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Birgit Kellner and John Taber

Studies in Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda idealism I:
The interpretation of Vasubandhu's Vimsikä

Abstract: In recent scholarship there has been a persistent tendency, especially

among North-American scholars, to deny that Indian Yogäcära philosophy is a

form of idealism. The discussion has naturally focused on the interpretation of
Vasubandhu's Vimsikä, a foundational text of the school, as well as one of the

most accessible, which other researchers have taken to be denying the existence
of a material world external to consciousness.

In this article, after noting some of the points in favor of a non-idealist reading

of the Vimsikä, we shall offer a new reading that supports the old "standard",
but still widespread, interpretation that it indeed intends to deny the existence of
physical objects outside of consciousness. We suggest that Vasubandhu develops
in the Vimsikä an extended argumentum ad ignorantiam where the absence of
external objects is derived from the absence of evidence for their existence. This

reading is the result of examining argumentation strategy rather than investigating

the logical structure of individual proofs in isolation, and it takes cues from
Vasubandhu's strategy for refuting the existence of a self in Abhidharma-

kosabhäsya IX. In addition, our reading looks at the entire Vimsikä, rather than

isolating a purported argumentative "core" (w. 11-15), and draws attention to the

relevance of some of its subtleties. Finally, we also suggest that Vasubandhu

might have opted for a less direct argumentation strategy to prove the
nonexistence of the external world because of specific soteriological aspects of the

doctrine of vijnaptimätratä.
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In recent scholarship there has been a persistent tendency, especially among
North-American scholars, to deny that Indian Yogäcära philosophy, or what
Buescher 2008 calls Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda, is a form of idealism. Here we under-
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stand by "idealism" the view that objects cannot exist without being cognized or,

as it is sometimes put, that there is no "mind-independent world." In the history
of Western philosophy this view is sometimes referred to as "subjective idealism",
to distinguish it from other forms of idealism, such as "absolute idealism" and

"transcendental idealism." The classic statement of the position in Western

philosophy was by the early modern Irish philosopher George Berkeley, who

famously declared that "to be is to be perceived" (esse estpercipi), implying thereby
that something that is not perceived or cognized cannot exist. (Absolute idealism,

on the other hand, is associated with the philosophy of Hegel, while Kant identified

his own philosophy as transcendental idealism.) Wayman 1979, Kochu-

muttom 1982, Hall 1986, Hayes 1988, Oetke 1992, King 1998, and most recently
Lusthaus 2002 can all be seen as denying that Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda is idealism

in the sense defined, though in somewhat different ways.1 The discussion has

naturally focused on the interpretation ofVasubandhu's Vimsikä2, a foundational

text of the school, as well as one of the most accessible, which other researchers,

naively or not, have taken to be denying the existence of a material world external

to consciousness.

In the present study we shall argue for an idealist interpretation of the

Vimsikä. We, first, review the non-idealist interpretation of this text as presented

in recent literature, then assess what we believe to be the strengths and

weaknesses of such an interpretation. We conclude that, while the non-idealist
interpretation has certain points in its favor, it is not entirely satisfactory, hence a

renewed attempt to work out an idealist reading is justified. The primary challenge
of seeing the Vimsikä as an idealist text is to ascertain its logical structure: if it is

indeed presenting an argument in favor of the idealist position, then what kind of

argument is it? Here we believe it is crucial to note that idealism is equivalent to a

negative thesis, that is, the negation of the statement that there are uncognized

objects or objects outside of consciousness. In another of his works Vasubandhu

is clearly intent on establishing a negative thesis, namely, the ninth chapter of his

Abhidharmakosabhäsya, where he attempts to prove that there is no self. We

undertake a detailed analysis of Vasubandhu's argument there and determine that

it has the structure of what is known in informal logic as an argumentum ad igno-

rantiam (argument from ignorance): there is no self, because there is no evidence

for one. Then, by carefully comparing the Vimsikä with AKBh IX we believe we are

1 See also Rahula 1978: 79-85, which anticipates this position.
2 As demonstrated by Kanö 2008: 345, the title Vimsikä is better attested for this work than
Vimsatikä.
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able to discern an argumentum ad ignorantiam for the conclusion that there are

no uncognized objects in that text as well. Along the way, we draw attention to
other applications of the argument from ignorance in classical Indian philosophy.

anupalabdheh, "because it is not apprehended", is a reason frequently used

to prove the non-existence of something, and came to be recognized as one of the
three types ofvalid inferential reason (hetu) by Dharmakirti. We conclude that the
Vimsikä is an idealist text, after all, which attempts to establish that there are no

uncognized objects by means of reasoning that has the characteristics of an
argument from ignorance, though Vasubandhu never identifies his argument as such,

nor does he even explicitly state its conclusion but allows the reader to draw it for
himself. Finally, we speculate about why Vasubandhu might have preferred a less

explicit, indirect approach when it came to defending the central Yogäcära thesis
of "mere-cognition" (vijnaptimätra).

1 Non-idealist readings of the Vimsikä

For a sketch of the non-idealist position we shall refer to Hayes 1988, who follows
Hall 1986, and Oetke 1992. In limiting the discussion to these scholars we do not
mean to lump together all non-idealist interpretations of Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda;
Wayman and Lusthaus, in particular, are concerned with much more than just the
Vimsikä.3

In a section titled "Vasubandhu's Phenomenalism" in his pioneering study
Dignäga on the Interpretation ofSigns, Richard Hayes presents D. N. Shastri as an

example of those who have viewed Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda as a kind of idealism.
Shastri writes,

Subjective idealism consists in the assertion that there are no other things than thinking
beings; that the things we believe ourselves to perceive are only the ideas of thinking beings.

3 Lusthaus's position vis-ä-vis Yogäcära and idealism, we note, is rather confusing. While insisting

that the Yogäcära philosopher is not an idealist in the sense "that mind alone is real and that

everything else is created by mind" (Lusthaus 2002: 533) - perhaps he is thinking of absolute
idealism here - he nevertheless describes the Yogäcära view in terms that make it difficult to
distinguish it from what would normally be considered idealism (or subjective idealism), namely,
the doctrine that objects cannot exist outside of consciousness: "Yogäcära never denies that
there are sense-objects (vi$aya, artha, älambana, etc.), but denies that it makes any sense to
speak of cognitive objects occcurring outside an act of cognition" (538). "Yogäcärins deny the
existence of objects in two senses: 1) In terms of conventional experience they do not deny
objects such as chairs, colors, and trees, but rather they reject the claim that such things appear
anywhere else than in consciousness. It is externality, not objects per se, that they challenge [...]"
(540). The same sort of confusion surfaces in Kochumuttom 1982.
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In short, the theory holds that there is no objective world independent of the perceiving
mind [...]. In Indian philosophy it is represented by the Yogäcära school of the Buddhists. In

Western thought, Berkeley is the chief representative.4

By contrast, Hayes maintains that what Vasubandhu, for instance, is concerned

to show in his Vimsikä is simply that our experience can be completely accounted

for by factors within consciousness itself, and that it is not necessary to posit any
external objects. That, clearly, is not the same as denying that there are any external

objects - objects that exist independently of being cognized.

Vasubandhu is intentionally questioning the assumption that the correct account of experience

is that a passively conscious subject experiences directly something entirely outside

consciousness itself and is suggesting instead that what there really is is simply an
integrated experience onto which we project (or out of which we abstract) the notions of

perceiving subject and object perceived.5

Thus, the position being represented in the Vimsikä is no more representational-
ism - the view that in perceptual experience we are directly aware of ideas or
mental representations caused by external objects - than idealism. Here Hayes

relies on Hall.

The term vijriapti signifies a "phenomenon" of consciousness, a "manifestation" to

consciousness, or a "percept" - so long as one bears in mind that these terms should not be

taken in a naively realistic or a naively idealistic sense. [...] To translate vijriapti here by

"representation" conveys its public aspect, but seems to imply representation of something,

presumably an external object or referent, which suggests a "representationalist" theory of

knowledge. On the contrary, the purpose of the argument throughout the Virpsatikä is to

show that the concept of vijriapti suffices to make sense of perception and that the concept

ofan external referent (artha) is logically superfluous.6

We shall briefly address the interpretation of vijnapti as "percept" or "representation"

further below. To be sure, Hayes is aware that at the beginning of the

treatise Vasubandhu says that the term mätra, "nothing but", in vijnaptimätra,
"nothing-but-vi/napfi", is "for the sake of ruling out objects" (arthapratise-
dhärtham), but according to Hayes this may only mean that "the objective component

of experience is being excluded from consideration" in working out a theory

4 Shastri 1964: 42-43, Hayes 1988: 98.

5 Hayes 1988: 99 (Hayes' emphasis). Kochumuttom (1982:198) says that "the Yogäcära system
has always been interpreted, invariably by all commentators and historians, as idealism of one

kind or another" (italics ours) and proceeds (199-200) to offer a list of illustrative statements by
modern interpreters, all of them Indian except for Stcherbatsky.
6 Hall 1986:14, Hayes 1988:100; our italics.
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of experience, not that its existence is being denied altogether. Later in the text,
in w. 11-15, which we shall refer to as the äyatana section (which investigates the

äyatanas or "sense-spheres"), Vasubandhu appears to be arguing that physical
objects, whether conceived as aggregates of atoms, as wholes, or as single atoms,
are impossible. This is a key passage on which other scholars (e.g., Kapstein 1988)

have based interpretations of the Vimsikä as advocating idealism. But the point of
the discussion according to Hayes is, again, not to deny the existence of physical
objects but only to show that "reason" cannot postulate them as the causes of our
experiences, since however they are conceived, they are logically incoherent.
Thus, all features of our experience are to be explained in terms of the elements
of experience itself. He writes, again referring back to Hall: "The motivation
behind declaring that all experience is nothing but phenomena is, according to
Hall, not to make 'a metaphysical assertion of a transcendent reality consisting of
"mind-only". It is a practical injunction to suspend judgment: "Stop at the bare

percept; no need to posit an entity behind it.'""7
Oetke's formulation of the non-idealist position is more concise than that of

Hayes-Hall, but he seems to be making much the same point.8 Oetke maintains
that the thesis Vasubandhu is arguing for in the Vimsikä is best expressed as,

(T) There are no9 entities which become the objects of cognition,

which can be formulated more precisely as either,

(T,) There are no concrete particulars which are the objects of our experience,

or,

(T2) There are no material bodies which are the objects of our experience.

He supports this interpretation with a brief analysis of the äyatana section, which
as noted before, is a crucial passage for the idealist interpretation of the Vimsikä.
He suggests that what Vasubandhu shows in this passage is just that the things we
are experiencing are not aggregates of atoms or wholes, i.e., physical objects.
Thus, strictly speaking, Vasubandhu is arguing for either (T,) or (T2). But - and
this is Oetke's main point - it follows from neither of these statements that there

7 Hayes 1988:100.
8 Oetke 1992, especially 218-219.
9 The printed version (Oetke 1992: 219) reads "not", but we assume a misprint and read, as in T,

and T2, "no".
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are no physical objects. "These theorems exhibit the formal scheme: 'There are

no F-things which are G' and since propositions of this form do not logically entail
'There are no G's' or 'There are no F-things,' both (T,) and (T2) do not strictly
imply [...] that there are no material bodies or other particulars of a world of physical

things."10
In order for either (T,) or (T2) to entail that there are no material bodies external

to consciousness one would have to supply another premise to the effect that
"there are no non-mental particulars which are not objects of our experience",
and Vasubandhu never articulates any such premise. Therefore, the main idea

Vasubandhu is arguing for in the Vimsikä does not "entail the impossibility of an

external world", or that things exist only insofar as they are perceived, that is to

say, subjective idealism.

2 Revisiting the Vimsikä

While one could dispute some of the details of Hayes' and Oetke's analyses of the

Vimsikä, especially when it comes to the äyatana section, their overall impression

of the work, that it stops short of a full-throated denial of the existence of
external objects, seems correct. The reticence or ambivalence of the Vimsikä in

regard to external or uncognized objects becomes particularly evident when one

compares it to Western presentations of idealism. To bring this out, we consider

briefly the locus classicus for subjective idealism in modern Western philosophy,

Berkeley's Treatise Concerning the Principles ofHuman Knowledge.

There is little doubt that Berkeley in his Principles intends to deny the
existence of objects outside of consciousness - what he refers to as "material
substances." As is well known, Berkeley felt that "materialism", which he understood

to be the positing of material substances, and which he saw in the dominant

philosophies of his day, the systems of Descartes and Locke, had to be refuted

because it led directly to skepticism and atheism. In the Principles one is

presented immediately with arguments to the effect that material substances are
inconceivable and even contradictory. His main argument, developed in the first
few paragraphs of the work, is that objects consist of various qualities: colors,

shapes, smells, textures, and so on. But such qualities, often called sensible qualities,

are of such a nature as to exist only for a perceiving mind.

That neither our thoughts, nor passions, nor ideas formed by the imagination exist without
the mind is what everybody will allow. And it seems no less evident that the various sensa-

10 Oetke 1992: 219.
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tions or ideas imprinted on the sense, however blended or combined together (that is, whatever

objects they compose), cannot exist otherwise than in a mind perceiving them [...]. The

table I write on exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I would say that

it existed - meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other

spirit [i.e., conscious subject] actually does perceive it. There was an odour, that is, it was

smelled; there was a sound, that is to say, it was heard; a color or figure, and it was
perceived by sight or touch.11

Thus, since objects such as "houses, mountains, rivers", and so on are collections
of qualities such as color, shape, and smell, they can only exist insofar as they are

perceived. "For what are the aforementioned objects but the things we perceive
by sense? And what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations? And is it
not plainly repugnant [i.e., contradictory] that any one of these, or any combination

of them, should exist unperceived?"12

Whatever argument for idealism Vasubandhu is making in the Vimsikä, if he
is making any, it is not as explicit or direct as this. Vasubandhu does not launch
an all-out, frontal assault, as it were, on the idea of objects existing outside of
consciousness. The Vimsikä seems to begin, rather - after citation of a scriptural
passage which declares that the world consisting of three realms is mere cognition

- with the idea that, since we sometimes experience "non-existent objects",
such as hairs floating before the eyes, we could always be experiencing
nonexistent objects! Vasubandhu then goes on to show that essential features of our
experience, e.g., the fact that certain cognitions are restricted to certain times and

places, or that persons in the same place experience objects in the same way, do

not require us to postulate physical objects as, say, the causes of our cognitions
(vv. 2-7); nor does anything the Buddha said entail that there are such objects
(vv. 8-15); nor, finally, is their existence established by perception (vv. 16-17ab).

Thus, the overall trend of the treatise seems to be merely that, considering all the

available evidence, our experience seems compatible with the non-existence of
external objects. It offers no direct proof that they are in fact absent. Even the

arguments of the äyatana section appear not to provide any such proof. For, first
of all, those arguments subserve the assertion that scripture does not establish
the existence of objects. In other words, that objects are impossible, no matter
how one conceives of them, is not what Vasubandhu is primarily trying to prove
in this section. Second, if Vasubandhu really were intent on proving that objects
are impossible as a way of showing that external objects do not exist - for
impossibility implies non-existence - and if this were the main point he wanted to make

11 Berkeley 1970: 246-247.
12 Berkeley 1970: 247.
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in his treatise, then why didn't he do so at the very outset, as Berkeley does?

Finally, if Vasubandhu thought he proved in this section that objects are impossible,

then other arguments of the treatise, in particular those of the first section

to the effect that an external object needn't be posited in order to account for our
experience, would be rendered moot. For such objects being impossible, there

would be no question of postulating them for any purpose; their absurdity would

immediately rule out their playing any role in causing our perceptions.13

Thus, the non-idealist reading of the Vimsikä cannot be dismissed so easily.

It is perhaps not the text of the Vimsikä itself that inclines one to resist it so much

as the later development of the tradition to which it belongs and the critique
of that tradition by outsiders, Buddhist and Brahmin alike. Both clearly depict
Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda as denying the existence of objects outside of consciousness,

i.e., "external objects" (bähyärtha); and so one would expect that the

Vimsikä, which stands at the beginning of the development of Yogäcära-

Vijnänaväda as a rigorous, coherent philosophical system, would also be defending

that position.
There is, however, another consideration that inclines us to resist the non-

idealist interpretation and encourages us to reconsider an idealist reading of the

text. What, after all, is Vasubandhu trying to say according to the non-idealist

interpretation? We would put it as follows: Our immediate awareness in perception

is not, as direct or commonsense realism maintains, of material objects, but
of sensa, percepts, representations, sense impressions - whatever one wishes to

call them - which are private, transitory, mental entities.14 Hayes and Hall would
add that Vasubandhu also suggests that all the features of our sense experience,
in particular, that one has particular perceptual experiences at particular times

and locations, can be explained by factors that reside within consciousness itself.
But if this is what Vasubandhu really shows in the Vimsikä - once again, that we

can describe and account for our perceptual experience without referring to
material objects - then the obvious question is: What evidence is there for material

13 Thus, Berkeley, after arguing himself that there is no way material objects could cause our
perceptions - "though we give the materialists their external bodies, they by their own confession

are never the nearer knowing how our ideas are produced, since they own themselves

unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit, or how it is possible it should

imprint any idea in the mind" (Berkeley 1970: 255) - apologizes: "I am afraid I have given you
cause to think me needlessly prolix in handling this subject. For to what purpose is it to dilate

on that which may be demonstrated with the utmost evidence in a line or two to anyone who is

capable of the least reflection?" (256).

14 This wording is adapted from Hirst 1967:130. A classic statement of the view that objects are

reducible in some way to such sense data, usually known as "phenomenalism", is Ayer 1956:

91-148.
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objects? If the answer is none, then there is no reason to think that they exist.15

On the non-idealist reading of the Vimsikä, then, Vasubandhu may not explicitly
say that there are no material objects, but he doesn't have to. The reader is left to
draw that conclusion for himself, and it would not seem far-fetched to suggest
that that is precisely what Vasubandhu could be intending him to do.

Thus, even the non-idealist interpretation of the Vimsikä depicts the text,

wittingly or not, as presenting an incomplete argument for the non-existence of
objects outside of consciousness, which the reader simply has to complete for
him- or herself in one easy step. But it would be rather odd for Vasubandhu, or

any author, to leave the final conclusion of his work to the reader in this way.

Perhaps then the Vimsikä, after all, is somehow arguing for idealism from the

outset, though by a different method than Berkeley's?16 At the very least, we are
left with the sense that we do not fully understand what is going on in this text. It

merits another look.

3 Reconsidering an idealist reading of the
Vimsikä: a new approach

In attempting to reconsider the idealist interpretation of the Vimsikä, it is doubtful

one will make much headway just going back over the text. It is true that the

critical edition of the text by Sylvain Levi, published in 1925, can still be improved
on the basis of a manuscript now available in photographic reproduction, as Bal-

cerowicz and Nowakowska have demonstrated in their recent reedition.17 Harada

and Hanneder have, moreover, independently arrived at the conclusion that what
we thought to be the first stanza of the text is most likely a "versification" of an

argument originally presented in prose.18 In addition to revisiting philological
evidence for the Vimsikä itself - including the recently published Sanskrit frag-

15 For a modern example of the employment of this strategy to reject the view that unperceived
objects can exist see Stace 1934.

16 One sometimes suspects that the motive behind the non-idealist interpretation of the Virpsikä
is to save an important school of Buddhist philosophy from advocating what nowadays is a

completely discredited view (for similar remarks, see Schmithausen 2005: 49). If, however, even the
"non-idealist" reading does not fully succeed in doing this, then the most charitable way to read
the text might be as presenting the strongest argument for idealism one is able to find in it.
17 See Mimaki et al. 1989 for the photographs, and Balcerowicz/Nowakowska 1999 for the reedition

and a Polish translation.
18 Harada 2003, Hanneder 2007.
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ments of a commentary by Vairocanaraksita19 - we might also look for new
evidence in other writings of Vasubandhu. Schmithausen considers the following
works also to have been written by the author of the Vimsikä:20

Abhidharmakosabhäsya

Trimsikä

Karmasiddhiprakarana

Pratityasamutpädavyäkhyä

Pancaskandhaka

Vyäkhyäyukti

Now, the Trimsikä, Karmasiddhiprakarana, Pratityasamutpädavyäkhyä,
Pancaskandhaka, and Vyäkhyäyukti are also considered Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda works.21

One might at first be tempted to examine them for evidence that Vasubandhu
believed that objects do not exist outside of consciousness. Yet we are doubtful that

philological improvements to the text of the Vimsikä as well as a re-examination
of these writings will bring us any further. Any evidence one might find in them of
Vasubandhu's true position regarding the external world is likely to be just as

ambiguous as it is in his Vimsikä. For it is likely that any statement to the effect

that "we are not aware of external objects", and possibly even any statement to

the effect that "there are no external objects", will be able to be construed

phenomenologically, as pertaining just to our experience, i.e., as meaning that
the things we are experiencing are not external, physical objects, and not onto-

19 Kanö 2008.

20 Schmithausen 1987: 262, n. 101. Kritzer (2005: xxvi) accepts this list in a recent review of the

problem concerning the works of Vasubandhu. Frauwallner's proposal of two Vasubandhus

made the older the author of various Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda commentaries, while the younger
was author of Abhidharmakosabhäsya as well as the Karmasiddhiprakarana, Vimsikä, and

Trimsikä (cf. Frauwallner 1951,1961:129-132, and 2010: 374f., and the discussion of Franco/Prei-
sendanz 2010: XV-XVII). Reexamining textual and inscriptional evidence, Deleanu (2006: vol. 2,

186-194) conjectures that Vasubandhu lived between ca. 350 and 430, and assumes that only one

Vasubandhu was the author of all works listed here. There are of course also many other works

attributed to Vasubandhu, but it is not necessary to go into further details here (cf. Skilling
2000).

21 The Karmasiddhiprakarana advocates the älayavijnäna and can on this ground be considered

a Yogäcära(-Vijnänaväda) work, in spite of Lamotte's demonstration of its Sauträntika character

(Schmithausen 1967: lllf.). The Pancaskandhaka also advocates the älayavijnäna and can therefore

likewise be considered a Yogäcära work.
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logically, as denying that there are material objects outside of consciousness or

asserting that things only exist if they are perceived (esse est percipi). Semantic

considerations about the meaning of such terms as "visible form/matter" (rüpa),

"thing/object/referent" (artha) or "external" (bähya) that occur in such
statements are helpful, but ultimately insufficient, as the import of such statements
can only be reasonably determined by careful scrutiny of the argument strategies
that support them.22

We shall therefore adopt the following approach. Taking as our hypothesis
that Vasubandhu is denying the existence of objects outside of consciousness in
the Vimsikä, are there any other writings of his in which he is clearly denying the

existence of something? If there are, then an effort should be made to determine
whether there are any significant similarities between the argument strategies

employed in the Vimsikä and in those other writings. But no sooner do we ask this

question - are there any other works in which Vasubandhu's main purpose is to
deny the existence of something? - than the answer springs to mind: the ninth
chapter of the Abhidharmäkosabhäsya, where Vasubandhu refutes the existence
of a self. We shall, then, in what follows, offer an analysis of Abhidharma-

kosabhäsya IX in order to ascertain exactly what kind of argument Vasubandhu

develops against the existence of a self there - we would maintain it has gone

unrecognized - with a view, ultimately, to determining whether he might be

employing a similar kind of argument to prove the non-existence of objects outside
of consciousness in his Vimsikä.

4 Vasubandhu's argument strategy for
the non-existence of the self in

Abhidharmakosabhasya IX

Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX is by no means an uncomplicated text. It is an elaborate

discussion of all the evidence for the existence of a self, or anything resembling

one (e.g., a "person" orpudgala as upheld by the Vätsiputriyas/Sämmitiyas,

22 For a complementary approach that relies on aspects of terminological, textual and doctrinal
coherence - though, we would argue, it is one that in a veiled fashion also considers argument
strategies - see Schmithausen 2005. It should be noted that Schmithausen discusses the Cheng

weishi lun, which inspired by Vasubandhu's Trirjisikä argues for vijhaptimätratä relying on the

notion of a "store-consciousness" (älayavijhäna) which holds seeds from which our objects of

experience evolve. For a treatment of the problem of idealism in Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda thought
with special consideration of the topic of self and other see Yamabe 1998.



720 Birgit Kellner and John Taber DE GRUYTER

who are fellow Buddhists), brought forward by other philosophers. We believe

that the most important feature to note about it is that it is primarily, if not
exclusively, critical in its method: it is mainly devoted to refuting other theories. Vasu-

bandhu never presents any direct proof that there is no self in the form of a proper
inference or anumäna.

Vasubandhu announces what we take to be his main argument at the very
beginning of the treatise.23 The question is posed: How is it understood that the

designation "self" refers just to a temporally limited section of a series of ska-

ndhas (aggregates) and not to something else? Vasubandhu responds, "Because

of the absence of perception and inference" in regard to any such thing
(pratyak$änumänäbhävät). For, he explains, there is, in the absence of any
obstruction, an immediate, perceptual apprehension of those entities or dharmas

which exist, for example, of the six kinds of objects of the senses and of the mind
(manas). And we are also able to infer things that exist, as for instance when we

infer the existence of the five external senses from the fact that, when some of the

causes of perception are present - an object placed in the light and mental attention

(manaskära) - a perceptual apprehension of an object sometimes occurs, but

at other times it doesn't occur (e.g., for someone who is deaf or blind). Thus, one

postulates a sense-faculty as another cause whose presence or absence in
conjunction with the other factors brings about a perception. "But it is not like this
for the self; [hence] it does not exist", Vasubandhu says.24 In other words, there

are no such considerations that would require us to infer or postulate one; therefore,

we can conclude there isn't one.25

Thus, Vasubandhu's initial argument against the existence of a self appears
to be: there is no self because there is no evidence for one!26 This is a type of argu-

23 Claus Oetke presents a much more detailed synopsis of the text than we are about to give, in
Oetke 1988: 195-209. The most in-depth analysis to date is Duerlinger 2003. It will be evident

from what follows that we disagree with Duerlinger's overall interpretation of the text as presenting

a positive theory of persons, though we find the theory he sees in the text to be intriguing.
Roughly, Duerlinger believes that Vasubandhu holds that we are both conventional entities "as

objects of conceptions of ourselves" and ultimately exiting entities, insofar as we are "the same

in existence as collections of aggregates." See esp. Duerlinger 2003: 30f. for a more nuanced

statement.

24 AKBh 461:12-13: na caivam ätmano 'stiti nästy ätmä; reading ätmano for ätmato. All passages

from AKBh IX have been checked against the critical edition AKBhL.

25 This strategy may be an extension of the refutation of the pudgala in Vasubandhu's Mahä-

yänasüträlankärabhä?ya; cf. our Appendix below for a discussion of relevant passages.

26 The terms "argument", "evidence", and "proof" are not being used in any technical sense in
this article. Roughly, a "proof" is an attempt to establish or demonstrate a thesis by means of

some "argument", which is a pattern of reasoning, with a definable logical structure, that draws

a certain conclusion from a set of premises, "evidence" usually means a reason cited when as-
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ment that in Western philosophy is identified as an argument from ignorance
(argumentum ad ignorantiam), and we shall discuss this type of argument in
Indian philosophy, or at least certain varieties of it, more generally further below.
Our concern at this point is to show that the rest of Abhidharmakosabhä?ya IX is

but the elaboration of such an argument.
Vasubandhu does not initially consider objections to the assertion that there

is no perceptual or inferential evidence for a self. He will, in fact, interestingly
enough, never take up a serious challenge to the claim that the self is not
perceived.27 Later in the text he will weigh a series of considerations that other
philosophers believed compel us to postulate or infer the existence of a self. But in
the first part of the text he is occupied with refuting the doctrine of the person
{pudgalaväda) of the Vätslputriyas or Sämmitiyas.28 Yet this is quite in keeping
with the overall strategy of the text to provide an argument from ignorance. A

Buddhist may perhaps readily accept that there is no perceptual or inferential
evidence for a self but will still want to know if there is any scriptural evidence.
The Vätslputriyas indeed put forward the pudgalaväda as a teaching they
believed is implied by key Buddhist doctrines, especially the doctrines of karman
and transmigration. They also maintained that the Buddha refers to a pudgala in
some of his statements. In order to provide a compelling argument from
ignorance against the existence of a self, then - i.e., that there is no evidence of any
kind for a self, neither perceptual nor inferential nor scriptural - Vasubandhu
must show that there is no reason to hold that the Buddha ever accepted the
existence of anything even like a self, such as a pudgala.

Vasubandhu does not, however, immediately discuss scriptural passages.
Rather, he launches into a lengthy attack against the coherence of the pudgalaväda.

The pudgalavädins maintain that there is a pudgala which is neither the

same nor different from the skandhas, but, precisely because it is not different
from them, it is not an eternal self; at the same time, it is the bearer of karman and
the entity that transmigrates and attains Nirvana.29 Vasubandhu begins by posing

serting something, the ground for one's assertion. Thus, perception or inference both can count
as evidence.
27 Though, as we shall see below, he does argue that a pudgala could not be the object of any of
the six vijMnas.
28 Henceforth referred to, for convenience, as just the Vätslputriyas. Vasubandhu refers to the
adherents of the pudgala doctrine as "Vätslputriyas" (AKBh 461,14). Yasomitra (AKVy 699,3)

glosses: vätsiputriyä äryasämmatiyäh. Both schools are recorded as advocating pudgalaväda.
Sources regarding the relationship between Vätslputriyas and Sammatiyas/Sämmatiyas/
Sämmitiyas are presented in Kieffer-Pülz 2000: 296f.
29 For a concise summary of the pudgalavada see Eltschinger 2010: 294-296. See also Priestly
1996.
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the dilemma: does such a pudgala exist "substantially" (dravyatah) or "nominally"

(prajhaptitah)? If the first, then the pudgala would have to be different
from the skandhas after all, for it would have its own distinct nature. If the latter,
the pudgalavädin just agrees with Vasubandhu: the pudgala has mere nominal
existence (461,14-18). To avoid this dilemma the pudgalavädin proposes that "the

pudgala is designated in dependence on the skandhas" (skandhän upädäya pu-
dgalah prajhapyate) (461,19-20).30 Vasubandhu proceeds ruthlessly to deconstruct

this statement - what, for instance, does "in dependence on" mean? -
showing that however it is interpreted it involves the denial of one of the

pudgalavädin's premises; typically, it will entail that the pudgala is either the

same or different from the skandhas (461,21-463,9). The Vätsiputriyas also apparently

held that the pudgala is perceptible.31 Vasubandhu is therefore also intent

on showing that there is no conceivable way it could be cognized by any of the six

vijhänas, and by visual cognition in particular (463,10-465,9). The purpose of this
last passage concerning the unknowability of the pudgala, we would submit, is

not merely to establish that we don't actually have a cognition of a pudgala but,
more broadly, that the Vätsiputriya theory of a cognizable pudgala which satisfies

the condition of being neither the same nor different from the skandhas is untenable,

hence it is not something the Buddha ever could have taught.
Next, Vasubandhu adduces a number of "explicit" (nitärtham, 465,18) scriptural

passages that suggest that when it comes to talking about a "person" one
has only to do with the skandhas, that terms like sattva, nara, manusya, purusa,
and pudgala are "mere names, mere expressions" (sanjnämütrakam vya-
vahäramätrakam), and that no self is to be found among the dharmas (entities)
(465,10-466,17).32 And he ridicules the idea that these passages, even the famous

saying "All dharmas are without self",33 are not pramänas for the pudgalavädin

30 More precisely, on "internal, assimilated, presently existing skandhas" (ädhyätmikän upättän
vartamänän skandhän). Cf. AK(Bh) 1.34 and 39ab for definitions of "assimilated" and "internal",
respectively.
31 See Kathävatthu 1.1: puggalo upalabbhati saccika((haparamatthena.
32 In other words, Vasubandhu at this point, in showing that there is no scriptural evidence for
a person, turns properly to scriptural exegesis. As Eltschinger (2010: 299) notes of the discussion

that corresponds to this in the Mahäyänasüträlahkärabhä$ya, "The philosophical quarrel then

turns into an exegetical one, for the Buddha, no one would dare to contend, has often made use

of the notion pudgala. Now, did he resort to it in a purely pragmatic and didactic purpose, as the

adversary of the pudgala repeatedly contends, or did his statements concerning the pudgala refer

to an ens - whatever its precise ontological status - as the Pudgalavädin (allegedly) has it?"
33 SN 3.133, DhP v. 279, SN 4.400-401.
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because they are not found in the Vätsiputriya canon (466,17-24)! Finally,34 Vasu-

bandhu considers a series of other scriptural texts and orthodox doctrines that
would seem to imply the existence of a pudgala: e.g., the teaching of the
omniscience of the Buddha (467,13-468,1),35 the text that speaks of "the burden, the

taking up of the burden, the laying down of the burden, and the carrier of the
burden"36 (468,1-9), the characterization of the denial of spontaneously arising
beings (sattva upapädukah) as a false view (468,10-14), the Buddha's refusal to

say whether the living being is the same as the body or not (469,9-24)37 and to

explicitly deny for Vacchagotta that there is a living being or a self at all (469,25-
470,18),38 his statement that "I have no self" is a false view (471,19-23), the
doctrine of transmigration (471,24-472,3), and the Buddha's claims that he remembered

being this or that person in a previous existence (472,3-7). None of these

statements or teachings, Vasubandhu shows, is to be taken as referring to or
implying that there is a pudgala in the sense understood by the Vätsiputrlyas.

We would suggest that the purpose of this lengthy section on the pudgala-
väda, which comprises more than half of the work (461-472), is not to refute the

pudgalaväda per se, but to show that there is no scriptural basis for belief in a

self, even in the guise of a pudgala. The rest of the text, then, which takes up
arguments made by the Tirthikas (or Tirthakaras), or that are common to both
Tirthikas and the Vätsiputrlyas, is to show that other rational considerations do

not require us to postulate a self, either.39 This of course is not quite the same as

34 After discussion of further scriptural passages that say that any (false) idea of a self pertains
only to the skandhas, 1204,3-1205,3.
35 Thepudgalavädin maintains that only a being who endures over time could know everything,
while Vasubandhu argues that the omniscient Buddha is a series of skandhas which do not
always actively know everything but have the capacity to cognize whatever is desired to be

known.
36 SN 3.25-26. See Frauwallner 2010:16.
37 If the pudgala were just the skandhas, then it would be.

38 He goes on to discuss why the Buddha did not answer any of the unexplained questions,
470,19-471,19.

39 This part is introduced by the sentence, ye 'pi ca dravyäntaram evätmänam manyante
tirthakaräh te?äm eva mok$äbhävado$ah ni$kampah (472,14-15), "And those Tirthakaras who
believe the self to be a different substance - for them in particular the fault of the absence of liberation

is immovable." This refers back to the very beginning of the text, 461,2-4: kirn khalv ato
'nyatra mok$o nästi? nästi. kirp käranam? vitathätmadr$(imvi$tatvät. na hi te skandhasantäna

evätmaprajhaptim vyavasyanti. kirp tarhi? dravyäntaram evätmänam parikalpayanti, ätmagrä-
haprabhaväs ca sarvaklesä iti. "Is it then really the case that there is no liberation anywhere
else but here [in our teaching]? There is not. Why not? Because [others] are attached to the
false view of a self; for they do not discern that the designition 'self' refers only to the series of
skandhas. What then [do they think it refers to]? They imagine that the self is indeed another
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saying that there is no anumäna that proves the existence of a self. Vasubandhu,

interestingly enough, never considers a formal anumäna to that effect. Nevertheless,

the reasons or grounds for believing in a self that he criticizes are in many
instances the very factors that were cited as "inferential marks" (linga) of the self

by Nyäya and Vaisesika philosophers.40

Thus, Vasubandhu argues: a self is not required as the factor that combines
mental states in the act of memory (472,16-473,14);41 nor is it the one who
cognizes (473,15-474,9);42 nor could it be otherwise causally responsible for the arising

of cognitions (e.g., as that with which the mind comes into contact) (475,1-12)

or be the substratum (äsraya) of cognitions and other mental states (475,12—

476,3);43 nor is it the referent of the notion "I" (476,4-16)44 or the one who is happy
and unhappy (476,16-18) ;45 nor, finally, is it necessary or even logical to postulate
a self as the agent of karman and the enjoyer of the results of karman (476,19-

478,13).46 All of these phenomena can be explained otherwise, without introducing

a self, while the hypothesis of a self also is not free from problems.47 Thus, the

implication seems to be, none of the reasons cited by other philosophers for inferring

a self is conclusive. Hence, there is no inferential evidence for a self.

In sum, on our reading Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX should be interpreted as a

lengthy argument from ignorance: (1) There is no perception of a self. As noted,
Vasubandhu seems to take this as a given and doesn't feel compelled to argue for

substance (dravyäntaram evätmänam), but [in reality] the defilements arise from the grasping of
a self."
40 Thus, e.g., NS 1.1.10: icchädve$aprayatnasukhaduhkhajnänäny ätmano Ungarn', "Desire,
aversion, effort, pleasure, pain, and cognition are the inferential marks of the self." VS 3.2.4: pränä-
pänanime$onme?ajivanamanogatindriyäntaravikäräh sukhaduhkhe icchädve$au prayatnäs cety

ätmalihgäni; "Exhaling, inhaling, closing and opening [the eyes], life, the movement of the

mind, the change in another sense [when an object is perceived by one sense], pleasure and

pain, desire and aversion, as well as effort are the inferential marks of the self."

41 The opponent asks: yadi tarhi sarvathäpi nästy ätmä katham k$anike$u citte$u ciränubhüta-

syärthasya smaranam bhavati pratyabhijnänarp vä? (472,16-17).

42 The opponent asks: evarfi ko vijänäti, kasya vijnänam ity evamädi$u vaktavyam? (473,13).

43 The opponent asserts: avasyam ätmäbhyupagantavyah smrtyädinäm gunapadärthatvät tasya

cävasyam dravyäsritatvät te$äm cänyäsrayäyogäd iti cet (475,22-23, emended according to AKBhL

148). Cf. NBh^ 292,2-3; NVTh 391,9-15.

44 ätmany asati kimarthah karmärambhah aham sukhi syäm ahaip duhkhi na syäm ity eva-

marthah? ko 'säv aham näma yadvi?ayo 'harpkärah? (476,4-5).

45 yady ätmä nästi ka e$a sukhito duhkhito vä? (476,16).

46 asaty ätmani ka e$äm karmanärp kartä kas caphalänäm bhoktä bhavati? (476,19).

47 E.g., it cannot really function as a substratum or an agent. In general, na hi kincid ätmanah

upalabhyate sämarthyam au$adhakäryasiddhäv iva kuhakavaidyaphuhsvähänäm\ "For no
capacity of the self is apprehended, any more than [a capacity] of the Phuhl's and Svähal's of quack
doctors when it is established that the effect has been brought about by herbs" (475,10-11).
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it (nevertheless, he shows that the pudgala is not cognized by any of the six
perceptual cognitions), though it will of course be challenged later by Brahminical
philosophers. (2) There is no statement of the Buddha affirming a self - to the

contrary, there are many statements by which he appears to deny it - nor is there

any orthodox teaching that implies its existence. Finally, (3) there is no basis
for inferring a self. Therefore, given the total lack of evidence for a self we may
conclude that there is none. Of course, in the process of making these points
Vasubandhu presents a rich alternative account of facts that supposedly justify
the existence of a self, such as memory. But we would argue that this is secondary
to his main purpose, which is simply to prove, indirectly by "non-apprehension"
(anupalabdhi), that there is no self.

Note that according to our interpretation Vasubandhu is not saying that the

proponents of a self have failed to prove one, therefore we are justified in not
believing in one - the burden of proof is on them. He is saying something much

stronger than this, namely, since there is no evidence for a self, a self does not
exist. The principle behind this argument is that if something exists, it will somehow

make its presence known; it will be accessible to one of the pramänas. If
there is no evidence for something, if no pramäna reveals it, then we may
conclude that it does not exist to be revealed.

We have of course been much more explicit about what is going on in
Abhidharmakosabhä$ya IX than Vasubandhu is himself. He offers no summary at
the end of the text like the one we have just provided. Therefore, it would be
desirable if there were other, independent support for this reading. We believe that
such support can be found, first, in Uddyotakara's account of the Buddhist objections

to the Nyäya arguments for the existence of the self that he discusses in his
Nyäyavärttika.

At NV 1.1.10, Uddyotakara presents the Buddhist assertion that the various
Phenomena cited in the sütra as the "inferential marks" (lingas) of the self -
desire, aversion, etc. - all of which presuppose memory, can be explained in
terms of causal relations between cognitions without bringing in a self as the
element that binds them together. And he (the Buddhist) concludes, "Thus, this
connecting up [of past and present experiences in memory] being possible otherwise,
d is not capable of proving the existence of a self."48 The idea here is not that
there is another better (or simpler)49 explanation of memory than the one that

48 NVTh 389,1: tad idam pratisandhänam anyathä bhavan nätmanah sattärp pratipädayitum
saknoti.
49 Siderits 2003: 28, 77 suggests that Vasubandhu is arguing that a "reductionist" view of the
Person is preferable to one that postulates a real, irreducible self, because it is "lighter", i.e.,
more parsimonious. But nowhere in AKBh IX does Vasubandhu mention parsimony (läghava) as
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appeals to a self, but that, given the existence of alternative explanations, one

doesn't have to bring in a self to explain memory. Thus, the various lingas listed in
1.1.10 are not conclusive. Uddyotakara's reading of the type of arguments Vasu-

bandhu develops in the latter half of Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX against various
Tirthika theories - we can't be sure he had Vasubandhu specifically in mind, but

given discussions of Vasubandhu's ideas elsewhere in the NV it is not unlikely
that he did - is consistent with our reading, namely, they are intended to show

that there is no conclusive inferential evidence for a self.50

It is, however, even more evident in his commentary on NS 3.1.1 that Uddyo-
takara considered one of the main Buddhist arguments against the existence of a

self to be an argument from anupalabdhi.51 There, after dispatching the anumäna,
"There is no self, because it has not arisen" (nästy ätmäjätatvät), he takes up the

argument, also apparently an anumäna for him, "There is no self, because it is

not apprehended" (nästy ätmänupalabdheh). Uddyotakara argues that the reason
is not true: the soul is apprehended, for it is the object of the cognition "I", which

appears to be perceptual in nature. After defending this view (which was not
shared by all Naiyäyikas) at some length he concludes,

Thus, to begin with, the self, being the object of the notion "1", is perceptible. How the self
is also apprehended by means of inference has been explained under the sütra "Desire,

etc." [i.e., NS 1.1.10], There is also scripture [that proves the existence of a self, viz. the

Upani$ads], Thus, those threepramänas unitedly, insofar as they all refer to the same thing,

prove the self. And there is no pramäna that gives rise to the opposite opinion. Hence,

"because [the self] is not apprehended" is an unestablished reason.52

This seems to be directed against precisely the type of argument we analyzed

Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX as presenting. Therefore, we take it as support for our

interpretation of Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX.

a consideration in favor of the no-self view, though one can perhaps see him arguing in this way
at Vs 7.

50 Cf. NVTh 389,12-13: The Buddhist says, na mayä käryakäranabhävätpratisandhänam sädhyate

api tv anyathaiva tad bhavatlti hetor asiddhärthatädo$o 'bhidhlyate. "It is not proven by me that

memory is due to the relation of cause and effect [among only cognitions] but rather, [memory] is

possible otherwise [than by postulating an ätman], In this way, [your] reason is indicated as

having the fault of unestablished meaning."
51 See Taber 2012:107-111.

52 NV 705,13-16: tad evam ahampratyayavi$ayatväd ätmä tävatpratyak$ah, anumänenäpi yathä-
tmoplabhyate tathoktam icchädisütra iti. ägamo 'py asty eva. täny etäni pramänäni triny ekavi-

Sayatayäpratisandhiyamänäny ätmänam pratipädayanti. na capramänäntararp vipratipattihetur
asti. tasmäd anupalabdher ity asiddho hetuh.
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This finding is strongly corroborated by the Yuktidipikä. Prior to the discussion

of Sänkhyakärikä 17, which gives the reasons for the existence of the self, the
author of the YD presents a Buddhist pürvapaksa that explicitly states that "there
is no self, because it is not apprehendended by any pramäna."53 Several (unidentified)

scriptural texts that also appear in Abhidharmakosabhä$ya IX are cited.54

In the course of explaining how a self is not apprehended by perception, inference,

or scripture the pürvapaksin affirms the general principle, "Here [in this
context], that which exists is apprehended by one of the pramänas perception,
etc., e.g., visible form",55 upon which Vasubandhu's argument from anupalabdhi
appears to be based.

5 Arguments from ignorance in Indian philosophy

We have been talking about Vasubandhu's argument against the existence of a

self in his Abhidharmakosabhä?ya IX as an argument ad ignorantiam, an
argument which derives the non-existence of some entity from a lack of evidence for
it, or, in other words, from its non-apprehension. Given how intuitive it is to at
least seriously doubt the existence of something when it is not apprehended, it is

not surprising that arguments to that effect left their traces in Indian philosophy
already at a relatively early date.

One of the driving forces behind the articulation of arguments from
ignorance, and reflection on their probative force, was surely the controversial status
of supersensible entities or phenomena which only some assumed to exist. The

Carakasamhitä argues with materialists who deny rebirth on the grounds that it is

not perceived; it lists in the process eight causes for the non-perception of things
that are generally perceptible, including their being too far away or too close, the
senses or the mind being damaged, or things being simply too subtle {ati-
sauksmya).56 In the Carakasamhitä the argument seems mainly to be driving at an

epistemological point: Because there are many things which cannot be perceived
at all, and because even things which can be perceived are sometimes not
perceived due to obstructing circumstances, it is unreasonable to claim that only that
exists which is or can be perceived; hence one should not, as the materialists do,
rely only on perception, but also consider other means of knowing the existence

53 YD 168, 23-24: tasmät sarvapramänänupalabdher nästy ätmeti.
54 YD 167,13-18.
55 YD 167,6-7: iha yad asti tatpratyak?ädinä pramänenoplabhyate tadyathä rüpädi.
56 See Carakasapihitä, sütrasthäna 11.8, as well as MBh 2 197.8-11 (six causes, cf. Steinkellner
1992: 402). For detailed discussion cf. Preisendanz 1994:530ff.
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of things.57 Yet, such lists of causes for non-perception also were taken to show

why things exist in spite of their (occasional or even universal) imperceptibility.
In the Sänkhyakärikä, challenges to the existence of the purusa and unmanifest

prakrti resulted in a list of causes for non-perception corresponding to that of
the Carakasamhitä (SK 7); one can certainly see the focus on inference and on

specific proofs for the existence of supersensible entities as reactions to similar
challenges.

But we have so far only cited defensive reactions against arguments from

ignorance. Indeed, there seem to be not too many sources in which arguments
from ignorance are actually propounded, although the few that we have been

able to find might nevertheless have been historically influential. In Dignäga's

Nyäyamukha, the challenge to the Sänkhya supersensibles is condensed into the

inference "primordial matter and the like do not exist because they are not
apprehended."58 But Dignäga seems to be only interested in this argument as far as one

particular logical problem is concerned, namely that of stipulating something
non-existent as the subject or property-bearer (sädhyadharmin) in an inference.

Dignäga - and, following him, Dharmakirti - addressed this by conceiving of the

inferential subject as conceptualized, as simply the meaning of a word.59

In the course of Nyäyasütra 2.2.13-38, where the question of the eternality vs.

non-eternality of sound is discussed, it is asserted by the Naiyäyika that sound
does not exist prior to being uttered - therefore it must be brought into existence

- "because it is not apprehended and no obstruction, etc., is apprehended
[either];"60 hence it must not be eternal. Vätsyäyana introduces the sütra by
asking, "Moreover, how indeed is it known 'This exists', 'This does not exist'? By

apprehension and non-apprehension by means of a pramäna."61 Here we see not

only the formulation of a general principle, that non-existence is known through
non-apprehension by a pramäna (or bypramänas), but also an awareness that an

argument from ignorance must be qualified, if probative: to show that sound is

absent one not only has to point to its non-apprehension, but also demonstrate

that this non-apprehension is not caused by obstructions - we can take this to be

57 Preisendanz 1994: 532.

58 The Sanskrit text is cited by Dharmakirti in PVSV 105,15ff.: na santi pradhänädayo 'nupa-
labdheh. For the Chinese translation, see Katsura 1978:110; English translation and discussion in

Katsura 1992: 230.

59 Cf. Yaita 1985: 7f., n. 3. For a discussion of more general philosophical problems cf. Vetter

1968: 353f., and for further discussion of the logical problem involved, that of the fallacy of an

unestablished basis (äsrayäsiddha), cf. Tillemans/Lopez 1998.

60 NS 2.2.18: präg uccäranäd anupalabdher ävaranädyanupalabdhes ca.

61 athäpi khalv idam asti idam nästiti kuta etat pratipattavyam iti. pramänata upalabdher
anupalabdhes ca, NBh 614,2-3.
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in some measure a response to lists for causes of non-perception as given in the
Carakasamhitä or in the Sänkhyakärikä. Near the beginning of the Nyäyabhäsya,
Vätsyäyana makes even more specific claims about the grounds on which something

can be proclaimed as non-existent because it is not apprehended: the
absence of a pramäna proves the non-existence only of such objects that, if they
existed, would inevitably be apprehended62 - a line of thinking that will become

central to Dharmakirti's complex theory of the "non-perception of a perceptible"
idrsyänupalabdhi) as a separate type of reason in an inference.

What we have detected in the Abhidharmakosabhäsya is, on the other hand,
not a simple inference, but rather a more involved procedure along the following
lines: the apprehension of an entity by means of all sorts of pramänas is considered

one by one; each pramäna fails to prove the entity in question, and hence it
can be regarded as non-existent. Although this procedure is hardly made explicit,
its elements are there. Our point, for now, is that Vasubandhu is certainly not the

only, nor the first, Indian philosopher to consider the non-apprehension of a type
of object as grounds for denying its existence; nevertheless, philosophers at his
time had not yet thematized this kind of argument in the context of their theories
of inference, or in their theories ofpramänas more generally.

It is intriguing to note that Kumärila, who stipulates absence as a separate

Pramäna, later makes use of the same procedure in what in fact seems to be the

only application of absence as pramäna: he considers whether any of the other
five pramänas establish a particular doctrine or entity, concludes that this is not
the case, and from this concludes that it is an object of abhävapramäna.63
Kumärila applies this kind of reasoning to the doctrine that cognition is without
an external objective basis (i.e., nirälambanaväda), the idea of smrti as an authoritative

type of scripture, the assumption that the Vedas have an author (kartr),
and the idea that human beings can be omniscient.64

Dharmakirti's immediate predecessor, Isvarasena, apparently held anupa-
labdhi to be a third pramäna to stand alongside perception and inference, but
given that his works are not preserved, it is uncertain what he thought to be
its sphere of application, and whether he also envisioned this kind of procedure
to be connected with anupalabdhi.65 Dharmaklrti specifies anupalabdhi as a

62 NBhTh 1,16-20, translated in Kellner 1997:59f.
63 Connections between this pattern and the argument pattern known as parise?a, an argument
which establishes something by excluding what are to be believed all other options, are not
unlikely.
64 Kellner 1996 :149f.
65 See Steinkellner 1979: 48, n. 123 and Katsura 1992. According to accounts of Isvarasena's
views that are given in later commentaries on Dharmakirti's works (for a list of known passages,
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separate type of logical reason in an inference, but in so doing effectively limits
its scope so that it cannot prove the non-existence (that is, unreality) of whole

types of things. Understood specifically as the non-occurrence of perception,66

anupalabdhi can only prove that things that are not perceived in a situation where

their perception, if they existed, would be inevitable, can be cognitively, linguistically

and physically treated as non-existent.67 But the non-apprehension of

things without any further qualification is not evidence for their absence; non-

apprehension in this sense only yields the absence of its treatment as existent,
because to treat something as existent presupposes its apprehension.68 Subjectively,

however, when someone does not apprehend a thing it means that for him
the object is as good as non-existent.69

But Dharmakirti also discusses what basically seems to be an argument
from ignorance: one that allegedly proves the non-existence of "remote" objects

{viprakrsta) on the ground that they are not apprehended by any of the three

instruments of knowledge, perception, inference, and scripture.70 He does not
consider this kind of argument to be sound. The absence of a scriptural statement

proving the existence of something does not prove the non-existence of that

thing, since scripture is of a specific kind: it teaches what is relevant for attaining
a particular purpose. There are many things that are irrelevant to that purpose,

cf. Kellner 1997:107, n. 166) he held that the negative concomitance (vyatireka) in an inference is

determined by a mere non-perception (adarsanamätra) of the reason where the inferred property
is absent, and he also advocated anupalabdhi as a third pramäna and understood it as the "mere
absence of apprehension" (upalabdhyabhävamätra). But the connection between these two
assigned views is not entirely clear from the accounts known so far.

66 Or, more precisely according to the Hetubindu, as the occurrence of another perception.
67 Dharmaklrti's point that non-perception does not prove a thing's absence, but rather justifies
treating it as absent (asadvyavahära), simply means that the absence of a thing no longer needs

to be proven when its perception is known to be absent (in a situation where all conditions for its

perception are met); cf. Kellner 1999. In the same way, that a Simsapä is a tree is not in need of

proof when the Simsapä is seen; it is only corresponding cognitive, linguistic, and physical practice

- vyavahära - toward the Simsapä as a tree that is then the subject of an inference based on
the reason of essential property (svabhävahetu).

68 PV 1.2-3ab=4-5ab (Kellner 2003:125ff.).

69 PVSV ad PV 1.198=200.

70 PVSV ad PV 1.199=201; PVin 2, p. 62. This continues the discussion of v. 32cd, which begins on
the preceding page. Steinkellner 1979: 82, n. 186 regards this to be a rhetorical position because

no tradition of Dharmaklrti's time advocated three pramänas. This is not entirely true, for the

Sänkhya advocates precisely these three pramänas, as do some Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda thinkers,

including Vasubandhu. We are not aware, however, of any Sänkhya philosopher to advocate a

proof that entities do not exist because none of the three pramänas establish them. If our argument

that Vasubandhu did pursue such an argument is judged convincing, then Dharmakirti
could here well construe the position he refutes on the basis of Vasubandhu.
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and these are simply outside the reach of scripture. If they are not mentioned in
it, surely this does not prove they don't exist.

Second, as remote objects lack the capacity to produce a cognition of
themselves, they are not of the kind that their effects - cognitions - could be observed
as evidence for their existence. One can therefore also not conclude that they do

not exist when they are not known by any of the three pramänas,71 for they might
exist without giving rise to a cognition of themselves. Non-apprehension in general

is therefore - strictly speaking72 - not a pramäna at all, since it does not
result in ascertainment (niscaya) or certainty {vyavasäya). It can negate treating
something as existent, but it does not provide certainty in this regard, only
doubt.73 This means that people can act on its basis - for there can also be action
based on doubtful cognitions - but it is still not a pramäna.7'' In the Pramäna-

viniscaya, Dharmakirti adds another argument that concerns the scope of non-
apprehension. A general non-apprehension by all persons cannot establish

anything because such a general apprehension is not known to oneself, nor is it
known to anyone else. It is only one's own non-apprehension of an object that
one knows. Such a non-apprehension may apply to remote objects - I do not
apprehend a fire that might be burning behind a mountain - but it is not the case
that these then do not exist at all.75

Dharmakirti's description of an argument from ignorance that allegedly
proves the non-existence of remote objects seems to coincide with the
understanding of the Buddhist argument for no-self implied by Uddyotakara's
summary of his refutation of it, which we have quoted above: "Thus, it is found that
all three pramänas" - i.e., perception, inference, and scripture - "establish the
existence of the self [...]. Hence, the premise 'because the self is not-apprehended'
is absolutely untrue."

The consequences of Dharmakirti's elimination of arguments from ignorance
from his theory of inference remain to be assessed. It does not seem to have

affected the perception of Buddhist arguments against the existence of a self

greatly, for these continue to be interpreted as arguments from anupalabdhi by

71 PVSV 102,1-12.
72 Kellner 2003:134.
73 See also NB 2.27 as well as 47-48 (mentioning only perception and inference; Kellner 1999:

195), also VN 5,21-23 and 10,9-20.
74 PVSV ad PV 1.200ab=202ab. For adrsyänupalabdhi as a proper reason in Tibetan interpretations

cf. Tillemans 1995; for the argument that Dharmakirti's two claims (a) unqualified non-
aPprehension negates treating something as existent and (b) unqualified non-apprehension is
not a pramäna (in the sense of not a proper reason) indicate that Dharmakirti was working out
just what anupalabdhi could explain, see Kellner 2003.
75 PVin 2 64,12-14.
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later Brahminical writers, e.g., Udayana,76 Bhatta Rämakantha,77 and Utpalade-
va.78 Even in later Buddhist texts, e.g., the Tattvasangraha, the strategy for arguing

against the existence of a self is chiefly to show that there is no evidence,
either perceptual or inferential, that establishes it.79 But Dharmakirti himself
does not argue along these lines. In the scattered passages where he discusses

Brahminical arguments for the existence of a self he primarily considers them as

illustrations of the violation of various logical principles. The Nyäya argument
"This living body is not without a self because [if it were,] it would follow that it
would not have breath", e.g., is the kind of fallacy that would be allowed if the

vyatireka could be established by "mere non-observation."80 In the course of his

rejection of Nyäya-Vaisesika attempts to infer the self as the agent of phenomena
such as breathing or the substratum of mental states - for being imperceptible,
Dharmakirti points out, one could never establish a causal relationship between

the self and other things - he does note that the Buddhist (typically?) denies the

self on the grounds that it is unperceived.81 But Dharmakirti himself does not

adopt such a strategy. Rather, he develops an interesting pragmatic argument in
PV 2.220-256: Because a self is necessarily an object of attachment, any belief in
a self (even as "pure" and disassociated from body, mind, senses, etc.) will
prevent liberation.82

With the construction and elaboration of complex systems ofpramänas, one

might expect arguments from ignorance that make use of a pramäna framework

to also increase considerably in complexity. They have to our knowledge not been

addressed in any one particular study. This may be because studies on Indian

logic have focused on the atomic inference structures which form the core of the

theory of anumäna, leaving aside patterns and strategies of argumentation that,
for reasons that remain to be investigated, were not subsumed under the rubric of
a particular pramäna, or a particular type of reasoning and inference explicitly
stipulated within some classification.83

76 ÄTV 739ff. [Anupatambhaväda].
77 Watson 2006:126-130.

78 As explained by Abhinavagupta; cf. Ratie 2011: 45-51.

79 See Tattvasangraha 220 (concluding the discussion of the Nyäya-Vaisesika arguments) and

283-284 (concluding the discussion of the Mimämsä view that the self is the referent of the

notion "I").
80 See Eltschinger/Ratie 2013:117-138.

81 PVSV 16,17-19; see Eltschinger/Ratie 2013:147-151.

82 See Eltschinger/Ratie 2013:187ff. Cf. again the opening lines of AKBh IX cited above, n. 38.

83 Hugon's discovery of a pattern of what she calls "argument by parallels" in the works of the

Tibetan epistemologist Phya pa Chos kyi seng ge is an example of the rich harvest that a focus on

argumentation patterns might yield, also for Indian sources (Hugon 2008).
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But is this type of argument a fallacy? Usually, in modern logic textbooks, this
kind of argument is considered a fallacy. Its general form has been analyzed as

follows: A is not known (proved) to be true (false), therefore A is false (true).8"

Arguments of this type were used to great efFect by Senator Joe McCarthy in the
Senate Un-American Activities hearings in the early 1950's: "Mr. X is not known
not to be a Communist, therefore Mr. X is a Communist." Yet they are also used,

legitimately it would seem, in scientific research. When scientists systematically
conduct experiments to detect a certain phenomenon - e.g., the lumeniferous
aether that was once postulated as the medium for the propagation of light - but
do not find it, they conclude that it does not exist. It would seem that the
argumentum ad ignorantiam is a reasonable argument where it functions as a strong
abductive argument, i.e., an "argument to the best explanation": under certain
circumstances, the non-existence of something provides the best explanation why
there is no evidence for it. In that case, one may be allowed to presume, though
not assert, that it does not exist. In such circumstances, one could maintain that
the fact that there is no evidence for P is evidence that not-P. Scientists often refer
to such absence of evidence as "negative evidence."

Philosophers have also used arguments from ignorance convincingly, e.g., to
claim that God does not exist.85 We also often employ such arguments in com-

monsense reasoning, e.g., to assert that there are no ghosts, no UFO's, no Santa

Claus, etc. But whether such arguments are regarded as convincing depends on
whether there are agreed-upon standards of verification. It is very difficult to
know what would count as good evidence for or against the existence of such

things as UFOs, whereas the affirmation or denial of lumeniferous aether relies on
established scientific methods. The argument that UFOs do not exist because we
do not know or observe them to exist may be fallacious simply because UFOs

raise specific problems regarding the nature of evidence and verification.86 Not

°nly in the case of UFOs, but more generally, debates about arguments from
ignorance typically come to focus on the question just what it is that could count as

evidence for the existence of objects - after all, one might believe that there is no
evidence for something simply because one was looking for the wrong kind of

84 Walton 1999: 368.
85 See Flew 1955. In this classic article Flew argues that unless the falsification of some factual
statement counts decisively against the existence of God, then the hypothesis "God exists" loses
all meaning. Theists may always come up with some explanation why there is, in a given
instance, no evidence of God when it would be expected, but then the hypothesis undergoes
'death by a thousand qualifications." This appeals implicitly to an argumentum ad ignorantiam:
unless one accepts that the absence of evidence establishes that God does not exist, one's belief
in God is without any content.
86 Walton 1999: 368f.
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evidence, or because one failed to consider something as evidence that should be

counted as such. Clearly, when Vätsyäyana or Dharmakirti introduce restrictions

to the effect that non-apprehension proves the absence of something only if the

thing in question would have to be be apprehended were it to exist, they
effectively aim to narrow down conditions for what counts as evidence for existence.

The upshot of Dharmakirti's train of thought, however, seems to be that
arguments from ignorance can never be convincing because the only kind of evidence

for existence, perception, can be lacking only temporarily.
In the next section, then, we shall offer our new reading of the Vimsikä, and

in the process also bring out parallels between Abhidharmakosabhä$ya IX and

the Vimsikä. We believe that this will show that Vasubandhu is arguing along the

same lines in both works, by means of an argument from ignorance, against the

existence of a self in the Abhidharmakosabhä$ya, and against the existence of

objects outside of consciousness in the Vimsikä.

6 A new reading of the Vimsikä

In spite of its importance and availability in modern translations the Vimsikä has

been a relatively neglected text. There exist a few studies of it, to be sure, which

mainly focus on w. 11-15, seen as presenting Vasubandhu's core arguments.87

Only Kochumuttom's study attempts to analyze the entire text in depth.88 There

seems to be a tendency on the part of scholars to assume that one knows what it
means. Yet the text contains many subtleties that have never been noticed, let
alone discussed. We, too, cannot offer a complete, in-depth analysis of the text,
but we hope, at the very least, to reawaken an interest in it by calling attention to

some of its overlooked nuances.
The Vimsikä begins with the assertion, "In Mahäyäna it is established that

the world consisting of the three realms is mere cognition (vijnaptimätra)",
followed by a citation from the Dasabhümikasütra: "Oh Sons of the Conqueror, mere

mind (cittamätra) is this world consisting of the three realms indeed."89 Although

87 The most in-depth studies of this type are Kapstein 1988 and Oetke 1992. According to Frau-

wallner (2010: 385) w. 11-15 comprise "the actual centerpiece of the presentation [...] Vasubandhu's

own proof of the unreality of the external world."
88 Kochumuttom 1982:164-196. Cf. also Schmithausen 1967. Though amazingly rich, this study
is from the point of view of a rather specific Problemstellung. For other studies, which also
include translations, see Levi 1932, Frauwallner 2010: 381-411, and Wood 1991: 93-105,163-170.
89 VsV 3,2f.: mahäyäne traidhätukam vijnaptimätram vyavasthäpyate. cittamätrarp bho jina-
puträ yad Uta traidhätukam iti süträt. See Levi 1932: 43, n. 1, for sources of the quotation. Cf.
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the term vijnapti can be used both for an epistemic act or event - a cognition that
makes something conscious or brings it to mind - as well as for the content of that
cognition (what Hayes and Hall refer to as "percept" or "phenomenon"), Vasu-

bandhu seems to lean towards the event-aspect in the Vimsikä, for he states right
after this citation that the word citta which is used in it is synonymous with
manas, vijnäna, and vijnapti.90 The word mätra, "mere" or "only", is "for the
purpose of denying an object" (arthapratisedhärtham). We then have the following
verse in the Levi edition:

This is mere cognition indeed (eva), because of the appearance of non-existent objects, like
the seeing of non-existent hairs by someone afflicted by floaters.91

Independently of each other, Harada Wasö and Jürgen Hanneder convincingly
argued that this verse, which is missing from the Tibetan translations and from

Xuanzang's Chinese translation but corresponds to prose passages in both, may
actually have been fashioned from a prose statement of the Vrtti when a kärikä-

only text was composed,92 for on that occasion it would have become obvious
that otherwise the work would abruptly begin with an objection (as stated by the
second verse of Levi's edition). In other words, what is now the second verse of
Levi's edition might originally have been the first verse, and what is now the first

Basabhümikasütra 49,10: cittamätram idam yad idam traidhätukam. Schmithausen 1973: 172f.

discusses this passage in connection with the development of the vijnaptimätratä doctrine.
90 Schmithausen 2007: 213, n. 2 suggests the translation "representation", which was also
adopted in Yamabe 1998 (without discussion). In Schmithausen's view, "representation" is not
°nly noncomittal as regards the act-/event- or content-distinction, but it also has the advantage
of not precluding subconscious mental processes and their contents that are also at times
intended by vijnapti. But as Hall (1986:14; see above p. 712) also pointed out, "representation" risks
being associated, in philosophical contexts, with the position of representationalism that
assumes mental states to be (or contain) representations of an independent, external reality. This
is not a position to which Vasubandhu subscribes in the Vimsikä. Moreover, there is no occurrence

of vijnapti in Vs(V) which unambiguously refers to cognitive content; most occurrences

unmistakably refer to cognitive acts or events, and subconscious mental processes and their
contents are not topical in the Vs(V). We therefore translate "cognition." This forces us to translate
vijnäna, jnäna, buddhi, and vijnapti with the same word, but in the Vitpsikä they indeed seem to

express the same concept.
91 v. 1: vijnaptimätram evedam asadarthävabhäsanät / yadvat taimirakasyäsatkesornjukädidar-
sanam // This is the text according to the Nepalese kärikä manuscript Vs-ms-A 3a5. For variant
readings cf. the overview in Hanneder 2007: 213, and also the earlier discussions in Funahashi
1986 and Harada 2003. For the identification of the timira disease as floaters (or muscae voli-

tantes) see Chu 2004:131, n. 67 (reporting an idea by Anne Macdonald).
92 Harada 2003, Hanneder 2007.
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verse of Levi's edition might have been fashioned out of a sentence (or a couple of
sentences) of the introductory portion of the commentary.93

Be all that as it may, whether this first statement was originally a stand-alone

verse or, in somewhat different wording, part of the commentary, it does not

appear that it intends to present a formal anumäna that would establish the character

of "this" as "mere cognition" by citing a hetu that consists in some property
that is invariably connected with being "mere cognition", as proper anumänas
should.94 Rather, it simply mentions another fact in support of the claim that
"this" is mere cognition, namely, that we sometimes have cognitions of objects
that do not exist. The idea seems to be - given the lack of information provided by
the text, we have to speculate - that all of our cognitions are structurally
indistinguishable from ones in which were are presented with non-existent objects.

Therefore, we are justified in regarding all cognition in the same way, as mere

cognition without an object. Now, since this is so weak an argument as not to be

considered really an argument at all, it seems most appropriate to interpret this

initial statement not as any kind of proof, but rather simply as a statement of the

thesis to be proved in the treatise to follow, together with a prima facie rationale

93 Corresponding to mam par ses pa 'di nid don du snan ba 'byun ste / dper na rab rib can rnams

kyis skra zla la sogs pa med par mthon ba bzin te / in the Tibetan translation (quoted after La

Vallee Poussin 1912: 54).

94 Responding to arguments along these lines presented in Taber 1994, Kobayashi 2011 provides

an interpretation of this verse where it presents a formal anumäna. He achieves this by construing

the reason in a way that it is a property of the subject and thus fulfils the pak$adharmatä
condition ("because [this world] appears as an unreal object", not the more intuitive "because

unreal objects appear"), and by interpreting -darsana in the example not as the act of seeing,
but (by way of karmavyutpatti) as what is seen ("just like what is seen by one who suffers from

an eye disease, such as an unreal hair-net"). But while these interpretive moves do achieve

a formal anumäna, they do not provide the most straightforward reading of the verse. Moreover,

by adjusting the translation of the verse in this way, Kobayashi is able to argue that it was the

"prototype" for an anumäna that was cited by Brahminical and Madhyamaka philosophers in

attacking the mere-cognition doctrine and also defended by later Buddhist pramäna philosophers

(e.g., Jnänasrimitra and Prajnäkaragupta), namely (in Prajnäkara's formulation): "All
cognitions [in waking states] have no external objects, because they are cognitions, just like a dream

cognition" (Kobayashi 2011: 299; he discusses other formulations in the article). Assimilating
Vasubandhu's argument to this anumäna, however, makes it prey to obvious, prima facie formal

objections, such as were raised by the first Brahminical philosophers in critiquing the anumäna

(Uddyotakara and Kumärila; see Taber 1994), without any indication of how they are to be

answered. Thus we also feel that Kobayashi in the end proposes a less charitable reading of the

Virpsikä than ours.
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for it. The actual proof of the thesis, as we shall see, will be of a much less direct
nature.95

But is the Vimsikä even intended to establish this thesis, or is it simply a

defense of it against objections? Frauwallner seems to have taken it as the former,96

but an influential interpretation of the text sees it as the latter. Thus, S. Levi:

Le premier traite, en vingt vers (Vimsikä ou Vimsatikä), est une sorte d'introduction au
Systeme, plutöt critique que constructive. Vasubandhu, avant d'exposer en detail sa propre
doctrine de l'idealisme absolu, s'attache ä refuter les objections de principe qu'on peut lui
opposer ä l'interieur de l'eglise bouddhique elle-m§me; puis il s'attaque ä la theorie ato-

mique des Vaisesikas, ^interpretation physique de l'univers la plus puissante que le genie
hindou ait elaboree, et qui s'etait insinuee dans le bouddhisme, jusque chez ces Vaibhäsi-
kas du Cachemire que Vasubandhu avait longtemps suivis avec Sympathie. Sa critique de

l'atome, oü s'affirme la vigueur de sa dialectique, est restee classique pendant des siecles.

L'atome mis hors de cause, ce n'est plus qu'un jeu pour lui de montrer les insuffisances de la
these materialiste en general, tandis que les donnees en apparence les plus refractaires ä la
these idealiste, la memoire, le reve, la mort, s'integrent sans difficulte dans ce Systeme.97

And D. Shimaji notes, in his "Historique du Systeme vijhaptimätra", contained in
the same volume, that the second patriarch of the Chinese vijnaptimätratä school,
Hui Zhao, calls, in his commentary on the Cheng weishi lun, the Vimsikä "the treatise

demolishing the mountain of heresy" and the Trimsikä "the treatise raising

95 Cf. other recent attempts to construe the first verse as a valid syllogism by Feldman 2005 and
Mills 2013: chapter 2. Mills, building on Feldman's formulation, argues that the verse presents a

stronger argument if it is taken as an argument for phenomenalism rather than idealism. One

could, for instance, see it as anticipating A. J. Ayer's famous Argument from Illusion for sense
data (this, however, is not how Mills analyzes it): Because it is (allegedly) always possible that I

am experiencing a hallucination or illusion, whenever I perceive something, it remains an open
question whether I am perceiving an existing physical object or not. Therefore, what I am
perceiving whenever I perceive something is something other than a physical object - a sense datum
(cf. Ayer 1956:104-115). The purpose of the discussion of Vs 2-7, then, would be to show that it is
indeed possible that the experiences I am having could be hallucinations or illusions, i.e.,
uncaused by external objects. (Therefore, once again, even assuming that they are caused by physical

objects, we are not experiencing physical objects directly, but rather "sense data.") We do not
think there is any consideration that decisively rules out a phenomenalistic interpretation of the
verse if it is considered in isolation, but our point is that an idealist interpretation makes better
sense considering the Vimsikä as a whole.
96 Frauwallner 2010:381: "I now move on to the discussion ofthe Vimsatikä Vijnaptimätratäsiddhi.
The doctrine of the unreality of the external world originally emerged directly from the experi-
ence of meditation. As proof, one was content to point to dreams, sensory illusions, mirages, and
so forth. Accordingly, Vasubandhu begins [v. 1] by stating the tenet with a reference to the sacred

scripture and by referring to these examples."
97 Levi 1932: 7.
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the banner of the Dharma."98 We consider this a plausible reading of the text as

far as it goes,99 which is not inconsistent with ours and which does justice, in

particular, to the wealth of references to Buddhist theories and concepts that it
contains. Certainly, the Vimsikä is not a purely philosophical treatise that can be

completely taken out of its religious context. However, we believe that, in light of
the understanding of the argumentative structure that we are about to work out,
the text can also be seen as taking a much stronger dialectical stand - namely, it
is an attempt to establish the thesis of vijnaptimätratä, not merely to defend it
against objections - which was probably not lost on its readers, both within and

outside the Buddhist community.
The second verse, then, immediately expresses an objection to this thesis,

which we now paraphrase with the help of the autocommentary: If cognition
does not arise from the object {vijnaptir yadi närthatah), then how is there a

"restriction" (niyama) of cognitions to certain times and places? How is there "a

non-restriction of the [cognition] series" (santänasyäniyamah), that is to say, how
is it that some cognitions arise for "everyone situated in those times and places"
{taddesakälapratisthitänäm sarvesäm)? Finally, why do things like food or drink
experienced in waking cognitions produce the effects that can be expected of
them (krtyakriyä),100 whereas the same objects do not produce these effects when

we experience them in dreams? None of these facts about our experience seems

possible if we were not cognizing physical objects, which indeed are the sorts of

things that would be restricted to certain times and places, yet which would be

intersubjectively available to all who are present at those times and places and

would produce real effects, unlike dream images.

In the famous passage that follows (w. 3-7) Vasubandhu explains away these

facts about our experience by appealing to the phenomena of dreams and the

experiences in the hells that Buddhist doctrine envisions. In dreams, he notes,

one sees things that appear to be confined to particular times and places, without
an external object (v. 3ab'); in other words, dreams are just as spatially and

temporally specific as waking experiences. Due to the same maturation of their
deeds, the spirits of the dead (preta), plagued by hunger and thirst, all see rivers

of water as filled with pus and excrement, overseen by frightening guardians
(v. 3b'd). Moreover, in dreams we also experience the effects of the things we see

- he cites the example of a nocturnal pollution (v. 4ab'). But it is by experiences

98 Levi 1932:16.

99 It does overlook the last verse of the text, in which Vasubandhu says, "This establishing of

mere-cognition has been carried out by me according to my abilities", vijhaptimätratäsiddhih
svasaktisadrsi mayä / krteyam, v. 22ac'.

100 More literally: "production of what is to be produced."
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in the hells that all the phenomena which the opponent raises as problems are

exemplified (v. 4b'c'). The guardians in the hells, along with horrible birds and
dogs and moving mountains of iron, are seen in certain places at certain times -
and they are seen by all living beings reborn in the hells, not just by a single one.
And these guardians inflict pain on the denizens of the hells, and hence produce
effects (v. 4c'd). Yet none of these things, the rivers of pus, the guardians, and the
other awful creatures of hell, really exist, but they are experienced by the denizens

of hell in these particular ways "due to the influence of the same ripening of
the[ir individual] deeds" (samänakarmavipäkädhipatya). Thus, it is possible for
"this" world, too, to consist of objects that are restricted in regard to time and
place, intersubjectively available, and causally efficacious, and yet also be "mere

cognition."
There are many things about this first section of the text, consisting of w. 1-7,

that merit discussion. One of the most interesting aspects of the passage for our
purposes is how Vasubandhu approaches the existence of the hell guardians.
Some Buddhist schools such as the Mahäsänghikas and Sämmitlyas believed
these to be real living beings.101 But, as Vasubandhu argues at first, taking on the

position of the Sarvästiväda school, just like the horrible dogs and birds that
appear to the hell denizens, the hell guardians cannot be living beings because

they do not experience the pain that living beings reborn in the hells inevitably
feel.102 Rather, the past deeds of the hell denizens, when they come to fruition,
give rise to103 particular forms of matter (bhütavisesa) that undergo a transformation

(parinäma), also under the influence of the denizens' karman, and as a result

appear as making threatening gestures. The same mechanism also explains the

moving mountains and other forms of frightening movement seen in the hells.

101 For different positions on the hell guardians see AKBh 164,11-19 ad AK 3.58. Doctrinal positions

are listed in La Vallee Poussin 1926:152, n. 3, on the basis of the Vibhä$ä and a commentary
on the Vimsikä, most likely Kuiji's commentary on Xuanzang's translation that was also used in
Hamilton 1938. Cf. also Levi 1932: 47, n. 1, Frauwallner 2010: 383.

102 VsV 4,18-24 (with further arguments).
103 The Sanskrit at VsV 5,1 reads närakänäm karmabhis tatra bhütavise?äh sambhavanti. The
Phrase is later taken up in v. 6: yadi tatkarmabhis tatra bhütänäm sambhavah According to
Frauwallner's summary (2010: 383), the Sarvästivädins assume that the hell guardians are not
sentient beings, but material formations. The karman of the hell denizens then makes these
formations appear as guardians. The text, however, rather suggests that the karman actually
Produces these formations and thus interferes in material causality; it does not just distort the
cognition of hell denizens. In AKBh 164,14f., what is arguably the same Sarvästiväda view is

Presented as sattvänärp karmabhir (sc. narakapäläh) vivartaniväyubijavat (or, with AKVy 327,3f.,

väyuvat): the hell guardians arise from the karman of living beings, just like the winds - also
driven by karman - move to create the receptacle world.
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Hence, it is not true that hell guardians and other forms of moving matter do not
arise (sambhavanti) at all; it is only that they arise through the ripened karman of
those living beings that experience them (VsV v. 5). Vasubandhu next criticizes
this (Sarvästiväda) position: If it is assumed that the hell guardians arise in the

hells through the force of karman, why not simply grant that cognition itself
transforms in such a way, that is, into images of hell guardians? Why assume that
material elements are being produced? (v. 6) In other words, one might just as

well opt for a wholly mind-based explanation; nothing forces us to stipulate a

causal influence of mind (mental traces of karman) on matter. Surely, with this

argument Vasubandhu is not merely bracketing the physical existence of hell

guardians; he flatly denies it, for the same reason that we would argue he denies

external, physical objects of cognition: there is no evidence for them.

Taken together, the first section of the Vs (w. 1-7) has on our interpretation
for its main point to show that nothing requires us to postulate external objects in
order to account for certain facts about our experience. The non-existence of

physical objects is on our interpretation implied by some of Vasubandhu's
arguments - notably, the analogy with the hells - but it is subservient to the larger
issue that reason cannot establish the existence of physical objects. For any proof
of physical objects would demand that there is evidence for their existence - and

this evidence would be all the more convincing if it made their existence necessary,

if it could not be explained otherwise with equal cogency. The kind of
reasoning which would serve Vasubandhu best if he really wanted to deny the
existence of external objects - short of conclusively proving that they are impossible10"

- is, in other words, of the nature of (non-deductive) inference to the best
explanation for the lack of evidence for their existence, and not deductive inference.

But we saw precisely this kind of reasoning at work in AKBh IX. The strategy of
this section of the Vimsikä is in fact identical to the strategy of the last part of
AKBh IX (472,16-478,13, discussed above p. 724), where Vasubandhu shows that
there are no reasons to postulate a self. Similarly, in Vimsikä w. 1-7, the main

point is arguably that there are no reasons to postulate external objects of
perception, as a number of facts that are usually explained by them can also be

accounted for through mere-cognition. Thus, one may see this part of the text as

the first stage of an argument from ignorance; namely, none of the three accepted

pramänas, inference, scripture, or perception, attests to the existence of such

objects, therefore they do not exist and all "this" is mere cognition.
The first section ends with a question: Why would one suppose that the

impressions (väsanä) of karman exist in one place, namely, in the cognition series of

104 Which Vasubandhu probably thought could not be done. See p. 743, below.
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the agent of the karman, and its fruit in another, namely, in a place called hell?

Why would one not suppose that the fruition of karman occurs where the väsanä
is located, i.e., in the mind itself (v. 7)? To this question, which puts forward yet
another argument against the Sarvästiväda account of the hell guardians, Vasu-

bandhu has his interlocutor answer:

Scripture is the reason. Ifmere cognition had the appearance of visible form, etc., then there

would be no visible form, and so forth, as object. [And] then the Blessed One would not have

declared the existence of the äyatanas visible form, etc.105

In other words, it is the Buddha's teaching of the äyatanas or sense-spheres,
which includes the sense-faculties and their objects, that establishes the
existence of physical objects, including the guardians of hell, outside the series of
mental cognitions, i.e., outside the mind. It is the word of the Buddha, scripture,
that essentially provides evidence for the existence of objects.

In the following verses, w. 8-15, Vasubandhu sets aside this objection, and
hence also the idea that scripture provides evidence for the existence of objects.
This would, then, be the second stage of his argument from ignorance. The

Buddha did not affirm the existence of the äyatanas as his final position,
Vasubandhu maintains. Rather, he mentioned them "on account of an intention
(abhipräya) concerning the people to be instructed by that [teaching]." (v. 8bc)
What was his intention? To show that there is no self but just factors (dharma)
and their causes, in a word, to demonstrate that the person is without essence

(Pudgalanairätmya, v. 10ab'). Specifically, all cognitions involve the appearance
(äbhäsa) of a certain form "due to a seed which has attained a particular
transformation" (svabijät parinämavisesapräptät) within the mental series itself.106

That seed and that appearance are referred to as the sense-faculty and the object,

respectively (v. 9). Ultimately, however, the Buddha will teach that the factors
themselves are without essence (dharmanairätmya): there really aren't any
dharmas that have the nature of visible form, etc. And that is to be accomplished
by the teaching that all is "mere cognition." (v. 10b')

How does one know that the Buddha "taught the sense-spheres with this
Intention, and that these things which are individually the objects of vision, etc.,
do not exist?" Here, in w. 11-15, Vasubandhu develops his famous proof of the

impossibility of physical objects of perception. As this passage has already been

analyzed by several scholars, and their disagreements do not affect our main

105 VsV 5,15-17.
106 For the nuances of the concept of "transformation" [parinäma) in the Vs(V) see Schmehausen

1967:115.
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line of interpretation, it is not necessary for us to go into details here.107 Suffice

it to say that in v. 11 Vasubandhu gives what would appear to be an exhaustive

enumeration of all the ways in which physical objects might exist and rejects each

one of them. The äyatana which serves as the object (visaya) cannot be "one",
i.e., the whole of the Vaisesika. Nor can it be "many according to atoms" (anekam

[...] paramänusah), i.e., many atoms, each of which is perceived individually. Nor,

finally, can it be "aggregated" (samhatäh) atoms (v. 11). He then proceeds, in the

following verses, to show why each of these positions is untenable.

After demolishing the idea that the object is "one", i.e., an undivided whole,
in v. 15, Vasubandhu concludes that a division into atoms is necessary (VsV 8,18-
20); yet he has already shown (v. 12ab, 14ab) that the notion of an atom "as a

single substance" is not established (VsV 7,1-2). Having thus exhausted the last

hope of making sense of an object of cognition, Vasubandhu concludes, in his

autocommentary to v. 15:

That [single atom] not being established, it is not established that visible form, etc., are

objects of vision, etc. And so (iff) it results (bhavati) that mere cognition is established.

It would appear from this statement that Vasubandhu thinks that the argument of
the äyatana section against the possibility of objects indeed establishes that there

are no physical objects, hence that "this" world is mere cognition. Once again,
while the advocate of the phenomenalist interpretation could point out that one

need only take the passage to be arguing that there are no "material bodies" or
"concrete particulars" that we are directly experiencing (cf. Oetke 1992), we are

proposing, for now, as a hypothesis that it is arguing that such objects do not
exist. In the end, we believe that this hypothesis makes better sense of the Vimsikä

overall.
Yet Vasubandhu now has his interlocutor object (VsV 8,21-23):

Whether something exists or not is ascertained on account of the pramänas. Since perception

is the most authoritative of the pramänas, if the object does not exist, how does the

cognition arise that something was perceived?

We interpret the meaning of this interesting transitional passage between what
we take to be the second and third sections of the treatise in the following way. As

announced in v. 8, the section up to v. 15 refutes the idea that scripture offers
evidence for objects, by pointing out that the Buddha's mention of the sense-spheres
is to be understood in such a way that these do not exist as external and physical

107 See especially Kapstein 1988 and Oetke 1992 for precise reconstructions of this section.
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objects. The arguments in w. 11-15 undermine scripture as evidence for objects in

essentially the same way Vasubandhu's arguments against the pudgala in his
AKBh IX undermine the idea that there is scriptural evidence for the existence of
a self, namely, by showing that the Buddha could not have taught such a thing
because however one conceives of it, it is absurd.108

But Vasubandhu now points out that the evidence of perception, which has

greater weight than that of the other pramänas, including inference treated in w.
1-7, seems to establish the existence of objects directly. Therefore, any attempted
demonstration of the impossibility of objects will be inconclusive and trumped by

perception. If the preceding section had the "proof" of the non-existence of an

external world for its main purpose, that would make the entire rest of the treatise

superfluous. In fact, it is in this short transitional statement where Vasubandhu

enunciates the principle that we believe governs his entire discussion, namely,
"Whether something exists or not is ascertained on account ofpramänas."109 That
is to say, something exists ifat least one of the pramänas can provide evidence for
it; something does not exist if no pramäna provides evidence for it. Only after one
has shown that none of the pramänas - inference, scripture, or perception -
provides evidence for the existence of objects can we safely conclude that there are
none.110

Now Vasubandhu turns to perception, to show that it, too, really doesn't

provide any evidence for the existence of objects. Notice that Vasubandhu is

proceeding in the opposite order from AKBh IX. There, after first summarily dismissing

perception, he proceeds to show that there is no scriptural evidence for a self,
and then demonstrates that there is no inferential evidence for one, either. Here,
he first deals with the alleged inferential evidence for objects, then with scripture,
and now finally with perception. Moreover, when it comes to the self he invests
far more effort in rejecting scriptural evidence than with respect to external
objects. This difference in procedure may have something to do with the fact that,
when it comes to the existence of a self, it was scriptural evidence that was of
Paramount importance for the Buddhists; for there was a large and influential
group of Buddhists who thought that the existence of a pudgala was sanctioned

108 See above, pp. 721-722.
109 Again, Vätsyäyana expresses the same principle in NBh ad NS 2.2.18 see above p. 728.

110 To put the point yet another way: The attempt to prove the impossibility of external objects
tn w. 11-15, while sufficient to raise questions about whether the Buddha intended his references
to äyatanas literally, is not strong enough by itself to overcome other evidence of their existence,

especially that provided by perception. It is, in the final analysis, the absence of any evidence at
aH for the existence of something that is, for Vasubandhu, the most persuasive consideration in
support of its non-existence.
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by the Buddha himself. Therefore, scriptural evidence needed to be addressed

more extensively, and prior to reason. When it came to the existence of an external

world, on the other hand, the relative importance of the evidence may have

seemed different to Vasubandhu. Buddhist scripture, meanwhile, does not make

very many clear pronouncements about the existence or non-existence of an
external world, compared to the scriptural statements that refer to persons. Indeed,

it is rational objections that first come to mind when someone suggests that we

are not really experiencing objects: How, then, do you explain the impression
that our experience is not self-generated, but dependent on factors outside us, or
that specific experiences are restricted to certain places and certain times, etc.?

For these reasons, one may speculate, in the Vimsikä it is the evidence of reason

that Vasubandhu tackles first, then scripture, then perception. Long-standing
habits of argumentation within Buddhist doctrinal literature may also have played

a role, since examining doctrine through reasoning and scripture, yukti and

ägama, was a well-established method, whereas the pramänas - including
perception - were by comparison a more recently developed conceptual framework.

The evidence that perception might offer for external objects is its mere

occurrence, as it is subsequently known: if one knows that one just perceived

something, surely this would be evidence for the existence of a perceived object.
So how is then the cognition that an object was perceived possible without the

existence of an object?111 In v. 16 Vasubandhu declares that this cognition indeed

arises in the same way as dream cognitions. Moreover, the idea "this object was

perceived by me" (idam me pratyaksam) arises at a time when no external object
is seen, for it is presented by a mental cognition (manovijnäna) which occurs after

the sensory cognition has already disappeared - and this time-gap becomes even

more pertinent if it is assumed that an alleged external object would be momentary,

as this object would then already have disappeared at the time of its perception.

Nor does memory establish a previous experience of the object remembered,

according to the principle that one can only remember something one has previously

experienced; for Vasubandhu has shown in the course of his discussion (in
the äyatana section) that a cognition can arise possessing the appearance of an

object even in the absence of an external object. That kind of cognition can serve

111 VsV 8,23f.: asaty arthe katham iyam buddhir bhavati pratyaksam iti. In line with Vasuba-

ndhu's following account ofpratyaksabuddhi we take this concept to refer specifically to a cognition

about an (immediately) past perception, whose content is given as idam mepratyaksam iti at

VsV 8,29. This could be taken as "this [was] my perception" or "this [was] perceived by me" (or,

more literally: "this [was] perceptually evident for me"). We take it in the latter sense because the

discussion is primarily about perceived objects, but our main line of argument could also be

maintained ifpratyaksam is taken to refer to perceptual cognition instead.
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as the basis of a later memory as ifof a previous experience of an external object
(v. I7ab).

Through v. 21 Vasubandhu deals with a final series of altogether five objections,

voiced as critical questions.112 The first (VsV 9,8-10) concerns the analogy
of ordinary experience to dreams. If we are experiencing objects as in a dream,

why don't we realize their non-existence on our own, as we do for dreams? But,
he responds, as long as one does not wake up one does not comprehend the

non-existence of what one is experiencing (v. 17cd). In the same way, when one
becomes awakened (prabuddha) by attaining the highest non-conceptual or

transconceptual cognition (nirvikalpakajnäna), one then realizes the absence of
objects through the "pure mundane insight" (suddhalaukikajnäna) that follows
after transconceptual cognition (VsV 9,14-16).113 We note here in passing that this
objection and the response to it, as well as the others to follow, are prima facie
very difficult to reconcile with a phenomenalist interpretation of the Vimsikä.

The second objection (VsV 9,16-19) attaches to the restriction of cognitions
according to time and place solely due to a specific transformation of one's own
mental series (svasantänaparinämavisesa), to which Vasubandhu has alluded in
v. 9. How can there then be any distinction of cognitions due to such causes as the

association with sinful or virtuous people, or the instruction in true or false teachings,

if indeed neither such association nor such instruction exist? Vasubandhu

responds (v. 18ab): Such distinctions occur because different mental series influence

each other (anyonyädhipatitva), that is, causally affect each other. A specific
cognition belonging to one series then arises from a specific cognition belonging
to another series - a virtuous person or a sinful person, a true or a false teacher
~ not from an external object. Third, if both waking and dreaming cognitions are
without external objects, why does wholesome or unwholesome conduct not
bring about the same effect for those who are asleep and those who are awake?
(VsV 9,23-25) Answer: In a dream, the mind is afflicted by torpor (middha), hence
the difference from a waking cognition (v. 18cd). Fourth, if all "this" is indeed
mere cognition, there is neither body nor speech. Why, then, do sheep die when
killed by slaughterers? Or if their death is indeed not caused by the slaughterer,
bow can the slaughterer then be subject to the fault of taking life (pränätipäta)?
(VsV 9,23-10,2). Here, too, Vasubandhu invokes influence by another person's
cognition (w.19-20): the death of the sheep is due to a specific cognition in
another mental series (the slaughterer) which results in an obstruction of the vital

112 Frauwallner, on the other hand, takes this section to begin already with v. 16 (2010: 388),
after the "real" argument against the external world in w. 11-15.

113 See Schmithausen 2005: 54ff. for pertinent further remarks on how this "subsequent in-
S1ght" was understood in Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda.
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faculty (jivitendriya), causing the sheep's mental series to cease reproducing
itself. Vasubandhu supports this idea - a fully mind-based account of karmic

efficacy and human life - by pointing to the example of how a demon's mental

powers might cause a person to lose their memory or be possessed. Another

example is drawn from Buddhist scripture, from the Upälisütra,114 where the

Buddha claims - against the Jainas - that acts of violence (danda) by force of the

mind entail more serious offences than those carried out by force of body and

speech. In supporting his claim, the Buddha recalls how rsis or other holy men

enraged by kings destroy large areas through rain of stones and fire, solely by
force of their thoughts, thus killing many living beings. Surely, the example works

only if the destruction is indeed mentally caused, and not brought about through
some other kind of cause. Hence these examples lend scriptural support to the

claim that cognitions, mental acts, can result in the taking of life, which, though
not a physical matter, is nevertheless real in terms of having actual karmic

consequences.
The fifth and last objection asks whether, if "this" is only mere-cognition, one

can know other minds (VsV 10,19-21) - the Chinese translations supply a rationale

behind this question, absent from the Sanskrit and Tibetan versions: if one

can indeed know other minds, then this would invalidate the doctrine of
mere-cognition.115 The underlying assumption seems to be that this would be a

case where a cognition knows something external to itself (or existing
independently of the mental series to which it belongs), and that this is in contradiction

with mere-cognition. Vasubandhu declares in his reply that knowledge of
other minds does not truly apprehend them as they are, just like knowledge of
one's own mind does not apprehend it as it really is - in its true inexpressible

nature, which can solely be known by Buddhas; for ordinary knowledge has not

yet abandoned the subject-object-dichotomy (v. 21).

Vasubandhu does not deny that this is indeed a case where a cognition knows

something "external", but merely points out that this knowledge is not real

knowledge, as far as ordinary people are concerned. This suggests that as far as

different mental series are concerned, the idea that something external (a mental

event of series A) causes a cognition (in mental series B) having that cause's

image is acceptable. What would make this account, which in general form would
later become identified as a Sauträntika position, unacceptable for external physical

objects is that we have no evidence for their existence, given the arguments
Vasubandhu adduced before. Interpreted in this way, in fact, the response to the

114 Frauwallner 2010: 391.

115 Yamabe 1998: 27, n. 26.
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objection on other minds would lend additional support to the view that the
Virrisikä is not just about denying the cognition of external reality, but more
specifically about denying the existence of physical objects of experience.116

This declaration leads over to the concluding verse 22:

This establishing of mere-cognition has been carried out by me, according to my abilities.
But this [mere-cognition] is not conceivable in all its aspects; it is the domain of the Buddha.

As he explains in the commentary, mere-cognition cannot be conceived (cintya)
in all of its aspects by people like himself, "for it is not an object of reasoning"
itarkävisayatvät) - of the kind of reasoning called tarka which in many Buddhist
sources is associated with limited cognitive faculties, often characteristic of
Tlrthikas, of non-Buddhist "outsiders" (bähyaka). The true nature of reality is

ultimately inaccessible to such reasoning.117 In the Trimsikä, Vasubandhu states
(w. 26-28):

As long as cognition does not abide in mere-cognition the burden of the duality of
apprehension does not cease.

For even through the apprehension, "[All] this is mere cognition", one does not abide in that
[cognition] alone, because one [still] places something before oneself.

If, on the other hand, cognition does not apprehend an object-support, then it stands firm
in being mere cognition because, due to the absence of that [object] which is grasped, there
is [also] no grasping of that [cognition which would grasp the object].118

116 Yamabe (1998: 30) thinks that ayathärtham (for "knows wrongly") implies that an object
(artha) exists, i.e. the other person"s mind, and that hence the existence of different mental
series is presupposed. We agree with Yamabe's conclusion, although the expression ayathärtham
can just as well be used idiomatically, without implying the existence of the other mind as an
ortha. Cf. further Yamabe for how the Cheng weishi lun, relying on an älayavijnäna, explains the
knowledge of other minds.
117 See the discussion in Krasser 2004, occasioned by Dignäga's statement in the closing verses
to his Pramänasamuccayavrtti that the dharma is not the object of tarka. On p. 138f., Krasser
lists several passages from different genres of Buddhist literature - the Divyävadäna as well as

Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda works such as the Mahäyänasüträlankära or the Mahäyänasahgraha -
that state the dharma (or mahäyäna) to be outside the scope of tarka, on account of its being deep
and unfathomable. In its function, Dignäga's closing statement to the Pramänasamuccayavrtti is

comparable to Vasubandhu's closing verse of the Vs. Both signal a soteriological limitation of the
methods of reasoning they applied in their respective works, in what could be taken as an apologetic

gesture.
118 Trs 26-28: yävad vijnaptimätratve vijnänam nävati?(hati / grähadvayasyänusayas tävan na
v'nivartate // vijnaptimätram evedam ity api hy upalambhatah / sthäpayann agratah kificit ta-
nmätre nävati$(hate // yadä tv älambanam vijnänam naivopalabhate tadä / sthitam vijnänamä-
tratve grähyäbhäve tadagrahät II.
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The final argument is reminiscent of a pattern of realization comprising several

stages that can be traced in Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda works ascribed to Asanga

or Maitreya, and also in Vasubandhu's own Trisvabhävanirdesa:li9 There is an

initial apprehension of mere-cognition, still tainted by duality. Realizing that
when cognition does not apprehend external objects, it is also not something
which apprehends - a grähaka - a deeper insight arises which Vasubandhu in
the Trimsikä identifies as cognition "standing firm in being mere cognition." As

he clarifies in Trimsikä v. 25, this state for him amounts to the realization of

suchness, or tathatä. The Trimsikä thereby suggests that there are different stages

in the (meditative) realization of the vijnaptimätratä, an initial "apprehension"
and a fuller and firmer "abiding." We do not have to explore the complex edifice

of Yogäcära-Vijnänaväda soteriology any further, for the point seems clear

enough: there are certain aspects of mere-cognition as "suchness" which are only
realized in a higher meditative state, the nirvikalpasamädhi or transconceptual
meditation.120

This consideration may also provide us with an ulterior rationale for the

negative argument strategy Vasubandhu pursues in his Vimsikä - to be placed

alongside the fact we find appeals to arguments from ignorance elsewhere in
Indian philosophy and that Vasubandhu had employed the same strategy
previously himself, in AKBh IX. Aware that one's object of proof - mere-cognition -
has aspects that are inaccessible to argument, one will be hesitant to try to prove
it directly. One will be more confident, rather, in showing that the negation of
one's thesis is false simply from the fact there there is no evidence for it. For

presumably, if it were true, there would be some evidence for it. Thus, by implication,

mere-cognition is established as true.
In conclusion, we have attempted to demonstrate that the elements of an

argumentum ad ignorantiam are present in the Vimsikä, and even more: that these

elements provide the treatise with a structure and a strategy. The overall plan of
the treatise is negative. There is no clear statement of an anumäna establishing

mere-cognition at the outset (v. 1 or its prose equivalent). Each of the pramänas,
inference, scripture, and perception, is considered in turn in three sections,

respectively, w. 1-7, 8-15, and 16-17ab. For each pramäna the negative conclusion
is reached that it does not provide evidence for the existence of objects. Even the

119 MSA 6.6-9, MV 1.6, as well as MSA ll,47f. and 14,23ff. Cf. also Trisvabhävanirdesa 36-37:

cittamätropalambhena jneyärthänupalambhatä / jneyärthänupalambhena syäc cittänupala-
mbhatä // dvayor anupalambhena dharmadhätüpalambhatä / dharmadhätüpalambhena syäd

vibhutvopalambhatä // Cf. further Lankävatärasütra 10.256-258, and, on its basis, Kamalasila's

first Bhävanäkrama 210,16-211,20.

120 See Schmithausen 2005: 54.
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proof of the impossibility of objects within the äyatana section is not meant to
stand on its own, but it subserves the point that there is no scriptural evidence for
them. The overall strategy of the text is epistemological, we could say, not
metaphysical. It considers for each pramäna what it can prove; is it powerful enough
to establish the existence of things that are causing our cognitions? And in each

case it answers, no. While discussing five critical questions in VsV 9,8-10,28 (w.
17cd-21), Vasubandhu also puts forward arguments that contain a denial of the
existence of external physical objects, whereas he regards an account of cognition

and karmic retribution which only posits different mental series that causally
interact with each other to be acceptable; this lends additional support to an
idealist reading of the text.

Careful not to offend against the Mahäyäna doctrine that the true nature of
reality can only be known in nirvikalpasamädhi, Vasubandhu refrains from

stating his conclusion himself. He leaves it for the reader to draw the conclusion,
in accordance with the principle he has enunciated in the course of his discussion,
"Whether something exists or not is ascertained on account of the pramänas",
namely: objects outside of consciousness do not exist.

This does not mean, however, that the physical entities we know as visible
form, etc., do not exist at all, Vasubandhu is also careful to say (VsV 6,14-21).

Dharmanairätmya does not mean that dharmas do not exist. Rather, it means that
dharmas are without the nature they are imagined to have by the unenlightened,
as grähya, grähaka, etc. Dharmas exist in their inexpressible nature (anabhilä-

Pyenätamanä), which is known only by the Buddhas. But it is by the teaching of
mere-cognition - that dharmas such as visible form, in particular, do not stand as

entities over against, and independently of, cognition - that one realizes the

dharmanairätmya, which culminates in the (transconceptual) comprehension of
their inexpressible nature. It is, in short, not only possible to detect the pattern of
an argumentum ad ignorantiam in the Vimsikä - just like such a pattern can be

detected in Abhidharmakosabhäsya IX - but also to indicate a reason for why
Vasubandhu might have chosen this argument as a strategy for the specific case
°f establishing mere-cognition.

Appendix: the refutation of the pudgala in

Asanga's Mahäyänasüträlankära

The refutation of the pudgala as a real substance (dravyatah) in Asaiiga's
Mahäyänasüträlankära might similarly be viewed to express an argumentum ad
ignorantiam:
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The pudgala must be said to exist as a [mere] designation (prajnaptyastitayä) but not as a

[real] substance (dravyatah), because one does not apprehend [it] (nopalambhdt) [...] (MSA

I8.92ac').m

Vasubandhu, the presumed author of the Mahäyänasüträlankärabhäsya,

explains:

[Pudgalavädin:] But how can one know that this [pudgala] does not exist as a [real]
substance? [Answer:] Because one does not apprehend [if] [MSA 18.92c']. Indeed, contrary to

[dharmas] such as visible [things], this [pudgala] is not perceived as a [real] substance. [The

Pudgalavädin:] But what is called "apprehension" [also consists in] a cognition by the intellect

(buddhi). Now, it is not the case that [we] Pudgalavädins do not cognize the pudgala

through the intellect. Moreover, the Blessed One has said: "In this very life, [the living
being] perceives an ätman, designates [an ätman]."121

Although "a cognition by the intellect" could refer to a mental awareness (manovi-

jnäna), hence a kind of perception, as Sthiramati seems to interpret it,123 it could
also refer to inference, one of the two pramänas capable of establishing an entity
as a real substance (*dravyasat), as Sthiramati also acknowledges.124 Thus,

Asanga's assertion "because one does not apprehend [it]" should perhaps be

taken to mean, because one does not apprehend it at all - not only perceptually
but also inferentially and, as the passage further suggests, scripturally; for the

Pudgalavädin, as Vasubandhu represents him, reacts to Asanga's assertion by

citing both "cognition by the intellect" and scripture as support for his view.

On this background, one might argue that Vasubandhu extends this strategy
"because one does not apprehend it", limited to the refutation of the pudgala in
his Mahäyänasüträlankärabhäsya, to the refutation of a self more generally in
AKBh IX. Nevertheless, later in his MSA commentary Vasubandhu states:

So far (evarp tävat), [it is] by resorting to reason(ing) [alone that it has been demonstrated

that] the pudgala is not apprehended (nopalabhyate) as a [real] substance. And [this can

also be demonstrated by resorting to scripture,] because [the Blessed One has] taught [that]
all dharmas are selfless, [that] ultimately [there is nothing but] emptiness and [that] to
perceive a self is harmful (ätmopalambhe do$ah) [MSA 18.101].125

121 Eltschinger 2010: 305, replacing "perc
122 Eltschinger 2010: 308-309, emended.

123 Cf. Eltschinger 2010: 309 n. 58.

124 Cf. Eltschinger 2010: 308 n. 56.

125 Eltschineer 2010: 322. emended

with "apprehend" for upalambha.
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This does seem to suggest a more direct strategy, namely, the pudgala is disproved
by various arguments Asanga has brought forward - it cannot be a real thing if,
as the pudgalavädin maintains, it is neither the same as nor different from the
skandhas (311-316); it cannot function as the "seer", nor as an agent (317-322) -
and by scriptural passages that imply that there is no self or that it is a pernicious
error to believe that there is one (322-325). Still, the arguments in question have

the nature of refutations of points typically made in favor of a pudgala, while the

scriptural passages are cited in anticipation of references to scripture (e.g., the

Bhärahärasütra) the pudgalavädin will go on to make in support of his view (325).

The overall strategy of the discussion of the pudgala in MSA(Bh) still seems to be

primarily indirect or negative; that is to say, it rejects the existence of a pudgala on
the grounds that there is no evidence for one.
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