the first case but 
not the second would not pose a problem. The question is whether it is possible to 
describe al l  of our sensory experience in a phenomenal language that does not 
mention shape, and so does not inadvertently bring in size. I f  so, then perhaps the 
realist can say that the object of perception is the external property-particular. This 
may be a possibi lity worth exploring. But at least initially it does not seem too 
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promising. It is difficult to see how we could eliminate all talk of shape from our 
phenomenal language and still succeed in describing all the important features of our 
experience. For instance we classify leaves primarily on the basis of their shapes :  we 
cal l these maple leaves and those oak leaves because of their common and distinct 
shapes. The realist has their work cut out for them if they want to rescue the view that 
the object of perception is an external object in the form of a property-particular.5 

8.5 

With this we will end our exposition of Yasubandhu's second major argument. In the 
remainder of Villlsatikii he considers several more objections. We will examine jllst a 
portion of this final section: 

[Obj ection:] It can be settled whether [the external object] is existent or non
existent by the employment of the means of knowledge. And of all the means of 
knowledge, i t  i s  perception which is the most important. Then if the external 
object is non-existent, how can there be the cognition, 'I am perceiving'? 

[Reply:] 
1 6 . Perceptual cognition is just l ike in dreams and the l ike; moreover, when 

that [cognition] occurs, 
The external object is not seen; how can it be thought that this is a case of 

perception? 
As was explained above [v.3],  even in the absence of an external object [sensory 
cognition can occur] . 

Moreover, when that [a perceptual cognition] occurs, the external object is not 
seen; how can it be thought that this is a case of perception? It is when the 
perceptual cogn ition occurs that one says, ' I  am perceiv ing ' .  At that time, the 
external object is not seen, since judgment is only performed by mind
consciousness and since visual consciousness is then extinguished. How can it be 
said that this is a case of perception? Particularly as the external object is 
momentary, how much more so must its color or taste then be extinct? 

[Objection : ]  We do not remember that which was not experienced, and this 
requires the experience of an external object. This is none other than seeing. Thus 
it is that perception pertains to color-and-shape, etc . ,  which are its i ntentional 
object. 

[Reply:] This remembering of experienced objects proves nothing, since 
1 7 .  As has already been said, an impression bears the form of that [object]; 

memory arises from this; 

5 Another possibil ity that might be worth exploring is that shape is indeed a dharma, but in addition there 
are size dharmas. So each occurrence of a color dharma such as green is accompanied by some shape 
dharma, such as round. But one green dharma that is accompanied by a round dharma m ight be 
accompanied by a ' largeness' dharma, while another is accompanied by a 'smal lness' dharma. Whether 
this can be made to work is the question. One concern might be that it wi l l  end up on the seriously 'heavy' 
side. This approach also fai ls to address the difficulty at the heart of the second objection. 
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I n  sleep the unawakened one does not ascertain the absence of a v isual 
object. 

As was said before, an impression of visual consciousness bearing the form of an 
external object arises even without there being an external object. From just such 
an impression there arises a memory-dependent mental impression, a 
representation of that, which is constructed in the form of color-and-shape, etc. 
Thus from the occurrence of memory the existence of external objects does not 
fol low. 

[Objection:]  If just as in sleep so in the waking state as wel l  the impression has 
an intentional object without there being a real external thing, then the world 
should realize of its own accord the non-existence of that [external object]. But it 
does not. Thus it is not the case that apprehensions of external objects are all, l ike 
s leep, devoid of external o�jects. 

[Reply:] This cannot be allowed. For those who are awake, dulled as they are 
by the s leep of falsely constructed repetitive [karmic] influences, do not 
apprehend that when they perceive an external object it is unreal, precisely as in 
s leep. But when, through the attainment of the transcendent, non-conceptual 
cognition which is the contrary of that, one [truly] awakens, then by reason of the 
manifestation of the purified worldly cognition which is obtained in the wake of 
that [transcendent cognition], one correctly apprehends the non-existence of an 
external object. This is the same [as the case of sleep and ordinary awakening] . 

[Objection:]  If the impressions of beings arise bearing the representations of 
external objects solely because of distinctive transformations in [the beings ' ]  
own mental streams, and not because of distinct external objects, then how can i t  
be shown that the impressions of beings are determined by association with good 
and bad friends, and by hearing true and false doctrines, since neither the good 
and bad friends nor those teachings exist [according to you]? 

[Reply:] 
1 8 . There is mutual determination of impressions through reciprocal 

influence. 
In sleep the mind is overcome by torpor; it does not have the same effect. 

Mutual determination of impressions occurs among all beings suitably linked by 
means of reciprocal influence of impressions. ' M utual ' means between one 
another. Accordingly the distinct impression arises in one mental stream from 
some distinct impression in another mental stream, not from a distinct external 
object. 

lObjection:j l f as in sleep so in the waking state as well the impression has no 
external obj ect, why is it not the case that good and bad conduct have the same 
desirable and undesirable future [karmic] results whether one is asleep or not? 

[Reply:] Because ' in  sleep the mind is overcome by torpor; it [one's good and 
bad conduct] does not have the same effect . '  It is for this reason, and not because 
there are real external objects. 

[Objection : ]  I f  a l l  this is just impressions, and there are no such things as 
bodies and voices, how is it that for instance sheep can be chased and ki l led by 
shepherds? Or if that death is not caused by them, how is it that the shepherd 
earns the fate of a murderer? 

[Reply:] 
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1 9. Death is an alteration caused by another's distinct impression, just as 
By the mental powers of demons there occur loss of memory and the l ike 

in others. 
Just as because of the mental powers of demons, etc., there occur in others such 
alterations as loss of memory, dreams, being seized by evi l  spirits, and the l ike. 
Because of the mental powers of sorcerers as wel l .  Or again as in the case of 
Katyayana's powers causing Sarat;Ja to dream. Or when Vasumitra was defeated 
by another (in battle] because of the mental anger of a forest ascetic. In the same 
way through the power of a distinct impression of one person there occurs some 
action which harms the l i fe-force of another, and thus death, that i s, the cutting 
off of the stream of resembling (dharmas], occurs - thus should it be known. 

1 69 

Notice that in v . 1 6  Vasubandhu gives a compressed form of the time-lag argument. 
When we first encountered that argument (Chapter 6) it was used to support 
representationalism. Here Vasubandhu uses it differently. The opponent has objected 
that perception is the most important of our means of knowledge, and since the 
opponent thinks perception involves cognition of external objects, they do not see 
how an impressions-only theorist can agree that perception is a means of knowledge. 
How can an idealist be an empiricist? But this objection clearly presupposes a direct 
realist account of perception. The opponent only thinks impressions-only is 
incompatible with empiricism because they think that when we perceive, we are 
directly aware of external objects. Vasubandhu uses the time-lag argument to show 
that direct realism is  false. All we are ever directly aware of in sensory experience are 
mental images. When we first encountered the time-lag argument, it was being 
assumed that physical objects exist. Given that assumption, the time-lag argument 
could be used to support representationalism. But once this assumption is called into 
question, the argument can only show that the intentional object in sensory 
experience is something inner or mental ; it cannot be used to prove the existence of 
physical objects. Notice that Vasubandhu also gives an explanation of some ofthe 
differences between waking sensory experience and dream experience. Because 
mental acts are less forceful in sleep, the actions one performs in dreams don't  have 
the kinds of karmic consequences that waking actions can have. He might use the 
same device to explain why the dream experience of eating a meal is not typically 
followed by the experience of fullness. 

Now notice the objection that precedes v . 1 8 . By 'distinctive transformations in 
mental streams' the opponent means the ripening of seeds that is supposed to give 
rise to impressions. So the opponent is saying Vasubandhu can 't explain how one 
person can influence another person's  experiences. A 'good friend' here is someone 
who teaches the Dharma to others, a 'bad friend' is one who leads others astray, for 
instance by causing them to live lives devoted to the pursuit of sensual pleasure. But 
the point is quite general, and can be i l lustrated with a much simpler example. I f !  
greet you and shake your hand, w e  want to say that your sensory experiences of 
hearing my greeting and feeling my handshake were caused by my desires, not by 
your karma. So far, Vasubandhu has only mentioned one source of sensory 
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experience, the ripening of karmic seeds. So it looks as though his theory cannot 
account for the facts about those of our sensory experiences that come through 
interpersonal interaction.6  

Vasubandhu responds by tell ing us that there are actually two sources of 
impressions. In addition to the ripening of karmic seeds, impressions can also be 
caused in a mental stream by the occurrence of a distinct impression in another 
suitably l inked mental stream. Your experience of hearing my greeting and feeling 
my handshake were caused by my desire to make you feel welcome. Now this desire 
must have a certain strength if it is to produce this effect in you. But this is just the 
difference between a mere wish and an effective decision. Our two streams must also 
be ' suitably linked ' .  All this means is that the prior histories of each stream must have 
led to certain simi larities in present experiences. We say that you won't  hear my 
greeting and fee l  my handshake unless our bodies are in close proximity. 
Vasubandhu denies we have bodies, but he agrees that an effective desire to make 
you feel welcome wil l  only produce the auditory and tactile impressions in you if our 
streams currently contain the sorts of simi lar impressions that we interpret as 
standing together in the same place. A similar account will  explain how one person 
can murder another (or a shepherd can kill a sheep) if there are neither weapons nor 
bodies. Under suitable circumstances an effective desire can bring about the utter 
disruption ofa distinct mental stream. (Ifthere is rebirth, the mental stream continues 
under radical ly altered circumstances; if there is no rebirth, then the ' disruption' 
consists in the cessation of that mental stream.)  Once again, a mere wish won't  do. 
But we know the difference between the fleeting thought, 'I wish they were dead' ,  
and the determined volition that leads to active planning and execution. The laws 
governing the production of impressions are such that only the latter can lead to the 
serious disruption ofa series of impressions. 

To our ears this will  sound bizarre. We think the only way one person can cause 
another to have experiences is through a physical medium : my lips move, your 
eardrums oscil late, and you hear my voice. Vasubandhu's  account tells us one mind 
can act directly on another. This will sound to us like he is attributing special psychic 
powers to mental streams .  And unless you believe in demons and other sorts of 
magical beings, this wi l l  seem quite mysterious and highly implausible.7 Now an 
idealist could go on the offensive and say that if anything is mysterious here, it is the 
realist 's  claim that something mental can bring about something physical. We suppose 

61ndeed you might be wondering if the impressions-only theorist is not also committed to solipsism, the 
view that there is only one mental stream, namely your own. I fthere are no external objects, are there other 
mental streams, or is m ine the only one that exists? Yasubandhu is not a solipsist, but he gives no argument 
for the existence of other minds. Among later Yogiiciirins, though, there was a debate over the existence of 
other minds. 

7Yasubandhu and his audience probably did. That is why his text mentions demons and sorcerers: 
because they agreed that some beings have such powers, it would not have seemed quite so odd to them 
that a l l  beings might. Sti l l  we do not, so it is worth asking how else this view might be defended. 
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it is my desire to greet you that causes my hand to extend to yours. But how does this 
desire, which is something mental, bring about the physical activity? We already 
accept that one mental event can cause another, at least in a single mental stream. My 
desire to solve some problem causes me to focus my awareness intently on the issue. 
Consequently we understand how it might be that a desire in one mental stream could 
cause an impression in another. For here we are at least talking about one mental event 
causing another mental event. But, an idealist might say, the realist's  claim that mental 
events can cause physical ones (and vice versa) is quite incomprehensible. 

An idealist might say something like this. The British ideal ist Berkeley did. But 
Vasubandhu does not. Nor to my knowledge does any other Yogacarin. The reason 
for this is probably that it would not occur to most Buddhists to think it odd that a 
mental event could cause a physical one, or vice versa. And this is because Buddhists 
generally understand causation as no more than invariable concomitance.8 The 
Buddha's formula of dependent origination was: 'whenever this occurs that occurs, 
in the absence of this there is the absence of that' . Here there is no mention of some 
occult power or force that brings the effect into existence; there are just the two 
events, cause and effect. So it will not seem odd that an event of one sort could bring 
about another event of a very different sort - not so long <fs we observe constant 
conjunction between the two kinds of event. It is only when we think of causation as 
requiring something like power to link cause and effect that mental-physical 
interaction might seem peculiar.9 What Vasubandhu could say is just that direct 
mental causation between distinct mental streams seems odd to us only because we 
are used to thinking in naive realist tenns. Once we have learned to see through the 
realist interpretation we have superimposed on our experience of impressions, we 
will  see that there is nothing really odd about intersubjective mental causation. For 
(unless we believe there really are demons and sorcerers) it will sti l l  be true that one 
mind can cause experiences in another only under those circumstances we would 
ordinarily describe as one body acting on another. While there are no bodies, there 
are those circumstances that common sense interprets as one body acting on another. 
And these are just the ones that Vasubandhu describes as mental streams ' suitahly 

8As we wi l l  see in  Chapter 9, the Madhyamika w i l l  argue not only that anything more than this is 
unwarranted, but even that this view of causation cannot be ultimately true. 

9Here is a rather different reason to be skeptical about m ind-body interaction. Suppose we believed that 
every physical event may be explained in terms of some law of physics. And suppose we also believed that 
the laws of physics only mention physical events. Then we would believe that every physical event has 
some other physical event as its cause. Suppose we also believed that desires are mental, and not physical 
things (such as brain events). Then explaining the physical event of my hand reaching out to shake yours, 
by saying it was caused by a mental event like my desire to greet you, would be superfluous; there would 
already be a complete explanation of this event in terms of some physical event (such as a brain event). But 
this argument i s  based on the assumption that appropriately scientific causal laws could only l ink physical 
causes with physical effects. A Buddhist realist could say we have no special reason to believe this - unless 
we already believe that physical powers are required to bring about physical effects. 
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l inked by means of reciprocal influence of impressions ' .  
This raises a general point. I t  i s  tempting to think that everything would be 

different if Vasubandhu were right and there were only impressions. What we have 
just seen is that in a sense, nothing would be any different. That is, our experience 
would go on exactly as it always had. Al l  that would change is our interpretation of 
that experience. It would stil l  be true that only under certain circumstances could I 
cause you to hear something I want to say to you. We now interpret this fact in terms 
of causal interactions of bodies with other bodies and with minds. If there are only 
impressions, we should interpret it in terms of direct mental causation between 
suitably linked mental streams. But it is exactly the same experiences to which we 
give these two quite different interpretations. One surprising result of this is that an 
impressions-only theorist could sti l l  do science. In doing science we are seeking to 
find those regularities that help us explain and predict the course of our experience. 
We are used to thinking that these are to be expressed in terms of Jaws about the 
behavior of physical objects. The impressions-only theorist wi l l  say they must 
instead be put in terms of laws governing the transformation of mental streams. But 
the data to be explained are the same in either case. They are j ust what can be 
expressed in a purely phenomenal language. The laws will take different forms, and 
employ different nomenclature. But they wil l  sti l l  be laws concerning how our 
sensory experience goes. 

There is, though, one new twist that arises from Vasubandhu's  claim concerning 
direct intersubjective mental causation. This requires that the causal laws the 
impressions-only theory uses to explain and predict our sensory experience be 
considerably m ore complicated than we initially thought. Our experience of 
inanimate natural objects like mountains and rivers will still involve causal laws that 
connect past desires with karmic seeds, which in tum ripen under appropriate 
conditions to produce our present impressions. But at least some of our sensory 
experiences of other persons will be explained in terms of causal laws linking a desire 
in one mental stream with an impression in a suitably linked distinct mental stream. 
And now consider our experience of artifacts, useful objects intentionally created by 
persons. An artifact l ike a pot is the result of a desire on the potter ' s  part, so the 
impressions-only theorist wil l  want to explain our experience of it not in terms of 
karmic seeds, but in terms of a desire in a distinct mental stream (namely the 
potter 's) .  But our sensory experience of the pot isn ' t  confined to j ust those times 
when we are 'suitably linked' with that mental stream. We can continue to have pot 
experiences when the potter isn 't around anymore, for instance when the potter has 
died . l o  Now the hypothesis of karmic seeds was meant to explain how something in 
the remote past could be the cause of a present effect when everything is momentary. 

I Ol fyou bel ieve in rebirth, you could say that that potter's mental stream continues all the same. So 
desires in  that series could sti l l  be the cause of our pot-experiences. But suppose it were an enlightened 
potter whose pot we are seeing. The mental stream of an enl ightened person ceases upon their death, so 
there is sti l l  a problem. 



Yogiiciira: Impressions-Only and the Denial of Physical Objects 1 73 

The idea was that the cause produced a seed, which produced another seed, etc. ,  in an 
unbroken series, until conditions bring about the ripening of a seed to produce an 
impression. And this makes sense when the remote cause and the seed series and the 
impression all belong to the same mental stream. But it isn ' t  clear how the seeds 
hypothesis could work in the case of our experience of artifacts. The seeds couldn 't 
be in the potter's mental stream, since we can have pot-experiences after that stream 
has ceased. So did the potter's pot-making desire cause seeds in the mental streams of 
those who now see the pot? Suppose the pot I see now was made ten years ago. Then 
the potter' s  desire would have caused a seed in 'my' mental stream ten years ago, and 
that seed would have been replicated in an unbroken series up to the present, when I 
finally have the experiences that count as the ripening conditions (such as the 
experience we call walking into a ceramics gallery). But how did the potter 's  desire 
'know' to plant a seed in my mental stream? Did it already ' know' that in ten years I 
would be interested in ceramics? Or is it rather that the potter' s  desire causes seeds in 
every mental stream, and only those mental streams with the right experiences ever 
have that series of seeds ripen to produce a pot-impression? In that case there are 
going to be an awfully large number of seeds in each mental stream. Things get even 
more complicated when someone decides to smash the pot. That means that seeds in 
some mental series that would otherwise have ripened to produce pot impressions 
now are not going to. How is that to be explained? 

The point here is not that the impressions-only theorist could not explain all these 
facts about our experience of artifacts. Where there are genuine regularities in our 
experience, they can always explain them using causal laws that connect only mental 
events. The point is rather that in order to do so, they wil l  need to make the causal 
laws of their theory extremely complex. At a certain point the realist opponent might 
say it i s  no longer clear that the impressions-only theory is just as good as the real ist 
theory at explaining and predicting our sensory experience. One thing we ask of our 
theories is that they employ relatively simple and straightforward laws . And it may 
no longer be clear that the impressions-only theory does this. Might this be a way for 
the realist to respond to Vasubandhu's  argument from l ightness? This could be worth 
exploring. Suppose, though, that it worked. Would this be a vindication of common 
sense? Notice that then one would in effect be saying that we should believe physical 
objects exist only because this theory gives the simplest way to make sense of the 
patterns in our experience. This might be a way to defend realism, but it would leave 
us a long way from the direct realism of common sense. 

8.6 

We will end our examination ofVasubandhu' s  arguments for impressions-only here. 
There is sti l l  the question what the soteriological point of all this is supposed to be. 
Why should coming to believe that there are no physical objects, only impressions in 
a mental stream, help us overcome suffering and attain nirvana? It is sometimes 
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thought that the point must be to eliminate objects of attachment and clinging. The 
idea is that we would stop suffering if we no longer believed there are material things. 
But this cannot be right. Suppose I coveted a shiny new sports car. Learning that there 
are only impressions need not eliminate my craving. For even if the car doesn't  exist 
as something independent of my mental stream, there are still the impressions that we 
(wrongly) interpret as, for instance, driving the car. I can stil l desire to have those 
impressions. And given the way the causal laws seem to work, I can only have those 
impressions if I first have the impressions we interpret as handing the salesperson a 
large amount of money. Once again, the truth of impressions-only would not change 
the nature of our experience, only how we interpret it. So if the point of the theory 
were to make us less 'materialistic' in the sense of desiring material things, it 
wouldn 't work. 

In the part of Vif[lsatika that we skipped over, Vasubandhu tells us what the point 
actually is. This part of the text begins with the opponent asking Vasubandhu why, if 
there are no physical objects, the Buddha talked about the ayatanas or sense-spheres, 
such as the visual sphere of color-and-shape. Vasubandhu replies that the Buddha 
was using his expedient pedagogical methods (upaya) and giving a teaching that 
works on two distinct levels depending on the audience. For ordinary followers this is 
a way of making the point that the skandhas are devoid of self. 1 1  But for the more 
advanced, this teaching may be interpreted in such a way as to make the point that all 
dharmas lack a falsely imputed essence. Understood on the first level, the Buddha is 
teaching that the person is devoid of self or essence, on the second, that dharmas are 
devoid of intrinsic nature (they are empty). So the first represents the Abhidhanna 
understanding of the Dharma, the second represents the Mahayana understanding. 
Here is how he puts it: 

1 0. Thus there i s  the i ntimation that the person is  devoid of self; again, in 
another way, 

The teaching is the intimation that dharmas are devoid of essence, by way 
ofa falsely constructed essence. 

Teaching this, it is i ntimated that the person is devoid of self. 'From the two 
[types of iiyatana, obj ect and sense] the s ix [types of consciousness] are 
produced, but there is no one thing that is the seer, [hearer, smeller, taster, feeler,] 
th inker' - knowing this, those who are to be instructed in the teaching of the 
selfl essness of the person enter i nto the selflessness of the person. ' I n  another 
way' - namely by means of the teaching of impressions only. How does this 
intimate the essencelessness of dharmas? Knowing that this representation of 
color-and-shape, etc . ,  arises only as an impression, that is, that no dharma bears 
the defining characteristic of color-and-shape, etc., then what [essence] exists? 

[Objection:]  I f  i ndeed no dharma exists anywhere, then this ' impressions 
only' does not exist either. How is it established? 

i iNamely by showing that consciousness must be impermanent. The doctrine of the twelve iiyatanas 
was central to the Buddha's argument that consciousness must be radically impermanent. See Chapter 3. 
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[Reply:] It is not the case that the essencelessness of dharmas is intimated by 
saying that no dharma exists anywhere. However, what is falsely constructed by 
the ignorant - such as the intrinsic nature of dharmas, what is to be grasped and 
the grasper, etc. - by means of that imagined essence [of impressions] their 
essencelessness [is intimated]; but this is not done by means of that inexpressible 
essence which is the obj ect of cogn ition of the Buddhas. S ince the 
essencelessness of impressions-only as wel l  is intimated by means of a 
constructed essence of another impression, the essencelessness of al l  dharmas is 
i nt imated by the establ i shment of impressions-only, not by the denial of their 
existence. 

1 75 

As Yogacarins understand it, the distinctive Mahayana teaching that all dharl71as are 
empty is to be understood as the claim that they all lack the intrinsic natures that we 
wrongly superimpose on them. In the case of rupa dharl71as, Vasubandhu holds, this 
falsely imputed nature includes being external. Why would it be important to 
overcome this false superimposition? When we wrongly imagine there to be external 
objects we are led to think in tenns of the duality of 'grasped and grasper' ,  of what is 
'out there ' and what is ' in here' - in short, of external world and self. Coming to see 
that there is no external world is  a means, Vasubandhu thinks, of overcoming a vcry 
subtle way of believing in an ' I '  . 

The eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant sought to refute 
Berkeley's subj ective ideal ism, claiming that we must suppose there are physical 
objects existing independent of our consciousness. His argument was that without the 
notion of something pennanent and mind-independent (that is, an objective world of 
physical objects), we could never arrive at our concept of an ' I '  that is the subject of 
different experiential contents. In short, there can be no sense of subjectivity or the 
' in here' without a sense of objectivity as the 'out there ' .  Vasubandhu would agn:e, 
but he and Kant draw diametrically opposed conclusions. Kant thinks that since we 
must believe in an enduring subject of consciousness, we must also believe that there 
are physical objects. Vasubandhu instead thinks that once we see why physical 
objects can ' t  exist we wil l  lose all temptation to think there is a true ' me'  with in .  
There are really just impressions, but we superimpose on these the false constructions 
of object and subject. Seeing this will free us from the false conception of an ' I ' . 1 2 

This point i s  made in a commentary on the other part of Vasubandhu ' s  
Vijilaptimiitratiisiddhi, the Tri1ll§ikii ( ' 3 0-versed ' ) .  For this text, which i s  more 
soteriological and less philosophical in its orientation than TrilJ1§ikii, we no longer 
have Vasubandhu's commentary on the verses. But here is how the later 
commentator Sthiramati explains a point Vasubandhu makes in v .28 :  

1 2Note that this does not constitute an argument for the Yogiicara view. To say that the impressions-only 
theory helps el iminate suffering is not to give a reason why one should believe it. The belief that there i, a 
large balance in my checking account might al leviate my suffering over Illy financial situation, bu! that ' s  
no  reason to bel ieve i t  is true. A l l  we arc doing a t  th i s  point is asking what sotcriologieal s ign i ficancc 
impressions-only would have if it were true; we arc not now inquiring into its truth. 
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' Because there is no grasping in the absence of what is to be grasped' .  There is a 
grasper ifthere is something to be grasped, but not in the absence of what is to be 
grasped.  Where there is no thing to be grasped, the absence of a grasper also 
fol lows, there is not just the absence of the thing to be grasped. Thus there arises 
the extra-mundane non-conceptual cognition that is a l ike without object and 
without cognizer. 

But why would the resulting cogTIltlOn be 'non-conceptual '?  And what did 
Vasubandhu (in the commentary on Vi1[l"�atikii v . 1  0 that we were just examining) 
mean by an ' inexpressible essence' that is cognized by the enlightened? Are we 
brushing up against the mystical here? Are we being told to take on faith what only 
yogins can actually know through their faculty of non-rational intuition? 

Perhaps not. At this  point in Tri1[lsikii, Vasubandhu has just explained the 
Y ogacara doctrine of trisvabhiiva, the doctrine that there are three intrinsic natures, 
each with its own type of emptiness. This represents the Y ogacara interpretation of 
the doctrine of emptiness. Remember that this doctrine - that all dharmas are empty 
of intrinsic nature - is  supposed to be definitive of Mahayana, and Yogacara is a 
Mahayana school. But if we take the teaching of emptiness literally, then given what 
dharmas are supposed to be (namely, things with intrinsic nature) ,  it seems to rule out 
their very existence. And this is something of an embarrassment for Y ogacara, which 
claims that there are ultimately real things in the form of impressions. The doctrine of 
trisvabhiiva, of three natures and three kinds of emptiness, is their way of trying to 
reconci le  the i mpressions-only doctrine with the teaching of emptiness. The 
trisvabhiiva or three intrinsic natures are the imagined (parikalpita) intrinsic nature, 
the dependent (paratantra) intrinsic nature, and the perfected (parini!ipanna) 
intrinsic nature. Let us look at how these are explained in Vasubandhu's  verses (and 
Sthiramati ' s  commentary). First he says what each of the three natures is, then he will 
explain in what sense each of them can be said to be empty. 

20. W hatever is discriminated by means of whatever concept, 
That is the imagined intrinsic nature; it is not real .  

He  says ' by whatever concept' to show the infinity of concepts avai lable through 
the distinction between what is internal and what are discriminated as external 
things . . .  Whatever thing is the object of conceptualization and thus is not real 
due to lack of existence, just that thing is what has the imagined intrinsic nature; it 
does not have intrinsic nature since it is due to causes and conditions. For [ if it did 
have intrinsic nature and so were real] then there would be a multipl ic ity of 
mutually contradictory concepts [such as ' having size' and 'having no size'] 
applicable to a single thing and its absence. [But a concept applies to a real thing 
only if it corresponds to the intrinsic nature of that thing.] And it is not possible 
for there to be a multiplicity of mutual ly contradictory intrinsic natures with 
respect to a single thing or its absence. 

2 1  abo Dependent intrinsic nature is the concepts that originate in dependence 
on conditions. 



Yogiiciira: Impressions-Only and the Denial a/Physical Objects 

The meaning is that whatever is governed by distinct causes and conditions 
originates depending on something distinct. 

2 l cd.  The perfected is whatever there is of that [dependent] that is forever 
devoid of the prior [imagined]. 

There being a concept, the imagined intrinsic nature has the nature of [the duality 
of] grasped and grasper. The imagined intrinsic nature is cal led ' i magined ' 
because, there being a concept, an unreal grasped-grasper (subject-object) nature 
is constructed. The perfected intrinsic nature is whatever of the dependent is 
forever and always free of that grasped-grasper [dichotomy] . 

22ab. Hence it [the perfected] is not just s imply identical with that 
[dependent], it is neither distinct from that nor is it non-distinct. 

The perfected is the dependent's being forever free of the intrinsic nature of the 
imagined. And that nature of being free is not correctly said to be either distinct or 
non-distinct [from the dependent nature] . 

22cd. It [the perfected] should be declared to be just like impermanence, etc . ,  
[the dependent] is not seen when that [perfected) is not seen. 

[The perfected is l ike impermanence:) Just as impermanence, suffering and non
self are not d istinct from the predispositions etc. ,  nor are they non-disti nct. I f  
impermanence were distinct from the predispositions, then the pred ispositions 
would be permanent. But if they were non-distinct then the predispositions would 
be of such a nature as to be annihi lated, l ike impermanence . . .  When it - the 
perfected intrinsic nature - is not seen, that - the dependent intrinsic nature - is 
not seen. If the perfected intrinsic nature, which is to be apprehended through an 
extra-mundane non-conceptual cognition, is not seen, understood, witnessed, 
then the dependent is not grasped through that cogn ition, since this purified 
worldly cognition is obtained as a consequence of that. 

23 .  With respect to the threefold intrinsic nature there is a threefold lack of 
intrinsic nature, 

The lack of intrinsic nature has been taught with respect to al l  dharmas 
collectively. 

24. F irst there is being devoid of its very defining characteristic; next there is 
Its not having a nature through itself, finally there is [the ultimate) lack of 

intrinsic nature. 
25ab. That is the ultimate truth of dharmas, for that is also thusness. 

The first is the imagined intrinsic nature, this is devoid of intrinsic nature just by 
its defining characteristic, for its defining characteristic is  imputed, as is the 
defining characteristic of rupa to rupa, that of experience to feel ing, etc. Thus 
since it lacks its own form, l ike the sky-flower, it is  devoid of its very own-form. 
The next is the dependent intrinsic nature. With respect to it the nature is not 
through itself, as with a magical apparition, since it arises in dependence on other 
conditions. Hence since its origination is not in accordance with how it is  
manifested, with respect to it there is said to be the lack of intrinsic nature through 
origination. 'That is the ultimate truth of dharmas, for that is also thusness ' .  The 
meaning of that is that it is the ultimate extra-mundane cognition because nothing 
exceeds it. Or the parini�panl7a intrinsic nature is said to be the u ltimate truth 
because l ike space it is everywhere homogeneous and pure. S ince the perfected 
intrinsic nature is the ultimate nature of all dharmas that are dependent by nature, 
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the perfected intrinsic nature i s  the ultimate emptiness, for it  has as its intrinsic 
nature the absence of the perfected. [Triflls. 20-25] 

We may think of the trisvabhava as three different ways in which reality can be 
experienced. Each type of emptiness then represents a fonn of misinterpretation that 
must be stripped away from that way of taking our experience. The imagined 
represents the common-sense way of understanding the world :  thinking of i t  as 
involving objects, each with their own natures, being grasped by a conscious subject. 
The subject-object dichotomy that structures this  interpretation of experience 
requires the use of concepts. When I think of my experience as that of feel ing a hot 
coffee cup, this requires applying the concept of a physical object to one aspect ofthe 
experience, and the concept of a feeling (as a subjective state, a state of 'me' )  to 
another aspect. But i f  impressions-only is correct, these are misattributions. We 
wrongly impute distinctive natures to our experiences when we think of them in this 
way . To realize thi s  is to see experience in the dependent way, as just the flow of 
impressions dependent on prior causes and conditions. The dependent is what is left 
when we strip away from the imagined what is wrongly imputed through our use of 
concepts and the subject-object dichotomy. But to the extent that we are thinking of it 
at al l  - even if only as the non-dual flow of impressions-only - we are stil l  
conceptualizing i t .  So i f, as  the Mahayana siitras seem to hold, conceptual 
proliferation (prapanca) is the most fundamental expression of ignorance, then there 
remains something to be stripped away from the dependent. Thus we arrive at the 
perfected mode of taking our experience, which is just pure seeing without any 
attempt at conceptualization or interpretation.  Now this is  also empty, but only of 
itself as an interpretation. That is, this mode of cognition is  devoid of al l  concepts, 
and so is empty of being ofthe nature of the perfected. About it nothing can be said or 
thought, it is  just pure immediacy. Notice though that this is not to be understood as 
the experience of some different realm. The perfected and the dependent are not 
ontologically distinct; the former is just the latter stripped of what it is actually empty 
of. This is  important because an enlightened person could not l ive for long totally 
immersed in the perfected mode of cognition. To get around in the world one must 
employ concepts. The dependent represents for Yogacara a kind of 'purified worldly 
cognition' in which an enlightened person can use ordinary concepts while 
recognizing them for what they truly are - the products of ignorance. 

This sheds some l ight on what Vasubandhu meant when he said in Vir[lsatikii v. l ° 
that the teaching of impressions-only intimates the emptiness of all dharmas without 
lapsing into the nihil i sm of saying that no dharmas whatever exist. He was 
contrasting his Yogacara interpretation of emptiness with that ofMadhyamaka. The 
Yogacara trisvabhava reading is  to be preferred, he thinks, because it leaves in place 
some underlying nature - some thing-ness (dharmata) or thus-ness (tathata) - as the 
ground on which i gnorance has superimposed its false constructions. But why 
exactly is  what i s  left ' inexpressible' , why must al l  conceptualization be 
transcended? In his comments on Trirrzsika v .20, Sthiramati seems to be saying that 
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concepts could apply to real things only if those things had the natures expressed by 
the concepts. So the concept 'color' could apply to real dharmas only if there were 
real things that had the nature of being colored. But, he says, since each real thing is  
the product of many causes and conditions, there would have to be as many different 
(and often mutually incompatible) concepts appl icable to a given real thing as there 
are causes and conditions for its existing. And in that case a given thing would have a 
multiplicity of distinct intrinsic natures. That is clearly impossible. Only a conceptual 
fiction could have a complex nature, and what we are looking for is the ultimately 
real. So if the reasoning is sound here, we can see why ultimately real things would 
have to be beyond conceptualization and thus inexpressible in nature. But it is sti ll not 
entirely clear why anything that was in any way conceptualizable would have to have 
a complex nature. A full account of this point will have to wait until Chapter 1 0. 

Further Reading 

Two recent discussions of Yogacara that give a different account of its relation to 
Madhyamaka than the interpretation given here are Ian Charles Harris, The 
Continuity of Madhyamaka and Yogacara in Indian Mahayana Buddhism (Leiden: 
EJ. Brill, 1 99 1 ), and Gadjin M. Nagao, Madhyamika and Yogacara, ed. and trans. 
L.S.  Kawamura (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1 99 1 ). 

For an account of the Nyaya response to impressions-only see Chapter 7 of B.K. 
Matilal ,  Perception: An essay on classical Indian theories olperception (Oxford : 
Oxford University Press, 1 986) .  See also Joel Feldman, 'Vasubandhu' s  I l lus ion 
Argument and the Parasitism of Illusion upon Veridical Experience ' ,  Philosophy 
East and West 55 (2005) :  529-4 1 . 

For the classic Western formulation of idealism see George Berkeley, A Treatise 
Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. A good treatment of Berkeley ' s  
overall system i s  found i n  the relevant portion o f  Jonathan Bennett, Locke, Berkeley, 
Hume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1 97 1 ) . 

For the origins and development of the doctrine of karmic seeds and the related 
theory of ' storehouse consciousness' (iilaya-vijPiana) see Lambert Schmithausen, 
iZayavijPiana: on the origin and the early development ol a central concept ol 
Yogacara philosophy (Tokyo: International Institute for Buddhist Studies, 1 987) .  



CHAPTER NINE 

Madhyamaka: The Doctrine of Emptiness 

The view that all things are empty, or devoid o f  essence, i s  definitive o f  philosophical 
Mahayana. In the last chapter we examined how Yogacara tried to defend this 
doctrine by giving it an idealist reinterpretation. It is now time to see whether the 
doctrine of emptiness is philosophically defensible when taken literally. This is what 
the Madhyamaka school claims. In this chapter we will examine some key arguments 
of the Miidhyamikas for the claim that al l things are empty . l We wil l  also look at 
some key objections to the Madhyamaka view. And as always we will be exploring 
the soteriological consequences of the view we are examining. But before we do any 
ofthis wc need to be clear about the difficulties facing anyone who takes the doctrine 
of emptiness at face value. This will  enable us to sort out the various ways that 
Madhyamaka might be interpreted, and why some interpretations might be more 
plausible than others. 

9.1 

The Madhyamaka school traces its origins to Nagarjuna, who was of South Indian 
origin and is generally thought to have been active around 1 50 CEo Nagarjuna is the 
author ofthe foundational Madhyamaka text Miilamadhyamakiirikii (MMK), as well 
as several other works. Nagarjuna's disciple Aryadeva (ca. 200 CE) extended the 
kinds of analyses Nagarj una had given in MMK to new areas. But then there is a gap. 
It is not until the sixth century CE that we again see Madhyamikas engaging in 
sustained philosophical activity. We then have three major commentaries on MMK, 
those of Buddhapalita (active around 500 CE), Bhavaviveka (ca. 500-570 CE) and 
Candrakirti (ca. seventh century CE). Why the gap? One possibi l ity is that it took 
Mahayana philosophers that long to appreciate the power ofNagarjuna's arguments. 
During the intervening three centuries, much energy went into developing the 
alternative Yogacara understanding of emptiness. Perhaps it was not until this had 
been thoroughly explored that some began to suspect Nagarjuna was right after all to 
take the Prajniipiiramitii doctrine of emptiness at face value. 

To see why this scenario might be plausible, we need to remind ourselves of what 
the doctrine of emptiness says, and what the interpretive options are. As Nagarjuna 
understands it, to say of something that it is empty is to say it is devoid of intrinsic 
nature ( it is nibsvabhiiva). Yogacarins would agree.(See Chapter 8, §6 . )  The claim 

I The practice among scholars has been to refer to the school as 'Madhyamaka' and its members as 
'Miidhyamikas' . 
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we find i n  the early Mahayana slitras was actually that all things are devoid of essence 
(nairiitmya).  But the move from 'devoid of essence' to 'devoid of intrinsic nature ' is 
easy to explain. According to Abhidharma's mereological reductionism, an 
ultimately real thing has just a single nature. Abhidhanna also holds that ultimately 
real things have their natures intrinsically; they don't  borrow their natures from other 
things, as the chariot borrows its size, shape and weight from its parts. So the essence 
of an ultimately real thing would have to be whatever single property is intrinsic to 
that thing. Thus if something ultimately real is devoid of essence, it must lack 
intrinsic nature. 

Suppose we were persuaded by the Abhidharma argument for mereological 
reductionism. We agree that wholes are mere conceptual fictions, and that only things 
with intrinsic natures could be ultimately real. Suppose the Madhyamikas then gave 
us a set of persuasive arguments to the effect that nothing could actual ly have an 
intrinsic nature. What would our options be? Two are immediately apparent. The first 
is to embrace metaphysical nihi lism. We could say that ultimately nothing whatever 
exists. This is unpalatable. And as we will soon see, Nagarjuna explicitly rejects it. 
Sti l l  i t  i s  an option. The second option could be called the ' reality i s  ineffahle'  
strategy. The thinking that leads to this option is this: ifwhaUs ultimately real cannot 
be described as either partite or impartite, then perhaps the fault lies with the concepts 
we use to try to describe ultimate real ity. Maybe the nature of reality simply 
transcends the conceptual capacities of finite beings like ourselves.2 If  so, then we 
might avoid the nihilist conclusion. We might say that there does exist something that 
is ultimately real; it just cannot be described - at least not by us. (Yogacara adopted a 
variant of this option.) 

These might seem to be our only two options. But perhaps not. For we encountered 
a simi lar situation once before. In Chapter 4 we looked at the question whether the 
nature of nirvana can be described. We saw that when the Buddha was asked whether 
or not the enlightened person exists after death, he rejected each of the four possible 
answers. Some have taken this to mean that the state of cessation without remainder 
( , final nirvana')  cannot be described. But this was not the point the Buddha was 
making when he rejected all four possibilities. Instead he was indicating that they all 
share a common, false presupposition. Here we find the same type of seeming 
deadlock: what is ultimately real cannot be described as having intrinsic nature, being 
devoid of intrinsic nature, being wholes, being partless parts, being utterly non
existent, etc. Should we thus conclude that the ultimately real is ineffable? There is a 
presupposition shared by all the possibilities here - including metaphysical nihil ism 
and the ' reality is ineffable'  option. This is the presupposition that there is such a 
thing as the ultimate truth . For any of these possibilities to be correct, there would 
have to be such a thing as the way that things absolutely objectively are. Ifwe were to 

2This leaves open the poss ibi lity that the ultimate nature of rea l ily can be known through a ki lld of 
immediate intuition that does not employ concepts. Some Mahayana Buddhist thinkers embraced this 
possibility. 
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embrace the 'real ity is ineffable' option, we would be accepting that presupposition. 
We would be assuming that it makes sense to ask how things are, independently of 
concepts that reflect our needs and interests. And this presupposition might be false. 
It might be that the very idea of the ultimate truth is  incoherent. So this  is a third 
option. If the Madhyamaka arguments for emptiness tum out to be good, we might 
take them to show that there can be no such thing as the ultimate truth . Now 
Madhyamikas hold that the ultimate truth is that all things are empty. So we could put 
this third option as: 'The ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate truth . '  Of course 
this sounds paradoxical. We' ll return to this later. 

Broadly speaking, then, there are two types of interpretation of the doctrine of 
emptiness, metaphysical and semantic. A metaphysical interpretation takes the 
doctrine to be an account of the ultimate nature of real ity. Our first and second 
options are both ofthis sort. The third option is not. It is a semantic interpretation, that 
is ,  it takes the doctrine to be saying something about truth.3 In particular, it takes the 
doctrine of emptiness to be the rejection of the idea that the truth of a statement must 
depend on the ultimate nature of reality. That is the idea that the Abhidharma 
conception of ultimate truth is based on. So on the semantic interpretation, the 
doctrine of emptiness is the rejection of the idea of ultimate truth. You will recall that 
Abhidharma claimed there are two kinds of truth, ultimate and conventional. We 
could accordingly say that Abhidharma has a dualist conception of truth. And then on 
the semantic interpretation of emptiness, Madhyamaka might be described as 
semantic non-dualism. For it says there is only one kind of truth. 

At this point you might be wondering how truth could be strictly semantic, and not 
at all metaphysical. Doesn't the concept of truth involve the idea of how things really, 
objectively are? Doesn't it involve the idea that there is such a thing as the ultimate 
nature of reality? Take the statement, 'There's a soft-drink machine in the lobby. '  For 
it to be true, doesn ' t  there have to be a machine downstairs? Of course there really 
aren't any machines. ' Soft-drink machine' is just a convenient designator for parts 
put together in a certain way. But those parts (or the parts of those parts) would have 
to be there, arranged in that way, wouldn't they? Perhaps not all the statements that 
we commonly accept as true actually correspond to reality. The statement about the 
soft-drink machine doesn't, for it's based on the assumption that there are soft-drink 
machines when there really aren 't .  It uses a concept that is molded by our interests 
and our limitations. But that statement is useful for us, it helps us achieve our goals. 
And to explain this  fact, don't we have to assume that something is objectively there? 
I f  the Madhyamika is  saying there is no ultimate truth, how can they explain the 
conventional truth? Why is it useful to be told there 's  a soft-drink machine 
downstairs? Why does it lead to successful practice? 

These are good questions. But the semantic non-dualist wil l  reply that they. all 
presuppose the very point that is at issue. They assume that in order for any of our 

lSemantics has to do with l inguistic meaning. Truth i s  considered a semantic concept because to 
understand the meaning ora statement you need to be able to say what would make it true. 
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statements to be true, there must be such a thing as how the world itse lf is,  
independently of concepts molded by our interests and l imitations. The semantic 
nondualist takes the arguments for emptiness to show that this assumption is false. 
They also claim that truth can be explained in purely semantic terms, without 
bringing in metaphysics. But this is not the place to go into how that might work. At 
this point we are just exploring what our options might be if the arguments for 
emptiness are good. And we now know that the metaphysical options - nihilism and 
the 'reality is ineffable' strategy - are not our only ones. We now need to look at the 
arguments themselves. Once we have done that, we may be in a better position to 
resolve the dispute between the metaphysical and the semantic interpretations of 
emptiness. 

9.2 

There is no one Madhyamaka argument for emptiness. Nagarjuna and his followers 
give us many different arguments on many different topics. In MMK, for instance, 
there are arguments concerning the causal relation, motion, the sense faculties, the 
relation between fire and fuel ,  the relation between a thing and its nature, and many 
other subjects . But these arguments all share a common form . They start from the 
hypothesis that there are ultimately real things, things with intrinsic natures, and they 
then show that this assumption has unacceptable consequences. They are all, in other 
words, reductio ad absurdum arguments, arguments that reduce the hypothesis in 
question to absurdity. The argument concerning causation, for instance, shows that if 
what i s  ultimately real had intrinsic nature, then there could never be causation, so 
things could never come into existence. This one argument does not prove that al l  
things are empty. Someone who thought there are things with intrinsic natures could 
claim that they are not produced. But then the Madhyamika wil l  have other 
arguments meant to show that other absurd things follow from that view. The idea is 
that eventually the opponent will see that any possible move to salvage their view 
about the ultimately real is blocked. So they will give up their view that there are non
empty things. They will agree that all things are empty. 

In the second chapter ofMMK, Nagarjuna tries to show that it cannot be ultimately 
true that there is motion. We will look at just the first part ofMMK II .  Now MM K is 
written in the same concise verse style that is used in the foundational sutras of other 
schools of Indian philosophy . This makes it difficult to understand without a 
commentary. But the existing commentaries are often quite complex and hard to 
follow. So we will here relax our rule of giving only the original text. We will supply 
our own modem commentary to the verses of MMK. This commentary is based on 
the original Sanskrit commentaries, though. So your readings on Madhyamaka will 
still be quite close to the thinking of the Madhyamika philosophers themselves. 
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1 .  In the first place the [path) gone over is not [now) being gone over; neither is 
the [path) not yet gone over being gone over. 

The [path] presently being gone over that is distinct from the [portions of 
path] gone over and not yet gone over is not being gone over. 

If motion is possible, then it should be possible to say where the activity of going 
is taking place.  It is not taking place in that portion of the path that is already 
traversed, since the activity of going has already occurred there. Nor is it taking 
place in the portion not yet traversed, since such activity is sti l l  to come. And 
there is no third place, the presently being gone over, where it could take place. 
(This argument of the three times, to the effect that an event cannot occur in past, 
future or present, serves as the model for several other arguments.) The argument 
here is the same as that ofZeno's paradox of the arrow. Like that paradox, it relies 
on the assumption that space and time are both infinitely divisible. 
2 .  [The opponent:] Where there is movement there is the act of going. And 

since movement occurs in the [path] presently being gone over, 
Not in the gone over nor the not yet gone over, the act of going occurs in 

the presently being gone over [path] . 
3 .  [Response:] How could it be right to say that the act of going is i n  the [path] 

being gone over 
When it is not at all right to say there is presently being gone over without the 

act of going? 
For something to be the locus of present going there has to be an act of going. 
And someth ing x can't be the locus of something else y unless x and y are distinct 
things. In the ensuing vvA-6 Nagarjuna wi l l  use this point to show it cannot be 
right to locate going in  the present. 
4. If you say the act of going is in the [path] presently being gone over, it 

fol lows 
That the [path] being gone over is without the act of going, since [for you] 

the [path] presently being gone over is being gone over. 
S ince the locus of present going and the going are distinct (v.3), the locus itself 
must be devoid of any activity of going. 
5. If the act of going is in the [path] presently being gone over, then two acts of 

going wil l  fol low: 
That by which the [path) presently being gone over [is said to be such), and 

moreover that which [supposedly exists] in the act of going. 
For the locus to serve as locus of the act, it must itself be something whose nature 
is to be presently being gone over. But this requires an act of going, s ince 
something can't be being gone over without there being an act of going. So we 
now have two acts of going: the one for which we are seeking a locus, and the one 
that makes this the right locus for the first. 
6 .  I f  two acts of going are supplied, then it wil l  follow that there are two goers, 

For there cannot be an act of going without a goer. 
Since this is an absurd consequence, the opponent's hypothesis ofv.2 that led to 
it must be rej ected. Note that there is no reason to stop at two goers; the logic of 
the argument leads to an infinite regress of goers. [MMK 1 1 . 1 -6] 

There are two different arguments here, that of the three times (v. ! ), and an argument 
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to the effect that identifying a locus where going takes place would require a second 
going (vv.3-6). The first argument is fairly clear. I f  the present is a dimensionless 
instant, how can anything be moving in the present? Nagarjuna will later (in v . 1 2 ) use 
the same reasoning to raise difficulties for the notion that something could begin to 
move. Beginning is a change, and changes require time to occur: a change involves 
something being one way at one time and another way at a later time. So something 
couldn ' t  begin to move in the present, since the present is j ust a dimensionless 
instant. Likewise for the three times argument ofv. l :  motion involves being at one 
place at one time and at another place later, so motion isn ' t  something that could 
occur at the present instant. It can only occur over two distinct instants, such as a past 
moment and the present. You might wonder why it couldn 't still be true that motion 
occurs, even if we have to say it occurs between past and present. The answer is that it 
could then be conventionally true that motion occurs, but not ultimately true. For one 
thing, there would have to be a single thing that existed at the two different places, 
first at the earlier time and then at the later time. And if everything is momentary, then 
nothing exists from one instant to the next. (This was the reasoning behind the 
Sautrantika denial that anything moves, which we examined in Chapter 6 . )  But 
deeper sti l l ,  this analysis shows that motion involves mental construction. Motion 
involves how things are at two distinct moments. And only the mind can bring those 
two moments together. Motion could not be an intrinsic nature; it could not be 
ultimately real. 

The second argument is more puzzling. It could be put as claiming that there is an 
inadmissible relation of mutual dependency between the locus of going and the act of 
going: neither can be what it is without the other, so neither could be ultimately real. 
Suppose there is a path with three segments, A, B and C. Suppose a goer has already 
traversed A, has not yet traversed C, and is presently traversing B. Can we say that B 
is where its going is taking place? The question then is how B comes to have this 
nature of being the locus of going. Nagarjuna says this would require that there be a 
second act of going, separate from the going whose locus we are looking for, 
something that gave B the nature of a locus of going. But suppose we were to say that 
B's  nature is just to be a place, something that might or might not be a locus of going. 
Then when the goer comes along and does its going there, this makes it a locus of 
going; but it could exist perfectly well without any going. In that case there wouldn 't 
be any need for a second act of going to identify it as a locus of going; a single act of 
going would be perfectly adequate. Why can't we say this? 

The problem Nagarjuna sees with this proposal is that it gives B two natures - that 
of being a place, and that of being the locus of going - with the first being its essence 
(what it really is) and the second being a contingent nature it just happens to get. We 
are then treating B as a substance that bears both essential and contingent properties. 
And we already know that nothing that is  ultimately real could be like this .  
Something with this sort of compound nature is not 'findable under analysis ' .  I f it is  
ultimately true ofB that it is a locus of going, then this must be its intrinsic nature. 
The difficulty is that it could get this nature only in dependence on an act of going. 
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How could something be a locus of going unless there were some going occurring 
there? And to supply a second act of going to fulfill this need is clearly absurd. The 
only alternative is to say that it is the original act of going that makes B a locus of 
going. Yet we've already seen that there can' t  be a going unless there is a locus in 
which it takes place. I f  going is dependent on a locus, we can ' t  make the locus 
dependent on the going - at least not if they are to be ultimately real. So it looks like 
this strategy won' t  work. 

Niigiirjuna gives several more arguments in MMK II .  Like the two arguments 
we've j ust considered, they try to show it could not be ultimately true that things 
move. But we will end our examination here. The results may not seem all that far
reaching. The Sautriintikas had already argued that ultimately there is no motion (see 
Chapter 6, §4). But it was worth looking at the first two arguments of this chapter in 
some detail .  For we will see the strategies he uses - that of the three times, and that of 
showing mutual dependence-repeated elsewhere. 

9.3 

In MMK II I ,  N iigarjuna examines the doctrine of the twelve iiyatanas. We saw in 
Chapter 3 that these are the six sense faculties and their respective objects. Since the 
Buddha made use of this classification, it was assumed in Abhidharrna that these are 
ultimately real things. Nagarjuna's examination focuses on vision and the visible, but 
as he will point out in v.8,  the same line of argument will apply equally to the other 
ten iiyatanas: 

I .  Vision, hearing, taste, smell, touch and the inner sense (manas) 
Are the six faculties; the visible etc. are their fields. 

2 .  Not at all does vision see itself. 
I fvision does not see itself, how wil l  it see what is other? 

By the anti-reflexivity principle, vision does not see itself. It is then said to fol low 
that v ision does not see things other than itself either ( i .e . ,  vision does not see 
anything at a1l). Why should it follow from the fact that vision does not see itself 
that it sees nothing else? If seeing is the intrinsic nature of vision, then v ision 
must manifest this intrinsic nature independently of other things. This means that 
vision shou ld  be able to see even in the absence of any visible object. For 
otherwise its seeing would be dependent on the existence of the visible object. 
But seeing requires that there be something that is seen, and in the absence of any 
visible object, only vision itself could  be what vision sees. V ision does not see 
itse lf, however. H ence seeing could not be the intrinsic nature of v ision, so it 
could not be ultimately true that vision sees visible objects. 

Objection: the anti-reflexivity principle does not hold, since there are counter
examples: a fire, while burning its fuel,  also burns itself. Hence it has not been 
proven that vision does not see itself. 
3 .  [Reply: 1 The example offire is not adequate for the explanation of vision. 
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Indeed that, together with v ision, is refuted by [the analysis of] ' present-
being-gone-over, gone-over, and not-yet-gone-over' [in MMK I I ] .  

The commentary Akutobhayii explains, 'Just as  the act of  going is not found in  
the gone-over, the not-yet-gone-over, or  in the present-being-gone-over, so  the 
act of burning is not to be found in the burnt, the not-yet-burnt, or the present
being-burnt. ' The reply is thus that s ince no account may be given of how an 
ult imately real fire could burn anyth ing, fire cannot be said to burn itself. 
Consequently it can 't  be used as a counter-example to the anti-reflexivity 
principle. 
4.  When there is no vision whatever in the absence of seeing, 

How can it  be right to say 'V ision sees'? 
I fv ision were ultimately real, its intrinsic nature would be seeing. So it makes no 
sense to suppose that vision might exist in the absence of any seeing. Note that to 
attribute the capacity for seeing to a vision that is not actually seeing is to make 
vision's nature of seeing dependent on something else. In that case seeing would 
not be its intrinsic nature. 
5. V ision does not see, nor does non-vision see. 

The seer is also to be understood in the same way as vision. 
6. There is no seer with vision or without. 

I f the seer is non-existent, how wil l  there be what is to be-seen and vision? 
Something is a seer through possessing vision. But vision can make something a 
seer only if vision sees. S ince (by the result of vv . 1 -4) vision does not see, and 
non-vision obviously does not see, there appears to be no acceptable analysis of 
how something could be a seer. I f we then define the visible as what can be seen 
by a seer, it is unclear how the visible could  be u ltimately real . The same 
reasoning applies to vision. 
7. Due to the non-existence of vision and what is to be seen, the four, consisting 

of consciousness etc., 
Do not exist. How, then, wil l  appropriation, etc., come to be? 

'The four' are consciousness, contact, feel ing, and desire. In the twelve-linked 
chain of dependent origination these are identified as successive steps leading to 
appropriation (upiidiina), which is the affective stance of taking the elements of 
the causal series as one 's own. So the argument is that in the absence of vision 
there cannot be, with respect to visual experience, the sense of ownership that is 
relevant to the origination of suffering. The assumption that vis ion is ultimately 
real is incompatible with the Buddha's four noble truths. 
8. One should know that hearing, smell ing, tasting, touch, and the inner sense 

are explained 
By means of vision; as well as indeed the hearer and what is heard, etc. 

The same reasoning applies to the other five sense faculties and their respective 
objects. Thus the conclusion ofv.7 extends to all possible experience. [MMK I I ]  

1 87 

Notice that the argument turns on the claim that there is a relation of mutual 
dependence between a sense faculty and its objects. So this is another example of the 
mutual dependence strategy. A different strategy is used in the argument against the 
six dhiitus, found in MMK V. The six dhiitus are earth, air, water, fire, space and 
consciousness. This is another Abhidharma classification, l ike that of the five 
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skandhas. These are thus supposed to be ultimately real entities. Nagatjuna takes the 
dhiitu of space as the subject of his examination, but the argument will once again be 
generalized to the other five dhiitus: 

1 .  Space does not at all exist prior to the defining characteristic of space. 
I f it existed prior to its defining characteristic, there would result the absurdity 

of something's being without defining characteristic. 
As a dhiitu, space is held by Abhidharrnikas to be ultimately real. This means it 
must have its own intrinsic nature, which is here called a defining characteristic 
(lak:jalJa). The defining characteristic of space is said to be non-resistance: if 
there is a space between the desk and the wal l ,  then we can put something there 
without the space resisting. The subject ofNiigiirj una's examination wil l  be the 
relation between space and its defining characteristic. Since these are said to be 
related (through the characterizing relation), the question arises how these two 
things come to be so related. Is it that space, as the bearer of the defining 
characteristic, is in itself  a bare something that is devoid of defining 
characteristic? On this view the bearer would in itself be a bare substrate, 
something that comes to be space (that which is non-resistant) through being 
characterized by the defining characteristic of non-resistance. Niigiirjuna rejects 
this view on the grounds that it would require there to be something that is devoid 
of defining characteristic. 
2. Nowhere does there at all obtain an existent without defining characteristic. 

An existent devoid of defining characteristic being unreal, where would a 
defining characteristic function? 

Abhidharma holds that real things must have their own natures. It might seem 
that we can make sense of the idea ofa bare stuff that then takes on the nature it is 
given by its defining characteristic. When we think this, though, we are covertly 
attributing a defining characteristic to this bearer: the defining characteristic of 
' bare-stuffness ' .  If a ' bare stufr could not exist without even so minimal a 
characteristic as ' bare stuffness ' ,  then this would suggest that the idea of a 
character-less bearer is indeed incoherent. 
3. There is no functioning of the defining characteristic where the bearer is 

without defining characteristic, and where it is with defining charac
teristic. 

And it does not function anywhere other than where there is or is not a 
defining characteristic. 

The function of a defining characteristic is to characterize its bearer. In the case of 
space this would mean making it something whose nature is to be non-resistant. 
Now this function requires that there be a bearer, and either that bearer is (prior to 
the functioning of the defining characteristic) itself  without a defining 
characteristic or something with a defining characteristic. Since there is no such 
thing as space that is devoid of defining characteristic (that is, that lacks even the 
characteristic of ' bare stuffness ') ,  the first possibi l ity is ruled out . The 
commentator Candrakiirti sees two problems with the second: 

( I )  A defining characteristic would then be superfluous. Since space would 
already have a nature, why would it need something else to make it be the sort of 
thing it already is? 
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(2) An infinite regress results. To explain how non-resistance J functions to 
characterize space, we suppose that space already has a defining characteristic, 
non-resistance? But now we can ask the same question about non-resistance? 
that we asked about non-resistance J : does it characterize a bearer that is without 
defining characteristic, or a bearer already with its own defining characteristic? 
The former has been ruled out. The latter means we must supply a non
resistance3. And the regress shows no sign of stopping here. 
4. And if there is no function of the defining characteristic, it makes no sense to 

speak of a bearer of defining characteristic. 
And if a bearer of defining characteristic cannot be asserted, a defining char

acteristic is likewise impossible. 
5. Therefore neither a bearer of defining characteristic nor a defining charac

teristic exists. 
And certainly no existent whatever occurs devoid of both bearer of defining 

characteristic and defining characteristic. 
Space cannot be an ultimately real existent, since we can make sense of neither 
space as bearer nor of non-resistance as defining characteristic. 
6. When the existent is not real, with respect to what wi l l  there come to be non

existence? 
And who is there who, lacking the nature of either an existent or a non-

existent, cognizes what is both existent and non-existent? 
To deny that space is an existent is not to affirm that it is non-existent. To affirm 
the latter, one would need to be able to say what space is, and the argument so far 
has been that this cannot be done. Moreover, there is no third possibi l ity apart 
from saying that space is existent and saying that space is non-existent. So 
apparently no statement about space could be ultimately true. 
7 Therefore space is not an existent, not a non-existent, not a bearer of defining 

characteristic, nor indeed a defining characteristic. 
The other five dhiitus are the same as space. 

The argument generalizes to the other dhiitus as wel l .  
8 .  But those of  l ittle inte l lect who take there to be  existence and non-existence 

with respect to things, 
They do not see the auspicious cessation of what is to be seen. [MMK Vj 

1 89 

Notice the difficulty that the last two verses create for the nihi l ist interpretation of 
emptiness. The argument has supposedly shown that since there is no intell igible 
account of the relation between existent and defining characteristic (or intri nsic 
nature), there can be no such thing as an ultimately real existent. This might sound 
l ike metaphysical nihilism. But metaphysical nihilism is the claim that ultimately 
there are no existents. And as Niigiirjuna points out in v .7 ,  this claim would make 
sense only if we could meaningfully talk of existents. If the argument against space 
and the other dhiitus has succeeded, what it shows is not that nothing whatever exists. 
What it shows is rather that there can be no ultimately true account of the nature of 
reality (including metaphysical nihilism) .  

Does the argument succeed, though? It is  based on the assumption that bearer and 
defining characteristic (e.g., space and non-resistance) are distinct things that have to 
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be put into relation. What if we denied this assumption? What if we said that this is a 
mere conceptual distinction, that the bearer and the defining characteristic are really 
one and the same thing? This is, after all, what Sautriintikas say about the dharmas. 
They could say that an occurrence of space just is an occurrence of non-resistance. But 
there is a problem with this view. Suppose there are three earth atoms A, B and C in a 
row, with a space between each. We'l l  call the space between A and B space I ,  and 
that between B and C space 2. What is it that makes space I distinct from space 2? 
Note that this is not the question how we tell them apart. It's rather the question what 
makes them be two distinct things. If space is just its defining characteristic, then each 
of them is just an occurrence of non-resistance. And non-resistance is a general nature, 
something that can occur in many distinct loci. What makes non-resistance I distinct 
from non-resistance 2? You might think the answer is obvious: the first is the one that 
is between A and B, while the second is the one between B and C. But this answer 
presupposes that A, B and C are distinct earth atoms. And if there is no difference 
between bearer and defining characteristic, then A, B and C are all just solidity (the 
defining characteristic of earth). So what is it that makes these solidities distinct? 
Solidity is, after all, a general nature, just like non-resistance. It is one thing that can be 
repeated in many different loci. If the individuation of 1 and 2 involves A, B and C as 
distinct things, then there had better be some answer to the question what individuates 
A, B and C. The obvious answer is that B is the solidity that has I between itself and A, 
and 2 between itself and C .  The trouble with this obvious answer, though, is that it 
presupposes an answer to the question of what individuates space 1 and space 2. And 
that is  precisely the question with which we started. We have just gone round in a 
circle. What the circle shows is that on this account, neither space nor earth would 
have its nature intrinsically. Each would borrow its nature from the other. 

So the argument of the chapter is defensible. And it appears to effectively rule out 
the nihilist interpretation. I fwe can't say what it is for something ultimately real to 
exist, we can't  meaningfully say that ultimately nothing exists. It does not, though, 
rule out the 'reality is ineffable' interpretation of emptiness. Indeed passages like v .8 
have led some interpreters (both classical and modem) to understand the doctrine of 
emptiness in this way. On the other hand, the verse could also be understood in a 
semantic non-dualist way. It could be taken to mean that when one understands that 
all things are empty, one abandons the idea of an ultimate nature of reality - thereby 
abandoning the view that it is beyond words. But nothing in the verse or the 
commentaries helps us choose between these two interpretations. 

A passage in MMK XIII  is more helpful. There Niigiirjuna is responding to the 
objection that in order for anything to be empty, there must be ultimately real things. 
For, the opponent says, emptiness is a property, and there can't  be a property unless 
there is some real property-possessor. (This is meant to show that not everything 
could be empty.)  In his reply Niigiirjuna agrees that for it to be ultimately true that all 
things are empty, there would have to be an ultimately real bearer of emptiness. But 
he does not withdraw the claim that all things are empty. Instead he says it's a mistake 
to take this claim as ultimately true: 
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7. If the non-empty existed, then something that could be called the empty might 
somehow come to be. 

Nothing whatever exists that is non-empty; then how wi l l  the empty come to 
be? 

S. Emptiness is taught by the Conquerors as the expedient to get rid of a l l  
[metaphysical] views. 

But those for whom emptiness is a [metaphysical] view, they have been called 
incurable. 

The word translated here as 'expedient' literally means something that expels or 
purges. So emptiness is being called a sort of purgative or physic. In his 
commentary on this verse, CandrakTrti quotes a discussion between the Buddha 
and Kiisyapa in the Ratnaku!a Surra : "'It is  as if, Kiisyapa, there were a sick 
person, and a doctor were to give that person a physic, and that physic which had 
gone to the gut, having e l iminated al l  the person ' s  bad humors, was not itself  
expel led. What do you think, Kiisyapa, wou ld that person then be  free of 
d isease?" "No, lord, the i l lness of the person would be more intense if the physic 
e l iminated all the bad humors but was not expel led from the gut.'" [MMK 
XIII.7-S] 

1 9 1  

It would be a mistake, Nagarjuna says, to take emptiness to be a metaphysical theory, 
something that claims reality is ultimately a certain way . But this is just what the 
'reality is ineffable' interpretation of emptiness does. It says that emptiness reveals 
that reality is forever beyond our conceptual grasp. So it assumes there is such a thing 
as how the world is independently of the ways in which we happen to think about it. 
And this is the assumption that Nagarjuna says emptiness is meant to purge. On the 
' reality is ineffable'  interpretation, emptiness rids us of competing metaphysical 
views by installing itself as the correct view. But then we would not be fully purged 
of metaphysical views, and so not really cured. Instead, Nagarjuna says, we must 
abandon the very idea of an ultimate truth. 

9.4 

So far we have looked at arguments against motion, the sense faculties, and the 
relation between bearer and defining characteristic. None of these proves that all 
things are empty. I f they show anything, it is just that certain particular views about 
the world could not be ultimately true. A more ambitious argument seeks to show that 
nothing produced by causes and conditions has intrinsic nature. I f we agreed that 
everything arises in dependence on causes and conditions, this argument might then 
show that all things are empty. The core of the argument is given in two verses: 

I .  The occurrence of intrinsic nature cannot be by means of causes and 
conditions. 

An intrinsic nature that was produced by causes and cond itions would be a 
product. 
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Candraklrti explains the argument as fol lows. The intrinsic nature of a newly 
arisen thing cannot have already been in the causes and conditions that produced 
that thing. The heat of fire, for instance, cannot already be in the fuel .  For if it 
were, its production would have been pointless: if there is already heat in the fuel, 
why bother to start a fire to obtain heat? So the intrinsic nature would have to be a 
product of the causes and conditions. But this creates a difficulty. 
2. And how could there ever be an intrinsic nature that is a product? 

Indeed intrinsic nature is not adventitious, nor is it dependent on something 
else. 

The difficulty is that the two terms 'product' and ' i ntrinsic nature' are mutually 
contradictory. Candraklrti explains that we say the heat of hot water, and the red 
color of a flower that is normally white, are not their intrinsic natures because 
these properties are products of distinct causes and conditions. Hot water is hot 
because of the proximity offire; the flower is red because of the excess iron in the 
soi l  in which it was grown. The water and the flower get these properties in  
dependence on causes and conditions that are adventitious, or  extraneous to the 
existence of the water and flower. But in v. I it was argued that intrinsic nature 
would also have to be a product of causes and conditions. The fire would have to 
acquire its heat in dependence on the fuel ,  air and friction. So heat, as a product, 
could not be an intrinsic nature offire. [MMK XV. 1-2] 

To this it could be objected that the cause of the heat is not extraneous to the existence 
of the fire in the way that the cause of the red color is extraneous to the existence of 
the flower. What Nagarjuna seems to have in mind is that the fire must be thought of 
as existing distinct from the property of heat, since otherwise the heat could not be 
thought of as something the fire ' owns' , something it receives from the causes and 
conditions and takes as its own. And some Abhidharrnikas did think of dharmas in 
this way, as substances that have their intrinsic natures as properties. But not all did. 
The Sautrantikas did not. So they could say the causes and conditions of the fire just 
are the causes and conditions of the heat. The argument given here would not show 
that there is a problem with their position. It would not show that fire then 'borrowed' 
its nature from its causes and conditions. Another argument would be needed to 
refute the Sautrantika view. 

Indeed it might be objected that here the Madhyamika commits the fal lacy of 
equivocation: using a word that has two different meanings as i f it had only one. The 
word in question is 'compounded' (sQ/l1skrta). This word gets used in two different 
ways, which we can distinguish as follows: 

• compounded} : composed of several distinct things; 
• compounded2 : produced by causes and conditions. 

These two different uses of the word are connected. Something that is compounded} , 
such as a chariot, can also be said to be compounded" in that it is produced by the 
coming together of those distinct things. In fact Nyaya would say that the atoms of 
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which the chariot is constituted are its cause .4 Now Buddhism ' s  mereological 
reductionism means that anything that is compoundedj is a mere conceptual fiction. It 
must be something that borrows its nature from its causes, hence it must lack intrinsic 
nature. But given the ambiguity of the word 'compounded' ,  we cannot simply argue 
that because something is compounded it must lack intrinsic nature. Consider these 
two arguments: 

A 1 .  The chariot is compounded. 
2. Anything compounded lacks intrinsic nature. 
Therefore the chariot lacks intrinsic nature. 

B 1 .  Fire is compounded. 
2. Anything compounded lacks intrinsic nature. 
Therefore fire lacks intrinsic nature. 

Argument A is good, but argument B commits the fallacy of equivocation. In both 
premise A2 and premise B2, ' compounded' is being used in the sense of 
compounded j . In premise A I the word is also used in this sense, so argument A works. 
But in premise B 1 ,  'compounded' can only mean 'compounded; . For while it is true 
that fire is the product of causes and conditions (fuel, air, spark,

-
etc.), we don't know 

that every occurrence of fire is made up of other things. Perhaps there are fire atom 
dharmas that are really impartite. So while argument B might lookjust as legitimate as 
argument A, it is really fallacious. Has Nagarjuna committed this fallacy?5 Or does he 
have an argument that proves anything compounded" must lack intrinsic nature? 

Perhaps such an argument could be developed out of what Nagarjuna says about 
the causal relation in MMK I :  

I .  Not from itself, not from another, not from both, nor without cause, 
Never in any way is there any existing thing that has arisen. 

Niigiirj una begins with the conclusion for which he wi l l  argue in this chapter: 
u ltimately real existents do not come into existence as the result of causes and 
conditions. There are four possible ways in which this might be thought to 
happen, and he rejects al l .  The argument against the first is given in v.3,  while the 
argument against the second takes up the rest of the chapter. There is no separate 
argument against the third or fourth possibi l ities. But since the third combines the 
first and second, it must be rej ected if each of those is .  As for the fourth, the 
commentators explain that existents do not arise without cause, since then it 
would fol low that anything could be produced from anything at any time. 
2. There are four conditions: the primary cause, the objective support, and the 

proximate condition, 
And of course the dominant condition; there is no fifth condition. 

4Specifically, they are what Nyaya cal ls  the inherence-cause of the chariot. 
SHe is accused of doing so by Richard Hayes in 'Nagarjuna's Appea l ' ,  Journal of Indian Philosoph,' 22 

( 1 994): 3 1 1 - 1 4; and also by David Burton, in Emptiness Appraised (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 1 9'18), 
pp. 90-94. 
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This classification of four k inds of condition represents the v iew of the 
Abhidharmika opponent .. ( 1 )  The primary cause is that from which the effect is 
thought to have been produced, e.g., the seed in  the case of a sprout. (2) Only a 
cognition has an objective support, namely its intentional object, that of which it 
is conscious. A visual cognition has a color-and-shape dharma as its objective 
support, an auditory cognition has a sound, etc. (3) The proximate condition is 
that entity or event that immediately precedes the effect and that cedes its place to 
the effect. (4) The dominant condition is that without which the effect would not 
arise. 
3ab. The intrinsic nature of existents is not found in the conditions etc. 
The first half ofv.3 gives the basic argument against production from itself, the 
first of the four possibi lities mentioned in v. I .  If the effect is produced from itself, 
then its intrinsic nature is already present in its cause (perhaps in unmanifest 
form). As Candrakirti explains the argument, ' I t  would not thus be possible [for 
the effect to exist] before that arising. If  it were, then it would be grasped, and 
arising would be pointless. Thus the intrinsic nature of existents is not in the 
conditions, etc.' We wish to know the cause of fire because we want something 
with its intrinsic nature, heat. If that nature were already present among its 
causes, then it  would be pointless to produce fire. 
3 cd .  The intrinsic nature not occurring, neither is the extrinsic nature found. 
The second half of the verse begins the argument against 'production from 
another' (which is the Abhidharma view). To say that the effect is  produced from 
another is to say that i t  derives its nature from something else. We just saw that 
the natures of cause and effect must be distinct. So on this view cause and effect 
are d istinct things with distinct natures, such as mi lk ( l iquid) and curds (solid). 
But now the question is why it should be mi lk  and not clay or a seed that gives 
rise to curds. For c lay and seeds are equally distinct from curds, with equally 
d ist inct natures. If  this question cannot be answered, then there would be no 
connection to ensure that particular causes will only produce some effects and 
not others. 

Candrakirti sets the stage for v.4 by having the opponent answer 3cd as 
fol lows: 'Then, those who claim that origination is by means of conditions 
having been contradicted, it is  claimed that origination is by means of an action 
(kriyii). The conditions such as vision and color-and-shape do not directly cause 
consciousness [as effect]. But conditions are so-cal led because they result in a 
consciousness-producing action. And this action produces consciousness. Thus 
consciousness is produced by a condition-possessing, consciousness-producing 
action, not by conditions, as rice [is produced] by the action of cooking . '  So the 
opponent is proposing that a kind of causal force is what connects a cause with its 
effects. The next verse then points out the difficulty with this proposal. 
4. An action does not possess conditions, nor is i t  devoid of conditions. 

Conditions are not devoid of an action, neither are they provided with an 
action. 

The action is supposed to be the causal force that makes the causes and 
conditions produce the right kind of effect. It  is  supposed to explain why only 
when a seed is p lanted in warm moist soil does a sprout appear (and why a sprout 
doesn't arise from a stone). But why does just this kind of action result from the 
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seed in warm moist soil?  W hat explains the production of the right kind of action 
from the causes? By the logic of the opponent's response to 3cd, the only possible 
answer is that there is another action that comes between the causes and 
conditions and this action. And this leads to an infinite regress. 
5. They are said to be conditions when something arises dependent on them. 

When something has not originated, why then are they not non-conditions? 
6. Something cannot be cal led a condition whether the object [which is 

supposedly the effect) is [already) existent or not [yet) existent. 
l f non-existent, what is it the condition of? And if existent, what is the point of 

the condition? 
Suppose that the effect arises from distinct causes and conditions. Then on what 
basis are these said to be the cause of the effect? Presumably this is because they 
produce the effect, but now it is asked just when this production takes place: after 
the effect has already come into existence, before it has come into existence, or at 
some third time? Obviously not the first, since production then would be 
superfluous. Nor the second, since a productive cause must produce something, 
and when the effect does not yet exist it is nothing. And there is no third time 
between the time before the effect exists and the time when it does exist. I f  the 
effect is ultimately real, then either it does exist or it does not. This is another case 
ofthe argument of the three times, which we already encountered in MMK I I . 
7. Since a dharma does not operate when existent, non-existent, both existent 

and non-existent, 
How in that case can there be an operative cause? 

Candrakirti explains that by 'operative cause' is meant primary cause, the first of 
the four kinds of conditions identified in v.2.  So here Nagarjuna is applying the 
reasoning of vv.5-6 to this type of cause. In subsequent verses he wi l l  raise 
simi lar problems for the other types. [MMK 1 . 1 -7) 

195  

Nagarjuna is probably right when he dismisses (v .3 )  the view that the effect already 
exists in the cause. As far as ultimate reality is concerned, it seems more p lausible 
that the effect is distinct from its causes and conditions. But what are we to make of 
his arguments against this second possibil ity? There are two: the argument that 
invoking a causal force to connect cause and effect results in an infinite regress; and 
an argument from the three times. The first is l ike an argument given hy the 
nineteenth-century British idealist F.H. Bradley against relations in general: in order 
for relation R to link a and b, there will have to be a distinct relational tie RJ linking a 
to R, another relational tie R2 linking R to b, yet another tie R3 linking a to R J ' etc . 
Bradley thus claims that belief in real relations leads to an infinite regress.  This 
argument invites the response that it is of the nature of a relation to relate things, so R 
stands in no need of any further relations to link a and b.6 Perhaps this response is not 
decisive .  But it would be up to someone who remains impressed by the Bradley 

6Nyaya gave a similar response to the Advaita Yedantin philosopher SrI Harsa when he criticized the 
Nyaya category of inherence along simi lar l ines. See Stephen Phi l lips, Classical Indian Met"physics 
(LaSalle, lL: Open Court, 1 995), pp. 221 f, 23Of. 
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regress to explain why any extra relational ties are needed. Nagarjuna's first 
argument says that extra causal forces would be needed to link the cause c and the 
effect e to the causal force F. I fwe were to say that it is just the nature ofF to link c 
and e, could he explain why further causal forces F" F 2' etc. would be needed? Here 
it's important to remember why a causal force was posited in the first place. This was 
in response to the chal lenge from those who think the effect already exists in its 
cause. They pointed out that on their view we can explain why a given effect can only 
be produced from certain causes and not from others. When milk is  heated and a 
clabbering agent stirred in, curds are produced. Why must we start with milk, and not 
clay or beeswax? And why is the result curds, and not a pot or a candle? To say that 
the curds are already in the milk in unmanifest form is at least to propose an answer to 
this question. How will we answer the question if we deny that the effect exists in the 
cause? 

If you are familiar with David Hume's  account of causation, you will  appreciate 
the force of the last question. Hume also assumed that cause and effect are distinct 
things: first there is the collection of milk, heat, clabbering agent and stirring motion, 
then there is something new, the curds. The one ceases and the other comes into 
existence in its place. Because we see this succession time and again, we say that the 
one is the cause ofthe other. But when we say this, we mean more than just that this is 
how it has always gone, or even that it will continue to go this way in the future. We 
mean that it must go this way - that when causes and conditions are properly 
assembled, they make it necessary that the effect come into existence. And what, 
Hume asked, is the source of this idea that there is a necessary connection between 
cause and effect? We certainly don' t  observe such a connection. All we observe are 
the cause and the effect as distinct things in succession. Why, then, do we suppose 
there is a causal force or power that makes just this effect happen given the causes and 
conditions? Hume concluded that we do this because we are projecting our feeling of 
expectation onto the world. In the past we have seen milk, heat and clabbering agent, 
followed by curds. Having seen this succession often enough, just like Pavlov 's dogs 
we come to expect that the one will always be fol lowed by the other. When we now 
observe a clabbering agent being stirred into hot milk, we anticipate the appearance 
of curds. Our idea of necessary connection between cause and effect is just this 
feeling of anticipation projected out onto the world. 

Nagarjuna's first argument helps us see how Hume reached this conclusion. 
Nagarjuna begins by asking whether cause and effect are identical or distinct. If they 
are identical, then we can understand why clabbering the hot milk causes curds. What 
we cannot understand is why, if the curds already exist in the milk, we needed to do 
anything to get them.  If they are distinct, then we can see why something had to be 
done. But now we cannot see why you get curds only from milk and not from plaster 
or gold, and why you can't get figurines or gold rings from milk. The posit of a causal 
force was meant to address that question. But the logic of the situation means we are 
headed for an infinite regress. For we can now ask why the causal force should be just 
the sort that brings curds into existence. This is just as much of a mystery as the 
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question we began with, why the milk produces the curds. As long as we think of 
what produces the effect as distinct from it, the same question will arise. 

Objection: 'But we do know why milk produces curds - or at least science can tell 
us why. M aybe a scientist would explain that the acidity of the clabbering agent 
makes the particles in the milk start clumping together to form curds, or some such 
thing. Nagarjuna and Hume just didn't  have the scientific knowledge we have today; 
maybe that ' s  why they had trouble understanding causation. '  The problem with this 
objection is that the appeal to scientific explanations can only put off the inevitable 
for so long. At some point the explanations of science will bump up against the same 
unanswered question: why does this kind of cause produce that sort of effect? I t ' s  
supposedly a basic law of  physics that when two particles collide at very high speed, 
a certain amount of matter goes out of existence and a certain amount of energy 
comes into existence. Here the cause and the effect are distinct things: the matter has 
determinate mass and spatial location, while the energy has neither. So why does the 
one produce the other? Since they are distinct, we can't  say that the energy was 
already present in the matter. So why does the energy come into existence when the 
matter goes out of existence? To say that this is a fundamental law of physics is just to 
say that the question has no answer. We're back to saying cause and effect are 
connected by a causal force. Science can 't help us avoid the regress that results when 
we say cause and effect are distinct. 

Some are also suspicious ofthe argument of the three times. It says there is no time 
when the cause produces the effect. Of course we can 't say the cause produces the 
effect when the effect already exists, or when the effect doesn 't yet exist. But 
couldn 't we say the cause produces the effect during the time the effect is coming into 
existence? True, if cause and effect are distinct, they don' t  both exist at the same 
time. But couldn 't it be that first the cause exists, initiating a process of production . at 
the completion of which the cause ceases to exist and the effect stands forth as a new 
existent? The difficulty with this proposal is that it requires there to be a time when 
the effect is neither existent nor non-existent, but is somehow between the two - in 
the process of coming into existence. Now this idea makes sense when we apply it to 
things like chariots. Putting all the parts of a chariot together takes some time. So we 
could say that between the time the first two parts are put together and the time the 
last part is attached, the chariot is undergoing production. We might then say that 
during that period the chariot is no longer simply non-existent, but is not yet truly 
existing either. And this, we might say, is when the cause of the chariot is doing its 
job of being productive. But we can say this precisely because the chariot is a whole 
made of parts, a conceptual fiction. We couldn 't  say it about anything that i s  
ultimately real. For things with intrinsic nature there is  no  third time. 

The underlying point here is deceptively simple, but with profound impl ications. If 
cause and effect are distinct and both ultimately real, then they must exist at distinct 
times. There is no time when they both exist. How, then, can there be any such thing 
as a real causal relation between them? Only the mind can bring them together. In this 
respect the argument is  just like the three times argument against motion. Causation, 
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l ike motion, is  something that occurs over time. To say that something moves, we 
must construct a stretch of time consisting of several moments. Likewise to say that 
something causes something else, we must hold together two distinct moments: the 
moment when the causes and conditions obtain, and the moment when the effect 
exists. For the Madhyamika thi s  shows that causation must be a conceptual 
construction. Only with the help of the mind's aggregating activity can it appear as if 
there is real causal connection in the world. 

Suppose this is right. What are the consequences? Apparently there is no real 
causal connection. Does this mean that the world is a thoroughly random place, that 
absolutely anything can happen at any moment? Nagarjuna doesn 't think thi s  
follows. Remember that in  verse 1 he  denies four distinct ways in which things could 
be said to originate. The fourth of these is 'without cause ' .  So from the fact that things 
do not originate from themselves or from distinct causes, he does not think it follows 
that things come into existence for no reason at all, completely at random. But maybe 
he's wrong about that. Why shouldn't it follow? There are several reasons. First, it's 
crucial to remember that all thi s  concerns the ultimate truth, how the world is  apart 
from the concepts we happen to use to get around in  the world. So nothing in the 
argument rules out the possibi l ity of its being conventionally true that clabbering 
mi lk causes curds .  And indeed i t  is conventionally  true. That is, accepting this 
statement invariably leads to successful practice: if you want to make curds, this  is 
what you have to do. Second, if there were ultimately real things, there is  no reason to 
think they would pop into existence utterly at random. Nothing in our experience 
behaves l ike that, and the ultimately real is  supposed to be what underl ies and 
explains how ordinary experience goes. Third, we need to avoid the trap of thinking 
this is our only remaining option. Nagarjuna has argued that existing things cannot be 
produced from themselves, nor from things other than themselves. Since neither of 
these options works, it won 't work to say that an existing thing is produced from a 
cause that is both identical with and distinct from it. It might then seem as if there's 
just one possibil ity left, that !hings come into existence for no reason at al l .  But the 
fact that this is option number four might remind us of the Buddha's use of the 
tetralemma. Remember that he rejected all four logical possibilities (for instance with 
respect to the question of what happens after an enlightened person dies; see Chapter 
4, § 1 ) . There it also seemed like there could only be the four possib i l ities . The 
Buddha rejected al l  of them though, because they share a common false 
presupposition. So here too we have the option ofrejecting all hypotheses about how 
existing things originate. Perhaps they also share a false presupposition - that there 
are ultimately real things that might originate. 

There is one last point about the arguments ofMMK I that should be mentioned. 
What these are meant to show is that causation is  not a feature of ultimate reality. This 
should not be confused with the very different claim that we can never know whether 
something is really the cause of something else. You will sometimes hear it said that 
just because we've seen clabbering produce curds a thousand times, we don't really 
know it will work the same way the next time. To say that something is  the cause of 
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something else i s  to say the one thing wil l  always be fol lowed by the other. And 
sometimes it ' s  just a coincidence that the two things have occurred together. So the 
fact that they have occurred together up till now in our experience is no guarantee that 
they always wil l .  Hence, some conclude, we can't really know that the one causes the 
other. Now this may or may not be a good argument. The point, though, is that it is not 
what Nagarjuna is saying. He is not talking about whether we can know when there is 
causal connection. He i s  talking about whether there i s  such a thing as causal 
connection. That's a very different matter. 

We started with the question whether Nagarjuna commits the fal lacy of 
equivocation when he claims that a product of causes and conditions must be empty. 
We can now see that he does not need to give a fal lacious argument to support this  
conclusion. The arguments of MMK I wil l  do the job.  If  they are good arguments, 
then they show that the causal connection is a conceptual construction. So anything 
that is said to be the product of causes and conditions must also be a conceptual 
construction. Since it is not ultimately real, it lacks intrinsic nature; it is empty. 

9.5 

The fol lowing passage is  from MMK XX, which examines the concept of an 
assemblage of causes and conditions .  This idea of an assemblage, which was 
common to Nyaya and Abhidharma, has it that the effect is produced when the cause 
and all the conditions are assembled together. In the case of a sprout, for instance, the 
assemblage might include the seed, soil ,  moisture and warmth. Nagarjuna's  
arguments here are similar to those we have seen him give in MMK I and elsewhere, 
so it should be possible to work out what they are on your own. No running 
commentary will be given here, but remarks from the commentators are provided in a 
few tricky spots. Test your understanding ofNagaljuna by seeing if you can expand 
his statements into full-fledged arguments: 

I .  If the effect is  produced from the assemblage of the cause and the conditions, 
And the effect exists in the assemblage, how wi l l  i t  be produced from the 

assemblage? 
2. If the effect is produced from the assemblage of the cause and the conditions, 

And the effect does not exist in the assemblage, how wil l  it be produced from 
the assemblage? 

3 .  Ifthe effect existed in the assemblage of the cause and the conditions, 
It would surely be perceived in the assemblage, and it is not perceived in the 

assemblage. 
4 If the effect did not exist in the assemblage of the cause and the conditions, 

Then causes and conditions would be the same as non-causes and non
conditions. 

5. If the cause, having yielded its causal character to the effect, were to cease, 
There would be a double nature of the cause, what is given and what is ceased. 
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6 And if the cause were to cease without having yielded its causal character, 
Its effect, being produced from an extinguished cause, would be without 

cause. 
7. If the effect were to become manifest simultaneously with the assemblage, 

It woul d  fol low that it and the producer of which it is produced are 
simultaneous. 

Buddhapiililav[fti: Then how would there be the determination, 'Of these, this is 
the cause, that is its effect'? 
8. And if the effect were to become manifest before the assemblage, 

Then the effect, being devoid of cause and conditions, would be uncaused. 
9 .  I f it were held that, the cause having ceased, the effect was the transformation 

of the cause, 
It would follow that there is rebirth ofa cause that had already been produced. 

1 0. How can what is ceased and ended produce an effect that has arisen? 
How, on the other hand, can a cause that endures with its effect give rise to 

that with which it is connected? 
I I  abo And if unconnected with the effect, what sort of effect wil l  that produce? 
Akutobhayii: And if the cause is really unconnected with the effect, what sort of 
effect wi l l  it produce? If it is asked why this is, the effect is unproduced and 
unreal, the effect does not have prior existence being unrelated to the cause. 
I I  cd. Whether [the effect is] seen or unseen, a cause would not produce the 
effect. 
Akutobhayii: The visual sense faculty, as cause of visual consciousness, could be 
said to produce v isual consciousness that has either been seen or has not been 
seen. And neither of these obtains. Why? Of the seen, it is pointless, of the unseen 
it is futi le,  due to the fact that what is unseen has no conditions on which it 
depends. [MMK XX. I - I l ]  

The critique of causal connection i s  clearly important to Madhyamaka, but it can be 
misunderstood. It is tempting to take Madhyamaka as saying that things that are 
caused have natures that depend on other things. If (as most A.bhidhannikas claim) 
everything is caused, then wouldn't Madhyamikas be saying that everything depends 
for its nature on something else? And doesn't that mean that everything is connected 
to everything else, that the nature of any one thing is tied to what the rest of the world 
is like? While this might seem l ike a reasonable interpretation, it faces one major 
obstacle. Earlier we looked at the first two verses from MMK XV, the examination of 
intrinsic nature, where we found an argument that what is conditioned lacks intrinsic 
nature. Here is the next verse, and remarks from two commentaries: 

3 .  Given the non-existence of intrinsic nature, how wi I I  there be extrinsic 
nature? 

For it is said that extrinsic nature is the intrinsic nature oran other-existent. 
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Prasannapada: Here is indicated that for the world, intrinsic nature is designated 
as ' other' in dependence on some other intrinsic nature. If indeed heat were the 
intrinsic nature of fire, then extrinsic nature would be designated in dependence 
on water as a substantial intrinsic nature. But as there is no intrinsic nature of 
anything analyzed by those seeking release, how could there be otherness? And 
since there is no extrinsic nature, it is proven that there is no intrinsic nature. 
PrajJ1apradapa: Because it is cal led extrinsic nature due to dependence on the 
being of another - this is the argument. I ntrinsic nature is the nature of its very 
own self; there is designation of extrinsic nature due to dependence on another. 
Hence [the non-existence of] extrinsic nature fol lows because of there being no 
intrinsic nature. It is due to itself that there is designation of the other. There is no 
establ ishing the reason [for saying extrinsic nature exists], since a verbal 
d istinction [such as that between ' intrins ic '  and 'extrins ic ' ]  must have a real 
reason; and if its reality is denied, there is no example [to establ ish the reason], 
since [such examples as] ' long' and 'sh0l1' would be unestabl ished. 
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Bhavaviveka's point in the second passage is clear enough. Just as it couldn 't be right 
to call some things 'short' unless there were things that we could correctly call ' long' ,  
so a nature couldn't  be 'extrinsic ' or borrowed from another unless there were natures 
that were intrinsic . CandrakTrti ' s  comments in Prasannapadii may need some 
explaining, though. He has in mind the stock example of extrinsic nature, the heat of 
hot water. A.bhidhannikas agreed that what we ordinari ly call ' water' is a conceptual 
fiction because we think of water as something that must be wet, but that can be either 
hot or cold. To think of water this way is to think of it as something that exists 
independently of its having the property of heat. So it must have some nature other 
than heat that makes it be water, and then it has other properties l ike being hot or 
being cold .  When it is hot, its heat is a nature that is extrinsic :  it is borrowed from 
something e lse, something that has heat as its intrinsic nature (namely fire). This 
shows that water is conceptual ly constructed because it shows we have bundled 
together several different dharmas in coming up with our concept of water. An 
ultimately real water could only consist in a single dharma, such as wetness.7 Now 
Candrakirti understands Nagarjuna 's argument against extrinsic nature to be that for 
the heat of hot water to be extrinsic, there has to be some nature that is intrinsic to 
water (namely wetness). And the argument so far in the chapter has been that there 
are no natures that are intrinsic. The argument, in other words, is that x can't  borrow a 
nature from something else y unless there already is an x there to do the borrowing. 
And there can' t  be an x unless there is some nature that is its own, that makes it be 
what it is. So there can't  be extrinsic nature if there is no intrinsic nature. And this 
means i t  couldn 't  be ultimately true that everything depends for its nature on 
something else. 

We saw earlier that Nagarjuna cal ls emptiness an expedient to get rid of a l l  

7Thi s  is just what Abhidharma h a s  in mind  when i t  talks of water atoms as  u lt imately real th ings 
impartite occurrences of wetness. See Chapter 6. 
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metaphysical views. The view that all things are interrelated, that everything borrows 
its nature from other things, is a metaphysical view. It is a theory about the nature of 
what is ultimately real .  It may be tempting to think this is what emptiness really 
means. What we have j ust seen, though, is  another case in which a Madhyamaka 
argument shows a metaphysical interpretation of emptiness to be wrong. This is more 
evidence that metaphysical interpretations of emptiness won' t  work. Perhaps 
emptiness will have to be understood semantically. A semantic interpretation says 
that the point of establishing emptiness is to show the very idea of an ultimate truth to 
be incoherent - to show that the ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate truth. 

But this raises some troubling questions. First, how could it be ultimately true that 
nothing is ultimately true? After all, if nothing is ultimately true, then the statement 
'There is no ultimate truth' couldn ' t  be ultimately true. No statement could be 
ultimately true. So saying it' s ultimately true that there is no ultimate truth doesn 't 
make any sense. But this paradox can be resolved if the word 'ultimate' is being used 
in two different ways. Madhyamikas claim that in order to become fully enlightened 
we need to learn that all things are empty. So they might call emptiness an ultimate 
truth in the sense that this is the final truth one must apprehend for enlightenment. But 
this is  different from the Abhidharma sense of the term 'ultimate truth ' .  We can 
dissolve the paradox by making this difference clear, as follows: 

• ultimate truth ! : a fact that must be grasped in order to attain full enlightenment; 
• ultimate truth2 : a statement that corresponds to the ultimate nature of mind

independent reality. 

The semantic interpretation then takes the doctrine of emptiness to mean: 

The ultimate truthJ is that there is no ultimate truth2. 

So the Madhyamaka position is not self-contradictory when interpreted this way. But 
there is another question about the semantic interpretation that is more troubling. 
According to this interpretation, to say al l  things are empty is to say there is no 
ultimate truth. Presumably the Madhyamika thinks it is true that all things are empty. 
If there is no such thing as the ultimate truth, though, how can there be any truth at 
al l? Perhaps they will  say it is conventionally true that all things are empty. Could 
there be conventional truth ifthere is no ultimate truth? Recall that conventional truth 
is supposed to be what works for us, given our interests and cognitive limitations. So 
our earlier statement about the soft-drink machine on the first floor is conventionally 
true because, although there realIy are no such machines, it's convenient for us to say 
there are when parts are arranged in a certain way. Doesn 't this require that there be 
things that are not mere conceptual fictions, things that exist independently of those 
useful concepts that reflect our interests and limitations? Ifwe grant that the soft
drink machine itself isn't realIy real, then in order to explain why it's useful to believe 
it does exist, it seems we have to say there are those really real things that we have 
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bundled together under the convenient designator ' soft-drink machine ' .  And the way 
that those really real things are would be the ultimate truth. The objection, in other 
words, is that you can't  have truth without a metaphysical theory about the ultimate 
nature of reality. So the semantic interpretation of emptiness doesn't make sense. 

To this  objection the Miidhyamika could respond with an analogy :  giving up 
ultimate truth is l ike going off the gold standard. At one time, paper currencies l ike 
the doll ar and the pound were backed by precious metals such as gold and silver. A 
dollar bi l l  is just a piece of paper, but people accepted it as valuable because they 
knew it could be exchanged for a certain amount of gold. During the twentieth 
century, though, all the world 's  major currencies went off the gold standard. 
Understandably, many people were afraid that their paper money would become 
worthless when it could no longer be redeemed for precious metals. But of course no 
such thing happened. For what gives a piece of paper value is not its being backed by 
a certain quantity of precious metal . A currency note is not just a convenient marker 
for gold. Its value comes from the fact that people employ it as a medium of 
exchange. It is obviously useful that there be a medium of exchange. The altemative 
is barter, and satisfying our needs by barter would be difficult and time-consuming. 
We are infinitely better off if we all agree to buy am! sell commodities using 
currency. Then when I have more eggs than I need but want some bread, I won 't have 
to find someone with extra bread who wants eggs . Instead I can sel l  the eggs to 
anyone who happens to want them, and use the currency I received in exchange for 
the eggs to buy bread. The value of the currency derives from the convention of 
treating it as a medium of exchange. It derives from its ro le in a set of human 
practices. 

The Miidhyamika could say that just as the value of a paper currency doesn ' t  
require backing by something with intrinsic value, so  the truth of the statement about 
the soft-drink machine doesn 't require grounding in things with intrinsic nature. 
Remember that the ultimate truth was supposed to be what the world is l ike 
independent of those ways of thinking about it that reflect our interests and 
l imitations. Perhaps it was a mistake to suppose that something like that was needed 
to explain why the statement about the soft-drink machine works, why it helps us get 
what we want. Maybe the only explanation we need is that we have all agreed to call 
something that dispenses soft-drinks a soft-drink machine, and there 's  something that 
dispenses soft drinks on the first floor. Notice that this does not make it completely 
arbitrary which statements are true. The paper currency analogy may help us see why 
this is. The convention that gives a piece of paper a certain monetary value is one that 
we all have to accept; my saying a dol lar bi l l  is equal in value to your new car, or to a 
plane ticket to Tahiti, doesn't make it so. A currency has value only if we all abide by 
the same convention. This might go for those conventions that establish our linguistic 
practices as wel l .  The conventions might work only if they reflect ways of thinking 
about the world that we can all agree on. 

According to the semantic interpretation, the doctrine of emptiness says truth is 
non-dual :  there is only one kind of truth. On this interpretation, the point of 
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establishing emptiness i s  to establish semantic non-dualism, the view that there i s  
only conventional truth. This makes the doctrine of emptiness something like what is 
currently called ' semantic anti-realism ' .  The semantic anti-realist view of truth is 
complex and extremely controversial. There is a great deal we would need to discuss 
before we could adequately assess it, and thus decide whether semantic non-dualism 
might be correct. We won't do that here.8 But there is another question we can ask: is 
the semantic interpretation really the right way to understand Madhyamaka? Or 
might this instead be a case of reading some currently fashionable phi losophical 
theory back into a classical Indian context where it has no place? So far the case for 
the semantic interpretation has been negative. It has basically been that rival 
interpretations of emptiness can 't be right. Is there anything Madhyamikas say that 
actually supports this interpretation? 

There is. An important tenet of Madhyamaka is that emptiness is itself empty. Here 
are two verses in which Nagarjuna affirms this: 

' It is empty' is  not to be said, nor that something could be non-empty, 
Nor both, nor neither; ' empty' is said only in the sense of ' conceptual fiction ' .  
[MMK XXI 1 . 1  I ]  
Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness. 
That [ emptiness] is  a dependent concept, just that is the middle path. [MMK 
XXIV . 1 8] 

To call emptiness a 'dependent concept' is to say that it lacks intrinsic nature. And of 
course no statement about something that lacks intrinsic nature (such as a chariot) can 
be ultimately true. So nothing we can say about emptiness can be ultimately true. But 
l ikewise no statement about non-empty things, things with intrinsic natures, is 
ultimately true either. And so on for the rest of the tetralemma. As we have seen 
before, when all the members of a tetralemma are denied, we need to look for a 
common presupposition they share that might be false. Here it looks l ike the only 
possibility is the assumption that there is such a thing as the ultimate truth. To say all 
things are empty is to say that there is nothing that is the kind of thing that ultimately 
true statements would be statements about. To say that emptiness is also empty is to 
say that no statement about emptiness could be ultimately true either. The upshot is 
that the very idea of an ultimate truth is empty. 

9.7 

All this leads to our final question about emptiness: what is the soteriological point? 

8For more on the anti-realist conception of truth, see essays 3, 6, 1 0, I I  and 32 in The Nature of Truth, 
edited by Michael Lynch (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 200 1 ). For a critical survey of the variety of anti-realist 
positions see Gerald Vision, Modern Anti-Realism and Manufactured Truth (London: Routledge, 1 988). 
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This  question is especial ly acute if (as has been argued here) emptiness is  best 
interpreted semantically. It would be one thing if emptiness had some metaphysical 
implications, such as that everything is somehow connected to other things. Then we 
could imagine that realizing the emptiness of all things might undermine the 
boundaries we draw between ourselves and others. Perhaps that would make us less 
selfish as a result. We saw why this sort of interpretation seems unlikely. But it is 
harder to see how realizing emptiness could transform our l ives if this real ization 
only concerns the nature of truth. How could giving up the idea of an ultimate truth 
help us overcome suffering? The concept of truth simply seems too abstract for any 
changes in our conception of it to have life-altering consequences. 

There are several things that might be said in response. The defender of semantic 
non-dualism might say that realization of emptiness was never intended to do all the 
work in enlightenment. Much of the work is sti l l  to be done by the Buddhist doctrine 
of non-self. The doctrine of emptiness simply serves as a corrective to certain 
tendencies that can emerge when we try to realize non-self. Remember that the 
Buddhist project is to eliminate suffering by overcoming the notion that there is an ' I '  
for whom life can have meaning. The idea o f  an absolutely objective ultimate truth i s  
useful in helping u s  d o  this.  W e  all know how projecting our wants onto the world 
gets us in trouble. Believing there's  lots of money in my checking account because it 
makes me feel good is a recipe for disaster. The idea of an ultimate truth is just the 
idealization ofthis point. It's the idea of what remains after we subtract what are the 
mere products of our interests and limitations. And seeing the world in these terms 
may be the most effective way for us to come to believe that there real ly is no person 
for whom life could have meaning, that the ' I '  is just a useful fiction. The one 
difficulty with this way of realizing non-self is that it may lead to a subtle form of 
clinging. This is revealed by a telling gesture on the part of those who believe there is 
an ultimate truth. Faced with evidence that there may be different perspectives on 
some phenomenon, such people will often pound the table. This is more than just a 
way to call attention to incontrovertible facts (such as the solidity of the table). 
Pounding the table is also a form of self-assertion. In this case it' s a subtle form of 
self-assertion. If I insist that there is an absolutely objective way that things are, I 
claim that the way the world is is independent of your interests and limitations - and 
mine as well .  So my table-pounding may seem self-effacing. But I am nevertheless 
claiming that the truth is on my side. Such behavior may be an obstacle to genuine 
realization of non-self. This may be why the Miidhyamika thinks that in addition to 
realizing the essencelessness of persons, we must also realize the essencelessness of 
dharmas. The latter realization robs us of the grounds for a notion of the ultimate 
truth. It thus represents, they may think, the culmination of realizing non-self. 

But this response may lead to a new concern. Suppose the initial complaint - that 
semantic non-dualism is too abstract to have soteriological significance - has been 
dealt with adequately. The question is whether, in achieving that soteriol ogical 
significance, Madhyamaka has not gone too far. The point of emptiness is, we are 
told, to make it impossible for us to be dogmatic. Not being dogmatic sounds like a 
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good thing. But in this case it may come at the price of being a relativist about truth. 
Without the notion ofuItimate truth, how do we resist the conclusion that what is true 
i s  relative to the interests and limitations of an individual or a society? To be a 
relativist about truth is certainly a way to be undogmatic. If I hold that any given 
statement might be true when said by me or my group, but false when said by you or 
your group, then I ' m  certainly not going to pound the table when you deny what I 
affirm. But what if the statement is 'There is no self ,  or 'Everything is empty'? What 
can the Miidhyamika say to an individual or a whole society that insists there are 
selves, and things with intrinsic natures? If there is no unique best way of describing 
the world, how can one description be better than another? 

Here is where the hard philosophical work begins. Madhyamaka does claim that 
some ways of thinking about the world are better than others. The belief that there is 
no self i s, in the end, more likely to lead to successful practice than the belief that 
there is a self. True, Niigiirjuna does say that neither belief is ultimately true (at MMK 
XVIII .6). So the Buddha might teach non-self to some audiences, while he will teach 
others in a way that leads them to believe there is a self. In both cases the Buddha is 
simply using expedient pedagogical methods. He is asserting what he judges will best 
lead to the cessation of suffering given the beliefs and capacities of his audience. But 
as the commentaries on this verse make clear, there is thought to be a progression 
involved here. The audience that is led to believe there is a self is one that does not yet 
know of karma and rebirth, and lives solely for present sensual gratification. They are 
not yet ready for the teaching of non-self. The Buddha is preparing them for this 
teaching by getting them to accept karma and rebirth, and thus begin to practice the 
moral virtues. (See Chapter 4, §4 for how this is supposed to work.) Someone in this 
audience is not as far along on the path to nirviina as is someone who is prepared for 
the teaching of non-self. So the Miidhyamika would say that while it is not ultimately 
true that there is no self, as far as conventional truth is concerned it is better to believe 
non-self than to believe there is a self. 

The question is how this can be. How can there be better ifthere is no best? Perhaps 
what the Miidhyamika has in mind is that the i dea of an u ltimate truth, the ideal of 
absolute objectivity, is a useful fiction . The thought is that while there is only 
conventional truth, only what 'works' in a given situation, sti l l  anyone ' s  overall 
picture of the world can always be improved upon. We can always do better by taking 
into account how others see things. But we're unlikely to do this if we're relativists 
about truth. Ifwe think the same statement can be true when said by one person and 
false when said by another, then we are unlikely to try to resolve our disagreements 
when others see things differently. So we're better off if we think 'The truth is out 
there ' ,  that there is a genuinely objective way things are that transcends how things 
might appear to us. This would explain why we think that when it comes to truth, 
there has to be a best for there to be better and worse. If the Madhyamaka arguments 
for emptiness are good, then there is no best, no ultimate truth. Sti l l ,  it could be 
claimed, we are better off pretending that there is. 

Whether the position we have just sketched is coherent is a complicated question. 
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This is clearly not the place to explore all the issues involved, or try to resolve them. 
What is worth noting is just how deep are the issues raised by the Madhyamaka 
doctrine of emptiness. This is rather remarkable given how bizarre that doctrine 
initially sounds. The long si lence with which Nagarjuna's  arguments were first 
received suggests that other Indian philosophers thought they could be readily 
dismissed. The current state of the debate suggests otherwise. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The School ofDiimaga: 
Buddhist Epistemology 

The Buddhist schools and movements we have examined so far have all had their 
own distinctive names: early Buddhism, Abhidharma, Mahayana, Theravada, 
Vaibhan�ika, Sautrantika, Yogacara, Madhyamaka. Not so the school that is the 
subject of this chapter. S ince it was founded by the logician Difmaga (480-540), 
modern scholars often refer to it as the school of Dihnaga. But it is also called 
' Yogacara-Sautrantika', and sometimes just ' Buddhist logic' .  Scholars don ' t  have a 
single name for it because there is no one name that classical Indian Buddhists used 
for all the thinkers in this tradition. This is probably because it was a school in a 
different sense than those we have looked at so far. Its goal was not to articulate a 
distinctive path to nirvana. Instead it set about developing philosophical tools that it 
hoped would be of use to people following any one of a number of different paths. 

The schools we've examined up to now have all had their own distinctive 
metaphysical views. Sautrantika, for instance, teaches that all things are momentary, 
while Yogacara has its claim that only impressions exist. As the alternative name 
'Yogacara-Sautrantika' suggests though, the school of Dii'maga does not take a stand 
on at least one important metaphysical issue - whether there are physical objects. 
After all ,  Yogacara denies that there are, while Sautrantika affirms their existence. So 
someone could be a 'Y ogacara-Sautrantika' only by refraining from entering into this 
controversy. The teachings of the tradition that starts with Dihnaga are meant to be 
compatible with both positions. This must mean that they don't actually answer an 
important question about what reality is like. And a Buddhist path to l iberation is 
supposed to be based on an account of the nature of reality. This does not mean the 
members of the school of Dihnaga were not interested in nirvana. Nor does it mean 
they thought philosophy is irrelevant to attaining nirvana. Instead they seem to have 
thought that the dispute over certain metaphysical issues l ike the existence of an 
external world would never be resolved to everyone's satisfaction. l Philosophy could 
still contribute to l iberation, though, ifit could at least tell us what constitutes a means 
of knowledge. What Dii'maga and his followers did was develop a Buddhist answer to 
Nyaya epistemology. Their thought was that if this epistemology was acceptable to 
both Sautrantika realists and Yogacara idealists, then it would help people progress 
toward liberation regardless of their stance on the metaphysical issue. So this school 

ITo say this is not to say that members of the tradition did not have their own views about these issues. 
Dharmakirt i ,  for instance, was probably an idealist. He and others are careful to formulate their 
epistemology in a way that is  compatible with a variety of metaphysical positions. But this does not mean 
they held there is no correct answer to such questions as whether there is an external world. 
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does not offer a total package - a complete picture of the world, plus advice about 
how we should act based on that picture. It can be thought of as a group of 
philosophical specialists who leave much of that work to others. It sees its job as just 
equipping them with the best epistemological tools available. 

To say this is not to say that there are no metaphysical doctrines whatever in the 
school of Diimaga. As we are about to see, this school can be thought of as the 
culmination of the Abhidharma project. And that project was one of developing the 
metaphysics of empty persons. It is rather to say three things: that Yogacara
Sautrantika does not teach a distinctive path to nirvana, that any metaphysical 
teachings it contains are grounded in its epistemological views, and that its 
epistemology is meant to be acceptable to all Buddhists regardless of their views on 
certain metaphysical issues. So with this in mind, let's look at what they actually have 
to say. The obvious place to start is with their account of the means of knowledge. 

10.1 

Where Nyaya says there are four means of knowledge, Yogacara-Sautrantika says 
there are just two : perception and inference. The other two are, they claim, just 
special cases of inference. In the case oftestimony, for instance, they say we cognize 
a fact by inferring it from the utterances of a qualified expert. But this is not the most 
important difference between Nyaya and Diimaga' s  school over the means of 
knowledge. Far more important is Dinnaga's  claim that each means of knowledge 
cognizes its own distinctive object. This differs from the Nyaya view, that one and 
the same fact may be cognized using different means of knowledge. Suppose, for 
instance, that things like smoke, fire and hills exist.2 Suppose that from down in the 
valley I see smoke on the hill, and then infer that there is fire on the hill .  Suppose that 
while I 'm down below, you are up on the hill, where you see and feel the fire. Nyaya 
would say that you and I are cognizing one and the same thing. The fire that you 
perceive is the very fire the occurrence of which I infer. The Y ogacara-Sautrantikas 
disagree. They claim that your cognition and mine actually have distinct objects . 
What you perceive is a real particular. What I infer, though, is not that very fire itself. 
I cognize something more abstract, something more like 'fire in general ' .  

Dihnaga calls the object of perception the 'particular nature' (svalak*Gl;;a), and the 
object of inference the 'general nature' (siimiinya-lak�·alJa) .  But he holds a view like 

20fcourse most Buddhists would deny this. They would point out that hills and the like are whol\!s made 
of parts, so they could only be conceptual fictions. Sti l l  our talk of hills can, they believe, be explained in 
terms of the occurrence of dharma.l· that are ultimately real. And such non-Buddhist phi losophers as the 
Naiyayikas think there ·real ly are such things as h i l ls .  So Buddhist logicians use h i l ls and the l ike as 
examples when discussing the means of knowledge. That way their opponents can understand what they 
are talking about. S ince a h i l l  can always be reductively analyzed into a col lection of dharll1(H, these 
examples could always be replaced with examples of things that Buddhists think are ultimately real. So 
there's no harm in using conventionally real things l ike hi l ls  as examples. 
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that of Sautrantika concerning what is ultimately real : there i s  no real difference 
between a nature and the thing whose nature it is .  And the object of perception is 
supposed to be ultimately real. So it would be wrong to think of the 'particular nature' 
as the nature of something. Like the dharmas of Sautrantika, it is just a particular that 
is a nature. In order to keep this clear, we' l l  call it a particular. In the case of the object 
of inference, on the other hand, we don't need to worry about superimposing on it our 
i dea that a nature has to be the nature of something. The object of inference i s  not 
ultimately real, it is a conceptual construction. And part of what the mind puts into it 
when the mind constructs the object of inference is the idea that a nature always 
belongs to something. So it isn't a mistake to think of this as something that has a 
general nature. Let 's  then agree to call it the object-in-general. 

What we perceive are particulars. What we know through inference are objects-in
general. The particular is ultimately real. The object-in-general is a conceptual 
fiction. These are Dihnaga's  claims. What you see up on the hill  is an ultimately real 
particular. What I infer down below is a conceptually constructed object-in-general. 
We cognize different things. Maybe we can see what Dihnaga is getting at when we 
think about the difference between being told about the grandeur of the Himalayas 
and actually seeing them. (Remember that Yogacara-Sautrantika classifies learning 
through testimony as a kind of inference. )  From another person 's  description we 
might be able to form a general conception of what it ' s  l ike. But no matter how 
accurate our conception, it sti l l  lacks the concrete immediacy of the visual 
experience. A well-informed blind person might be able to say any number oftrue 
things about the colors and shapes we see when we look out from Kathmandu on a 
clear day. But they wi l l  never have the sensory experiences that their words 
accurately describe. 

Why, though, does this mean that you and I cognize different things when we both 
cognize fire? Why not say instead just that we cognize one object in two different 
ways? This  is what common sense says - and Nyaya agrees: you cognize the fire 
directly (because your sense of vision is in contact with it), I cognize it only indirectly 
(by way of the smoke that is a sign of its presence). It's the same real particular that 
we both come to be aware of. Our awareness may feel different. The fire may be 
much more vividly present to you than it i s  to me. But that needn't mean that we're 
aware of distinct things. Why does the Yogacara-Sautrantika reject this counsel of 
common sense? 

Moreover, the fire that you cognize is said to be ultimately real, while the fire I 
cognize is only a mental construction. But Dinnaga says that both perception and 
inference are means of knowledge. And something is a means of knowledge only ifit 
invariably leads to successful  practice. I f  you were cold up there on the hi l l ,  your 
cognition of the fire could lead you to success in your efforts to warm up. But the 
same goes for me down in the valley. It would take me longer to reach the fire and get 
warm, but the result would still be the same. In both cases there is successful practice. 
How can it then be that what you cognize is ultimately real while what I cognize is 
not? 
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The answer to the first question turns on the way in which we cognize things 
through inference. Recall how Nyaya explains this. (See Chapter 5, §2.) I see that the 
hill has smoke on it. And because I have previously seen smoke and fire together (in 
places like the kitchen), and I 've checked to see ifplaces that I know lack fire (like the 
lake) also lack smoke (what I see there in the morning is just mist), I know that smoke 
is pervaded by fire - that wherever there 's smoke there 's fire. So I know there has to 
be fire on the hi l l .  Now the Yogacara-Sautrantika points out that the fire whose 
presence on the hill I thereby infer is something that is present wherever smoke is 
present and whose absence is never found where smoke occurs. But what sort of fire 
is it that is present in all those different locations, and whose absence is always found 
together with the absence of smoke? A fire that can be present in many different 
places and be absent in many others is not the particular fire that you see up on the 
hil l .  The fire you see exists in just one place - on the hil l .  The fire that I cognize by 
inference is not the particular fire, but fire-in-general. 

So why did Nyaya think that we both cognize the same fire? The answer, in a word, 
is that Nyaya accepts universals. In the Nyaya categorial scheme, the fire is a 
substance. A substance is a particular thing, something that occurs at some particular 
place and time. On their account, though, what you see is not just the substance, the 
fire that is on the hill . You don't just see that particular thing. You see that particular 
thing as something: as an instance of fire. You see the substance and you see the 
universal that inheres in it. You see fire-as-inhered-in-by:fireness . This is why when 
you see it you can identify it as fire, a kind ofthing you've seen elsewhere. Universals 
also play a role in my inferential cognition offire. What I see is the smoke on the hill . 
But in seeing this smoke I also see the smokeness inhering in it. And because of my 
past experience with smoke and fire, I know that smokeness is pervaded by jireness. 
So when I see the smokeness in this smoke, I am also in contact with thefireness that 
pervades it. Fireness in turn inheres in every fire, including the one on the hill . So by 
cognizing the smoke and also the pervasion of smokeness bY.fireness , my cognition 
is in contact with the fire on the hil l .  My cognitive contact is less direct than yours. 
M ine goes: smoke-inherence-smokeness-pervasion�fireness-inherence-fire. Your 
cognitive contact is directly with the fire that' s  at the end of my chain. That would 
explain why your cognition is more vivid than mine. But it is one and the same fire (as 
inhered in by jireness ) that we both cognize. 

Notice the role that universals play in the Nyaya story. It is because Naiyayikas 
believe things l ike fireness and smokeness are out there in the world that they can 
claim my inference puts me in cognitive contact with the same particular substance 
that you perceive. If we believe universals aren 't real things, but just mental 
constructions, the story will be very different. You, being up on the hill, would still be 
in contact with the particular fire. But my contact with the smoke on the hill could not 
reach that fire by way of connections out there in the world. It could only reach fire by 
way of a connection between smoke and fire that has been made in my mind. And 
while the mind can do all sorts of wonderful things, it isn 't magical. It can ' t  all by 
itself reach out and touch the fire on the hill .  So how do I come to be aware of there 
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being fire on the hil l? According to Yogacara-Sautrantika, the fire that is cognized 
when I infer the existence of fire on the hill is an idea or mental image. Specifically it 
is the mental image that is associated with the word 'fire ' .  It is something that can be 
present whenever smoke is present, and something in whose absence smoke wil l  
always fai l  to be found. It is something that can be present in many places, absent 
from many others. If there are no universals, if every real thing is particular, then 
nothing in reality can be like this. But a mental construction can. We can come to treat 
a mental image as standing proxy for any and all individual fires. When we do so, that 
mental image plays the role offire-in-general. That is what I cognize standing down 
in the valley. 

10.2 

It was this line of thought that led Difmaga to conclude that the object of perception 
and the object of inference are two distinct types of thing. We stil l  haven't  answered 
the second question we asked, why inference would ' work' if its object were not 
ultimately real . Perhaps you can now see how Y ogacara-Sautrantika answers that 
question. But we' l l  have to postpone a ful l  discussion of it until we've dealt with 
some other matters. There ' s  another question we need to attend to now: why 
shouldn't we believe there are universals? We just saw that the Yogacara-Sautrantika 
claim that perception and inference have distinct objects is based on their rejection of 
universals. They hold the view known as nominalism: the view that the universal is a 
' mere name' and not something with mind-independent reality. But what reason is 
there to accept nominalism, and not the realism about universals championed by 
Nyaya? 

This might seem like an odd question. To many people it seems obvious that only 
particular things are real, and that one thing could not be in many different places at 
one time. But if you think about the role that universals play in the Nyaya theory of 
knowledge, it might no longer seem quite so obvious that there aren't  any universals. 
When we see a cow we are able to say that it is a cow. When we see a patch of red we 
are able to say that it is red. To say these things is to say that what we now see goes 
together with other things that are also called by the same name. How is that possible 
if there isn 't  something that they al l  share in common? What makes F lossie go 
together with Bossie and Daisy, if there is no such thing as cowness in each of them? 
How do we know that the color of the tomato, the ripe apple, and Santa's suit all  go by 
the same name, if there isn 't  some one thing redness they all  share? Whi le it may 
seem easy to say that cowness and redness are just 'abstractions ' ,  just ' ideas ' ,  it has 
proven surprisingly difficult to say how we could form such 'abstract ideas' if there 
weren't some real basis for our applying the words ' cow' and 'red' .  This is what is 
known as the problem of the One over the Many. Because it seems to many people 
that real universals would be very peculiar things, the problem has often been 
overlooked. But ignoring a problem is not the same thing as solving it. 
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We can see an example of this i n  Abhidharma. The Abhidharma schools were all 
officially nominalist. They denied the existence of universals on the grounds that real 
universals would have to be eternal .  So their existence would conflict with the 
Buddha's claim that everything is impermanent. Denying universals helped 
Abhidharmikas in their effort to replace Nyaya's seven categories with just one, that 
of the dharma. Not only would this el iminate the category of universals, it also 
renders inherence and individuators superfluous. The difficulty is that at the same 
time that the Abhidhanna schools denied the existence of universals, they also said 
that dharmas naturally form kinds or classes. Some dharmas fal l  under rupa 
skandha. Some of these are visible-object dharmas. And some of these are red, some 
are yellow, etc. If there are no universals, though, what is it that makes many visible
object dharmas all naturally belong to one kind, red? They didn 't say. 

But is there really a problem here? Maybe we can explain how these dharmas form 
natural kinds by using the fact that they all resemble one another. Could that be why 
the Abhidharmikas thought they could ignore the One over Many problem? No. To 
see why not, consider the fol lowing. Let ' s  call the tomato dharma T, the apple 
dharma A, and the Santa dharma S.  We judge that T resembles A, A resembles S, and 
S resembles T. Are these three resemblances or just one? If we say they are all one 
and the same resemblance, then we are back to invoking a One over Many . We've 
smuggled universals into our picture without acknowledging it. If they are three, then 
why do these resemblances make T, S and A all red? After all, the taste of a mango 
resembles the taste of a papaya, yet we don 't call either taste red. So there must be 
different resemblances. What makes the resemblance among T, S and A the kind that 
makes something red? It looks like the only answer we can give is that these are all 
resemblances in respect of being red. But then we haven't explained what i t  means 
for something to be red. Resemblances won't help us avoid universals. 

On this point, then, Abhidharma was inconsistent: it  denied the existence of 
universals, but didn ' t  explain how we can get by without them. The school of 
Difmaga attempts to work out the basic Abhidharma project in a consistent way. 
Where Abhidharma sees its ultimate reals, dharmas, as fal ling into natural kinds, 
Yogacara-Sautrantika says its ultimate reals, the particulars, are each unique and thus 
indescribable. If the ultimate nature of reality is how the world is independently of all 
mental construction, and shared natures like redness are mental constructions, then 
no real entity can be ultimately like any other. The reals are just unique particulars. In 
Chapter 8 we saw Yogacara make a similar claim . So here Yogacara-Sautrantika 
seems to be honoring the Y ogacara side of its heritage. Dihnaga and his followers are 
also saying that the true nature of reality is inexpressible. This is not just because we 
humans can't  describe things carefully enough, or in fine enough detai l. Any words 
that were used to describe reality would falsify it. To describe something is to 
attribute to it some property that other things might also have. If the real particulars 
are genuinely unique, they can never be described. We are aware of them in 
perception. But because they don't have shared natures, we could never express the 
content of our awareness in words. 
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But this all depends on the rejection of real universals. And we have yet to answer 
the question we began with. Now that we see just how useful real universals can be, 
why should we deny they exist? The basic answer has already been hinted at several 
times : because they would be eternal. But is there any problem with eternal things 
other than the fact that the Buddha seems to have said there aren 't  any? The 
Yogacara-Sautrantikas think they can show that there is. Their argument goes l ike 
this: 

I Only what is causally efficacious is real. 
2 To be causally efficacious is to produce an effect at a particular time. 
3 Something eternal would be unchanging. 
4 There would be no reason for an unchanging thing to produce an effect at any one 

time and not another. 
5 Hence nothing eternal could be causally efficacious. 

Therefore no existing things are eternal. 

Premise ( I )  says that for something to exist is for it to make a difference to how things 
are in the world. The idea behind (2) is that an effect involves an event, something 
that happens. As such it must occur at some particular time. If it always existed then 
there wouldn't be an event involved. So anything that is the cause of an effect has to 
produce that effect at some particular time. Premise (3)  is based on the idea that 
anything eternal would have to be simple or impartite. Anything that's compounded 
can always have its parts rearranged in a way that brings about its destruction. And 
something that is simple could not continue to exist while undergoing qualitative 
change. For that requires that there be one part that changes and another part that does 
not. Premise (4) then points out that if our eternal entity is unchanging, it cannot be 
what brings about an effect at some particular time. To say it produces an effect is to 
say that the way that it is explains the occurrence of the effect. S ince it would always 
be the way that it is, i f it produced anything it would always be producing it. And that 
idea i s  incoherent. To produce something is to make something happen at a particular 
time. So an eternal entity couldn 't  be the cause of any effect, from which we can 
conclude that such a thing couldn 't exist. 

There are questions that might be raised about this argument, but we will not take 
them up here. We have seen that there are reasons to think there could not be any 
eternal entities. Since universals would have to be eternal, this gives us some reason 
to believe that there are no universals. In that case Difmaga would be right to hold that 
the objects of perception and inference are distinct kinds of things : the object of 
perception is the ultimately real unique particular, that of inference is the mentally 
constructed object-in-general . But we've also seen that the nominalist must pay a 
steep price for their ontological economy. Ifthere are no universals, then why does it 
seem like we can express our perceptual experiences in language? And why is 
inference a means of knowledge, something that helps us attain our goals? The 
answers to these two questions turn out to be connected. We turn now to the 
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Yogacara-Sautrantika answer to the first question, concerning perception. Their 
answer to the second, concerning inference, wil l  eventually emerge out of their 
account of perceptual judgments. 

10.3 

We saw earlier (in Chapter 5) that according to Nyaya there are two stages in a 
perceptual cognition: there is the conceptual stage, in which we are aware of the 
object as being a certain way; but this is always preceded by a non-conceptual stage 
in which we are aware of the constituents of a perceptual judgment individually, 
without being aware of them as forming a relational complex. Suppose we see Flossie 
the cow. It is the conceptual stage that is expressed as the perceptual j udgment that 
Flossie is a cow. This expresses the content of a conceptual cognition, because the 
object of this perception is Flossie as inhered in by cowness. But Nyaya claims we 
can have this cognition only after we first cognize Flossie, cowness and inherence 
individually. Only after being aware ofthem individually can we be aware of them as 
making up the relational complex. The stage of non-conceptual cognition cannot be 
expressed in words. To express something in words is to make a judgment, to 
attribute a character to something. On the Nyaya account all the elements of this 
judgment are out there in the world, none is constructed by the mind. But the mind 
must first be aware of them by themselves before it can be aware of the rc1ational 
complex they make up. 

Now Yogacara-Sautrantika disagrees with many details of this p icture of 
perception. But they do agree with Nyaya that perceptual cognition involves two 
stages, the non-conceptual and the conceptual . They also agree that perceptual 
judgments involve attributing some general nature to an object. They don't  accept 
universals, though, so they have to deny that perceptual judgments reflect what exists 
outside the mind. Only non-conceptual perception can do that. This is what Dii'maga 
is getting at when he calls perception 'cognition that is free of conceptual 
construction ' .  My conceptual cognition of Flossie as a cow involves attributing 
cowness to the real particular out there. But while the world contains real particulars, 
it does not contain universals like cowness. So if perception puts us in touch with the 
world, then the conceptual stage of perceptual cognition is not perception. We may 
call it a 'perceptual judgment' , for it is always preceded by what is properly called 
'perception' .  But it is a judgment, something involving concepts. And that makes it a 
kind of inference. 

It strikes many people as odd to say that seeing Flossie as a cow involves an 
inference. It certainly doesn 't  feel like we have to stop and reason our way to the 
conclusion that Flossie is a cow. Seeing Flossie as a cow feels like something we just 
do when we see Flossie. This is what Nyaya is getting at when it says we see 
universals like cowness . But ifthere are no universals out there where Flossie is, there 
must be some process of mental construction involved in our seeing her as a cow - a 
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process that we are not ordinarily conscious of. Dihnaga started with the idea that this 
mental process involves associating what we actual ly  see - the unique particular 
Flossie - with a word, in this case ' cow ' .  His real insight comes when he says that 
knowing what word to call something involves an inference. To know that what I see 
is called a cow, I need to know that anything l ike this is called a cow, and I need to 
know that anything that isn't called by that name is not like this. And this is just like 
what I need to know to infer that there's  a fire on the hil l :  that anything that's like this 
hill  in having smoke also has fire, while nothing that lacks fire has smoke. So if seeing 
Flossie as a cow is a matter of associating what I see with the word 'cow',  then seeing 
Flossie as a cow must involve a kind of inference. We aren 't aware of performing this 
inference because we do it so quickly and automatically. It's something we learned to 
do when we learned to talk, and ever since then we've been doing it constantly. So 
it's not surprising that we are unaware of doing it,  just as we're no longer aware of all  
we're doing when we stand upright and walk. 

According to Yogacara-Sautrantika, two things happen in rapid succession when 
you are on the hil l  and see the fire there. First you have a non-conceptual cognition in 
which you are visually aware of that unique particular located on the hill .  This is what 
is properly called 'perception' .  You then very quickly perform a kind of unconscious 
inference whereby you j udge that what you see is the kind of thing that is called a 
'fire ' .  This  results in the conceptual cognition that may be expressed as 'This is a 
fire . '  We can call this cognition a 'perceptual j udgment' .  But it is important to 
remember that for Dihnaga and his school it is not perception, for it is about fire-in
general, which is not really out there. This does not make your cognition erroneous. 
Quite the opposite. Now that you are aware of the fire as a fire, you can use your 
knowledge about fire-in-general. One of the things you know about fire is that it can 
warm you when you are cold. S ince you are cold and want to warm up, your 
perceptual cognition of the fire helps you satisfy your desire. We said above that a 
means of knowledge must be able to lead to successful practice. Even though your 
judgment is about a mental construction, not something in the world, it sti l l  leads to 
successful practice. So it counts as a means of knowledge. It just turns out that it's an 
inference. It 's  just l ike my cognition of fire-in-general through the inference I 
perform down in the valley. 

Perception is also a means of knowledge. But because it is non-conceptual, 
Yogacara-Sautrantika claims it does not give rise directly to successful practice. You 
can only know that the particular you see wi l l  warm your hands after you have 
conceptualized it as fire. And that involves inference. So why is perception a means 
of knowledge? Because it leads you to construct fire-in-general, and that construction 
leads to successful  practice. Both perception and inference ( including perceptual 
judgment) are means of knowledge because both bring about veridical cognitions. A 
veridical cognition is one that is not falsified by subsequent experience. And a 
cognition is fal sified by bringing about unsuccessful practice. Suppose I wrongly 
took the smoke on the hill  as a sign of an impending volcanic eruption. I might try to 
save my life by running away. But this would not meet with success. Running away 
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would b e  pointless, since no volcanic eruption threatens my life. This i s  a case of a 
faulty inference. Its faultiness lies in its leading to unsuccessful practice. Perceptions 
don' t  give rise to actions; they only lead to perceptual j udgments. So a perception 
can' t  be directly falsified by an action. It can only be falsified by leading to a 
judgment that itself is falsified through its leading to unsuccessful practice. 

1 0.4 

Inference is the second means of knowledge. It is the reliable cause of i ndirect 
veridical cognition. That is to say, it is what regularly causes us to have true beliefs 
about facts that we cannot apprehend directly by perception. Dharmak'irti defines 
inference as 'the cognition of an inferable due to a reason with the triple mark' .  By a 
reason is meant a property that serves as an instrument for the indirect cognition of 
something else. In the inference of fire on the hill, the property of having smoke is the 
reason. My true belief that there is fire on the hill is brought about by my perceptual 
judgment of smoke, something 'having the triple mark'. The triple mark is: 

I being in the subject of inference 
2 only being present when the siidhya (the property to be proved) is present 
3 never being present when the siidhya is absent. 

So in the case ofthe fire inference, smoke has to be present on the mountain (which is 
the subject of the inference), it must always occur together with fire (the siidh va), and 
it must never occur where there is no fire. Cognition of a reason with these 
characteristics is a reliable cause of cognition of the subj ect' s  having the .I'iidhya. 
Because there is smoke on the mountain, smoke is only present where there is fire, 
and smoke is never present where there is no fire, my belief that there is fire on the hill 
is correct. 

It was Difmaga who first formulated this definition of inference. Buddhist logicians 
after him all fol lowed his basic approach. To this his commentator Dharmak'irti3 

added a classification ofthree types of reason : effect, identity and non-cognit ion. The 
reason of effect is used in inferring the occurrence of the cause from cognition of its 
effect. The fire inference is an example of this.  Smoke serves as its reason because 
fire is the cause of smoke. The general idea is that if x is the cause of y, then knowing 
that y has occurred enables us to infer that x must have occurred. Note that it doesn't 
work the other way around. I can't safely infer the effect from the cause. To say fire is 
the cause of smoke is to say that all smoke is the effect of some fire. But this does not 
mean that every fire causes smoke. There can be smokeless fires. So if l sec a fire I 

3Dharmakj'rti (late sixth or early seventh century eE) is no ordinary commentator. While purporting to 
explain Dinnaga's thought, he actually introduced enough innovation that he could be called the second 
founder of the Yogacara-Sautrantika school. 
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cannot infer that there must be smoke. Likewise if I see a sprout coming up from the 
soil, I can infer that a seed must have been p lanted there. But seeing a seed planted 
doesn't entitle me to conclude that a sprout will appear later. For instance, toxins in 
the soil might prevent a sprout from forming. 

A reason of identity is a reason whose occurrence in the subject is in fact identical 
with the occurrence there of the siidhya. Suppose, for instance, that I judge what I see 
to be a maple. I might then infer that it is a tree. The reason I use in this inference is 
the property of being a maple. Dharmaklrti calls this a reason of identity because, he 
claims, the tree's  being a maple is actually identical to its being a tree. To see why he 
would claim this, consider the fact that according to Yogacara-Sautrantika, only the 
unique particular is real . From this it fol lows that whatever makes it true of the 
particular I am looking at that it is a maple can only be that particular itself. And the 
same goes for what makes it a tree. Since it is one and the same particular 's  being 
what it is that makes it both a maple and a tree, its being a maple and its being a tree 
are essentially identical.4 

Now you might think that a reason of i dentity involves what philosophers 
nowadays call an analytic truth. To say of a statement that it is analytic is to say that it 
is true by virtue of the meanings of the words it is composed of. The stock example is 
'All bachelors are unmarried. ' This is said to be true just because 'bachelor' means an 
unmarried adult male. Those who believe there are analytic truths say they can be 
known a priori: we don't need to do any empirical investigation in order to know that 
bachelors are unmarried, we know it just by knowing what the words mean. So the 
statement ' All bachelors are unmarried' doesn 't actually tell us anything new. But 
Dharmaklrti would disagree. He holds that inferences like 'This is a tree because it is 
a maple ' ,  and ' He i s  unmarried because he is a bachelor' can be informative. 
Otherwise they would not count for him as means of knowledge. Like other Indian 
epistemologists, he builds an informativeness requirement into his idea of a means of 
knowledge. This is why memory, for instance, is not a means of knowledge. No 
matter how accurate a memory might be, it can never make us aware of something we 
have not already cognized. But Dharmaklrti says we can infer that the maple is a tree, 
so he must think we can learn something new by performing this inference. 
Dharmaklrti, like Quine, does not believe that there are things we can know a priori. 5 

The third type of reason, reason of non-cognition, is used in knowing of 
something 's  absence. Yogacara-Sautrantika rejects the Nyaya position that absences 
are real. But I am able to know such things as that there is no money in my wallet. 

4Wouldn't  this a lso l icense the inval id inference of ' This is a maple' from 'This is  a tree ' ?  No. The 
identity of being a maple and being a tree has only to do with this particular (which is both a maple and a 
tree). There are other particulars where the property of being a tree is identical not with the property of 
being a maple but with that of being a wil low. So from the fact that something is a tree it is not legitimate to 
infer that it is a maple. How the identity of a property can vary l ike this is the subject ofthe theory of apoha, 
discussed below. 

5See W.V.O. Quine, 'Two Dogmas of Empiricism ', Philosophical Review 60 ( 1 95 1 ): 20-43. 
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And this looks l ike a case of cognizing the absence of money from my wallet. If 
absences aren't real, how can I know such a thing? Dharmaklrti explains that this  
involves a kind of  inference. When I look in my wallet I see both sides of the interior. 
S ince my eyes are working properly and the light is adequate, if there were any 
money in there I ' d  see it. My seeing both sides of the interior is incompatible with 
my seeing money. So I can infer that there is no money in my wallet. My cognition of 
something that is incompatible with the presence of something else I would 
have cognized had it been there entitles me to infer the absence of that something 
else.6 

Dharmaklrti claims that all inferences involve one or another of these three kinds 
of reason. It would be interesting to test this claim. Is there any sound reasoning that 
does not follow one of these three patterns? But there is another question that is more 
pressing. All these inferences involve pervasion. I couldn't infer that the hi l l  has fire 
unless smoke were pervaded by fire. I couldn 't infer that what I see is a trce unless 
being a maple were pervaded by being a tree. And I couldn 't infer that there 's  no 
money in my wallet unless the visibility of the inside of the wallet were pervaded by 
incompatibil ity with the presence of money. Now pervasion looks like a relation 
between universals. The tree inference, for instance, seems to involve the fact that the 
maple is a species of tree. And this looks like a relation between what is common to 
all maples, mapleness, and what is common to all trees, freeness. Yet Yogacara
Sautrantika denies there are any universals. It denies there is anything real that i s  
common to  a l l  the particulars we call maples, and likewise for a l l  the particulars we 
call trees. So how can the inference work? How can the fact that this  particular is 
correctly called a maple be a reason to also cal l it a tree? Maybe all the maples I 
encountered in the past were also trees. But if there is nothing that all maples share in 
common, then why would what was true of those past ones have any bearing on this 
one in front of me now? 

For that matter, what could make it right to call what I am now seeing a maple? 
When I learned the meaning of 'maple ' ,  I was shown some other particular and told 
to cal l it by that name. This is a different particular I 'm seeing now. If there is no 
universal that's common to that particular and this one, why is it right to cal l this one 
a maple too? And my being able to call it by the right name is the test of my 
perception being veridical. For remember that in order to count as a means of 
knowledge, a sensory cognition must be able to lead to successful practice. And this, 
we saw, goes by way of the perceptual judgment that associates the content of the 
cognition with a word. The test of my perception's  being veridical is my judging that 
what I see is a maple. For then I can bring to bear what I know about maples, such as 
that they are a source of firewood. If my perception is correct, then it could lead to 
successful practice such as warming my hands in front of a fire. Maybe when I 
learned the word 'maple' ,  I learned that a maple is a tree and that it's made of wood, 

6Most Naiyayikas also hold that absences are known by inference. Their dispute with Yogacara
Sautrantika concerns whether absences exist. not how we cognize them. 
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which is a source of fuel . And maybe all those things were true of the particular that I 
saw then. But if that particular and this one do not have a shared nature, why should it 
be true of this one too? How can there be any successful practice with respect to the 
real things we perceive, if the,se are unique particulars? The Yogacara-Sautrantika 
has some explaining to do. 

10.5 

The explanation comes in the form of the theory of apoha, or ' exclusion ' .  According 
to the theory of apoha, the meaning of a word is ' the exclusion of the other ' .  What 
does this mean? Take a kind word (that is, a word for a kind ofthing) such as 'fire ' or 
'yellow' .  To know the meaning of a word is to know how to use it. So we would think 
that to know the meaning of 'fire ' is to know what things that word applies to. But this 
approach leads straight to the idea that there must be something all those things have 
in common that makes it right to apply the same word to them. This approach leads 
straight to the idea that there must be universals. The insight that led Diimaga to his 
apoha view is that we know how to use the word 'fire' if we can distinguish between 
the things that are called fires and the things that are not. To learn to use a word is to 
learn to draw a certain distinction. It is to learn to carve up the world in a certain way: 
all these things go here, all the other things go over there. Now the approach that 
leads to universals assumes that we can only learn to draw such a distinction if there 
is something common to 'all these things ' .  Diimaga' s idea was that we can also learn 
to draw the distinction the other way round, by focusing on 'those others' . 

To learn to use 'fire ' ,  for instance, we must learn to tell the difference between the 
things that are correctly called 'fire' and those that are not. Now the class of all those 
things that are not fire is enormous, and enormously heterogeneous. It includes 
everything from earth and ice to cows, cats, and colors. No one would expect there to 
be a single real universal, non-fireness, that is present in all the members of this class. 
But the fires are just those things that are left over once we have excluded this class. 
So even if there is nothing common to all the things called ' fire ' ,  they stil l  form a 
discrete class by being distinct from the non-fires. Even if all the fires are unique 
particulars with no shared nature, they stil l  form a distinct class :  the class of things 
that are not non-fire. And this is not based on their having a shared nature. This is just 
a case of overlooking difference. Each fire is a unique particular, utterly unlike 
anything else in the universe. We collect them all together by overlooking the 
particularity of each, seeing them as united in their difference from the non-fires. This 
is how we construct fire-in-general. 

This was the basic intuition behind Dinnaga's  claim that the meaning of a kind 
term is the exclusion of the other. If everything is unique, then the nature of a 
particular is just its difference from everything else. Its nature is to exclude all other 
particulars. Still certain particulars might be grouped together under a kind term if we 
could overlook their mutual differences and focus instead on their shared exclusion 
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of some group that is 'other' .7 But there is an obvious objection to this strategy. How 
are we supposed to tell when to call something a fire? The apoha theory says we don't 
need to find what 's  common to all the fires (there i sn 't anything that is), we just 
overlook the ways they differ from one another and focus on their common difference 
from the non-fires. But we can't  do that unless we already know which things are 
non-fires. And there isn't anything the non-fires have in common - except their being 
different from fire ! So it looks like we can't  tell which things are non-fires unless we 
already know how to tell whether something is a fire. And that ' s  exactly what the 
theory was supposed to explain. It seems like we've just gone around in a very tight 
circle. 

H ere is how Yogacara-Sautrantika answers this  objection. The first and second 
passages are from the Perception chapter and auto-commentary of Dharmakirti ' s  
major work Pramii1:;LQvarttika, while the third is by Siintarak�ita and h is  commentator 
KamalasTIa: 

PV I I I .  73 .  Though there be a d ifference, a plurality is determined by means of 
intrinsic nature, there being the establ ishing of a single meaning through the 
cognition, etc., of the object of a single conception, as with the senses and the 
l ike. 

As [according to us] the sense faculty, the object, l ight and attentiveness, or 
[accordi ng to you Naiyayikas] the self, the sense faculty, mind and contact 
with its object, even though there is no universal that determines their nature, 
cognize a single color consciousness, so the different .�i'[1.�apa trees etc .  
l i kewise, though mutually unrelated, bring about the conception of a single 
nature and a single form, or as wood, according to the convention of being 
effective for obtain ing fire and the l ike.  And this is  not the case in  d ifferent 
things such as water and the l i ke, or cognition of color and the l ike through 
hearing, etc. 

74. Or the many herbs that, together or separately, cure fever etc., though they be 
of many different kinds; and this is not so of others. 

Whi le  the gudiicl, musta, etc . ,  bring about one effect, whose defining 
characteristic is curing fever, etc., they do not depend, in this,  on a universal, 
they being distinct, for that is their nature. Nor is this found in what lacks this 
distinguishing mark, such as clabbered milk. [Pandeya, pp. 209- 1 0] 

PV I I I .  82. There [in the case of the many particulars] what is many is [treated as] 
having a single causal capacity when it comes to designation and cogn ition -
worldly treatment as one [kind of thing] has as its basis their al l  being distinct 
from everything lacking capacity for that [goal] .  [Pandeya, p. 2 1 4] 

TS 1 034. But whenever a plural ity is considered to be the cause of a single 
effect, then a single word is appl ied [to them] by the imposition ofa  
single property. 

7This is like the strategy that has often been used to create a sense of national identity among r�ople with 
very d ifferent interests: foster a sense of we through shared opposition to a common enemy they 
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TSP: Though there be no universal, it is  sti l l  determinate, in accordance with a 
rule pertaining to universal terms, when there is the performing by many of a 
single function. Though many, some things by their nature al l  perform one 
function. In order to expres§ their capacity for a single function, by imposing a 
single form for the sake of l ightness for agents, a single word is applied. As the 
word 'pot' is applied to what have many colors, etc. ,  when they have the capacity 
to fulfil l  the definitive function of holding honey, water etc. 

We can see how this  is supposed to work if we think about the example of the 
medicinal herbs. There are several different herbs that can all be used to lower a 
fever. Because they come from different plants, they work differently. But all ofthem 
produce an effect in which we take an interest, viz., lowering a fever. And so we come 
up with a single word to designate them all: ' anti-pyretic' . Our use of this single word 
leads to the sense that they must all share something in common. But this is just like 
the conviction that a chariot is a single thing. I t  results from our projecting our 
interests onto the world. Just as our interest in means of transportation leads us to see 
the chariot parts as making up a single whole, so our interest in fever abatement leads 
us to see the different herbs as having a common nature. And just as there really is 
nothing but the chariot parts assembled in a certain way, so there really is nothing but 
the different herbs, each acting in its own distinctive way. 

Yogacara-Sautrantika claims that something similar happens when we learn the 
convention for a kind term like ' maple ' .  We might think i t 's  obvious that all the 
maples have a common nature, and that that ' s  why we call them all maples. But 
Buddhist logicians say it 's really just the other way around. They seem to resemble 
one another because we have learned to call them all by one name. And we have one 
word for them all because each can, in its own distinctive way, satisfy a certain 
desire, such as the desire for syrup or for firewood. We overlook their individual 
differences, and learn to see them as all alike, because we have come to see them as a 
group that stands over against all those things that do not satisfy the desire. This 
explains why Dharmakirti thinks it's informative to infer that what I see is a tree from 
the fact that what I see is a maple. Suppose I learned to call a 'maple' everything not 
fal ling into the class of things that fail to satisfy a desire for syrup. And suppose I 
learned to call a 'tree' everything not falling into the class of things that fail to satisfy 
my desire for firewood. As it happens, what is in front of me now will satisfy both 
desires. But I don't necessarily know that when I identify it as a maple. For my way of 
telling whether something is a maple need not involve my desire for firewood. To 
know that it is a tree, I may have to recollect facts about my past experience with 
syrup and firewood. Those facts concerned other particulars than the one I now see. 
So even ifthis one fits into the same pattern as them, I 'm still learning something new 
about this one. 

In our discussion of the theory of apoha so far we've been talking about what it is 
that we learn when we learn to use a kind term. But it may not be clear that we 
actually could learn to use kind terms on this theory. So it might be useful to see how 
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the learning process is supposed to go. Suppose we are teaching a child to use the 
word 'fire ' .  We won' t  have succeeded until the child can make the same judgments 
we do about whether something is a fire. According to the theory, the meaning of 
' fire ' is given by the formula, 'not non-fire ' .  How does the child learn to apply this 
formula? It obviously starts with us showing her a fire and pronouncing the word. Her 
perception of the fire causes the occurrence of a mental image, and that mental image 
is something that can be copied and repeated. (This is what happens when we 
remember an experience and then replay it in our mind.) What we want is for her to 
form a mental image that she can use in the future to determine whether the word 
applies. She will do this by calling up that mental image and comparing it to what she 
is then experiencing. But the comparison can't  be a matter of looking for 
resemblance. There is no resemblance. The comparison can only be a matter of 
looking to see if the present perception is incompatible with the recalled mental 
image. Ifit is, if the present perception is excluded by the recalled mental image, then 
what she is seeing is non-fire. If it is not excluded, then what she is seeing is not non
fire. So it would be correct to call it fire. 

How, though, does she form this image? The perceptual image formed by the fire 
in front of her when we are teaching her is just as partieular as the fire that caused it. 
Since the fire is a unique particular, it is different from everything else. So the image 
it causes in her will exclude every other perception - including those caused by other 
fires. If that were the image that she learned to associate with 'fire ' ,  then she'd never 
call anything else by that name. What we must do is help her form an image that is 
incompatible with all the non-fires while not excluding those images caused by 
perceiving other fire particulars. Here is where the satisfaction of desire comes in. 
Suppose the fire we're using is on a cold hillside. Its presence will then satisfy her 
desire to be warm. We can then lead her to other parts of the hi llside and point to all 
the non-fires that do not satisfy that desire. This way we can bring her to form and 
retain an image that excludes on the basis of failure to satisfy the desire to be warm. 
Then when she perceives other fire particulars in the future, the perceptual images 
they cause will not be incompatible with the image she has learned to associate with 
'fire' .  So she will know that they can also be called by that name. 

The theory of apoha is the Yogacara-Sautrantika solution to the problem of 
universals. It represents a kind of nominalist semantics: a theory of how words can 
have meaning in the absence of real universals. The problem of universals has been 
debated in Western philosophy at least since the time of Plato and Aristotle. But there 
is nothing in the Western tradition anything like the theory of apoha. Does the theory 
work? Does it show us how we can make do without those peculiar entities known as 
universals? It would be right to be suspicious, for the solution it proposes seems 
almost too simple. It has the look about it of a kind oflogical trick. Stil l  it's one thing 
to be suspicious, and another to find a flaw. To test the theory you need to look for a 
real flaw. The way to do this is to look for someplace where the theory might have 
smuggled universals in when nobody was looking. Is there anywhere in the theory 
where this happens? One thing that might bear looking into is the use the theory 
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makes of causal relations. It relies on the idea that, for instance, the different herbs 
can each cause fever abatement. Can there be causal relations if there are no 
universals? We might also want to give more thought to the claim that a language 
learner can form an image and then reproduce that image later. If there are no 
universals, what makes an image I have now a copy of one I had earlier? Buddhist 
logicians gave considerable thought to both these questions. So i t 's  possible they 
have good, consistent answers to them. Still i t 's  always useful to try our hand at 
putting a philosophical theory to the test. 

10.6 

Buddhist .\ogicians beginning with Difmaga distinguish between two different kinds 
of inference :  inference for oneself, and inference for others. The definition of 
inference that we discussed earlier actually applies to the first and not the second sort. 
Since an inference for others is meant to persuade other people that some statement is 
true, it must be laid out in more detail than an inference for oneself, much of which is 
done ' in the head ' .  The texts of the Buddhist logicians typically devote a separate 
chapter to each kind of inference. In such a work, the chapter on inference for others 
will give a definition that is meant to set out all that must be said to provide a sound 
argument. We won't go into the details of such a definition here. But these chapters 
typically give what are intended to be models of properly formulated philosophical 
reasoning. And these can be quite interesting, for they show us how Yogacara
Sautrantika thought the epistemological tools they developed could be used to defend 
some key Buddhist claims. Let' s  look at one such sample of argumentation, taken 
from a twelfth-century student manual of Buddhist logic by Mok�akaragupta. 

Our example is a defense of the answer Difmaga gave to the fol lowing question: 
How is cognition known? Much of Indian epistemology is taken up with questions 
concerning how cognition knows various objects. But we can only ask such questions 
if we know there is such a thing as cognition. So the question arises how this  is 
known. Different schools gave different answers. Nyaya, for instance, claimed that a 
particular cognition is known by a subsequent act of introspective reflection. After 
seeing something, I can ' look within' and be aware of the perceptual event that just 
occurred. Another school (the BhaHa Mimamsa) held that we infer that a cognition 
must have occurred from the fact that the object is cognized. Knowing that the cow 
I ' m  seeing is cognized, I infer that there must be a cognition that did the cognizing. 
Both answers hold that cognition is only known indirectly. The school ofDiiinaga 
rejects such answers. It claims that cognition must be self-cognizing. Take the 
example of perception of blue. Recall that for Yogacara-Sautrantika perception is not 
awareness of an external obj ect. What I am aware of in the perception of blue is a 
mental image: for Sautrantika a representation, for Yogacara an impression. This 
mental image has the form of blue. But, claims Diimaga, this blue-formed mental 
image is not something distinct from the cognition that is aware of it. The occurrence 
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of my perception is just the occurrence of a self-cognizing blue-formed cognition. It 
is because my perception is structured this way that I can be aware not only of blue, 
but also of my cognition of blue. This is how, in general, cognitions are known. Now 
there is an obvious objection to this view. It looks l ike a flagrant violation of the 
anti-reflexivity principle. Let ' s  look at how the Yogacara-Sautrantika author 
Mok�akaragupta formulates the argument for Dii'maga's view and tries to answer this 
objection: 

The Justification ofSelf:'cognition 
Al l  consciousnesses and mental concomitants cognize themselves, they are self:' 
cognizing. A consciousness is a cognition that grasps just the object. There being 
consciousness, there are mental concomitants; they grasp the distinctive form of 
the object and are characterized by pleasure, pain and indifference. Se lf:' 
cognition is said to be perception, free of conceptual ization and non-erroneous, 
because it is productive of direct awareness of its own form; with respect to all 
consciousnesses and mental concomitants, it is that which itself cognizes that 
form by which it is characterized. 

Here some object, saying that self-cognition of consciousnesses and mental 
concomitants is not possible, since it is contradictory fur something to carry llut 
an operation on itself. A dancer, be he ever so wel l  trained, sti l l  cannot mount his 
own shoulder. The blade of a sword, no matter how sharp, does not cut itself. A 
leaping fire, no matter how intensely blazing, does not burn itself. Thus how is 
consciousness or mental concomitant to cognize itse lf? For the relation between 
cognizable and cognizer is just an instance of the relation between object and 
agent. And it is universally acknowledged that object and agent are distinct, l ike 
the tree and the carpenter. 

To this it is replied that in a cognition the cognizing of the cognizable does not 
occur by means of the object-agent relation. How then? By means of the relat ion 
between what is to be man ifested and that which makes manifest. As a l ight 
i l luminates itself, so cognition as wel l ,  un l ike inert obj ects, arising with the 
intrinsic nature of i l luminating from its own cause, is  determined as self:' 
cognizing. And so it has been said: 

Consciousness arises with a nature that is opposed to that of inert matter, 
Its being non-inert isjust its consciousness of itself. 
But its self-cognizing is not by means of the object-agent relation, 
S ince something that is  unitary and not partite in form cannot have three 
aspects. 

[TS 2000-2001 ]  
I t  was also said by the author of Alankara [Prajiiiikaragupta] : 

Object, agent and the like are conceptual ly constructed and not ultimately real; 
It is explained that the self destroys itselfby itself alone. [PVBh 1 I I .369] 

The ' three aspects ' referred to here are agent, object and action, that is, the cognition, 
what it is aware of (such as blue), and the act of cognizing (the perceiving by the 
cognition of the blue). We usually understand cognition to involve all three. Difmaga 
claimed, though, that we think this only because we impose conceptual distinctions 



226 Buddhism as Philosophy 

on what is actually a single unified thing. The two quotations are claiming that since 
cognition is something that is ultimately real and thus impartite, it should not be 
thought of as actually analyzable into these three aspects. They merely reflect a useful 
way for us to think about cognition. But the anti-reflexivity principle applies only to 
cases where we can apply the agent-object distinction, such as the case of the 
carpenter and the wood that is the object of the carpenter's action of cutting. 

Moreover, it cannot be right that consciousness and mental concomitant 
are i l luminated by another cognition. For it is  not poss ible for another 
s imultaneously existing cognition to i l luminate consciousness and mental 
concomitant, since there is no relation of supporting cause and effect [between 
simultaneously exist ing things], as with the left and right horns ofa  cow. Nor 
could it be i l luminated by something existing at a distinct time, for since things 
are momentary, what is to be i l luminated would not then exist. Also, if there were 
no self-cognition, it would be d ifficult to see how there could be the awareness 
that the object is cognized, due to the reasoning, ' Awareness of what is qualified 
does not occur unless the qualifier has been grasped ' .  Here the object is what is 
qual i fied, being cognized is the qualifier, and what is cognized is qual ified by 
means of cognition. I f cognition is not thought in the form of what it  is  itself 
aware of, then how wil l  the object that is qualified by cognition be thought of? It 
is not possible to perceive a stick-holder without perceiving the stick. 

And as for what was said by [the Naiyayika] Trilocana: 'Just as one is �ware of 
v isible color without perceiving the eyes, so it wi l l  be possible to be aware that 
the object is known even though one is not aware of cognition ' ,  that is wrong. For 
that [example] is irrelevant to the present subject. The eye is not a qual ifier of 
color. What is, then? V isual consciousness . I f  visual consciousness is not 
cognized, how wi l l  color be known? And so [our] doctrine is utterly unscathed. 

Suppose I perceive blue, and I am also aware that I am aware of blue - that I cognize 
the cognition by which I perceive blue. The opponent holds that it is a distinct 
cognition that is aware of the perceptual cognition c 1 that cognizes blue. Then either 
this distinct cognition c2 occurs simultaneously with cognition c l ' 

or it occurs 
subsequent to the perceptual cognition. Suppose c 1 and c2 are simultaneous. Since c2 
is a cognition, and it is possible to be aware of any cognition, on the opponent's view 
this would have to be some distinct cognition that is aware of c2• If it is a 
simultaneously existing third cognition, we have embarked on an infinite regress. 
The only way to avoid the regress is to have the original c I be the cognition that 
cognizes co .  But then we have two simultaneously existing things in a relation of 
mutual causal dependence. And this makes no sense. It would not be sensible to claim 
that the left hom of the cow is the cause of the right hom, and at the same time the 
right hom is the cause of the left. 

Suppose c2 is subsequent to c l . Since cognitions are momentary, this means c 1 no 
longer exists when I come to be aware of it. But we cannot perceive what does not 
exist. And introspection is a kind of perception; it is a kind of 'inner looking' . So this 
means my awareness of the perceptual cognition is not by introspection. Then it must 
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be by means of either memory or inference. Mok§akaragupta does not discuss the 
case of memory, but this may be because Difmaga had already supplied the argument 
against memory: since we do not remember what we did not previously experience, 
we could only remember our cognizing the blue if we had earlier cognized our 
cognizing the blue. So this approach would require that cognition cognize itself.  

Suppose my awareness ofthe earlier c 1 i s  by inference. The subject of the inference 
will be the blue, the reason will be cognizedness, and the sadhya (the property to be 
proven) is cognition. The reason will be ofthe effect type: being cognized is an effect 
of cognition. This will be a good inference provided we can ascertain the presence of 
the reason in the subject. How am I aware that the blue is qualified by cognizedness? 
The only plausible answer would seem to be that there is this blue in my awareness, 
and I reason that there would not be this blue unless it were qual ifi ed by 
cognizedness. But I couldn 't be aware of the blue as something that is quali fied by 
cognizedness unless I were aware of cognizedness. I couldn't be aware of someone as 
' the person holding a stick' unless I were aware of the stick. Likewise I couldn't be 
aware of the blue as something qualified by the property of having been cognized 
unless I were aware of the cognition whereby the blue is.cognized. So the inference 
can't get off the ground without self-cognition. The Naiyayika Trilocana objects that 
although the eyes are a cause of one's  seeing blue, I am aware of blue without being 
aware of my eyes. By the same token, even though cognition is the cause of the blue's  
being cognized, it should be possible to be aware that the blue is cognized without 
being aware of the cognition. Mok�akaragupta 's  reply to this objection is a good 
example of the sort of attention to detail that is a hallmark ofthe method of logicians. 

Mok�akaragupta next turns to the views of certain members of the MTmarpsa 
school, who claimed that a cognition cannot be perceived but only cognized by 
inference: 

Then again there is what was said by [Kumiirila] Bhiiga to prove that cognition is 
imperceptible: ' Just as there is proof of the existence of the senses by means of 
the fact that otherwise the i l lumination of color and the l ike is unexplained, so thc 
existence of cognition is establ ished in the same way. '  On this the [commentary] 
Bhii�ya says, ' I n  the absence of a cognized obj ect, no one perceives [their J  
awareness. An object being known, however, i t  is  known by inference . '  And the 
Viirttika says, ' Its cognition is due to cognizedness [of the object] . '  And 
cognizedness is said to be the manifestation of the object. 

This is also incorrect. For with respect to this manifestation also, there is 
inertness in the appearance of the form of the object apart from cognition, and 
i l lumination does not belong to the inert. And i f it were something other than the 
object, it would sti l l  be inert, and would not be able to i l l uminate itself. I f  
i l lumination were b y  another manifestation there would b e  a n  infinite regress. 
And there is also the absurd consequence that manifestation, something whose 
intrinsic nature is cognition, is imperceptible . Thus it must be asserted thaI 
cognition is self-cognizing. Self-cognition is given in experience, why deny it? 
This was said [by Dharmaklrti ] :  
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There can be no seeing of the object when the perceiving is not perceived. 
And the author of A/ankara [Prajfiiikaragupta] said: 

If the cognition is imperceptible, then how wi l l  there ever be awareness of its 
cognizedness? 

Who can define the nature of that which is imperceptible? 

Once again, the inferential explanation of our awareness of our cognitions won't  
work without supposing that cognitions cognize themselves. To see the argument for 
this, we need to think carefully about what it is like to have a perceptual cognition. 
The blue that I am aware of is ' inert' ,  lifeless, not the sort of thing that could disclose 
or i lluminate itself. My awareness of blue is an experience of the manifestation or 
disclosure of this inert obj ect. It seems, then, that I am aware not just of the object, but 
of the element of disclosure or i llumination as well .  The question is how I could be 
aware of that unless cognition cognized itself: 

If, however, all cognitions are self-cognizing and thus are perceptions, how wi l l  it 
not be the case that a conceptual cogn ition such as 'This is  a pot' is non
conceptual, and that a cognition l ike that of the yel low conch-shel l  will be non
erroneous? To this it is replied that even a conceptual cognition is, taken j ust in  
itself, non-conceptual . By means of the j udgment 'That is a pot' ,  the external 
object alone is conceptual ized, not [the cognition] itself. It was said [by 
Dharmakirti]: 

Ifsomething grasps the meaning ofa word there [ in the object], in that case the 
cognition is conceptual, 

I t  is not intrinsic [to a cognition] that the meaning of a word [be the object], 
hence it [cognition] is completely perceptible. 
Moreover, what is erroneous is in itself non-erroneous, for it  appears only 
through being self- i l luminating. And something is said to be an error due to 
having an unreal object. It  was said: 

W ith regard to its own form every cognition is non-erroneous, error is with 
regard to the form of another. 
Thus it is to be agreed that s ince otherwise there would be no accounting for 
i l lumination, if they i l l uminate, then existing things i l luminate having arisen 
from what by nature i l luminates j ust because of its own cause. [TB I § 1 3 , pp. 
22-24] 

Suppose Mok�iikaragupta has convinced us that all cognitions are self-cognizing. 
Now self-cognition looks like a kind of perception. For it is the immediate awareness 
of something (namely a cognition); it does not involve conceptualization; since the 
sense organs are not involved in cognizing a cognition, it could not be erroneous 
through faulty sense organs. But then inferential cognitions, and cognitions produced 
by faulty sense organs, will also tum out to be cases of perception. Take, for instance, 
my inferential awareness of fire on the hil l .  Suppose I have gone through the 
reasoning that l eads me to the conclusion that there is fire on the hi l l .  As a result 
I have a cognition of fire. This cognition, like all cognitions, is self-cognizing. But 
self-cognition is a kind of perception. Surely one and the same cognition cannot 
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be an instance of both perception and inference. The reply is that taken in one 
way an inferential cognition is non-conceptual, taken in another way it is conceptual 
(and so inferential) .  What are these two ways? And does this real ly solve the 
difficulty? 

Now take the cognition of yellow that the person with jaundice has when looking 
at the white conch-shel l .  This cognition is also self-cognizing, and self-cognition is a 
fonn of perception. Ifwe follow Dhannakirti and hold that a cognition must be non
erroneous to be perception, then it follows that this cognition is both perception and 
also mere pseudo-perception. For as a case of self-cognition it is non-erroneous. But 
because it is the result of disordered vision, it is erroneous. Here too the reply to this 
obj ection involves distinguishing between two different ways in which we might 
think about a cognition: as self-presentation, and as representation of some distinct 
object. The claim is that one and the same cognition might be veridical when taken in 
the first way, but non-veridical when taken in the second. 

Here is a further question to ponder: does it make sense to call something a piece of 
knowledge if it 's something that we are in principle incapable of being wrong about? 
Y ogacara-Sautrantika says that self-cognition could never be non-veridical. And that 
seems right. How could a cognition go wrong in simply-manifesting itself? Buddhist 
logicians worked very hard to show that self-cognition wouldn 't violate the anti
reflexivity principle. We can now see that by self-cognition they don ' t  mean the 
impossible act of an eye turning its gaze on itself. By self-cognition they mean 
something more l ike self-presentation, a cognition ' s  i l lumination of its content 
through a kind of self-manifesting. The question that this raises, though, is whether 
self-cognition should really be thought of as a means of knowledge. 

We will end our exposition of Buddhist philosophy at this point. There is much more 
to the school of Diimaga than we have been able to present here. And there are also 
interesting developments when Buddhist philosophy gets taken up in Tibet and in 
East Asia. A work such as this one cannot give an exhaustive survey of the entire 
Buddhist tradition. But perhaps it can equip those who want to explore further with 
the basic tools they will need. 

Further Reading 

There are now good translations available of four important Yogacara-Sautrantika 
works. The first and second of these are of single chapters of texts, while the third and 
fourth are of complete texts : 

• Hattori Masaaki, Dignaga: On Perception (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press 1 97 1 ) . 

• Tom Tillemans, Dharmaklrti 's PramalJavarftika: an annotated translation of 
the fourth chapter (Vienna: Verlag der 6sterreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2000). 
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• Mrinalkanti Gangopadhyaya, Vinltadeva's NyayabinduJika on Dharmaklrti 's 
Nyayabindu, Indian Studies Past and Present 3 (Calcutta, 1 97 1 ) . 

• Kaj iyama Yuichi, An Introduction to Buddhist Philosophy: an annotated 
translation of the Tarkabha§a of Mok�akaragupta, Wiener Studien zur 
Tibetologie und Buddhismuskunde 42 (Vienna: Arbeitskreis fur Tibetologie 
und Buddhistische Studien, 1 998). 

Two somewhat dated book-length studies of Yogacara-Sautrantika are stil l  useful. 
The first i s  by Theodor Stcherbatsky, Buddhist Logic (New York: Dover, 1 962, 
reprint; first published in the Bibilotheca Buddhica series by the Academy of 
Sciences of the USSR, Leningrad, 1 93 0) .  The second is  Satkari Mookerjee, The 
Buddhist Philosophy of Universal Flux (Calcutta: University of Calcutta Press 1 935).  

An ambitious recent attempt to lay out Dharmaklrti ' s formulation of Y ogacara
Sautrantika is John D. Dunne, Foundations of Dharmaklrti 's Philosophy 
(Somervil le, MA: Wisdom, 2004). 

For an excellent study of the transmission of Buddhism from India to China, see 
Erik Zurcher, The Buddhist conquest of China : the spread and adaptation of 
Buddhism in early medieval China (Leiden: EJ. Bril l ,  1 972). 

For an account of the early history of Buddhism ' s  entry into Tibet, see David 
Seyfort Ruegg, Buddha-nature, Mind and the Problem of Gradualism in a 
Comparative Perspective: on the transmission and reception of Buddhism in India 
and Tibet (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1 989). 

For a fascinating account of Tibetan Buddhist monastic education, see Georges 
Dreyfus, The Sound of Two Hands Clapping (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2003). 
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