
Abstract The pūrvapaks:a of the Śūnyavāda chapter of Kumārila’s Ślokavārttika

(vv. 10-63) is the longest continuous statement of a Buddhist position in that work.

Philosophically, this section is of considerable interest in that the arguments developed

for the thesis that the form (ākāra) in cognition belongs to the cognition, not to an

external object, are cleverly constructed. Historically, it is of interest in that it rep-

resents a stage of thinking about the two-fold nature of cognition and the provenance of

the ākāra that is clearly more advanced than Dignāga but not quite as sophisticated as

Dharmakı̄rti. In particular, although one may see an anticipation of Dharmakı̄rti’s

famous sahopalambhaniyama argument in this text, it is not yet fully spelled out.
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The wind was flapping a temple flag. Two monks were

arguing about it. One said the flag was moving; the other said

the wind was moving. Arguing back and forth, they could come to

no agreement. Hui-Neng, the Sixth Patriarch, said, ‘‘Gentlemen!

It’s not the flag that moves or the wind that moves. It’s

your mind that moves.’’ (Zen story)

Kumārila Bhat:t:a, always concerned to show the relevance of philosophical ques-

tions to the study of Dharma—for we should not waste our time indulging in

speculation about abstract matters for their own sake—clearly articulates at the

beginning of the Nirālambanavāda chapter of his Ślokavārttika what’s at stake in

the debate about the existence of external objects. If cognitions were devoid of

objects (arthaśūnyāsu buddhis:u, Nirālambana 3d), he says there, then virtually all

of the categories that comprise the foundation of ritual science would be invalid:

that which is a means of knowledge and that which isn’t, merit and demerit and their
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fruits, injunction, arthavāda, mantra, and nāmadheya, the distinction of pūrvapaks:a
and siddhānta, the connection of the sacrificer with a desired end as the result of

karma, and so forth (Nirālambana 1–3). ‘‘Therefore, those who are concerned with

Dharma should first exert themselves in regard to the existence or non-existence of

the object by means of the commonly accepted pramān:as with respect to [i.e., for

the sake of carrying out] action’’ (Nirālambana 4).1

Now, there are two principal ways, Kumārila goes on to explain, in which those

who have denied that cognitions have external objects2 have attempted to deny it:

one ‘‘due to an examination of the object’’ (arthasya parı̄ks:an: āt) and another ‘‘based

on an examination of the pramān:a’’ (pramān:am āśritah: ), that is to say, of the

cognition which allegedly establishes the existence of the object (Nirālambana 17).

By the first kind of denial Kumārila probably intended the sorts of arguments found

in such texts as Vasubandhu’s Vim: śikā3 and Dignāga’s Ālambanaparı̄ks: ā that might

be taken to question the very possibility of objects by pointing out absurdities that

follow from the various ways one conceives of them, whether as collections of atoms,

as wholes, etc.4 The Mı̄mām: saka, Kumārila says, is not concerned with this kind of

approach to proving that cognitions are devoid of objects, but rather with the ap-

proach having to do with the pramān:a, that is to say, the analysis of cognition itself;

for, he says, it is ‘‘[more] basic’’ (mūlatvāt) (18ab). As Kumārila’s commentator

Pārthasārathimiśra explains, cognition itself seems to present us prima facie with

objects. Any refutation of objects based on their alleged impossibility would

immediately run up against the evidence of common experience!5

Yet there are also two ways in which one might refute the existence of external

objects based on an analysis of cognition itself: one, which constructs an inference

allegedly yielding as its conclusion that cognition is by nature devoid of any object,

and another, which ‘‘examines the capacity of [perception]’’ (tacchaktyaveks:an:a)

(Nirālambana 18cd–19ab). I shall explain this idea presently. The first way is the

concern of the passage in the Śābarabhās:ya that begins, nanu sarva eva nirālam-
banah: svapnavat pratyayah: ?,6 to which the Nirālambanavāda chapter of Kumār-

ila’s ŚV corresponds. The second is the concern of the passage in the Śābarabhās:ya
that begins, śūnyas tu [pratyayah: ]. katham? arthajñānayor ākārabhedam:

1 tasmād dharmārthibhih: pūrvam: pramān:air lokasam: mataih: j arthasya sadasadbhāve yatnah: kāryah:
kriyām: prati jj Citations from the Ślokavārttika are based on a comparison of the editions B, T, and M

(ŚV(B), ŚV(T), ŚV(M)). When no variants are noted, all three editions agree.
2 Most of the time Kumārila uses the expression artha, ‘object’. But he also employs bāhyārtha,

‘external object’ (e.g., Nirālambana 15a) and bāhyavastu, ‘external thing’ (e.g., Nirālambana 13d).
3 As demonstrated by Kano (2008, p. 345), the title Vim: śikā is better attested for this work than

Vim: śatikā.
4 Strictly speaking, in the Ālambanaparı̄ks: ā and perhaps the Vim: śikā as well, the absurdities have to do

with conceiving physical objects as the ālambana of our cognitions.
5 NR 158,17-19. Umbeka and Sucarita explain mūlatvāt in Nirālambana 18a differently in their com-

mentaries ad loc. If the object cannot be established by pramān:as, why be concerned with whether it is

possible or not? Thus, the investigation of the pramān:a is basic.
6 ŚBh 26,22.
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nopalabhāmahe,7 to which the Śūnyavāda corresponds. According to Kumārila’s

analysis in his Nirālambanavāda the inference (anumāna) elliptically expressed in

the pūrvapaks:a of the first part of Śabara’s discussion is as follows:

The cognition of a post, etc., is false because it is a cognition (pratyayatvāt);
for whatever is a cognition is seen to be false, like the cognition of a dream.

(Nirālambana 23)8

It is unknown which Buddhists developed and defended this argument, which is

attacked by other Brahmanical philosophers. Versions of it are mentioned by

Candrakı̄rti and Bhāvaviveka, but not presented extensively by them. It was also

subscribed to in different forms by later logicians, e.g., Jñānaśrı̄mitra and

Prajñākaragupta, but is not to be found in either Dignāga or Dharmakı̄rti.9 It bears

some resemblance to the first verse of the Vim: śikā, but it is by no means identical

with it; and, as Hanneder has shown, it seems quite possible that the first verse of the

Vim: śikā was actually fashioned, perhaps by Vasubandhu but also possibly by later

redactors, in producing an uncommented (i.e., verse-only) version of the treatise,

from a sentence that was originally part of the prose introduction to the work.10 That

is to say, the first verse may represent nothing more than an attempt to put together

some semblance of an argument for the vijñaptimātratā thesis so that the text does

not begin abruptly with an objection.

Be all that as it may, Kumārila felt the need in his Nirālambanavāda to refute this

inference at great length, following Śabara’s rather loose treatment. Much of his

critique stresses that it is actually self-refuting. If the conclusion of the inference

were true, then the various factors of the inference—paks:a, hetu, sādhya, and

dr: s: t: ānta—would not really exist,11 so that there really wouldn’t be an inference. In

the course of his discussion, however, he also says that some hold that the inference

fails because its thesis is directly refuted by perception: pratijñādos:am evāhuh: kecit
pratyaks:abādhanam (Nirālamabana 30ab). Perception, indeed for that matter all

pramān:as, seem to indicate to us, of themselves, the presence of external objects!

Whatever inference one might concoct to invalidate the deliverances of the

pramān:as will ipso facto be directly contradicted by them. As Kumārila puts it,

anticipating the argument he will develop in the Śūnyavāda, which comes after the

Nirālambanavāda,

[When it is to be shown in the Śūnyavāda that the object of cognition cannot

be just a portion of the cognition itself,] an external object of perception and so

forth remains [as the only alternative].12 There would [thus] be a refutation by

7 ŚBh 28,14.
8 stambhādipratyayo mithyā pratyayatvāt tathā hi yah: j pratyayah: sa mr: s: ā dr: s: t:ah: svapnādipratyayo
yathā jj
9 Hisayasu Kobayashi, ‘‘On the Development of the Argument to Prove vijñaptimātratā,’’ paper deliv-

ered at the Fourth International Dharmakı̄rti Conference, Vienna, August 23–27, 2005.
10 Hanneder (2007). The same possibility is also entertained in Harada (2003) (in Japanese).
11 Cf. Vaidalyaprakaran:a 74-81.
12 The idea here is that if an aspect of the cognition itself is excluded as its grāhya, then the only

remaining possibility is that the grāhya is an external object.
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means of those [normally recognized pramān:as perception and so forth] of the

view of the one who denies that [external object]. (Nirālambana 32)

For the denial of an object grasped by a defective cognition [that is, a cog-

nition shown to be incorrect by a subsequent cognition] is valid. But if there is

the negation of that which is grasped [by any cognition] in general, then even

one’s own thesis is not established. (Nirālambana 34)

pratyaks: ādeś ca vis:ayo bāhya evāvaśis:yate13 j
tannis:edhakr: tas tasya tair bhavet paks:abādhanam jj (32)

dus: t:ajñānagr: hı̄tārthapratis:edho14 hi yujyate j
gr: hı̄tamātrabādhe tu svapaks:o ’pi na sidhyati jj (34)

This, moreover, would be a decisive refutation; for the inference has already been

weakened by the criticism that it is self-refuting.

But is it really legitimate to appeal to perception in this way, as a means of

knowledge that directly reveals an external object to us? Here, it seems, we must

investigate whether that which is presented in perception—the grāhya—is really

something distinct from the cognition that is the perception itself, or, as Kumārila puts

it at the beginning of the Śūnyavāda, whether perception manages to go beyond itself

and apprehend an exterior object or is ‘‘exhausted’’ (ks: ı̄n:a) apprehending a grāhya
that is merely part of itself (Śūnyavāda 3). Thus, this can be said to be a question about

the ‘‘capacity’’ of perception. At first glance it does not seem that the grāhya is distinct

from the cognition, or at least so maintains Śabara’s (Buddhist) pūrvapaks: in: prat-
yaks: ā ca no buddhih: . atas tadbhinnam artharūpam: nāma na kim: cid astı̄ti
paśyāmah: .

15 The cognition alone is evident to us. There is no form of the object that

we apprehend separately from that. So it would seem that the form that we apprehend

belongs just to the cognition. How can we separate the object from the cognition?

In this article I shall examine—to some extent reconstruct—and try to understand

the Buddhist point of view as developed further in Kumārila’s discussion, i.e., the

pūrvapaks:a of his Śūnyavāda, which extends from vv. 10 to 63. (In fact, I shall

concentrate just on the first part of this passage, vv. 10–34.) My main concern shall

be with the philosophical content of the passage: what exactly are the arguments

being developed? I am also, however, tangentially interested in ascertaining what

stage of development in Buddhist thinking about this problem the pūrvapaks:a of the

Śūnyavāda represents. Some time ago I rather baldly asserted that the sahopa-
lambhaniyama argument is presented in this passage without taking the trouble to

demonstrate it.16 I would like on this occasion to look at the passage again more

carefully and try to determine if the sahopalambhaniyama argument is really there,

or at least some approximation or anticipation of it. This is hard to do, however,

because it requires that we really understand the philosophical ideas being

13 ŚV(M): avaśis:yate. ŚV(B) and ŚV(T): avatis: t:hate.
14 ŚV(B) and ŚV(T): dus: t:ajñānagr: hı̄tārthapratis:edho. ŚV(M): apramān:agr: hı̄te ’rthe pratis:edho.
15 ŚBh 28,15-16.
16 Taber (1986–1992).
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presented. To say that two texts contain the same argument obviously involves more

than examining the terminology used; it involves comparing the ideas being

expressed. And the ideas in this case, the actual arguments, are rather slippery.

Let us take advantage of the helpful framework Kumārila uses to set up the

problem. It is ‘‘established for all living beings,’’ he says, that something having the

form or aspect (ākāra) of blue, yellow, and so forth is indeed apprehended; but

cognition and object are not themselves ascertained as having different forms, nor is

it evident whether the form that is apprehended is a property of the cognition or of

the object (vv. 5–6). Therefore, the matter must be investigated. If it turns out that

the form belongs to an object to be known distinct from the cognition, then per-

ception and the other pramān:as serve as direct evidence for the existence of external

objects and contradict any proof of their nonexistence. If, on the other hand, it

belongs to the cognition and not to any object distinct from it, then that by itself

could be taken as a demonstration that there are no external objects (vv. 8–9).

The first part of the Buddhist pūrvapaks:a, on which I shall focus and which

extends from vv. 10 through 34, presents what I identify as three more or less

distinct arguments in favor of the second alternative: the form that is apprehended

belongs only to the cognition.

The first argument, presented vv. 10–20, is, in essence, that it is more economical

to assume that the form belongs to the cognition. Once again, it has been stated that

(in conscious experience) something possessed of form (ākāravad vastu) is grasped

(10cd). If it were an external object (artho bāhya), then, just because it is grasped
(grāhyatva), one would have to admit the existence of some factor that grasps it

(grāhaka) (11). Thus, the realist—as we shall call the defender of the existence of

external objects—will actually have to posit two things: an (external) object that

possesses the form and a separate grāhaka (12), which presumably would be a

cognition; and that is certainly more than positing just one thing. Now, the realist

might attempt to attribute both functions to the object. In that case, however, his

position would differ only terminologically from that of the Buddhist that cognition

and object are identical (13cd–14ab).

The advantage of the Buddhist position is that it is allegedly able to explain all

aspects of our experience by positing just one thing: the cognition. Although by

nature translucent (svaccha), the cognition is nevertheless able to appear diverse,

taking on different forms and apparently dividing into two parts, subject and object,

due to the influence of impressions contained in it (15–17ab).17 The cognition, in

other words, has within itself all the resources needed to appear as a subject

apprehending a succession of different objects! And the mutual causation of cog-

nition and its śaktis (i.e., vāsanās) is beginningless (17cd), so there is no problem

about how the vāsanās arose in the first place. In short, ‘‘the postulation of just one

thing is better than the postulation of many’’ (18ab). Finally, if you postulated an

object possessed of form you would still need to posit a cognition that takes on that

same form in apprehending it. Unless the cognition has the form of the object,

17 In explaining Śūnyavāda 15–17ab all three classical commentators, Umbeka, Sucaritamiśra, and

Pārthasārathimiśra, cite PV 3.354 (= PVin 1.44): avibhāgo hi buddhyātmā viparyāsitadarśanaih: j
grāhyagrāhakasam: vittibhedavān iva laks:yate jj.

Kumārila’s Buddhist 283

123



unless it had some specific content itself, it couldn’t know the object (19–20a).18 So

better to just leave it with that—a cognition itself possessed of some form.

The second argument, which I take to begin with v. 21, is more difficult to

decipher and reconstruct. The pūrvapaks: in begins by introducing the highly ques-

tionable assumption that for something to illumine or manifest something it has to

be apprehended itself.

For this [reason], also, the cognition is possessed of the form [and not the

object]: because according to you [the Mı̄mām: saka] it is a revealing factor

(prakāśaka); it is considered a means for [the revealing of] an external object

devoid of self-illumination. (Śūnyavāda 21)

And the object which is to be illumined is not ascertained when the appearance

of the cognition is not apprehended, because its illumination is dependent on

that, like a pot when there is the light of a lamp. (Śūnyavāda 22)19

itaś cākāravaj jñānam: yasmāt tad vah:
20 prakāśakam j

svayamprakāśahı̄nasya bāhyasyopāyasam: matam21 jj (21)

na cāgr: hı̄te jñānākhye prakāśyo22 ’rtho ’vadhāryate j
tadadhı̄naprakāśatvād dı̄pābhāse yathā ghat:ah: jj (22)

I say this is a questionable assumption because it just doesn’t seem true that one has

to see the source of illumination in order to see objects illumined by it. All the time

we look at objects illumined by the sun and other luminous bodies without also

apprehending those sources of illumination. In the case of the moon, most of the

time it isn’t even possible to apprehend the sun which is illumining it, for it is

blocked by the earth. And of course, while the Mı̄mām: saka may agree that a

cognition reveals its object, he would never agree that it reveals itself at the same

time. That is the crucial point where the (Bhāt:t:a) Mı̄mām: saka and the Buddhist (and

18 Śūnyavāda 19–20a: tasmād ubhayasiddhatvāj jñānasyākārakalpanā j jyāyası̄ bhavatas tv artham:
kalpayitvā bhaved iyam jj tadasiddhāv aśaktatvāt. Umbeka cites PV 3.302, tatrānubhavamātren:a jñā-
nasya sadr: śātmanah: j bhāvyam: tenātmanā yena pratikarma vibhajyate jj, in his commentary on 20a,

tadasiddhāv aśaktatvāt. In explaining the continuation of the passage, tenaivam: viprakr: s: t:atā j
pratyāsannam: ca sambaddham: grāhyam: mama bhavis:yati jj (Śūnyavāda 20bcd), he cites PVin 1.38

(which has a parallel in PV 3.327): nānyo ’nubhāvyo buddhyāsti tasyā nānubhavo ’parah: j grāhya-
grāhakavaidhūryāt svayam: saiva prakāśate jj, as well as PV 3.435: ekadeśena sārūpye sarvah: syāt
sarvavedakah: j sarvātmanā tu sārūpye jñānam ajñānatām: vrajet jj (according to PVBh(k) and PV(Tib.)).

(For a discussion of the PV witnesses for this verse see Kellner (2009–2010, p. 180 (n. 54 and 200).)

Pārthasārathi’s commentary on Śūnyavāda 20 is almost word-for-word identical with Umbeka’s. Sucarita,

meanwhile, cites PV 3.352 (¼ PVin 1.43) along with PVin 1.38 and 3.435 in his commentary on

Śūnyavāda 20. Obviously, all three commentators see this passage of the Śūnyavāda as presenting ideas

that are also developed by Dharmakı̄rti, if not Dharmakı̄rti’s ideas themselves.
19 Note that Umbeka and, following him verbatim, Pārthasārathi, cite PVin 1.54cd, apratyaks:opa-
lambhasya nārthadr: s: t:ih: prasidhyati, by way of explaining this verse.
20 ŚV(M): tad vah: . ŚV(B) and ŚV(T): tadvat.
21 ŚV(M) and ŚV(T): bāhyasyopāyasam: matam. ŚV(B): bāhyasyopāsanam: matam.
22 ŚV(B) and ŚV(T): jñānākhye prakāśyo. ŚV(M): jñānākhyaprakāśe.
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others, most notably the Prābhākara Mı̄mām: saka) part ways.23 Nevertheless, the

pūrvapaks: in proceeds to offer an a priori argument for the self-luminosity of cog-

nitions. Namely, we fail to be aware of something only because either a source of

illumination is lacking or there is something obstructing it. When a cognition arises,

however, neither is the case: nothing obstructs it, and it itself is a source of illu-

mination. Thus, there must be awareness of it; it must illumine itself (23–24). This

argument may contain an answer to the above objection. The objection presupposed

that there is some observer of objects besides the source of illumination who could

be turned away from it or blocked from seeing it. But on the Buddhist account, the

cognition itself is the agent of cognition, no other ‘‘knower’’ is posited. Just as the

cognition both illumines and cognizes other objects nothing can prevent it from at

the same time illumining and cognizing itself. And so, necessarily, it reveals itself in

revealing other things.24

How does it follow from the premise of the self-luminosity of cognition that the

form (ākāra) apprehended in experience belongs to the cognition? The idea seems

to be—at least this is how Sucaritamiśra explains it, in part drawing on a fuller

statement of the argument in vv. 31–32—that if a cognition necessarily apprehends

itself, then it must apprehend itself as having some form.25 I take him here to be

appealing tacitly to a general principle: nothing can be perceived without its being

perceived as having some determinate nature; we don’t perceive formless things.

Moreover, there is no perception of different forms when one experiences some-

thing, one possessed by the cognition and another possessed by the object. Thus, the

one form that is apprehended could only belong to the cognition.26 The cognition

and its form would even have to be apprehended before the object;27 for it is a

general Mı̄mām: sā rule that something must exist before it can exercise its

23 At the beginning of his siddhānta Kumārila simply declares that ‘‘there is no example (dr: s: t:ānta)’’ of a

single thing that is both grāhya and grāhaka (Śūnyavāda 64). Even sources of illumination such as a fire

do not illumine themselves, ‘‘for they do not require illumination’’ (prakāśasyānapeks:an: āt; 65d). The

bulk of his siddhānta, however, is devoted to showing why this cannot be the case: the distinctions of

grāhya and grāhaka cannot pertain to something that is truly one; a cognition exhausts its function

cognizing its object and so cannot also cognize itself, etc.
24 The sense of the lamp analogy in v. 22, then, becomes: just as a lamp must illumine itself when it

illumines an object—for there is nothing to block the lamp’s illumination—so a cognition must illumine

itself when it illumines an object. Thanks to Alex Watson for forcing me to reflect on this more deeply.

For Kumārila’s refutation of the idea that a cognition must reveal itself because there is no obstruction,

see Śūnyavāda 183–184. Dharmakı̄rti offers an explanation of why a cognition must illumine itself in the

prose to PVin 1.54cd. His argument there is rather obscure and actually seems to be a non sequitur. Cf.

Kellner (forthcoming).
25 Kāś. 102,6-8: tad yadi jñānam arthasya prakāśakam etad api nāgr: hı̄tam: tat prakāśayet. ato ’vaśyam:
grahı̄tavyam. na ca tad anākāram: grahı̄tum: śakyam. . . . Thanks to A. Watson again for pointing out to

me that Sucarita, in his comment on v. 22, could well be anticipating the argument of vv. 31–32.
26 Kāś. 102,8-9: na cārthajñānayor ākārabhedopalambhah: . ato ’vaśyābhyupagantavyam: grahan:asya
jñānasyaivāyam ākārah: . . . .
27 Śūnyavāda 25: prāk cārthagrahan: ād is: t:ā tasyotpattis tadaiva ca j sam: vedanam: bhaved asya na cet
kālāntare ’pi na jj. ŚV(B) and ŚV(T) in 25b: tadaiva. ŚV(M): sadaiva. ŚV(B) and ŚV(T) in 25c: bhaved
asya. ŚV(M): bhavet tasya.
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function.28 A cognition, then—relying on principles acknowledged by the Mı̄-

mām: saka himself—must arise before it can reveal an object. In that case, it must

reveal itself, form and all, even before the object is cognized, which also suggests

that the form that is apprehended when the object is cognized belongs just to the

cognition, not the object (25–26).

This argument is more fully developed in verses 31–32. First, cognitions arise

which apprehend themselves. Then they function to reveal objects, but, as was

established earlier, they can do so only insofar as they have some content, namely,

the form the objects are supposed to have. This point is now reinforced by a new

argument, vv. 28–30, which I discuss below, which claims that we know we must

experience cognitions as possessed of form because that is how we report them, e.g.,

in talking about our memories. In any case, whenever we cognize objects (naturally,

as having some form), we experience our cognitions themselves as having form. But

then, it would seem apt to assign the form that is experienced just to the cognition,

not to the object at all; for, crucially, there is no perception of one form belonging to

the cognition and another belonging to the object. No distinction of forms is

observed in experience (as was already stated by Śabara’s pūrvapaks: in: tadabhin-
nam artharūpam: nāma na kim: cid astı̄ti paśyāmah: ); as Kumārila noted in originally

setting up the problem (vv. 5–6), we are aware of only one thing that has form. Nor

can one hope to avoid this conclusion by maintaining that a cognition, when it

arises, reveals itself as devoid of any form and then one experiences, by means of

that cognition, an object possessed of form, so that the object would have to be the

bearer of the form and not the cognition. That would simply not be borne out by

experience, either. For we do not notice any difference between an object possessed

of form and a cognition devoid of it when we experience an object, any more than

two distinct forms—one belonging to the cognition, another belonging to the object.

Therefore, there is perception [of an object] when cognitions have been pre-

viously apprehended. Moreover, there is no perception [of an object] when

cognitions are without form. (Śūnyavāda 31)

And because something possessed of form is seen and there is no cognition of

a distinction [of a form of the cognition on the one hand and a form of the

object on the other], it follows that there is an awareness of the cognition as

having the form. (Śūnyavāda 32)

For the following postulate cannot [be stated]: that first a formless cognition is

apprehended, after that an object possessed of form is cognized. (Śūnyavāda 33)

For a difference of possession of form [in the sense that the object has form

while the cognition does not] would be able to be stated when[ever] one

cognizes [an object]. It is established that prior to apprehending the cognition

[as possessed of form] there is no awareness of the object. (Śūnyavāda 34)

tasmāt pūrvagr: hı̄tāsu buddhis:v arthopalambhanam j
na copalabdhir astı̄ha nirākārāsu buddhis:u jj (31)

28 See Ślokavārttika, Pratyaks:asūtra 54ab and discussion in Taber (2005, p. 67).
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vivekabuddhyabhāvāc ca sākārasya ca darśanāt j
ākāravattayā29 bodho jñānasyaiva prasajyate jj (32)

na hy evam: kalpanā śakyā nirākārādito matih: j
gr: hyate ’rthas tatah: paścāt sākārah: sampratı̄yate jj (33)

ākāravattvabhedo hi30 jñātvā śakyeta bhās: itum j
prāg buddhigrahan: ād arthe sam: vittir neti sādhitam jj (34)

Finally, the third argument, which I see in vv. 28–30, supports (and occurs within)

the second, reinforcing the idea that cognitions indeed apprehend themselves, but it

can also be seen as standing on its own. It appears to pick up on what Dignāga says

at PS 1.11:

vis:ayajñānatajjñānaviśes: āt tu dvirūpatā j
smr: ter uttarakālam: ca na hy asāv avibhāvite jj

Here, Dignāga is not strictly attempting to prove that the form, the ākāra one

experiences, belongs to the cognition; rather, he is attempting to establish that a

cognition has indeed the two forms (rūpa) that he has mentioned in the previous

v. 10, the grāhaka and the ākāra, which in his tradition came to be called the

grāhakākāra or ‘‘subject form’’ and the grāhyākāra or ‘‘object form.’’ But this may

amount to roughly the same thing if one interprets it to mean that a single cognition

has two aspects and that in the act of perception one aspect could just be appre-

hending the other aspect, not any external object. Dignāga cites as evidence for this

view, first, the fact that a cognition of an object and a cognition of that cognition are

different in content (vis:ayajñānatajjñānaviśes: āt)—here the argument is too com-

plicated to go into—and, second, the experience of memory (smr: ter uttarakālam:
ca). When we remember an object we have previously experienced, we remember
that we have experienced it; the cognition that revealed the object is part of the

memory. Dignāga then suggests that this means that a cognition is aware of itself,

‘‘for there is not that [memory] in regard to what has not been [previously] known’’

(11d: na hy asāv avibhāvite).31 (He will go on to argue, in v. 12, that it could not

have been known by another cognition.) Thus, the experience of an object always

includes an experience of the cognition.

Kumārila’s pūrvapaks: in refers to memory also as evidence that the form one

experiences belongs to the cognition, not the object, but he seems to see more in it

than Dignāga does. Memory reveals not just that the cognition is cognized along

with the object, but that the cognition is decisive in determining the character of the

experience. Our reporting of memories suggests that the nature of the object we

experience depends on the nature of the cognition.

29 ŚV(B) and ŚV(M): ākāravattayā. ŚV(T): sākāravattayā.
30 ŚV(B) and ŚV(M): ākāravattvabhedo hi. ŚV(T): ākāravattvabhedo ’tra.
31 PSVr: tti preceding PS 1.11d reads: tasmād asti dvirūpatā jñānasya svasam: vedyatā ca. kim kāran:am?…
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Moreover, even the reflection [i.e., memory] later of the nature of the object as

subsequent to the cognition (jñānapr: s: t:hena) is observed, [and there is also

observed a reflection of the nature of the object] even in the absence of the

object [i.e., in regard to a past or future object].32 How could that be possible if

the cognition did not arise depicting an object of that nature, and if at a

previous time the object were not perceived as dependent on that [cognition]

(tatpūrvam)? (Śūnyavāda 28–29)33

jñānapr: s: t:hena yo ’py ūrdhvam arthābhāve ’pi dr: śyate j
parāmarśo ’rtharūpasya sa katham: copapadyate34 jj (28)

tadrūpam artham ālikhya yadi dhı̄r nopajāyate j
bhūtakāle ca yady arthas tatpūrvam: nopalaks: itah: jj (29)

Kumārila’s commentator Sucarita gives as an example of a memory report, ‘‘Such

and such a king is known by me to have passed’’ (jñāto mayātikrānto ’muko rājā).35

The object of experience, the king, is remembered as having a certain property,

having passed, by virtue of a cognition of it as having that property. The nature of

the object is dependent on that of the cognition. This is even how we report current

experiences:

Moreover, people are observed as saying with respect to current cognitions of

objects, ‘‘This is a blue object because a cognition of that nature has arisen for

me.’’ (Śūnyavāda 30)

vaktāraś ca dr: śyante vartamānārthabuddhis:u j
nı̄lo ’rtho ’yam: yato me ’tra tadrūpā jāyate matih: jj (30)

We cite our cognitions as evidence for how objects are. The experience of the object

is dependent on, derivative of, the experience of the cognition. Thus, it seems most

appropriate to attribute the form that is experienced to the cognition.

Before considering the provenance of the three arguments I’ve outlined some

reflection on their quality as arguments seems in order, which I offer here very

briefly, quite independently of the refutations Kumārila will develop in the sid-
dhānta of the Śūnyavāda; for these arguments, especially the first and the last ones,

extracted from their historical context, seem quite capable of standing on their own

as philosophical arguments against the existence of an external world. I don’t think

they quite duplicate any arguments that have come down to us from the Western

32 This follows the explanation of arthābhāve ’pi dr: śyate (28b) of Umbeka and Pārthasārathi.
33 Umbeka sees v. 28 as indicating two phenomena that require explanation: (1) a later reflection that

represents the object as ‘‘subsequent to the cognition’’ and (2) a reflection directed toward an object which

is not present, i.e., either existing in the past or the future. v. 29ab suggests that phenomenon (2) wouldn’t

be possible unless cognitions arose containing the forms of objects within themselves, while v. 29cd

suggests that (1) wouldn’t be possible unless the object were previously perceived as dependent on the

cognition. Pārthasārathi, as usual, follows Umbeka. Sucarita, however, does not offer this intricate

parsing.
34 ŚV(M): copapadyate. ŚV(B) and ŚV(T): vopapadyate.
35 Kāś. 104,3-4.
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discussion of the problem of the external world, so they are potentially of interest to

contemporary philosophers. To be sure, few philosophers would deny the existence

of the external world today, but that has nothing to do with the fact that idealism has

been decisively refuted in Western philosophy—it hasn’t. Rather, it has to do with

the fact that philosophers have simply moved on to other positions (while related

positions such as anti-realism and skepticism continue to surface). Primarily,

though, philosophers are interested in arguments and how they work, so that even an

argument for an utterly implausible view merits attention if it is ‘‘interesting.’’

As for the first argument, to the effect that it is simpler to hold that the form that

appears in experience belongs to the cognition, not the object, since if it belonged to

the latter one would still have to postulate a second element, a cognition, but not if it

belonged to the former—this is really only minimally interesting, because it turns on

the notion of simplicity, about which there is no consensus. The idealist may posit

only the cognition, not both cognition and object, but he still must attribute to

cognition enough complexity to produce the vast experienced world. Is that really

simpler? The pūrvapaks: in tries to head this off by insisting that ‘‘a difference of

mere powers [i.e., internal vāsanās capable of generating a rich array of experienced

objects] is different from [i.e., not as bad as] a difference in things [i.e., between a

cognition on the one hand and an object on the other],’’36 but he doesn’t explain

why.37 The second argument, that cognitions must cognize themselves prior to

cognizing their objects as possessed of a certain form, hence the form that presents

itself in experience should be assigned to the cognition, not to some other ob-

ject—this runs up against objections, some of them already aired, against the self-

luminosity of cognition. Why, to begin with, should a source of illumination have to

reveal itself along with the other things it illumines?38 The classic Brahmanical

objection, of course, which was also subscribed to by the Vaibhās: ikas (and which is

developed in a sophisticated way by Kumārila in his siddhānta) is that the same

thing cannot function as both agent and object in the same act. Even if one con-

sidered reflexivity—self-consciousness—of some kind a necessary component of

consciousness, as many philosophers, both Indian and Western, have (see, e.g.,

Fichte and Sartre), it needn’t be attributed to the cognition. Other philosophers have

thought it more plausible to attribute it to the subject of consciousness, the self.

(This was one of Śa _nkara’s principal objections to the Buddhist view of con-

sciousness: even self-luminous cognitions would not count as conscious if they were

not experienced by a self, any more than a bunch of lamps hidden in a cave.)39

36 śaktimātrasya bhedaś ca vastubhedād viśis:yate, Śūnyavāda 18cd.
37 Umbeka suggests that both the Buddhist and the arthavādin accept that cognition is endowed with

capacities, i.e., impressions (sam: skāras, vāsanās), while the arthavādin posits in addition an external

object. This, however, overlooks all the theoretical apparatus that attends the notion of vāsanā in

Yogācāra, which Kumārila exposes at length in the Ātmavāda chapter of the Ślokavārttika.
38 In fairness to the pūrvapaks: in, however, he may not be arguing that cognitions have to reveal

themselves so much as that they in fact do—as a lamp does, and as we seem to acknowledge in reporting

our (memory) experiences. If that is indeed the case, then it becomes a crucial question whether, as the

pūrvapaks: in also maintains, we are in fact aware in an experience of only one thing that has form.
39 BSBh 554,1–555,1. Note that Kumārila himself considers the ātman an exception to the rule that

something cannot be both grāhya and grāhaka, Śūnyavāda 67–70.
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Moreover, the notion that cognitions arise by themselves prior to cognizing their

objects seems gratuitous and dogmatic as well and presents the spectacle of a kind

of double event. First the cognition, aware of itself and its specific form, arises, then

it ‘apprehends’ an object, which apprehension has exactly the same structure as the

initial self-apprehension of the cognition—for the form that is evident when the

object is apprehended supposedly belongs to the cognition!

More intriguing is the last argument. Do memory and our reports of our expe-

riences really reveal that it is the cognition that defines the content of the experi-

ence? If they did, then it would seem that there would be nothing to debate;

everyone would agree that experience itself teaches us that the form we experience

belongs to the cognition. Moreover, we have learned many times over not to let our

ways of talking mislead us about the nature of reality. But perhaps this is where a

deeper phenomenological investigation is called for.40

I now turn, finally, to the thorny question: whose arguments are these? Which

Buddhist or Buddhists are being allowed to air their views in the pūrvapaks:a of

Kumārila’s Śūnyavāda? I’ve already suggested that the ideas go beyond Dignāga’s

very brief treatment of the dual (subject—object) nature of cognition at PS 1.11-12.

For one thing, as we have seen, Kumārila’s Buddhist interprets the evidence pro-

vided by memory differently from Dignāga. Another, perhaps more significant,

difference lies in the fact that Dignāga does not stress the principle of the self-

luminosity of cognition as a condition of perception. Although he recognizes that

every cognition in fact cognizes itself, he does not clarify that a cognition cannot

reveal an object unless it also reveals itself. As we have seen, this idea is central to

one of the arguments of this passage. It is, however, clearly enunciated by Dhar-

makı̄rti, for instance, at PVin 1.54cd:

apratyaks:opalambhasya nārthadr: s: t:ih: prasidhyate jj
The experiencing of an object is not established for someone for whom the

perceiving [of that experiencing] is not [also] evident.41

Compare Śūnyavāda 22 and 34cd, translated above. Could Kumārila’s pūrvapaks: in,

then, be a stand-in for Dharmakı̄rti?

Obviously, I cannot give a definitive answer to this question in this short paper. I

can only try to pique the reader’s interest. To do that, I ask the reader to consider a

passage from the Pratyaks:a chapter of Dharmakı̄rti’s Pramān:avārttika, namely

vv. 333–335. Does it develop some of the same ideas that are enunciated in the

Buddhist pūrvapaks:a of Kumārila’s Śūnyavāda? I suggest we compare it, in par-

ticular, with the verses I discussed above as summarizing the second argument of

the pūrvapaks:a, Śūnyavāda 31–34. Certainly, the language of these passages is not

the same, but the thoughts they express do seem to have much in common.

The Pramān:avārttika passage in question, on my interpretation, comes after

Dharmakı̄rti has considered whether an external object must be the object of per-

ceptual awareness and concluded that there is no reason to think so. Now, however,

40 Any such investigation, I believe, should begin with a reconsideration of G. E. Moore’s classic paper,

‘‘The Refutation of Idealism,’’ in Moore 1922.
41 Alternatively, ‘‘The experiencing of an object is not established when the perceiving is not evident.’’
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he seems to be considering whether there are any reasons that compel us to believe

that it could be, and this he appears to answer in the negative as well. The passage

begins with a brief exchange with the (Sautrāntika) realist or externalist and an

interlocutor, whom I shall refer to simply as an ‘‘internalist:’’42

[Realist:] If an external [object] were experienced, what would be the mis-

take?

[Internalist:] None at all! [But] for what reason would it be said that the

external object is experienced? (Pramān:avārttika 3.333)

If the cognition has the form of that [external object], [then] it [must be]

characterized by a [certain] form. It should be investigated whether [the

cognition, insofar as it possesses a specific form, comes] from an external

[object] or from something else. (Pramān:avārttika 3.334)

Because [something blue] is not apprehended without the additional qualifi-

cation (upādhi) of consciousness, [and] because [blue] is apprehended when

this [qualification of consciousness] is apprehended, consciousness [itself] has

the appearance of blue. There is no external object by itself. (Pramān:avārttika
3.335)

yadi bāhyo ’nubhūyeta ko dos:o naiva kaścana j
idam eva kim uktam: syāt sa bāhyo ’rtho ’nubhūyate jj (333)

yadi buddhis tadākārā sāsty ākāraviśes: in: ı̄
43 j

sā bāhyād anyato veti vicāram idam arhati jj (334)

darśanopādhirahitasyāgrahāt tadgrahe grahāt j
darśanam: nı̄lanirbhāsam: nārtho bāhyo ’sti kevalah:

44 jj (335)

The first thing, I think, that jumps out at us from this passage, when one considers it

in light of the Śūnyavāda, is that essentially the same framework that Kumārila

employs to discuss the problem of the external object is introduced here. Namely,

our experience presents us with something that is possessed of a certain form, an

ākāra. Dharmakı̄rti already identifies it (3.334ab) as belonging to the cognition, but

the question being posed seems very much the same: Does this form come from

some external object or something else—meaning, I take it, some potency or

potencies (i.e., vāsanās) contained within the cognition itself? This amounts to

asking, Does the form that the cognition displays originally belong to the cognition

or some external object? And this is precisely the question Kumārila asks when

setting up the debate between pūrvapaks: in and siddhāntin in the Śūnyavāda.

42 Following Birgit Kellner’s practice. The translation of these verses was worked out collaboratively in a

seminar I led at the University of Vienna in Wintersemester 2006. Birgit Kellner provided the lion’s share

of assistance (more realistically, we were assisting her), but important contributions were also made by

Shinya Moriyama, Yasutaka Muroya, and Cristina Pecchia.
43 PVV(k): ākāraviśes: in: ı̄. PV(I), PVBh(k): ākāraniveśinı̄. PV(Tib.): rnam pa rjes źugs can de yod.
44 PV(I), PVBh(k): kevalah: . PVV(k): kevalam. PV(Tib.): phyi rol yan gar don.
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Second, Dharmakı̄rti articulates very clearly here the same idea found in our

Śūnyavāda passsage, that the cognition must somehow take on the form of the

object in order for perception to occur. As the pūrvapaks: in says, na copalabdhir
astı̄ha nirākārāsu buddhis:u (Śūnyavāda 31cd). As Dharmakı̄rti says, yadi buddhis
tadākārā sāsty ākāraviśes: in: ı̄ (3.334ab). The idea is that even if the cognition is of an

external object, it must still somehow assume the form of that object in order to

cognize it. Thus, the cognition itself will be characterized by a specific form that it

displays. But, then, the answer to the question whether the form belongs properly to

the cognition or really derives from an external object seems obvious, given the
additional premise that the cognition, too, must be apprehended whenever the
object-form is. Dharmakı̄rti presents the decisive point in v. 335: Whenever an

object is apprehended as having some form, awareness will be apprehended as well;

but conversely, whenever awareness of a particular form is apprehended, an object

having that form is apprehended. From this we can confidently conclude that the

form of the object and awareness are actually in some sense the same, hence that the

form belongs to the awareness or cognition. And from that Dharmakı̄rti apparently

believes it follows that there is no external object.

This, of course, is what came to be known as the sahopalambhaniyama argument,

which was considered by Brahmanical opponents as one of the key Yogācāra

arguments against the existence of external objects. Manorathanandin, in his gloss

on v. 335, implicitly identifies it as such.45 Dharmakı̄rti returns to this argument

later in the Pratyaks:apariccheda—e.g., at 390: ‘‘No object [is observed] without

awareness, nor is an awareness observed being experienced without an object; thus

they are not different’’46—and also presents it in his Pramān:aviniścaya.47 It is at

Pramān:aviniścaya 1.54ab where the most widely cited formulation is given: sah-
opalambhaniyamād abhedo nı̄lataddhiyoh: . The argument seems to relate to the

principle of logic known in Western philosophy as the Identity of Indiscernibles:

two things having exactly the same properties are identical.48 Here, however, in-

stead of the sharing of all properties, the sharing of just one crucial property is

45 PVV(k) 200,12-13: yat tāvan nı̄lādikam: bāhyam ity ucyate taj jñānena sahopalambhaniyamāt tad-
abhinnasvabhāvam: dvicandrādivat.
46 nārtho ’sam: vedanah: kaścid anartham vāpi vedanam j dr: s: t:am: sam: vedyamānam: tat tayor nāsti vivekitā
jj. See the entire passage that extends from Pramān:avārttika 3.388-391.
47 PVin 1.54 (p. 39,11-42,6).
48 Saul Kripke argues that if two things are identical then it is impossible for one to exist without the

other. Thus, if mind and body really are identical, it would be impossible to conceive of one existing

without the other (which, he maintains, we clearly are able to do; therefore, mind and body are not

identical); see Kripke (1972). This argument seems to appeal to a (modalized) form of the Indiscernibility

of Identicals, which is the converse of the Identity of Indiscernibles: identical things necessarily have all

properties in common, including existence. It is tempting to see the sahopalambhaniyama as the converse

of Kripke’s rule, substituting the concept ‘‘being perceived’’ for ‘‘existing,’’ i.e., two things that are

always (i.e., necessarily) perceived together are identical.
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considered sufficient to establish identity or, more precisely, ‘‘non-difference’’

(abheda),49 namely, the property of being perceived at a particular time! Yet,

certainly, the fact that two things are always perceived at the same time is strong

prima facie evidence that they are in some sense the same.50 The more controversial

aspect of the argument is the interpretation of its conclusion as establishing the non-

existence of an external object, that is to say, does the fact that cognition and object-

form are non-different establish the non-existence of anything external to the

cognition which is responsible for its form?51 For one might indeed reasonably

argue that the shape of a statue is not different from the bronze the statue is made

out of because, in the statue’s case, they are always perceived together, yet that does

not entail that the shape wasn’t imposed upon the statue from the outside—by a

sculptor!52 Be all that as it may, the sahopalambhaniyama is certainly a very

interesting argument, a full philosophical assessment of which will have to be left to

another study.

The sahopalambhaniyama is the third point where these two passages, Śūnya-
vāda 31–34 and Pramān:avārttika 3.333-335, come close to coinciding in their trains

of thought. We have seen that the crucial premise that the cognition must also be

grasped in order for the object to be perceived is articulated in the Śūnyavāda
passage also. Meanwhile, the idea that there can be no awareness of a cognition

without awareness of an object-form is implied by the notion that in apprehending

itself, it must apprehend itself as possessing form. It must have some content. Thus,

the two parts of the equivalence which is the sahopalambhaniyama of cognition and

object—no perception of an object without perception of awareness and no per-

ception of awareness without perception of an object-form—are present, or can at

least plausibly be understood to be present, in the Śūnyavāda pūrvapaks:a. The

pūrvapaks: in, however, doesn’t put them together and actually state the equivalence

from which the non-difference of cognition and object would immediately follow.

49 The expression abheda, ‘‘non-difference,’’ was interpreted in different ways by Dharmakı̄rti’s com-

mentators. Some, e.g., Devendrabuddhi, Śākyamati, and Prajñākaragupta, understood it to mean complete

identity. Dharmottara meanwhile, holding the ākāra to be unreal and the cognition to be real, took it to

mean neither complete identity nor complete difference. Still others, e.g., Śāntaraks: ita and Kamalaśı̄la,

seemed willing to accept both interpretations. See Iwata (1991, I.110-216).
50 Provided, that is, that they are not always perceived at that time as different, like different stars in a

constellation. This proviso is required to obviate the objections of anaikāntika- and viruddha-hetu raised

by opponents like Śubhagupta and Bhāsarvajña. (Unfortunately, the stock example for the proof is the two

moons seen by someone with an eye disease!)

Thus, suppose that you and I are talking about various people we know and we discover that someone I

know only as ‘‘Janet’s husband’’ has always been present at social occasions where someone you know as

‘‘Bill’’ has also been present. Indeed, for every social event that both you and I have attended, when I’ve

seen Janet’s husband, you’ve seen Bill, and vice versa. We could reasonably infer that Janet’s husband

and Bill are the same person. If it is true in all possible worlds that wherever Janet’s husband is observed,

then Bill is observed, and vice versa, then they must be the same person.
51 However, not all Buddhists understood the sahopalambhaniyama as establishing the non-existence of

external objects. Some merely saw it as proving the ‘‘duality of form’’ (dvairūpya) of cognition, in effect,

the sākārajñānavāda, which is compatible with both the existence and non-existence of external objects.

See Iwata (1991, I.25-29).
52 The continuation of the Śūnyavāda pūrvapaks:a, however, develops interesting arguments against the

possibility that a form belonging to an external object could be somehow transferred, e.g., by reflection or

contact, to the cognition.
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Rather, he takes a more circuitous route, which I described above as argument 2:

One is always aware of cognition having some form when one experiences an

object, even prior to experiencing it, and never aware of any difference in form

between object and cognition—one is only aware of one thing that has form.

Therefore, the form must belong to the cognition. One of the notable differences

between the two passages is that in the Pramān:avārttika passage Dharmakı̄rti does

not feel it is necessary to state that, whenever something is perceived, the cognition

that perceives it is apprehended by itself prior to perceiving it. This idea, as I’ve

noted above, makes the pūrvapaks:a argument a bit awkward. It is as though, in the

Pramān:avārttika, Dharmakı̄rti has eliminated the dross of an earlier discussion and

brilliantly reformulated it as the elegant and intriguing argument that is the sah-
opalambhaniyama.

In short, we can say that the elements for the sahopalambhananiyama argument

are there in the pūrvapaks:a of Kumārila’s Śūnyavāda. Someone just had to come

along and put them together in the right way.

In his invaluable historical treatment of the sahopalambhaniyama Takashi Iwata

suggests how the sahopalambhaniyama might have been derived from the idea,

articulated by Dignāga in his Ālambanaparı̄ks: ā, that an object of cognition must be

both cause of the cognition and its content, i.e., that which appears in the cogni-

tion.53 The idea that the object causes the cognition led to the notion that whenever

the object is present, the cognition is present and vice versa, and this is close to the

notion that the two are always perceived together. Yet what is missing in the

Ālambanaparı̄ks: ā is a clear articulation of the self-reflexivity principle, the idea that

a cognition must be apprehended along with the object in order to reveal the object.

It is this fact which Dharmakı̄rti seems to mention at PVin 1.54cd as explaining why
cognition and object are always perceived together. As shown above, this idea is

also clearly expressed in the Buddhist pūrvapaks:a of Kumārila’s Śūnyavāda.

Various hypotheses could be introduced at this point to explain the apparent

relation of the pūrvapaks:a of the Śūnyavāda and Pramān:avārttika 3.333–335. One

would be that the source or sources Kumārila used in composing his pūrvapaks:a,

which as we have seen seems to extend beyond the thought of Dignāga, were also

sources for Dharmakı̄rti. Another hypothesis—which I consider much less likely in

light of evidence that Dharmakı̄rti sometimes seems to be referring to Kumārila’s

views—would be that Kumārila’s pūrvapaks:a at certain points actually picks up

some of the ideas of Dharmakı̄rti himself, which he learned second-hand from other

Buddhist teachers or even knew from Dharmakı̄rti’s own writings but chose to

present in his own way (as Dharmakı̄rti often did when considering the views of

other philosophers). Yet another hypothesis is that the pūrvapaks:a represents an-

other line of thought developing out of Dignāga distinct from the one formulated by

Dharmakı̄rti but bearing certain similarities to the latter due to the fact that both

ultimately derived from the same source—Dignāga. I do not think we have enough

evidence, just on the basis of this part of the Śūnyavāda itself, to decide in favor of,

or for that matter exclude, any of these hypotheses.

53 Iwata (1991, I.20-24).
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ragupta (Being a commentary on Dharmakı̄rti’s Pramān:avārtikam). Patna: Kashi Prasad Jayaswal
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