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Abstract
In Buddhism and in Kant, there exists a common quest for an incompatible yet 
harmonious mutual dependence between the constraining of all possible phenomena 
within the bounds of natural causality and the spiritual liberation from such causal 
chains: saṃsāra vs. nirvāṇa in Buddhism and nature vs. freedom in Kant.   Kant 
believes that transcendental epistemology is necessary to resolve said paradox, and 
this position has proven so incomprehensible for later thinkers that philosophers 
nowadays still feel compelled to defend Kant. Meanwhile, in Buddhism, debates 
continue to rage on whether epistemology constitutes a proper means to explain the 
dependence, and such debates have resulted in the split of Mahāyāna Buddhism into 
Madhyamaka and Yogācāra, and subsequently Madhyamaka into Svātantrika and 
Prasaṅgika.  

The mainstream understanding of epistemology in the philosophical traditions of 
Kant and Buddhism is problematic because the cognitive system is understood to be 
operating ontologically in time.  I shall attempt to demonstrate that the ontological 
assumption in the mainstream understanding is the root cause for both the difficulty 
in appreciating Kant's transcendental idealism and the indeterminable position of 
epistemology in Buddhism, especially Dignāga's anti-realistic epistemology.  I will 
also defend epistemology by denying the ontological attribution to the epistemic 
system and by establishing what I term “critical epistemology.”  This entails focusing
on the need for an additional, distinct kind of causality (the causality of freedom) on 
top of the natural causality in both traditions, be it textually or philosophically.  The 
causality of freedom only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation to all 
cognitions, whereas the causality of nature is only effective in the results of cognition
but never on the cause of cognition.  Although the two kinds of causality operate 
independently, they constitute a formal unity in the realization of every possible 
cognition.  The orthogonality between the two kinds of causality sharply 
distinguishes the free (reflexively cognizing) status from the constrained (reflexively 
cognized) status of a person; furthermore, its empty inner product, i.e., the empty 
impact these two kinds of causality exert upon each other, makes sense of each vector
subspace (dimension), namely ideality and reality, in all possible realized cognitions, 
thus culminating in a single world of “experience.”  

Key words: freedom, self-awareness, formal causality / formal causation,  
epistemology, Kant, transcendental idealism,  Dignāga, Mādhayamaka, Yogacārā, 
Pramāṇa-vāda
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中⽂摘要

佛家哲學與康德哲學不約⽽同地要求著我們⼀⽅⾯必須被限制在制約著⼀切可

能現象的⾃然因果律當中，卻又同時要求著我們可以從這個制約當中追尋精神

上的解脫。這個不相容卻又互為需要的⼀種特殊依存關係，在佛家，我們有

「輪迴」與「涅槃」︔在康德，我們有「⾃然」與「⾃由」。康德堅信先驗認

識論是解釋這個關係的必要途徑，但是這個⽴場顯然難以輕易為後⼈所理解，

以至於直到現在哲學家們仍然必須很努⼒來為康德辯護。另⼀⽅⾯，佛家哲學

探討認識論是否構成恰當的⼿段來釋開這個關係，⽽不同的看法導致⼤乘佛教

分裂為中觀學派與瑜伽⾏學派，⽽中觀學派又分裂為⾃續與應成兩派。

在康德學與佛學傳統中對知識論的⼀般理解，因為傾向于將認知系統理解為本

體地運作在時間當中，於是導致上述難題不易辨清。本⽂嘗試展⽰對知識論的

本體價值預設是理解康德先驗觀念論的障礙，也造成知識論，特別是陳那所提

出的反實在論知識論，在佛家解脫計劃中地位未定的原因。本⽂也嘗試透過解

除對認知系統的本體論預設建⽴本⽂所謂的「批判知識論」，進⽽分別地在兩

個傳統中為知識論的地位辯護。這包含著我們在⾃然因果關係之外，還需要⼀

個另外的他種因果關係（⾃由的因果），不論就⽂獻來說，或者就哲學系統來

說。⾃由因果只確⽴認知的因與⼀切可能認知之間的關係，⽽⾃然的因果只在

認知的結果之中有效卻不可能對認知的因有效。雖然這兩種因果關係彼此獨⽴

地作⽤，它們在所有可能認識的實現之中形成⼀個形式的統⼀。這兩種因果關

係的正交，明確地將⼀個個⼈的⾃由狀態（反身地正在認知中）與被限制狀態

（反身地被認知）區分開來︔更甚，其空內積，也就是這兩種因果關係對彼此

的無效，造就了⼀切可能被實現的認識之中，「理想」與「現實」這兩個向量

空間的可能性，也因此拱起了⼀個單⼀的「經驗」世界。

關鍵字：⾃由，⾃證（⾃我意識），形式因果，認識論，康德，先驗觀念論，

陳那，中觀，瑜伽⾏派，識論
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Preface

Freedom, Cognition and Critical Epistemology – When Kant meets the Buddha

In the past, scholars attempting to reconcile Kant's philosophy and Buddhist 
philosophy (including Stcherbatsky, K. C. Bhattacharyya, Zongshan Mou and a 
number of Japanese monk-philosophers such as Hakuju Ui and Tetsurō Watsuji) were
unified in their criticism of Kant from the standpoint of Buddhist thinkers that Kant 
should not have rejected intellectual intuition.  Drawing on myriad oriental resources,
they posited that in certain extraordinary scenarios, intellectual intuition can directly 
encapsulate things in themselves and that cognitive capacity can remain effective 
even beyond the scope of the appearance. Moreover, the idea of the thing in itself, as 
much as the idea of freedom, is indeed more than what Kant claimed to be without 
any positive account in cognition.  

Such comments, whether in terms of Kant or Buddhism, actually confused 
epistemology with ontology in the background.  In other words, the commentators 
understood epistemology with metaphysical and ontological assumptions in mind, 
and then further perpetuated the confusion in their interpretations of both Kantian 
epistemology and Buddhist epistemology. Though this confused notion has actually 
become the mainstream in both cases, it has not passed without challenge in the 
respective commentary histories.  Also, in both fields, recent developments (for 
example, Henry Allison in Kant and Dan Arnold in Buddhism) have prompted a call 
to “let epistemology be simple epistemology.”  In support of my research, I have 
cited materials in both original texts and classical commentaries that lend support to 
this impending challenge, especially within the Buddhist camp. Obviously in favor of
the non-mainstream understanding, Kant categorically rejected epistemology with 
metaphysical and ontological assumptions of “transcendental realism.”  Mainstream 
commentators in general did not agree, or took issue, with such a position of Kant.  
Besides, I believe that purely philosophical considerations would suggest that any 
epistemology with an ontological assumption cannot hold, either. 

Furthermore, the Buddhist thinkers were divided on the efficacy of the intellect 
(prajñā) on the thing in itself.  This has led to the predicament whereby the role of 
epistemology in understanding and practicing the Buddha's teachings remains 
indeterminable for an extended period of time.  Those who adhered to the principle of
emptiness (the Madhyamaka) thought that the transcendent efficacy would undermine
the position that rejects any transcendent reality.  Others (the Yogācāra) believed that 
epistemology was more appropriate for uncovering the “meaning” of emptiness but 
failed to put forth any satisfactory answer to the challenge concerning the 
contradiction between the cognitive efficacy and the principle of emptiness.  I believe
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that the reason for the discrepancy between the two camps and the lackluster response
of the Yogācāra rests with relative obscurity and incomplete development of the 
“critical nature” of Buddhist epistemology (“critical” meaning to remove any 
ontological assumption in epistemology).  In my opinion, the ontological 
interpretation of Dignāga's epistemology, especially his theory of self-awareness 
(svasaṃvitti), in Candrakīrti's Madhyamaka influential response and Dharmakīrti's 
inside influential response has to be responsible for the lack of developments on this 
front. 

I hold that epistemology should be critical without any metaphysical and ontological 
assumption, and that epistemology should remain simple epistemology.  I term this 
“critical epistemology.”  To be specific, consider the following three tenets of critical 
epistemology.  (1) Cognition is not real action and does not take place in time.  (2) 
Cognition does not follow empirical causality but is in another type of causal relation 
that is formal (yielding forms, not matters) and free (spontaneous and autonomous).  
Following Kant, I call it “causality of freedom” in comparison to “causality of 
nature.”  (3) It is not because cognition does not follow natural causal laws that we 
thus hold that its efficacy cannot be “positive”; nonetheless, its positivity does not 
necessarily imply any particular status of existence.  With this idea in hand, I will 
argue for the “non-mainstream” interpretation in both traditions, textually (“Third 
Antinomy” in Kant and “theory of self-awareness” in Dignāga) and philosophically 
(one should not assume the cause to have really taken place in its result).  Hopefully, 
with this very idea, the discrepancies brought forth by the ontological interpretation 
can be reconciled and the role of epistemology in the practical projects of both 
traditions can be determined at long last.       

In short, cognitive capacities, freedom and the thing in itself as presumptions are not 
ontological presumptions – they simply concern cognition itself (the condition of 
cognition).  They do not follow natural causal laws.  They cannot be the objects and 
the results of cognition and they do not really affect the empirical world.  Therefore, 
they would not cause any difficulty for the principle of emptiness.  However, they are
necessary, even in terms of reality.  Without the presumptions, the philosophical 
considerations of the empirical world cannot hold.  Besides, as opposed to Allison's 
view that these presumptions should be understood simply as theoretical demands of 
reason as enforced by the system, formal efficacy is as much effective (positive) as 
real efficacy.  Nonetheless, they are different in kind.  Both are requisite items in the 
condition of cognition when cognition is realized, i.e., when the condition of 
cognition is satisfied, they both have to be effective in their own ways.  If we are to 
accept empirical reality, we will have to accept transcendental ideality, too – as Kant 
always claimed.  Also, I suggest that we should try to understand Nāgārjuna's “if you 
make sense of emptiness, everything makes sense (以有空義故⼀切法得成)” in this
sense.

Let me be clear; I hold that Kant needs not accept intellectual intuition and that 
Buddhism does not really entail intellectual intuition either (i.e., there should not 
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have been a discrepancy between the Yogācāra and the Mādhyamaka in the first 
place).  However, it does not follow that the thing in itself, etc., do not bear any 
positive account in cognition.  In other words, pursuing some kind of transcendent 
cognition of the transcendent objects in themselves is not appropriate at all in both 
traditions, and the thing in itself, namely the causal relation of cognition and the 
subject of cognition, needs not take on any transcendent, ontological or real 
existences.  Intellectual intuition is rejected because it poses problems for the 
philosophical consideration of the empirical world (this is exactly the crux of the 
Madhyamaka's attacks on the Yogācāra).  However, freedom and the thing in itself, 
as transcendental ideas, are not transcendental illusions (simple conceptual 
constructions which do not fit the condition of cognition).  They are not negative, 
theoretical presumptions either.  Transcendental ideas are the absolute cause, in its 
own kind of causality.  Needing no pre-condition and yielding no real result, they are 
in the condition which renders the result of cognition possible by holding the parts of 
the condition in a unity.  There needs not be any metaphysical or ontological basis for
them, but the satisfaction of the condition of cognition requires transcendental ideas.  
It therefore follows that ontology should best concern itself with merely the results of
cognition and not with the cause or the condition of cognition.  “Ontology” (or the 
Chinese concept Ben-ti 本體) is after all just the product of the mixture of
experiences and ideas.  There exists no transcendent status of it, and because of the 
limits of our sensibility, there exists no real status of it in totality.  However, because 
of the necessary “participation” of reason in experience, the idea's (ontology's) 
totality and necessity in experience is totally reasonable – and at best only reasonable.
The idea can be proved in the study of the condition of experience but never 
evidenced with any sensational proofs.  The method to prove these reasonable ideas 
is dialectics, whereas the method to evidence empirical judgments is inference.
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To my late grandparents and late mother, with love and gratitude
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1. Introduction

1.1 The Problems and General Ideas of the Investigation 

Is it at all possible for us human beings to rid ourselves of the constraints of natural 

causality?  This question has taken on particular urgency for western philosophers 

since the emergence of the modern understanding of “nature” as elaborated by 

Newton (1687).1  With this idea, as Kant so nicely paraphrased in his “Third 

Antinomy” in KrV, people believe that everything that happens must have its cause 

in the  previous temporal stage in accordance with causal laws.  If this principle of 

causality exhausts the truth about the human experience, what follows is a strict 

determinism.  And this exhaustion seems to tie in rather well with our modern 

intuition, for little in our modern common sense understanding of the world casts 

doubt on it.  However, Kant (KrV: A 538 – 58 /B566 – 86.) concluded in his Third 

Antinomy that aside from natural causality, the causality of freedom (that there must 

be an absolute cause kickstarting a new series of causation without any pre-condition)

is required as well and “in harmony” with the strict fact of the “universal law of 

natural necessity,” so that the real human experience as such can be derived.  This 

treatment, especially his treatment of the truth concerning freedom, has never stopped

courting controversies in Kantian studies, and we modern folks often have little 

difficulty assuming the exhaustion of natural causality in human experience.  Strong 

naturalism, or the belief that all mental statuses can be reduced to physics, remains 

exceedingly popular among philosophers nowadays who are interested in the mind.

This same question is actually also being posed with great urgency in another, much 

older philosophical tradition: Buddhism, particularly because the goal of the practical

project in this tradition is to attain nirvāṇa when the practitioners in such a project 

cannot but situate himself or herself in saṃsāra.  Saṃsāra is a common theme shared

1 Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica (Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy).

1
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among many ancient Asian cultures including Hinduism, Buddhism, Bön, Jainism, 

Taoism, etc., and it refers to the repeating cycle of a single subject in various forms of

birth, life and death (reincarnation), whereas karma, the principle of causality, webs 

all the elementary forms of actions and existences in the cycle.  Nirvāṇa in general 

entails a profound, still status liberated from the network of the forces of karma.  

Buddhism clings on to the necessity of the karma network on the one hand but aims 

to attain nirvāṇa on the other hand.  Hence, the proper understanding of the relation 

between nirvāṇa and saṃsāra has been an enduring hot bed of philosophical debates 

in the tradition, one in which philosophers continue to be engaged nowadays.  Also, 

many philosophers in present-day Buddhist philosophy are investing immense efforts

to determine whether Buddhism can be “naturalized,”2 meaning that people continue 

to wonder if there is any positive account of the free status when we have to be 

situated in nature.    

Quite interestingly, we can identify a similar philosophical conumdrum in both 

traditions: there exists a demand for the incompatibility and, at the same time yet 

almost paradoxically, also a harmonious interrelation, between natural necessity

and some true, free status from that necessity.  More precisely, if we look at 

Mahāyāna Buddhism, which has rejected the ultimate reality (the ultimate real 

ontological status) of atoms as claimed by Hīnayāna/Abhidharma Buddhism, we can 

proclaim that in both Buddhist philosophy and Kant, the possibility for the free status 

to be any ontological status has already been ruled out.  Then, the question is how we 

should understand the free status and make a clear differentiation as well as a clear 

connection between the free status and the status situated in the natural constraints, if 

such a distinction and relation cannot be “ontological.”  Perhaps the only other option

for the unification of natural constraints and spiritual liberation rests with the 

investigation of the condition through which all possible cognitions can be resulted.  

If this is indeed the case, then we should not be surprised that in both traditions, 

2 See Arnold (2012: 1 – 13).
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epistemology assumes paramount importance and is taken to be one crucial path or 

method of practice to uncover such an almost paradoxical unification in humanity.  

Kant's response to the question consists of a treatment of the epistemology (KrV) and

a positive proof for freedom upon the epistemology (G).  Believing that any possible 

experience has to be a possible cognition and that one cannot experience the 

unknowable, Kant established a system of cognitive faculties by abstracting the 

empirical contents (affected sensation / matter) and analyzing the domains and 

relations (forms) among the necessary and non-empirical forms in the cognitive 

consciousness.3  Upon the ground of his epistemology, Kant proposed a two-fold 

scheme between empirical reality and transcendental ideality.4  On the one hand, as 

the result of cognition, experience is empirically real, for the cognition is so resulted 

with certain observable and undeniable formal necessities, e.g., objectivity (as an 

object), spatio-temporality (in time and space), etc.  Of course, although experience 

derives its reality from cognition, our thoughts about the experience can still be false, 

because the empirical judgment in thinking may be different from how the 

appearance is synthesized in the cognition (transcendental judgment, Überlegen, 

reflexio5).  On the other hand, as the established system, the individual distinct forms,

functions and inter-relations of the domains of the cognitive system must possess 

certain non-empirical necessities, because they are based on the necessary results of 

the critical abstraction of the sensational (i.e., empirical) contents in cognitions.  

Furthermore, as Kant claimed6 and posited7 in KrV, the assumption that these forms 

and functions have external causes in the “transcendental reality” must undermine the

possibility of both nature (empirical reality) and freedom, and these transcendental 

forms and functions of cognition can only be transcendentally ideal, not real.  

3 KrV: A 19 – 22 / B 33 – 36. 
4 KrV: A 28 / B 44; A 36 / B 52; A 36 – 41/ B 53 – 58; A 367 – 80; A 490 – 91/B 518 – 19. 
5 KrV: A 260 – 2 / B 316 – 7.
6 KrV: A 543 / B 571.
7 KrV: A369; A 490 – 91/B 518 – 19. 
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Thereafter, Kant was able to restrict the efficacy of natural causality within the 

empirical reality, insofar as the critical self-investigation of cognition proves and 

establishes that “causality” is one of the necessary transcendental conditions for 

cognition and experience (one function of the transcendental logic).  On the other 

hand, the conditions, including the abstract forms, functions and interrelations among

them, as Kant attempted to argue, have to hold true when they are expressed in the 

empirical reality and cannot hold true when they are also inferred as remaining true 

beyond the scope of the empirical reality.  It was exactly at this two-fold investigation

stage that Kant laid out his argument for the truth of freedom: a. It is a truth that there

is a conditional need (for nature as well as for freedom) for “another” type of 

causality, the formal causality in freedom, in contrast to natural causality in the 

empirical reality (KrV, Third Antinomy); b. free will is a categorical and formal 

imperative that has to do “not with the matter of the action and what is to result from 

it, but with the form (of action) and the principle from which the action itself 

follows” (GMS: 4168).  

With regard to this investigation stage, we can see that contemporary scholars in the 

philosophy of Kant continue to dispute two issues: (1) Does Kant's epistemology 

successfully support his transcendental idealism?  (2) Are the arguments for freedom 

in the Third Antinomy in KrV and those in G successful?  The mainstream 

philosophers take a dim view of issue (1) and seek to “remove” or “separate” 

transcendental idealism from empirical realism.  Henry E. Allison's work (1983), 

together with the revised and augmented edition (2004), is a veritable tome 

encapsulating the extensive debates.  He expertly put together the arguments of the 

philosophers championing anti-idealism – P. F. Strawson (1966) and his followers, 

mainly H. A. Prichard (1909) – and the philosophers adhering to the separability-

thesis – including also certain followers of Strawson, primarily Paul Guyer (1982, 

1983 & 1987) and Rae Langton (1998).  The anti-idealists rejected the claims of Kant

8 Translation and pagination follow the Cambridge edition, 1996.  Insertion is mine. 

4



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

that space and time are the mere aesthetic (sensible) forms of representation and that 

they possess no external reality (transcendental reality)9.  The other group of 

philosophers further believe that with the removal of Kant's idea on the ideality of 

space and time, Kant's epistemology can still suffice for science and objective 

validity in nature and succeed in refuting skepticism.  Allison's interpretation and 

defense are still being disputed nowadays, and his position has not been receptively 

received or answered thoroughly by contemporary scholars.  The main thrusts of his 

interpretation and defense are to focus on the distinction that Kant made between the 

two characters of a person, namely the intelligible character that belongs in the realm 

of intelligibility and the kingdom of freedom, and the empirical character that belongs

in the realm of sensibility and the kingdom of nature, and to emphasize that the 

distinction is one between two aspects, not between two objects or two worlds.  His 

criticisms of his opponents fall primarily along the line of attack that their 

interpretation of the distinction is merely an ontological distinction and fails to take 

into account what Kant claimed is an epistemological distinction (Allison, 2004: 4 – 

11).  

As for issue (2), Allison (1990), with his two-aspect interpretation, attempted to 

defend the success of Kant's solution to the Third Antinomy in KrV.  However, 

interestingly, H. J. Paton (1947: 224-5), yet another earlier philosopher who held a 

similar two-aspect view (or, in his wording, two standpoints), believed that Kant's 

argument in G had failed and that the whole argument for freedom has taken on the 

form of a “vicious circle.” In contrast, Allison (2011) continued to defend the success

of the argument in G.  Without going into the details of the discussions centering 

around the two issues, here, we may want to take a close look at the two shifts in the 

lines of commentaries on the side of Buddhist philosophy, in which we will find 

certain patterns of problematic interpretations similar to what we have witnessed in 

the modern philosophical debates concerning Kant's idea of freedom.  

9 Strawson (1966: 16) labeled transcendental idealism a “disastrous” doctrine of Kant.

5



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

The first shift came courtesy of Candrākīrti (ca. 600 – 650 C.E.), an influential 

thinker in the Madhyamaka school of Mahāyāna Buddhism.  In Buddhism, 

philosophers have also developed a two-fold scheme to treat the relation between 

nirvāṇa and saṃsāra, and this is known as the “Two Truth” or “Two Reality 

Theory.”  The earliest written philosophical discussions about the scheme, to the best 

of our knowledge, took place in the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣa Śāstra,10 a canonical 

text of Abhidharma Buddhism.  Essentially, the scheme makes a distinction between 

the understanding of the real world in the common opinion of the people and the 

understanding of the real world in the awakened awareness (buddhas).  The early 

discussions about the scheme by Nāgārjuna (Madhyamaka thinker, 150 – 250 C.E.), 

Maitreya (Yogācāra thinker, second half of the 4th century), Dignāga (the founder of 

the new Buddhist epistemology and logic, 480 – 540 C.E.)11 and Bhāviveka (the 

founder of the Madhyamaka school,12 ca. 500 – 578) can be characterized as a 

description of an epistemological distinction (see 1.3.1.1).  These discussions 

attempted to make sense of the differences and relations between the conventional 

truth and the ultimate truth as some different employments of the same epistemic 

capacity.  Naturally, their ideas on Buddhist practice exhibit some kind of trust in the 

moderate employment of epistemology and logic (moderate because of their 

constrained use only within the conventional reality and not beyond it), suggesting or 

demonstrating the performance of the epistemological practice (self-critique) in the 

investigation of cognition in order to clear away the inappropriate, incomplete 

understanding of reality and to unveil the appropriate knowledge.  However, 

Candrākīrti objected to such an opining difference with regard to the distinction.  He 

was convinced that the difference is one between linguistic activities and the 

10 The text is believed to have been produced in 150 C.E. (Potter, 1996: 112).  We also have Xuanzang's Chinese 
translation A Pi Da Muo Da Pi Puo Sha Lun阿毘達磨⼤毘婆沙論.

11 We do not have direct textual proof of Dignāga's involvement in interpreting the Two Truth Theory.  However, 
given his status as one of the most significant contributors to Buddhist epistemology, his account of epistemology 
should reasonably be included in the line of epistemological interpretations of the Two Truth Theory, especially 
when the two different responses to his epistemology have resulted in the divide of the Madhyamaka, following 
which the epistemological interpretation of the Two Truth Theory is argued for in one group and denied in the other.

12 Saito (2006).
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unspeakable,13 which in some sense transforms the epistemic distinction into an 

ontological one – a distinction between two ontological statuses: words and the 

unspeakable (see 1.3.1.1).  His understanding of the Two Truth Theory quickly 

gained influence.  On the one hand, his criticism of the Buddhist epistemologist 

Dignāga (especially his notion of self-awareness, svasaṁvitti14/svasaṁvedana15) 

paved the way for the profound changes in the philosophical development of 

Dignāga's famed follower and promoter Dharmakīrti (the founder of the school of 

Buddhist epistemology, ca. 600 – 660 C.E.16).  On the other hand, his disagreement 

with his clansman and predecessor Bhāviveka splintered the school of Madhyamaka 

into two main streams over the course of the school's subsequent development: one 

holds on to epistemology as a method for unveiling the true knowledge whereas the 

other categorically rejects epistemology.    

The second shift took place after the ascent of Dharmakīrti within the circle of the 

epistemologists.  Later Buddhist epistemologists have experienced significant 

problems interpreting Dharmakīrti's further development of Dignāga's epistemology 

because of its realistic and physicalistic (Sautrāntika) character17; more precisely, the 

13 Candrākīrti's commentary in the Prasannapadā on MMK 24.8 – 10.  Ven. Jianhong Shi (2010: 15) wrote that the 
key representatives maintaining this view are Gajin Nagao (1978) and Yuichi Kajiyama (1982), cf. Yoshimizu 
(1990: 105-107, 110-111 and note 6, 144).  We can cast reasonable doubts on Candrākīrti's “clear distinction” 
between the “two truths” (Ven. Jianhong Shi, 2010: 19), given that there exists some gradient between the two. 
Nonetheless, the gradient here concerns the various compositions of knowledge among the practitioners from 
ordinary persons via the stages of bodhisattvas to buddhas, while the fundamental difference between the two 
remains very sharp. 

14 PSV 1.6ab.
15 Auto-commentary of PSV 1.6ab.
16 Ouyang Jingwu's Yin ming zheng li men lun ben xu.
17 Although most of the contemporary Dharmakīrti scholars would accept the claim that Dharmakīrti's epistemic 

project is some kind of realistic epistemology (holding a real causal relation between the object of the mind and the 
cognition in the mind), it is somewhat accepted also that Dharmakīrti's philosophy is highly complicated and 
perhaps consists of different “stages.” For instance, G. Dreyfus (1997) believed that, following the Tibetan thinker 
Śākya Chok-den, there are four stages in Dharmakīrti's philosophy, and each stage is denied by the one immediately 
following it. Dreyfus believed that the realistic characters (together with the assumption of the real existence of the 
external world) of Dharmakīrti’s philosophy remain only in the scope of the former three stages while the last stage 
is purely idealism. Without going into the details for now, Dreyfus and Śākya Chok-den's materials suggest that, 
aside from the “standard interpretation” that the contemporary Dharmakīrti scholars prefer, we may also want to 
begin to consider an “alternative interpretation”: not simply inking Dharmakīrti as a simple realist. We should keep 
this in mind, but in the present investigation, Dharmakīrti is made the strawman representing realistic epistemology, 
which assumes the cognition procedure to be real in time; it thus follows that Dreyfus is believed to be the standard 
interpretation of the present-day mainstream scholarship.

7
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difficulties arose because the epistemic validity in his opinion has to be guaranteed by

the causal efficacy of the pramāṇa-s,18 the measures of cognition (or cognitive 

faculties, a term we modern folks are more accustomed to).  On the surface, if the 

relation between the sensational cognitive faculty (perception, pratyakṣa) and the 

faculty for conceptual construction (inference, anumāna)19 in Dignāga is properly 

understood, as Dharmakīrti preferred, to be natural causal relation, Dignāga's claim 

that the cognitive faculties and their result (the resulted cognition) have to be one and 

the same20 would be very inappropriate.21  Moreover, this claim is highly profound for

the philosophical position of Mahāyāna in general, viz., an idealism that refuses self-

existing basic elements independent from cognition.  If the cognitive faculties and the

cognition were related in natural causality, the faculties would become something 

naturally effective and independent of cognition  – in other words, something 

effective at the non-conventional level. The later Buddhist epistemologists after 

Dharmakīrti thus began to debate the status of the cognitive faculties, as Dan Arnold 

(2010) pointed out.  In contrast to Dharmakīrti's causal explanation about the 

operation of the cognitive faculties, later thinkers such as Prajñākaragupta (750 – 810

C.E.) and Dharmottara (700 – 800 C.E.) began to interpret the cognitive faculties as 

some formal conditions only through whose complete satisfaction in the resulted, 

realized cognition that they themselves can be counted as “pramāṇa-s”; this is also 

the position that Bhāviveka obviously assumed.22  Such developments have made 

notable Dignāga's not-so-well-appreciated original idea of “the formal conformity,” 

18 Pramāṇasvārtika 3.3 (Shastri, 1968: 100): “whatever has the capacity for causal efficacy (arthakriyāsamartham yat)
is ultimately existent (paramārthasat); everything else is conventionally existent.”  Translation uses Arnold (2012: 
21-22). 

19 Dignāga established only two pramāṇas, because in every object of cognition we can only have two “aspects 
(akara)” of it: its immediate particularity and its mediate universality (PSV 1. 2).

20 PS(V) 1.10: “Therefore, these three factors of cognition (object of cognition, cognitive faculty and the resulted 
cognition) are not separate from one another.” 

21 Of course, there are also issues concerning Dignāga's notion of “self-awareness” and “formal conformity” between 
the determination of the object and the determination in the self-awareness (PS(V) 1.9) underlying the discussions 
within this group of thinkers.  However, since Dharmakīrti himself has already been suspected to accept 
Candrakīrti's suggestion to quietly remove the notion of mental perception (Arnold 2010: 340), to introduce these 
problems would obfuscate the debate on our main thesis. Therefore, I shall put these issues aside for the time being. 

22 “dbu ma'i rtsa b'i 'grel pa shes rab sgron ma,” 45b-62b, also 46b-47a (etymology), Prajñāpradīpa (Derge Version 
of Kangyur; cf. Taishō tripiṭaka No. 3853).  The understanding of the Tibetan text relies primarily on the 
investigation in the dissertation of Su-an Lin, NCCU (forth-coming).   

8



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

in PS(V) 1.9, between the determination of the form of the object and the 

determination of the awareness of the cognition of the object.

In face of the concerns about Dignāga's “pramāṇa-prameya-phala-being-the-same” 

thesis, Arnold (2010) employed the distinction put forth by Paul Williams (1980) and

suggested that Candrākīrti and Dharmakīrti had interpreted Dignāga's idea of self-

awareness as “reflective,” meaning that the sixth consciousness (mental 

consciousness) processes the result of the first-five-sense consciousness causally.  

Such a “reflective” understanding actually casts a doubt on the sixth consciousness 

being “direct and perceptual” in character, so far as I can see, because if the sixth 

consciousness and the former-five-sense consciousness were to be related with the 

real causal efficacy, the perceptual character in the former-five-sense consciousness 

and that in the sixth consciousness would be individuated respectively by the causal 

distinction and thus undermine the definition of the unitary feature of perception 

(pratyakṣa) in one consciousness: “perception is free from conceptual construction 

(kalpanā, differentiation).”23  To put it more directly, causal efficacy must imply 

conceptual differentiation, or otherwise, the relation between cause and effect would 

collapse.  Hence, the later thinkers' attempt to define the role of pramāṇa-s as mere 

conditions of cognition without being attached with any strong realistic character in 

themselves can be understood as a shift to the rejection of the causal explanation 

among the cognitive faculties and the call to rejoin the immediacy of self-awareness 

through the unification of “all six consciousnesses.”  That is, the later thinkers have 

shifted from the reflective model of self-awareness to the “reflexive model” of self-

awareness, a model which does not regard the operation of the understanding in the 

operation of the sixth consciousness as another individual real operation separated 

from the operation of the former five-sense consciousness. This is also a position that,
23 PS(V) 1.3c.  We can also note the relevant discussions on how many “types of perception” there are in Dignāga, 

how these types are different and whether the different types undermine the “free-of-differentiation” nature of 
perception itself in general.  In his Ph.D. dissertation, Zhi-hua Yao suggested that “self-awareness” should be the 
fourth type of perception, as opposed to the previous consensus (except Alex Wayman, 1991) that there are only 
three types.  In Jun-jie Chu's Ph.D. dissertation, he argued that there exists only one type, and the discussions on the 
various types are merely expedient responses to the opponents.   

9
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as we shall find, Dignāga himself was more in favor of.24   In addition to the 

developments in India, Xuanzang's idea of Wu-ju-yi-shi (五俱意識, i.e., the mental 

consciousness always accompanying the five-sense consciousness), which had 

probably been developed earlier than Dharmakīrti's causal account, thrust the 

development of the issue within the Chinese philosophical community into a 

direction of the aforementioned “reflexive model” that is more loyal to the position of

“idealism.”    

Apparently, the similar patterns of interpretative discrepancy in these two traditions 

(Mahāyāna Buddhism and Kant) can be summarized as follows: (1) a two-fold 

scheme was developed to treat the issue of the incompatibility and necessary 

harmonious relation between natural causality and the status that is free of the 

causality; (2) the interpretation of the two-fold scheme was shifted by influential 

interpreters and promoters from an epistemological one to an ontological one (and 

hence a metaphysical one), resulting in enduring debates.  Moreover, if we look into 

the system of epistemology developed in each tradition (Kant's and Dignāga's), we 

can find that (3) aside from the natural causality, another kind of formal 

causality is needed to meet our experience as such, and it should be the formal 

causality along with which the cognitive faculties are coordinated.  This 

dissertation seeks to argue that by interpreting the operation of the cognitive faculties 

with the formal causality, we can not only obtain a coherent understanding of the 

original text of the epistemology but also facilitate the resolution of the two-fold 

scheme in each tradition for treating the issue of the incompatible but harmonious 

relation between our physically constrained situation and our spiritual liberation.  

This dissertation will also put forth a reconstructed model of epistemology (without 

any assumption of the ontological status for the cognitive faculties; in this 

dissertation, such kind of epistemology is termed critical epistemology) and entertain 

the treatment for freedom within said model.    

24	Matilal (1986: 148-9); Yao (2005: 144-5). 
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1.2 Analyses of the Problematics

First Problematic.  In the commentary literature of Dignāga's epistemology and the 

commentary literature of Kant's epistemology, a controversy over interpretation has 

been raging over how one should understand the faculties25 and the epistemic system 

consisting of said faculties with regard to their ontological assumption.  

The Indo-Tibetan discussions centered around the issue of Dignāga's idea of self-

awareness (svasaṁvitti), evolving from Candrākīrti (ca. 600 – 650 C.E.) on through 

Dharmakīrti (ca. 600 – 660 C.E.), Jinendhrabuddhi (ca. 710 – 770 C.E.26), 

Prajñākaragupta (ca. 750 – 810 C.E.) and Dharmottara (ca. 740 – 800 C.E.). Also, as 

suggested by the later, 11-century Bhramin thinker Rāmakaṇṭha and observed by Dan

Arnold (2005), there was a gradual shift from treating these epistemological terms as 

individual “mere (offhand) things” to treating them as “conditions.”  Meanwhile, the 

branch in China, viz., Xuanzang's Vijñāptimātratā (Xuanzang ca. 602 – 664 C.E.), 

which I consider to be a strong (not implying intentional) opponent to the ontic 

reception of Dignāga's philosophy, served as a vivid non-ontic counterpart in the 

tradition.    

Almost in parallel, the German idealists tended to read Kant, who also focused on the

issue of self-awareness, with a stronger ontological assumption that was covertly or 

overtly questioned by the later Kantians (D. Henrich, 1973, D.S. Pacini ed.).  The 

Kantian pioneers in North America also read Kant's epistemology with a strong 

ontological assumption.  A prime example was P. F. Strawson, who believed that the 

“unnecessary” and “unfortunate” transcendental idealism should be removed from the

25 “Measure or means of cognition, pramāṇa” in Dignāga (ca. 480 – 540 C.E.) and “faculty, power, Vermögen or 
sometimes dynamis, falcultas, Fakultät,” in Kant (1724 – 1804 C.E.)
26 Funayama (1999: 92). 
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first Critique and that the epistemic system, entailed in the “analytic argument” of the

Critique (entitled by Strawson) – the transcendental arguments that are 

“uncontaminated” by idealistic premises – can stand alone without requiring the 

support of an idealistic ground (1966: 240).  Paul Guyer followed Strawson in 

thinking that Kant's attributing space and time should be granted to the appearance 

alone, though he believed also that things in themselves should be understood as 

ordinary objects like tables and chairs which are by nature distinct from our 

representation of them in the spatiotemporal appearance. Therefore, he posited that 

transcendental idealism is not necessary for Kant while a “dogmatic metaphysical 

idealism” would suffice (1987: 335-336); here, an ontological presumption can 

clearly be observed.  Rae Langton (1998) even depicted Kant as a “scientific realist,” 

in the term's modern literal meaning.  However, this strong realistic acceptance of 

Kant was later on questioned by scholars such as John McDowell and Henry Allison. 

They became more in favor of treating these terms as “condition” (McDowell) or 

“not with ontological value” (Allison).  In particular, Allison advocated for the two-

aspect view to replace the comparatively standard “two-world view” of Kant's 

phenomenal-noumenal distinction, in direct defense of Kant's transcendental idealism

(1983/2004).  On the other side, the continental scholarship over the past century 

seems to me to have maintained a much greater awareness of the problem, since one 

will observe far less frequently in that scholarship instances where an interpretation 

of Kant is bundled with some understanding of these terms with tacit, strong 

ontological assumption. Also, unlike the situation in North America, it is not so often 

the case that Kant can be treated without undertaking a serious consideration of his 

position on transcendental idealism and his peculiar idea of space and time as mere 

forms of representation.  

Whether these two epistemological systems should be taken without any ontological 

assumption, together with the problem of how this can be accomplished, is the initial 

problematic of this investigation.
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Second Problematic.  The epistemology in both Dignāga and Kant is not isolated.  It

is at the service of practical needs.  

The relation is clearer in Kant, especially within the three Critiques and other related 

works such as Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (GMS) and Prolegomena, 

that epistemology as a grand argument supports the position of transcendental 

idealism and the distinction of the phenomenal/sensible and the 

noumenal/intelligible, and hence anticipates freedom, which is the proof of morality 

(KpV27) as well as the basis of its metaphysics (GMS). 

On the other side, albeit with Dignāga, we may not have a strong plan as clear-cut as 

what we have with Kant or even with other like-minded Buddhist thinkers (e.g., 

Dharmakīrti); on at least three points, we are obliged to admit that the epistemology 

of Dignāga indeed anticipates a further practical end aside from the end as providing 

a ground for the conventional, theoretical polemics among the Buddhist and non-

Buddhist schools. (1) With the literature of Dignāga himself, the claims that the 

Buddha be the “personification of the means of cognition (pramāṇa-bhūta)” (PS(V) 

1.1) and that the (epistemological) treatises hereby aim to guide those tīrthika lost 

amid the stream of saṃsāra to return to the right path (NMukh, last verse), and their 

related commentaries or allusions, especially those compiled in the commentaries and

works of Kuiji (632 – 682 C.E.) and Huizhao (651 – 714 C.E.), we are so obliged.  

Besides, (2) within both the Hīnayāna and the Mahāyāna classical sutras and 

treatises, the role that epistemology plays is so profound and so difficult to ignore that

we can hardly omit its commonly agreed function from the project of liberation 
27 “Now, the concept of freedom, insofar as its reality is proved by an apodeictic law of practical reason, constitutes 

the keystone of the whole structure of the system of pure reason, even of speculative reason; and all other concepts 
(those of God and immortality), which as mere ideas remain without support in the latter, now attach themselves to 
this concept and with it and by means of it get stability and objective reality, that is, their possibility is proved by 
this: that freedom is real, for this idea reveals itself through moral law” (Cambridge edition of KpV, 5: 4-5; 
emphasis is mine).
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without more rigorous grounds and arguments.28  (3) Also, with Buddhism as a 

historical or religiously practical whole – especially as an entire project devoted to 

the attainment of liberation – to establish the means for proper cognition only for the 

sake of conventional communications (scientific or technical deliberation) is not 

sufficiently justified within the project. The burden of justification actually rests upon

the camp claiming that Buddhist epistemology should merely be established for the 

purpose of treating the simple theoretical or technical problems at the conventional 

level, or only in passive response to the non-Buddhists.  We need to ask: (1) what is 

the role of epistemology in the process of religious practice, (2) what is the 

significance of epistemology in the philosophy of Buddhism, and (3) what is the 

feature which distinguishes Buddhist epistemology from other non-Buddhist 

epistemologies that makes Buddhism a more persuasive philosophy? 

To sum up, the exact role of the epistemology in each of the Buddhist and Kant's 

grander projects of practice is the second problematic of the investigation. To be 

more precise, with Kant, the investigation is to focus on how and whether Kant's 

epistemology succeeds in supporting transcendental idealism together with the 

phenomenal-noumenal distinction, as well as the vision of a practical philosophy 

thereupon.  As an initial attempt, we deal with Kant's resolution to the Third 

Antinomy in KrV, to illustrate how Kantian epistemology indeed succeeds in 

supporting transcendental idealism and anticipating freedom as a fact.  With Dignāga,

the investigation involves reconstructing a reasonable, historical as well as 

philosophical significance of such a Buddhist epistemology in the context of the 

28 In vol. 531, Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra, the Buddha says that a bodhisattva as in the cause-position and a buddha as
in the result-position cognize the particular aspect (sva-lakṣaṇa) and the universal aspect (sāmānya-lakṣaṇa) of 
every dharma completely without any concealment and defilement. “於一切法自相、共相照了無闇清淨具足，住

因位時名為菩薩，若至果位即名如來.”
      In vol. 6, Buddhabhūmi-sūtra-śāstra, the Buddha is described as knowing the particular aspect and the universal 

aspect of every dharma with Subtle Observing Wisdom, so that all the confusions surrounding these two aspects are 
removed …...  “如是如來妙觀察智，遍知一切自相共相，能斷世間一切疑惑自共相愚，是疑惑因知自共相無

此愚故，自無疑惑能斷他疑，大圓鏡智永離二障不愚...” 
     In A Pi Tan Xin Lun, it is said that whoever knows the particular aspect and the universal aspect of every dharma can

lay claim to being the Buddha. “能知諸法自相、共相，名為佛”.

14
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Buddhist project of practice, especially after Nāgārjuna's dominant criticism of the 

epistemology proposed by the Nyāya school (a realistic stance). This will necessarily 

place Dignāga in the middle of the fight, or the continuation, between the two main 

Mahāyāna branches: the Madhyamaka and Yogacārā. 

The Main Contribution of the investigation of these problematics rests on 

answering the second by determining the first.  In order to do so, the investigation 

seeks to deal first with a philosophical question: what is epistemology?  We raise two

challenges against the epistemology with the ontological assumption (assuming that 

the epistemological terms have already had “real” references and that they “co-work”

in “real causal” relations) – viz., Logical Question 1: the results cannot be “really” 

presupposed in their causes; and Logical Qestion 2: direct (sensational) experiences 

cannot occur  “logically” prior to the indirect (conceptual) experiences. As such, the 

investigation suggests that the epistemology will need to be implemented critically 

and radically (attributing no ontological assumption to the epistemological terms); 

accordingly, the investigation would also suggest the rejection of the ontic 

interpretation line of the two epistemic systems, since the interpretations would be 

basically and philosophically problematic.  Next, the investigation attempts to 

formulate reasonable and coherent reconstructions of these two epistemic systems 

with “critical” and “radical” attitudes.  Being reasonable and coherent means that (a) 

the interpretation discrepancies can be more easily reconciled or explained away with

this interpretation and (b) stronger and more coherent significance of epistemology in

the context of the higher plan of both Dignāga and Kant can be obtained with the 

critical interpretation. As the findings and reconstructions of the investigation would 

suggest, the critical interpretation is not only more plausible than the ontic 

interpretation, but it is indeed also the case that the two epistemic systems can better 

sustain themselves with the non-ontic reading. 
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Exposition of Key Ideas and Clarifications.  The idea of transcendental logic is 

basically derived from Kant.  Here, in this investigation, the term is generalized to 

mean the epistemic condition in the following 3 senses: (1) the epistemic condition of

the general logic and its operation.  With the condition, the regularity in thinking 

about objects (concepts) and thinking of them in relations (repeatable laws) is made 

possible, while the term “laws” is meant in a broad sense, including the (natural) laws

adopted in theoretical reasoning and the (natural) laws that can be willed in the 

universal consideration (in freedom/morality).  (2) It is also intended that 

transcendental logic is the epistemic condition for our direct experience to be 

extended in space and time “as so intuited.”  (3) Ruling out all of the ontological 

assumptions in the Buddhist epistemology immediately suggests that there is implied 

in the Buddhist epistemic system the transcendental logic – the condition for any 

empirical inference in our experience to be possible (and for the validity of each 

instance of inference to be questionable and determinable).  This suggestion, as the 

findings will indicate, may prove to be a better option than those options regarding 

the Buddhist logic as a subdivision of the abstract formal or general logic, a stance 

that most of the contemporary researchers have tacitly presumed to be what Dignāga 

had in mind with his treaties on logic.  Also, the understanding has more 

epistemological as well as practical contents than the understanding that the Buddhist

logic is a combination of Indian logic and the rules of polemics (Daqi Chen  and S. 

Katsura)29.   

29 To the best of my knowledge, all of the scholars in the 20th century Chinese circle treated Dignāga's logic as one 
type of the theories concerning formal/general logic; in other words, the treatises of this logic are carried out with an
attempt to establish an objective, universal logic theory, toward which the other western modern studies of logic are 
also heading.  The thrusts of these studies center on collating the formulae, identifying the flaws within the formulae
and deciding whether the system is induction or deduction, mainly with the use of apparatus that modern logic 
studies have so far uncovered.  However, in Daqi Chen (1952), we can observe a direct attempt to relocate Dignāga's
logic treatise in the context of epistemology, which has often been observed in the classical Chinese Yin-ming 
tradition.  Besides, in both Chen and Katsura (2010), the polemics context of Buddhist logic was emphasized. 
Katsura (2010) offered a summary of the Japanese scholarship on Buddhist logic during the second half of the 20th 
century (pp. 254-259); Weihong Zheng (1996: 199 – 244) compiled a summary of the Chinese scholarship during 
1919 – 1949.  Both accounts indicated that the development of Buddhist logic in the 20th century Asia was basically 
a component of the globalized formal logic.  In Zheng's view, the most influential scholars of Buddhist logic in the 
20th century China were Cheng Lü and Daqi Chen, with Lü representing the old approach of the Chinese Yin-ming 
tradition and inclined toward epistemology and Chen embodying the approach of modern logic. 
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The notion of spiritual development in this investigation is limited to the process of 

positioning the absolute, highest point in our conscious experience. By spirit, I refer 

to that which is non-sensible, non-material and non-cognizable but possible and true 

in “consciousness,” and which is also understood, similarly to the common 

understanding, as the core value of the sentient being with consciousness.  In other 

words, spiritual development here refers not to a process from the sensible experience

to the ontologically transcendent experience but to the re-ascertainment of the fact: 

the continual up-lifting of the self-awareness, the awareness that the self-awareness is

by nature distinct from the cognized subject (pathological subject and psychological 

subject), which can be possible only with the precondition of the factuality of self-

awareness and avails itself of the fact that such a precondition takes on a distinctive, 

individual and always-superior position in the scope of  the conscious experience.  

It is however not intended here that the two ideas with their so-limited contents are 

assumed to be true at the outset.  Nor is it intended that the limited meanings of the 

two ideas will mark the end of the arguments here. The two arguments put forth in 

determining the first problematic and resolving the second are self-sustained. The 

main thesis is that the non-ontic reading of the two systems carries more weight than 

the ontic one.  Thus, the reconstructions of the two systems and their services for the 

two practical projects, as part of the argument, should be allowed only to consider the

non-ontic and pure epistemic version of the scheme, which is of course the version 

that the investigation recommends.  The investigation wishes to withhold from 

attacking the scope of soteriology by not cross-questioning the either mystic or 

despairing scheme of the other version of the two practical projects, which the ontic 

interpreters would naturally favor more.  Here, only the reason as to why the scheme 

must necessarily lead to the either mystic or despairing “practical end” will be 

provided.  We take Heidegger and Arendt's reaction to Kantian moral philosophy as a

demonstrative example (see 5.2). 
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Epistemology and Ontology.  Critical epistemology's priority over ontology poses 

no harm to any ontic state.  When epistemology precedes ontology, the question may 

be raised as to whether it will necessarily follow that the position contradicts our 

intuition that how the universe unfolds of its own accord should not at all be 

interrupted by our activity of cognition alone.  Therefore, it stands to reason that 

ontology should precede epistemology.  Such concerns are actually unwarranted in 

critical epistemology. “Taking a priority position” is itself epistemological and not an

ontic “undertaking,” and whether or not one practices epistemological contemplation,

the world will remain there to be known as it is.  The world is always there to be 

known, as long as there is a knower.  The purpose for ascertaining the priority rests 

with calling for an awareness that the assumption of any ontic state that is 

independent of cognition is problematic, for such an assumption implies a real, ontic 

disconnect between consciousness and “the world,” meaning that “the world” is 

never there to be really known without any real mediation (e.g., God or some real 

causal relation between the object known and the cognizing subject).  And to accept 

that the world is always there to be known, whether or not it is really known, does not

necessarily imply that the world exists by itself without being in any relation to 

cognition.  Furthermore, ontological forms as in space and time do not exhaust 

consciousness, which is  supported by the fact of the always up-lifting position and 

non-representational nature of self-awareness.  For the consideration of epistemic 

investigation and the investigation of consciousness itself, epistemology precedes 

ontology.  In summary, the epistemological consideration that epistemology precedes

ontology is totally compatible with the fact that the world itself goes without being 

causally constrained by the fact of cognition; however, this fact does not imply that a 

world independent of cognition (or of pratītyasamutpāda)  is assumable.  And, as the 

question itself correctly observes, the fact that the epistemic contemplation does not 

in reality interfere with the ontic states and the priority of epistemology over 

ontology (being an epistemic consideration, too) pose no harm to the ontic states at 
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all. Additionally, judging from this ordinary observation, it seems to be quite 

common-sensical that the epistemology itself (i.e. the epistemic systems) cannot be 

ontically real (empirically causal) at all.  

Side Contributions.  The investigation also contributes to the issue of self-awareness

in both traditions by advocating for the rejection of the idea of intellectual intuition 

and the positions that the self-awareness can be phenomenal, e.g., Christian Coseru 

(2012) and Ganari (2012), or is merely conceptual, e.g., Dan Arnold (2010, 2012).  

Intellectual intuition is the product of the ontic understanding of our consciousness, 

and this will be pointed out in the investigation to be creating systematic flaws both 

in Dignāga and Kant.  Furthermore, this investigation will help facilitate the 

acceptance of the non-intuitive intellectual nature of self-awareness, the resolutions to

a number of disputes on both sides, such as the Madhyamaka's attack on Dignāga's 

idea of svasaṁvitti, and the determination of the priority between the theoretical and 

practical employment of reason.

The anticipated conclusion of the investigation would posit that (1) the ultimate 

contribution of “the epistemology” rests on ascertaining that spontaneity is 

trustworthy for cognition as well as for practice, yet in markedly different but 

intricately interwoven ways.  And the interwoven structure can be sorted out via the 

practice of epistemology.  Owing to the need for practice, the methodological 

isolation from any ontical attachment is necessary in the study of epistemology.  That

is to say, in order to afford the space for the practice of epistemology, we have to 

afford the space for “transcendental logic,” which conditions general laws in nature 

but only relates to them formally.  This point is entirely compatible with any life 

position or philosophical position denying the idea of the self-existing ontic state and 

the idea of the self-existing first cause – a position with which both Buddhism 

(especially both the Madhyamaka and Yogacārā) and Kant's transcendental idealism, 

as the investigation suggests, must agree.  (2) There is a non-lineal “development” 
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among (a) experience as such (so-cognized), (b) moral situation and (c) spiritual 

liberation – non-lineal because of the complicated interwoven relationships between 

the cognition-consciousness and the practice-consciousness.  (3) Finally, the 

investigation wishes to call for the awareness that in the realm of conscious reflexion 

(a) epistemology precedes ontology (the treatises on the first problematic), and (b) 

practice precedes cognition (the treatises on the second problematic).

1.3 Backgrounds of the Problems

1.3.1 Background in Buddhism

The investigation touches on the two main domains of the Mahāyāna Buddhist 

philosophy: the Madhyamaka and Yogacārā. The main thrust of the investigation is 

Dignāga's epistemology (pramāṇavada and hetuvidyā).  The review of the 

scholarship and the background of the problem is divided into “Two Truth Theory in 

Buddhism” and “Probability for Critical Epistemology in Buddhism,” because for the

establishment of critical epistemology in Buddhism, we have to determine (1) 

whether it is justifiable to establish epistemology in Mahāyāna Buddhism after the 

epistemology seemed to have been rejected by Nāgārjuna (150 – 250 C.E.) during the

initial stage of the tradition, and then (2) whether the epistemology without any 

ontological and metaphysical assumption will gain traction among the Buddhist 

epistemologists.  

1.3.1.1 Two Truth Theory in Buddhism

The fact that the Two Truth Theory is a central and controversial issue in Buddhist 
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philosophy can be glimpsed as early as Vol. 77 of the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣa 

Śāstra,30 which is often considered to be the defining, encyclopaedic text of the 

Abhidharma tradition in mainstream Buddhism (viz., the Small Vehicle Buddhism).  

The basic idea is that the same truth looks different or possesses different meanings 

from the viewpoint of an ordinary person than from the viewpoint of the awakened 

awareness (buddhas).  From the passage in the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣa Śāstra (T. 

1545, vol. 27: 399-c9-13), we can see that people during that era had already begun 

discussing the paths to attain nirvana – the four noble truths: the truth of “incapable 

of satisfying” (duḥkha), the truth of the arising of suffering (samudaya), the truth of 

the cessation of suffering (nirodha) and the truth of the path to the liberation of 

suffering (mārga) – with such a two-fold scheme and come to four different 

conclusions on how one should group the Buddha's four noble truths into the scheme.

Some held that the first two noble truths belong to the conventional, with the other 

two to the ultimate.  Some held that only mārga can be said to be ultimately true, 

while the rests are merely the conventional understandings.  Some held that all of the 

four noble truths are conventional truths, while the ultimate truth is the understanding

that everything is empty.  Some held that the four noble truths as particular 

phenomena are conventionally true, while the proper understanding of each of them 

is ultimately true.  Quite naturally, the difference between an ordinary person and the 

awakened awareness as suggested in the theory renders the theory itself highly 

relevant and central to the philosophical reflections on the meaning of the practical 

project of Buddhism – being released from the conventional saṃsāra and attaining 

the ultimate nirvāṇa.  Also, because the believers had such disparate understandings 

of the Buddha's teachings, especially with regard to the difference between the 

ordinary person and the awakened awareness, the interpretation of the Two Truth 

scheme was already exceedingly controversial during its early development. 

With his seminal works, Nāgārjuna (150 – 250 C.E.) epitomized the transition from 
30 The text is believed to have been produced in 150 C.E. (Potter, 1996: 112).  We also have Xuanzang's Chinese 

translation: A Pi Da Muo Da Pi Puo Sha Lun, ca. 150 CE.
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Hīnayāna Buddhism to Mahāyāna Buddhism (the Great Vehicle Buddhism) in the 

history of the Buddhist philosophy.  The former in general understands the Buddha's 

teaching of emptiness by understanding the lack of eternity in phenomena via 

understanding that all the phenomena are nothing but the momentary, temporary 

compositions of some non-phenomenal, ever-lasting elements (atoms, paramāṇu) 

with their own specific nature (svabhāva).  The latter categorically rejects the reality 

of such elements and claims; in particular, Nāgārjuna championed the view that it is 

logically incompatible for phenomena to be conventionally real and for the non-

phenomenal elements as the substrate of the phenomena to be ultimately real as well. 

Only when all the phenomena are empty by nature (without any determined non-

phenomenal elements as the substrate) [ultimately], can it hold that all the phenomena

stand [conventionally].31  Nāgārjuna presented his Two Truth Theory in Verse 8-10, 

Chapter 24 of his Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (MMK), in response to the challenge that 

if everything that exists must be empty by nature, it then follows that the four noble 

truths and the ensuing stages of cultivation must be empty as well, so that becoming 

the Buddha is not true and thus not practical.  Nāgārjuna's response went like this: 

The Dharma teaching of the Buddha rests on two truths: conventional truth and

ultimate truth.

Who do not know the distinction between the two truths, 

they do not understand reality in accordance with the profound teachings of the

Buddha. 

The ultimate truth is not taught independently of customary ways of talking 

and thinking.

Not having acquired the ultimate truth, nirvāṇa is not attained. (Siderits and 

Katsura, 2013: 272-273)32

31 MMK 24.14: “For whom emptiness is acceptable, for him everything is acceptable; for whom the empty state is not 
acceptable, for him everything is not acceptable” Luetchford (2002: 102); “All is possible when emptiness is 
possible. Nothing is possible when emptiness is impossible” Siderits and Katsura (2013: 276).  

32 “The teaching of the dharma of the buddhas rests on two truths: Conventional worldly truth and truth regarding the
ultimate. Those who do not understand the distinction between these two truths, Do not understand the profound 
truth in the teaching of the buddhas. Separate from actions, the ultimate truth is not exhibited; Without attaining the 
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The passage suggests that (1) the appropriate understanding of the distinction 

between the two truths is essential to the Buddhist practice (attaining nirvāṇa from 

the starting position in the daily activities) and (2) the two truths can be distinguished 

from each other but will collapse together if separated from each other: the ultimate 

truth is “exhibited” (deśyate) in conventional actions.  From then on, Nāgārjuna's 

Two Truth Theory morphed into a new starting point for most of the controversies 

concerning interpretation in Mahāyāna Buddhism.   In the Mūlamadhyamakavṛtty-

akutobhayā, purportedly Nāgārjuna's own commentary, the distinction is understood 

to be the distinction between two different ways of understanding the same truth that 

everything is empty by nature and that everything can arise and cease in phenomena 

(Ye, 2011: 407).  Ordinary folk witness the arising and ceasing of the phenomena and

collectively only understand this arising and ceasing of the phenomena to be true by 

itself without any further consideration.  This incomplete understanding is termed the 

conventional truth (understanding).  The awakened awareness discerns that the 

arising and ceasing of the phenomena cannot be compatible with the assumption that 

the world also arises and ceases by itself non-phenomenally.  The understanding that 

the world itself does not arise and cease as it so appears is termed the ultimate truth 

(understanding).  The commentary in Candrākīrti's Prasannapadā, however, put forth

a different interpretation of the distinction (ibid.).   According to Candrākīrti, the 

conventional truth encapsulates the linguistic expressions and activities including the 

interpreting, the interpreted, the cognizing, the cognized, etc., while the ultimate truth

refers to the unspeakable.  We can see that the distinction as expressed in the 

Mūlamadhyamakavṛtty-akutobhayā is an epistemological one, namely a distinction 

between two different views of the same object – the same world of phenomena.  

Since the opinion of the ultimate truth does not imply another different ontological 

layer or status other than the one with the contentful appearance, it is acceptable to 

positively address the ultimate truth without fearing that this would thus attribute any 

ultimate truth, nirvana is not attained” Luetchford (2002: 101).
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further existing reference in itself beyond the contentful appearance; the positive 

propositions only address the ultimate truth (true characteristics) about the 

phenomenal world, e.g., the fact of the dependent-origination and the fact of the 

liberation (nirvāṇa), without designating any ultimate (non-phenomenal) reference.  

On the other side, the distinction in Prasannapadā is ontological, namely a 

distinction between two different ontological states (word vs. world, or better, 

linguistic activities vs. the ineffable – that which lies beyond language, viz., 

undeterminable by language).  That is, there exist two ontological layers (two 

worlds): the layer of the world of contentful appearance to us in designations, to 

which we can attribute linguistic expressions concerning it, and the layer of the world

in itself that is incomprehensible, ineffable and even non-sensible to the ordinary 

cognition.  It is precisely because of the ontological characteristic of the distinction 

(viz., the ultimate expression refers to another ontological status) that it is forbidden 

in Prasannapadā to positively address anything concerning the ultimate reality.33  

On the other side of the divide, the Yogācāra, a later Mahāyāna branch, gave rise to 

yet another significant text on the Two Truth Theory, the Madhyānta-vibhāga-tīkā.  It

is widely believed that the verse text was produced by Maitreya (second half of the 4th

33 Huntington (1989: 108) proposed a third alternative to understand the Two Truth scheme other than the 
epistemological understanding and the ontological understanding. He believed that the ultimate expression in the 
Madhyamaka is the “nonreferential use of language” (ibid.: 38-39) and that the purpose of the Madhyamaka 
philosophy is not to establish another finer system of philosophy but to deconstruct the inappropriate rational system
that is incapable of comprehending the ultimate reality, very similar to the approaches of Heidegger and 
Wittgenstein (ibid.: 125).  Yet, it is precisely owing to the special nonreferential use of language in the ultimate 
expressions in Candrakīrti's Madhyamaka vocabulary that we say that the two truth distinction in his mind was, or 
implied, an ontological distinction.  The ultimate reality is incomprehensible, unlike the conventional reality that is 
comprehensible and graspable in the referential use of language. Therefore, Candrakīrti could not, in contrast to 
what the author of the Mūlamadhyamakavṛtty-akutobhayā preferred to do, admit any legitimate claim that is 
necessarily true and is in the meanwhile describing the same conventional world. In other words, in Candrakīrti, the 
ultimate reality is regarded as a different ontological system or status from the conventional reality that is entirely 
constructed with our collective linguistic activities.  On the other hand, this “semantic understanding” also implies 
that by deconstructing the imagined conventional reality in our linguistic activities, the ultimate reality that is 
beyond our comprehension (beyond the linguistic activities) can then be uncovered; this precisely encapsulates the 
ontological distinction between the two realities: the false or defiled reality of linguistic activities covering up the 
true or pure ineffable reality.  Hence, we will still consider Candrakīrti's interpretation of the Two Truth Theory to 
be an ontological interpretation.  This distrust of the ultimately true claim about the phenomenal world in the 
Madhyamaka philosophy of language has to do with the failure to note the difference between the inferential 
employment (inference) and the dialectic employment (reductio ad absurdum) of the same logic in both the 
unawakened and the awakened awareness; we will finally put our finger on this issue in the concluding chapter 
(5.3).  Because the same logic can be employed in these two ways, the concept that is rational (not cognizable) but is
not contrary to our cognitive condition can be held to be true, e.g., freedom.
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century) while the explanation text was authored by Vasubandhu (4th/5th century34).  

The first Chinese translation of the text, Zhong-bian-fen-bie lun, 2 volumes, was 

provided by Paramārtha in 558 C.E., after which Xuanzang contributed a second 

translation, Bian-zhong-bian lun, 3 volumes; both are collected in vol. 31, Tai-shō-zō. 

The text provides an epistemological interpretation of the theory, especially the 

utilization of the three-nature theory and the pramāṇavada (epistemology) methods.  

Following the Sandhinirmocana Sūtra,35 the text basically claims that the cognition 

consists of three natures: (1) the hypostatized nature (parikalpitasvabhāva), by which

the cognition takes/conceptualizes the cognized objects to be necessarily real; (2) the 

dependent nature (paratantrasvabhāva), by which the objective states are cognized 

via causality and thus cognized as dependent states in necessary relations to their 

causes and effects in the phenomenal causal exhaustion; and (3) the perfect nature 

(parinispannasvabhāva), which is retrieved as the ultimate nature of the 

consciousness itself insofar as the cognition realizes that (1') the objective reality in 

the appearance is merely the outcome of its own function and not really operating by 

itself, and that (2') the necessary dependent nature of all the states shows that they are

lacking some absolute, non-phenomenal self-cause by itself.   This suggests to me 

that the resulting cognition as such (necessarily with the three natures) engenders the 

conventional opinion about the world, while, through the self-critique of the 

cognition itself, the truth about itself can be retrieved in the cognition itself – the truth

about how the resulting cognition engenders the conventional truth (1') and why that 

reality is not ultimately true (2'). This way, we arrive at yet another version of the 

Two Truth scheme.  

A number of Madhyamaka thinkers, among them some very early and important 

figures, were also heavily influenced by this Yogācāra view.  Bhāviveka (ca. 500 – 

34  The 4th century according to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy and the 5th century according to the Fo 
Guang Dictionary.

35 Cheng Lü and Koitsu Yokoyama  held that the sūtra was supposed to be compiled in the 3rd century, after the death 
of Nāgārjuna.
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578), who was believed to be the real founder of the school of Madhyamaka,36 

obviously afforded the view serious consideration.  Besides adopting such a view of 

the Two Truth Theory, Bhāviveka also utilized the method of epistemology, 

including the widely noted tryavayava logic formula (the three-component inference 

formula) and several ideas from pramāṇavada (mainly Dignāga's, 480 – 540 C.E.) in 

his work, the Prajñāpradīpa-mūlamadhyamaka-vṛtti.  This position or approach was 

strongly refuted by another key figure in the Madhyamaka, Candrākīrti (ca. 600 – 650

C.E.), who retorted that the pramāṇavada approach still preserves some “attachment”

to the idea of svabhāva (self-nature, the eternal state of some basic elements) and also

that consciousness itself has to grapple with the issue of its ontological status in the 

end, thus endangering the principle of emptiness.37  The divide within the 

Madhyamaka school between the approach of Bhāviveka and the approach of 

Candrākīrti subsequently morphed over time into two separate traditions as 

understood by the Tibetan doxographers: the Svātantrika (initiated by Bhāviveka) and

the Prasaṅgika (initiated by Candrakīrti).  The former holds that certain constructive 

thesis or theory about the empty nature of all dharmas has yet to be established in the 

Madhyamaka, while the latter holds that Mādhyamikas only takes “negation” and 

“logic” to be convenient conventional tools, i.e., prasaṅga (reductio ad absurdum), to

deconstruct any conventional theoretical establishment within the scope of the 

conventional truth alone.  This is the only way we may attain (uncover) the ultimate 

truth, which is merely an understanding of the fact that ultimately everything is 

empty by nature.  

We can conclude that the distinction between the epistemological understanding and 

the ontological understanding of the rightfully-supposed difference between the 

mundane awareness and the awakened awareness was one of the major controversies 

36 Akira Saito (2006) argued for this and suggested that Nāgārjuna should be positioned as the founder of Mahāyāna-
abhidhrama; Shaoyong Ye (2011: 18) concurred with Saito.  However, it is widely held in the Chinese and Tibetan 
Buddhist circles that Nāgārjuna initiated Mādhyamaka.

37 PSP 71.10~75.1, Cf. Arnold (2005b: 449-461), MacDonald (2014: vol. 1 268-275, vol.2: 247-288) and  Liu (2009: 
47-51).
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during the development of the early Mahāyāna tradition or perhaps already rooted in 

the Abhidharma tradition.  In the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣa Śāstra, we can already 

observe the use of the Two Truth scheme as simple ontological categories by two 

groups of Buddhist scholars, so that the four noble truths can be categorized 

accordingly at the same level. Moreover, another two groups highlighted the 

difference between the phenomena and the understanding of the phenomena, so that 

the understanding (regardless of whether it is the understanding of the four noble 

truths all together in general, as expressed in the empty thesis, or the understanding of

each of them individually) is incorporated on top of the four noble truths as mere 

known phenomena.  With Nāgārjuna's Two Truth Theory, the early understanding 

(that in purportedly Nāgārjuna's very own self-commentary on MMK, that in the 

Yogācāra treaties and that in the Bhāviveka) adhered to the epistemological 

distinction. On the other hand, the later, highly influential Candrākīrti expressed 

unhappiness with the distinction between phenomenon and understanding and 

introduced the distinction between the expressible (the inferable reality in language 

acts) and the ineffable (the truth that nothing ultimately exists).  More precisely, as a 

mere epistemological distinction, the ultimate can be regarded as some constructive 

“theory,” while as an ontological distinction, the ultimate must be strictly in the form 

of negation.  Even with Huntington's understanding of the semantics (1989), the 

ultimate in Candrākīrti can nonetheless only be uncovered when the conventional 

linguistic activities are removed by the conventional linguistic activities of negation 

(deconstruction); the two truths still imply two different realities.  Of course, the 

distinction between the expressible and the ineffable implies a distrust in cognition, 

especially the cognitive faculties and the system that renders cognition possible.  First

of all, with regard to their ontological status, since all dharmas that can be understood

and expressed in words must be empty (having no ultimate nature and independent 

substrate), the proper and ultimate understanding of the nature of cognition – and 

hence the proper understanding of the faculties and the system – becomes a problem 

for the principle of emptiness, if the understanding is to have a true (ontological) 
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reference.  Second, what we can understand and then express with words at all with 

our capacity to differentiate (i.e, anumāna, the epistemic faculty in charge of 

conceptual constructing) is what we term the conventional truth, which is different 

from what we cannot understand and express (i.e., the ultimate truth); then, by 

definition, how can proper understanding of that which we can understand and 

express be counted as that which we cannot understand and express?  Owing to such 

a distrust, the proper understanding of our cognition in the view of Candrākīrti can 

best be counted as the conventional truth. 

However, the problem for  Candrākīrti rests on the side of the ineffable, especially 

the ineffable that still has to be in relation to the cognition.  Within the framework of 

Nāgārjuna's Two Truth Theory, the ultimate truth must be exhibited in the 

conventional activity, while any independent status of existence by itself is denied.  

That is, the ultimate ineffable reality cannot be the world in and by itself without 

being in any relation to the cognition.  In other words, the ultimate truth in 

Candrākīrti, the loyal follower of Nāgārjuna, must be something known but not 

thinkable (not conceptual) to the knower.  We can exhaust the options for 

understanding this knowable but unthinkable: (1) nothingness as rejecting the left-

over of the scope of knowability over that of the expressibility, after which the 

ultimate truth becomes nothing but the knowledge that “the ultimate truth is that there

is no ultimate truth” (Siderits, 2007: 202); (2) non-conceptual perception (pratyakṣa) 

in the Buddhas, which refers to the direct knowledge without any conceptual 

construction obtained through inference (anumāna).  With (1), since the independent 

existence that is in no relation to the cognition has been rejected, we need not 

consider the physicalistic semantics's need in the extensional meanings, namely the 

existents alone by themselves without any real process of cognition (1-1),  as the 

candidate for the knowable but not-yet-thinkable.  What is then left is an one-fold 

ontology, which restricts linguistic activities within this fold itself. All together, this 

pushes the nothingness as the ineffable into the nothingness as the non-existence; 
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therefore, the ultimate truth is the knowledge that all conventional real objects only 

exist conventionally to us, the ordinary folk, and nothing is possible other than the 

conventional reality (1-2).  With (2), since the independent existence has similarly 

been rejected, the non-conceptual perception as the particular sense data of certain 

independent ontological status in the functioning nerves in the brain, which does not 

yet have intentional content (2-1), is also out of the picture here.  What remains is 

thus the non-conceptual perception as epistemic components (2-2).  Therefore, 

Candrākīrti's attack on the idea of self-awareness in the Yogācāra, as originated by 

Dignāga, seems very reasonable to us. After we have rejected the self-awareness, 

which was regarded by Candrākīrti as an ontological (mental) reference of the 

ultimate reality (2-2), the only plausible option on the position of Mahāyāna 

Buddhism is (1-2).  

Self-awareness in Dignāga is exactly the direct knowledge in the Buddhas (the 

awakened awareness) that is not contaminated by the conceptual constructions in 

inference.  Without yet going into the details of Dignāga's epistemology, which shall 

be presented in due course, we can say that in Candrākīrti, we are indeed able to 

sense an inclination to reserve an one-fold conventional ontology and avoid the non-

thinkable but knowable by adopting the strategy of grouping both perception 

(pratyakṣa, the non-conceptual cognition) and inference (anumāna, the conceptual 

cognition) into something conventional and rejecting the legitimacy of the idea of 

self-awareness.  By dismissing the idea of self-awareness as a candidate for the 

ontological reference of the ultimate truth of its legitimacy, Candrākīrti was able to 

establish the one-fold ontology among the three other collapsed or rejected 

possibilities (existents by itself, not-yet-meaningful sense data and pure perception in 

self-awareness).  However, at this point, it is prudent to ponder two questions.  First, 

if the knowledge that all that is possible to us is nothing but conventionally true 

holds, does it hold exactly in the same way as any other conventional assertions?  

This was apparently not the case to Candrākīrti, because he termed this knowledge 
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the ultimate truth.  Next, one can further question Candrākīrti as to how that truth can

be revealed to us in the cognition with absolute certainty.  If there exists any truth that

is ultimate and that is true without any external substrate, can it be confirmed only by 

“exhaustively” negating the conventional absoluteness with the conventional tools 

(language and logic)?  Where does the “exhaustiveness” derive from?  How do we 

come to know that with certainty?  There seems to be a difference yet between 

asserting that all the conventional would not hold if any external substrate is assumed

with them and asserting that it is absolutely true that all the conventional do not hold 

if any external substrate is assumed.  Is the one-fold ontology a sufficient explanation

for that ultimacy and certainty, especially when this truth still has to be the truth 

known by us?  Second, does Candrākīrti's understanding of the Buddhist 

pramāṇavāda (epistemology) in the Yogācāra, especially Dignāga's theory of self-

awareness, seem fair?  Aside from assuming the cognitive faculties and the system 

described in that tradition to be in certain ontological status (i.e., related in natural 

and phenomenal causality in time) and then placing them in a position to violate the 

principle of emptiness, what else can we make out of Dignāga, especially when we 

focus on the self-awareness as the rival candidate for understanding that which is 

knowable but unthinkable, and make the claim that the earlier approach for 

understanding the Two Truth scheme in the context of epistemology rather than in 

terms of metaphysics or ontology still sustain under the challenges by Candrākīrti?  

The aforementioned two hypothetical questions to Candrākīrti beg yet another 

question: how does one follow the four noble truths to attain nirvāṇa?  We have seen 

so far that there are basically two possible “proper understandings” to interpret the 

distinction between the conventional truth and the ultimate truth in Nāgārjuna: (1) the

knowledge that all that is conventionally possible is nothing but conventionally true, 

and there is nothing possible other than that. (2) There are really two kinds of 

knowledge about the same world and thus two means for knowing the world. Aside 

from the conventional means for attaining knowledge, the Buddhas possess yet 
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another, namely an additional or revised means for knowing.  Is the knowledge in (1) 

equal to or sufficient to account for the “additional or revised means for knowing” in 

(2)?  In order for the knowledge in (1) to be known, or to be proved to be knowable 

with certainty, we need to demonstrate the difference between the two means for 

attaining knowledge in (2).  Or, if we reject the “additional or revised means for 

knowing,” will it then be the case, as with the challenge that Nāgārjuna attempted to 

respond to in MMK 24.8 – 10, that the practical path to attain full buddhahood has 

been rendered impossible?  Or, are the differences in (1) and (2) actually not so 

profound after some additional philosophical reflections, especially the philosophical 

reconsideration of Dignāga's idea of self-awareness that may be different (the self-

awareness being a necessary epistemic condition in formal causality) from 

Candrākīrti's understanding (the self-awareness being a necessary ontological 

condition in physical causality)? If so, we may come to agree that the self-awareness 

can be something true ultimately (certainly) without any a priori ontological support 

or assumption. 

1.3.1.2 Probability for Critical Epistemology in Buddhism – Especially with the 
Clues in Chinese Commentaries

Dignāga (ca. 440 – 520) is typically thought to be a member of the Yogacārā.  He is 

commonly agreed to be the mediate pupil of Vasubandhu, the founder of the school.  

The criticisms of Dignaga's epistemology by later Madhyamaka thinkers in India, 

especially Bhāviveka (ca. 500 – 578) and Candrakīrti (ca. 600– 650), are rather eye-

catching. They vividly captured the tension between the two approaches in later 

Mahāyāna Buddhist philosophy inside of the school of Madhyamaka itself in 

response to Dignāga's epistemology.  Bhāviveka adopted a sympathetic attitude 

toward epistemology, asserting that epistemology takes on a necessary and significant

role in the Buddhist project of liberation.  On the contrary, Candrakīrti, who emerged 
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later and played a more dominant role in the Indo-Tibetan Madhyamaka 

development, strongly refuted this possibility.  Stemming from Candrakīrti's 

challenges against Dignāga, most of the interpretation controversies came to the fore 

during the Indo-Tibetan development of Buddhist epistemology after Dignāga, 

especially with regard to (1) the problematic idea of “self-awareness” (especially its 

infinite regress difficulty) and (2) the problematic idea of “mental perception” 

(mental consciousness, mānasaṃ, as a kind of perception, pratyakṣa). Both ideas 

were introduced in the Nyāyamukha (NMukh) and the first chapter, “On the Treatise 

of Perception,” in the Pramāṇasamuccaya and its vṛtti (auto-commentary) (PS(V)1). 

	

Jingwu Ouyang penned in the Yin ming zheng li men lun ben xu, Zangyao vol. 18, 

that “it should be the case that the ancestor of Buddhist logic is Dignāga, while the 

founder of the school is Dharmakīrti.”38  Indeed, few doubt that Dharmarkīrti was the 

most dominant figure in the development of Buddhist epistemology after Dignāga in 

India and Tibet (and consequently, in the present-day global scholarship, which is 

primarily the continuation of the Tibetan line). In fact,  his work has even 

overshadowed the difficult neutral (or critical, as the investigation would like to 

suggest)39 ontological stance of Dignāga.  However, Dharmarkīrti's “realistic” 

continuation of Dignāga's epistemology puzzles us.  He claimed that (1) the causal 

relation assures the validity of knowledge (causal relation and validity could both be 

neutral and free of realistic assumption, but they are commonly received as being 

“ontically real” by most of the Buddhist epistemologists following him, be it his or 

our contemporaries) and (2) there is a causal procedure from (a) the object (of the 

mind) via (b) the five-sense perception and (c) the perception in the mind (the sixth 

consciousness) to (d) the conceptual understanding (of the sixth consciousness) in the

mind.40  This idea was his addition to Dignāga, and to me, this was a problematic 

addition, if I were to take seriously the notion of Dignāga being fully aware of 

38 “因明學應祖陳那而宗法稱.”	
39 Matilal (1968:77, 362). 
40 Cf. Hattori (1968: 90), Arnld (2014: 158).
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Vasubandhu's effort in idealizing Buddhism41 after Nāgārjuna's criticisms of Nyaya's 

epistemology (a realistic epistemology which proposes that the object and the 

cognizing measures are both real entities that are related via causal links).  It may be 

possible to interpret Vasubandhu as an advocate of that very same causal procedure 

insofar as the procedure is entirely taken to be ontologically illusory (dream-like, or 

merely conventionally true) and to be simply mental (the appearance).  It is obvious 

that Dharmarkīrti first adopted such a reading of Vasubandhu's fundamental position 

before reading Dignāga in the same light; our contemporary scholarship of Buddhist 

epistemology, which is primarily the continuation of the Indo-Tibetan development, 

naturally follows the same line of thought and introduces to us this view in general as

well.  The problem is this: if the procedure is not at all real, can the relation between 

the cognized object and the cognitive measures remain causal conventional truth, as 

real as the existence of the movements of the trees in the wind (i.e., does mental 

causality belong in the same category together with psychological or physical 

causality in time)?  To probe further and rephrase our initial question: can this causal

relation, especially the one between the five-sense perception and the sixth-sense 

perception, be regarded as a relation between mere appearance (pure sensational 

“quasi-”reality) as much as that between cognized sensational objects?  Another 

angle to address the question is this: if the procedure is conventional truth only, how 

does the practice of its self-investigation (epistemology) lead to the attainment of 

Buddhahood (pramāṇa-bhūta) while the continuation between an ordinary man and 

his achievement is still true, and true not merely in the conventional sense or in the 

metaphorical sense?  Would the early Madhyamaka thinkers and the early Yogacārā 

41 Of course, we are also aware that Vasubandhu was perhaps one of the most controversial figures in the history of 
Indian Buddhism. We have taken into account the speculations concerning the “two Vasubandhus,” as elaborated by
Frauwallner (1951), and this particular figure seems to have been the embodiment of the development from the 
Sarvāstivāda, Sautrāntika, Yogācāra and Vijñānavāda (Yao, 2005).  We are also aware of the complicated 
divergence and doxographical classifications of the school of Yogācāra in general, especially the Tibetan 
doxographical distinction whereby Buddhist logic (tshad ma) is separated from idealism (sems tsam), and the 
distinction between nirākāravāda (the mind-only theory rejecting forms ākāra: Asaṅga – Vasubandhu – Sthiramati) 
and sākāravāda (the mind-only theory accepting forms: Dignāga – Dharmapāla – Dharmakīrti) (Kastura, 1969:10; 
Yao, 2005:121-123).  The development from Vasubandhu to Dignāga must be complicated, but the differences in-
between cannot remit our serious consideration of the grounds justifying the establishment of Buddhists' own 
epistemology in Dignāga's situation.  It is also reasonable too for us to examine Vasubandhiu's situation with regard 
to Nāgārjuna's criticisms of Nyaya's epistemology.
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thinkers, say Nāgārjuna and Dignāga, come to an agreement on this issue?  Which 

option is better for understanding the relation of the procedure, Dharmarkīrti's 

causality and validity in the real sense, or perhaps something like Xuanzang's 

conformity in the self-awareness between the form of inference and the form of 

proposition?  It is furthermore a question of how much and how differently Dignāga's

original contribution to the development of Vasubandhu's idealism, viz., his idea of 

self-awareness, was appreciated by Xuanzang and Dharmarkīrti respectively. 

Besides, Dharmarkīrti's “causal procedure” is also problematic within Dignāga's texts

themselves.  Both in NMukh and PS(V)1, Dignāga claimed that cognition (the 

subject-part knowing the object-part) is not a real function or process.  In NMukh, 

when explaining the reason why the measure and the result cannot be separate from 

each other, he wrote, “we metaphorically call it 'the means of cognition' just because 

upon it (the appearing of self-awareness) the form/image (體ākāratā) [identical to the

cognized object] appears to arise [in itself] and it thus appears to possess some 

function [to produce the form in itself].”42  In authoritative commentaries such as 

Wengui's Zhuang yian shu,43 compiled by Zōshun (藏俊) in vol. 40, Inmyō-daisho-

shō (因明大疏抄, 764a, vol. 68, Tai-shō-zō), etc., Dignāga was commonly believed 

to assert that pramāṇa cannot be real existent and the cognition cannot be a real 

activity.  In PS(V)1, with regard to a similar situation, Dignāga explained that:

	

Thus, [it should be understood that] the roles of the means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) and of the object to be cognized (prameya) corresponding to 

42 My translation of “以即此體似義生故，似有用故，假說為量.” See. 4.4.
43 P. right 22 – p. left 23, vol. 3, Zhuang yian shu: “these two measure themselves (量體) have no real function; it is 

merely that the form (相) of the measured (cognized) object appears in the measuring-mind (能量心).  Hence they 
are conventionally named “measures.” It is just as when we say the mirror [actively] reflects, it is in fact just the 
various forms of the object that appear in the mirror.  Since the mind partially seems to have the function for 
measuring, we say that it seems to be functioning.  Since the measured seems to appear as the partial effect of the 
mind, we say that the forms [of the measured] seem to appear [actively]. Since the mind that measures (cognizes) 
has the differentiation of the measuring and the measured, the result of the measures is also named “measure”	此二
量體無實作用，但所量境相於能量心上顯現，假名為「量」，譬如眾色於鏡上現，假說鏡照。即是心之一
分如有能量之用，故言「如有作用」，心之一分如有所量顯現，故云「而顯現故」。既於證相一心之上有
此能量、所量之義，故此證相量果亦名為量也”.  In other words, measuring, as well as appearing, is not a real 
activity.   
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differences of [aspect of] the cognition, are [only] metaphorically attributed 

(upacaryate) to the respective [distinctive] factor in each case, because [in 

their ultimate nature] all elements of existence, [being instantaneous] are 

devoid of function (nirvyāpāra). (PS(V) 1.9d; Hattori, 1968: 29)

Following this, Dignāga concluded that the measure (pramāṇa), the meant (prameya)

and its result (phala) cannot be separate from one another (PS(V) 1.10).  And this 

“nirvyāpāra” had actually been explained previously in PS(V)1.8cd (Hattori, ibid.):

	

8cd. [we call the cognition itself] “pramāṇa” [literally, a means of cognizing],

because it is [usually] conceived to include the act [of cognizing], although 

primarily it is a result.

Vṛtti: Here we do not admit, as the realists do, that the resulting cognition 

(pramāṇaphala) differs from the means of cognition (pramāṇa). The resulting

cognition arises bearing in itself the form of the cognized object and [thus] is 

understood to include the act [of cognizing] (savyāpāra). For this reason, it is 

metaphorically called pramāṇa, the means of cognition, although it is 

[ultimately speaking] devoid of activity (vyāpāra). For instance, an effect is 

said to assume the form of its cause when it arises in conformity with its 

cause, although [in fact] it is devoid of the act [of assuming the form of its 

cause]. Similar is the case with this [resulting cognition].

Jinendrabuddhi44 explained that there is indeed no process of production or resulting, 

just as the light is illuminating itself.  The statement that the light illuminates itself 

can only be valid metaphorically, because, in fact, we say that the light is illuminating

itself solely because the illuminating of the light itself has just the form of 

44 Steinkellner et al. (2005) Viśālāmalavatī Pramāṇasamuccayaṭīkā: cognition is not in a process, 65,7 (Page 65, line 
7; responding to PS(V) 1.8cd); the metaphor of light, 70, 11 (PS(V) 1.9b).  For the most part, my access to the text 
came courtesy of Junjie Chu (1999, verses 1.2-1.8ab) and his elaborate lectures on Sanskrit translation (verses 
1.6ab-1.12) delivered at National Chengchi University in the summer of 2010.   
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illuminating (the light is making something illuminated). Moreover, he stressed, 

there is actually no process of the light illuminating itself, nor that of the light 

becoming the illuminated object via the process.  This suggests that the cognition's 

self-cognition does not imply cognizing itself in a real process; it is simply because 

cognition assumes the form of “knowing something,” namely, the form of the 

subject-part knowing the object-part in the self-aware consciousness (i.e., the 

cognition having the form of an external thing in itself) as its core essence 

(tasyātmabhūtā, 65,11), that we make the claim that cognition seems to “have taken 

place” in the form of something being known by the subject (just as how cognition 

appears to our access).  In Jinendrhabudhi's plausible view, the entire discussion here 

is actually the argument or explanation referring to Verse 9d: “it (any thing known) is

known only through this45 [viz., through the cognition's having the form of it]” 

(emphasis added).  Hence, this becomes the necessary and only condition of all 

objects known, including the known objective part and the known subjective part as 

well.  By postponing the detailed discussions to the forthcoming pages for the time 

being, what we want to focus on here is this: Dharmarkīrti's realistic account seems to

be the position that Dignāga directly resented, as he wrote that: “Here we do not 

admit, as the realists do, that the resulting cognition (pramāṇaphala) differs from the 

means of cognition (pramāṇa).” 

	

Given the commonly accepted views of Dharmarkīrti's development from Dignāga's 

epistemological project, some present-day scholars have begun to cast doubts on the 

supposedly smooth continuation between Dignāga and Dharmarkīrti and to question 

the latter's understanding of the former.  We can discern such doubts from the two 

angles examining Dignāga's original contribution to the idea of self-awareness: (1) 

the reflective model vs. the reflexive model for understanding the self-awareness and 

(2) the self-awareness understood as a phenomenon, conceptual or some other 

45 Introducing the verse,  Dignāga wrote: “For, in this case (in the case of the perceptual awareness of an external 
object in consciousness), we overlook the true nature of the cognition as that which is to be cognized by itself, and 
[claim that] its having the form of a thing is our means of knowing that thing” (PS(V)-V1.9c-d1). 
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possible alternatives.  We can perhaps agree with Zhihua Yao (2005: 1) that although 

the self-awareness is an important and original idea that Dignāga developed in 

Buddhist epistemology, the scholars in this field around the end of the 20th century 

paid “comparatively little attention” to the topic, if at all.  According to Yao, even 

Paul Williams's The Reflexive Nature of Awareness: A Tibetan Madhyamaka Defense

(1998), being the first book of this generation that mentioned Dignāga's idea on self-

awareness, “makes no effort to examine the origin or the early development of the 

concept.”  His observation was that the large group of scholars who studied Dignāga 

through the works of Dharmarkīrti, including Dunne (2004), Tillemans (1999), 

Franco (1997) and Dreyfus (1997), “seem not interested in the issue of self-

cognition.” Ironically, the few scholars who followed other lines, such as Shōshin 

Fukihara (1955) who followed Dharmapāla and Xuanzang (especially his 

Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi/Cheng wei shi lun), demonstrated more interest in this issue 

(ibid.). This was exactly in line with the expectation that we have stated above in the 

present investigation.  In more recent days, when the issue of self-awareness had 

become more popularly reported, we can still observe how the scholars following the 

works of Dharmarkīrti tended to view this idea with a model which is very different 

from that of the scholars who do not follow the works of Dharmarkīrti.  Scholars 

following the works of Dharmarkīrti, notably Birgit Kellner (2010), Chien-hsing Ho 

(2007), etc., adhered to a reflective model for understanding Dignāga's idea of self-

awareness, holding that there exists a real causal link between the five-sense 

perception and the sixth-sense perception, between which a time difference can be 

established.  

Satkari Mookerjee (1935; reprint in 1975, 1997) devoted an entire chapter to the 

concept of self-awareness and entertained the notion of its necessity for the 

experience of consciousness and for the possibility of any form of knowledge, a 

stance which I believe is commonly accepted in this field.  Although Mookerjee 

commented that knowledge and its content must be known “in one sweep” (ibid.: 
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328), he, like the scholars adhering to the reflective model, also failed to note the 

impossibility for this (for them to be known in one sweep) if the self-cognition is not 

reflexive.  However, he did note that with Dharmarkīrti's causal efficacy model, 

Dignāga's idea of pramāṇa and phala being not separate is problematic. This, he 

posited, can perhaps be resolved by Dharmottara's suggestion that “the relation 

between pramāṇa and phala is not a causal relation but one of determination” (ibid.: 

340).46   On the other hand, Junjie Chu (1999), following the works of Xuanzang as 

well as Jinendrabuddhi's commentary on PS(V), as well as Dan Arnold (2005, 2010), 

from a philosophical point of view together with a general review of the literary 

development from Dignāga on till Dharmottara, were among the first to challenge 

this standard understanding.  Junjie Chu understood the relation between the five-

sense perception and the sixth-sense perception following Xuanzang's idea of wu-ju-

yi-shi (五俱意識), with the sixth-sense perception always accompanying any 

instance of the five-sense perception, and therefore was skeptical about 

Dharmarkīrti's model that places the five-sense perception and the sixth-sense 

perception in two (temporal, the investigation would like to emphasize) phases or 

moments.  Dan Arnold (2010) interpreted the development of Dignāga's theory of 

self-awareness to be a development from a reflective understanding (Candrakīrti, 

Dharmarkīrti) toward a reflexive understanding (Prajñakaragupta, Dharmottara) and 

viewed the epistemological terms, such as “the five-sense perception,” “the sixth-

sense perception,” “inference,” etc., as not-yet-real conditions of cognition only 

whose satisfaction in certain coordination, namely, the result of pramāna (phala), is 

real (the realized cognition).  Ven. Yinshun (1949:  115), despite a number of 

ontological assumptions in his description of the process of cognition, also pointed 

out that attributing time difference or internal-external distinction to the stages of 

cognition should be avoided. “Or otherwise,” as he wrote, “it is very easy to mislead 

to the conclusion that mind exits eternally even in no relation to the faculties and the 

46 Arnold (2010) also adhered to a similar interpretation as Mookerjee's and included the problem of pramāṇa and 
phala being not separate as one of his leading problematics in his treatises on the issue of self-awareness. 
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objects.”47  During the XVIth Congress of the IABS in 2011, I proposed a 

philosophical argument against temporal causal relation between the five-sense 

perception and the sixth-sense perception: temporality in the form of the appearance 

can only be possible in the resulting cognition, and the form of the resulting cognition

should not be presupposed in the stage where its cause “has its place.”  By doing so, I

addressed a lingering doubt on whether Dharmarkīrti's real efficacy theory on 

Dignāga's idea of self-awareness is a plausible approach.  The modern development 

of the controversy is not surprising, for we can also unearth a similar controversy 

during Dignāga's time (Matilal: 1986: 148-149), when there were three competing 

views for understanding the self-awareness, namely, the reflexive view (that the self-

awareness reveals itself in the awareness), the retrospective view (that ontologically 

independent awareness cognizes the awareness, e.g., Nyāya), and the reflective view 

(that inference, which must take place in a time point other than the inferred fact, is 

required for the appearance of the self-awareness, e.g., Bhāṭṭa), to which “Diṅnāga 

gave three succinct arguments in favour of his doctrine of “self-awareness (sva-

samvedana), whereby an awareness is reflexively aware of itself” (ibid.).  It is worth 

noting here that for both the retrospective view and the reflective view, a time-order 

difference between the cognition and the self-cognition is required, since either the 

higher-order awareness as an individual existent or the secondary-order awareness as 

the result of real inference (reflection about the self) cannot co-exist concurrently 

with its object (the cognition).

 

Since 2010, when the special issue of the Journal of Indian Philosophy, Special issue

on Buddhist Theories of Self-awareness (svasamvedana) - Reception and Critique 

(vol. 38, issue 3) was released, Dan Arnold, from among the mainstream 

interpretations of the Buddhist idea of self-awareness as phenomenal 

(representatively, Kellner), has proposed a Kantian conceptual understanding of the 

nature of self-awareness as an alternative option for treating the issue.  Although Dan 

47 “易於誤會內⼼為離根境⽽恆在.”
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Arnold has steadfastly advocated for said option (2012), most of his interlocutors 

have continued to follow the standard interpretation and taken for granted the notion 

that the self-awareness is by nature phenomenal. Chief among them were Christian 

Coseru (2012) and Jonardon Ganeri (2012), who have both been working on the 

reconciliation of science and phenomenology through phenomenal naturalism (that 

the third-person truth is compatible with the phenomenal truth – an archaic objective 

of phenomenology that actually began with Husserl).  This is perhaps mainly because

in Dignāga's treatise, the self-awareness was discussed in the context of mental 

perception and his treatise on the issue of the infinite regress of self-awareness, and it

has naturally become difficult to cast doubt on the notion that the self-awareness is 

phenomenal under such an atmosphere.  We note that Matilal (1986: 223-254) has 

already managed to deal with the problem by contrasting the detailed ontological 

differences between Vasubandhu and Nyāya with the positions of Continental 

skeptics such as Descartes and his later rejoinders, primarily the British and 

American empiricists.  However, Matilal did not put forth any concrete ultimate 

conclusion on Dignāga's own position, though it is plausible that at least a neutral 

understanding of such a position was implied here.  Zongsan Mou (1990: 98-119) 

famously disagreed with Kant and proposed that intellectual intuition is required in 

Kant, with the phenomenal understanding of self-awareness necessarily implied, and 

his resources for philosophical analysis included his understanding of Confucianism 

(mainly Mongzi, or Mencius) and the Buddhist idea of self-awareness.  In this 

dissertation, we will offer an alternative view that the self-awareness cannot be 

phenomenal and cannot be conceptual either, because, as the true condition of 

cognition which itself can never become objects of, or contribute empirical contents 

to, any cognition cannot itself take the form of cognition, namely the form of 

perception and the form of understanding.   

	

At the end, the investigation will also propose that the critical method can be 

legitimately adopted for understanding Dignāga's epistemology.  If the rejection of 
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any ontological assumption in epistemology is properly appreciated and accepted 

while some kind of epistemological optimisticism (that the cognition has its valid 

measures and must become possible via these measures, to which erroneous 

cognition is also thus related and the truth condition for inference is thus provided as 

well) is also properly implied in that acceptance, a stance which I believe to be the 

exact philosophical position of Mahāyāna Buddhism in general, most of the 

epistemological phrases in this grand tradition can be understood as the resources for 

facilitating the understanding of them with some form of “critical method.”  In 

NMukh and PS(V), when Dignāga claimed that we can and must only establish two 

and only two measures, namely the faculty for immediate experience and the faculty 

for mediate (conceptual) experience, because we can and must have two and only two

forms of the object of cognition, namely, the particular (aspect) and the universal 

(aspect) in the cognition of any cognized object, this establishment is purely 

epistemological without the need for any prior ontological basis (metaphysical 

distinction in the world itself, i.e., the particular existent and the universal “existent”).

Moreover, in Ālamb., Dignāga noted in the concluding verses and auto-commentary 

that “we infer that there are faculties of cognition because we need them 

(methodologically) to cause cognition, but this [causation] is only understood as an 

(intrinsically circular) function, not implying a real external cause48.”  The 

methodologically symmetric establishment of the two measures of cognition 

according to the necessary and only two “perspectives” of any (cognized) object 

meets the demand of the critical method advocated in this investigation. It should 

then be able to support the “critical” reconstruction of this epistemic system (as a 

radical, critical epistemology).  We can also easily garner support from the sutras and

canonical treatises to illustrate how the anti-ontological understanding of the function

of cognition is not entirely groundless in the original Buddhism. Some examples are 

listed as follows: “to observe the mind with the mind itself and [then] reach the [true] 

forms of the mind is the practice of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā)”49; “the true witness of 
48 “以能發識比知有根。此但功能非外所造故.”
49 “觀心知心，通達心相，是般若波羅蜜”in Shou Leng Yian San Mei Jing 首楞嚴三昧經.
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the mind in Samādhi is not obtained from different conditions”50; “(One has to) use 

the Buddha's teachings as mirrors to reflect one's own mind and use one's own mind 

as the light of wisdom to illuminate the hidden meanings between lines of the 

sutras,”51 etc.  Thus, it was a huge surprise to us that none of the contemporary 

scholars of Buddhist epistemology has taught us that Buddhist epistemology should 

be free of any ontological presumption – the mind itself or the consciousness itself to 

be out of the question of ontology – and that we should be cautious about the 

ontological assumptions when understanding such Buddhist epistemic terms.  To the 

best of my knowledge and from my survey, no modern scholar has suggested reading 

Buddhist epistemology as a “radical one,” not even the Dignāga scholars.

Hence, it seems eminently reasonable to reconstruct an alternative understanding of 

Dignāga's epistemology as a case of critical epistemology.  

1.3.2 Kant: Critical Epistemology and Transcendental Idealism 

Kant's Transcendental Idealism was first officially introduced and elaborated in  KrV 

and Prolegomena.  Kant concluded that the idealists from the pre-Socratic Eleatic 

School to Bishop Berkeley were all in agreement with the one single formula that “all

cognition through the senses and experience is nothing but sheer illusion, and only in 

the ideas of the pure understanding and reason is there truth”52 (Prolegomena: 374).  

In face of the two trends of idealism before him, the “dogmatic/visionary idealism” of

Berkeley and the “sceptic/problematic idealism” of René Descartes, Kant proposed a 

“third trend” in the development of modern idealism in the history of the western 

philosophy.  Kant labelled both of the aforementioned trends in idealism as 

50 “三昧證知心，非從異緣得”	in Da Pi Lu Zhe Na Cheng Fuo San Mei Jing, 大毘盧遮那佛三昧經.
51 “以聖教為明鏡，照見自心。以自心為智燈，照經幽旨”	in Yuan jue jing da shu shi yi chao, 圓覺經大疏釋義

鈔		by Zong-mi (宗密). 
52 Ellington's translation.
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“empirical idealism” (meaning essentially that the sensational experience is not 

ultimately true at all), and named his own proposal in KrV “transcendental idealism” 

with a proviso that it was so termed only in contrast to the “empirical idealism” but 

with no intention, as he exclaimed in the second edition of KrV (especially 

“Refutation,” KrV: B274-9) and in the Prolegomena, to take any charge of the 

idealistic accounts. Nonetheless, it was telling that he assigned to his philosophy the 

name “idealism.” 

The rejected “idealistic accounts,” as voiced in the “concluded formula” above, 

represent the distrust of the sensational aspect of cognition.  Traditionally, idealists 

trust reason and understanding, and, because of (a) the causal dependence of the 

operative senses and (b) the uncertainty (indeterminate nature) of our sensation, 

believe that our sensational cognition is only illusory and ultimately not true.  

Berkeley was particularly concerned with the former (a) and Descartes with the latter 

(b). Acting on his concern, Berkeley concluded that space and the things in space that

have to arise from our sensational cognition are never to be ascertained not to be the 

mere “imaginary entities,”53 while the condition that makes space and the things in 

space possible is but a non-entity.54  On the other hand, Descartes chose to hold on to 

the “indubitable” inner experience (thinking) with some deliberate but problematic 

assumptions on the correspondent existence of the outer existence (inferred thing in 

itself).  On the contrary, by casting doubts on such metaphysical assumptions as the 

untested ontological status of space in itself and the cognized objects in themselves, 

Kant believed in “fact,”55 the given knowledge, and that fact counts sensation, as well

as understanding and reason, as a necessary component. Further, he believed that 

53 Einbildungen, KrV: B 274.
54 Unding, KrV: B 274.
55 Tatsache, KrV: A 84 / B 116.  “Die Rechtslehrer, wenn sie von Befugnissen und Anmaßungen reden, unterscheiden 

in einem Rechtshandel die Frage über das, was Rechtens ist (quid juris), von der, die die Tatsache anghet (quid 
facti), und in dem sie von beiden Beweis fordern, so nennen sie den ersten, der die Befugnis, oder auch den 
Rechtsanspruch dartun soll, die Deduktion.”  Kant used “factum” and “Tatsache” to mean fact. However, while 
“Tatsache” referred to the “something done” in KrV, “factum” was used in KpV in analogy to “Tatsache” to refer to
the truth about reason: “fact of reason” – “Das vorher genannte Faktum ist unleugbar” (KpV: 5:32).  However, we 
can observe in KU (§91) that the term “Tatsache” included both the narrower theoretical sense of “something done” 
in KrV and the practical sense in KpV.        
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each one alone without the coordination with the others must but collapse and cannot 

yield any empirical reality.  We can see that this attitude also prevailed among the 

Nāgārjuna and Buddhist epistemologists.  Nāgārjuna, in MMK and 

Vigrahavyāvartanī , always upheld the inconsistence between the necessary, 

exhaustive logical consequences of a thesis and the fact to argue for the falsehood of 

the thesis56 without needing any metaphysical reference or any reference to the 

ontological status of thing in itself.  Dignāga, on the other hand, insisted that we have 

to establish two and only two pramāṇa-s, a sensational one and a conceptual one, 

while the sensational pramāṇa enjoys a privileged epistemic priority with regard to 

the validity of cognition.  Besides, Dignāga established two and only two pramāṇa-s 

because we factually always have two and only two aspects in the cognized object, 

the particular aspect and the universal aspect.57  The sensational pramāna as a valid 

source of knowledge demonstrated Dignāga's epistemic optimism about sensation, 

while the rationale for the two and only two pramāṇa-s in fact showcased his trust in 

fact, as we have seen in Kant and Nāgārjuna.  

Kant's epistemic optimism, especially with regard to sensibility, can be clearly 

discerned from “Transcendental Aesthetic” in KrV.  Basically, Kant argued there that

in order to meet the exhaustion of space and time as valid sensational aspect of 

cognition in all possible experiences, the transcendent reality of space and time (viz., 

a concept of the reality that space and time might be posited to have when they alone 

were detached from any sensational objects) must be rejected and we have to accept 

their transcendental ideality, meaning that we have to take the sensational aspect of 

the cognition of space and time to be mere forms of representation (i.e., to be at the 

level equal to the status of understanding)58.  Remarkably, we can find Nāgārjuna and
56 “However the fact is not like this (na asti, 是事則不然).”

57 PS(V) 1.2.
58 Kant writes “Unsere Behauptungen lehren demnach empirische Realität der Zeit, d.i. objektive Gültigkeit in 

Ansehung aller Gegenstände, die jemals unsern Sinnen gegeben werden mögen” (KrV: A35/B52).  This passage 
may be understood that Kant maintains the “empirical reality of time (empirische Realität der Zeit)” itself, as Kemp 
Smith understood (1929: 78): “What we are maintaining is, therefore, the empirical reality of time, that is, its 
objective validity in respect of all objects which allow of ever being given to our senses”. Yet, the original reads 
differently: “Unsere Behauptungen” as aforementioned thus leads us to admit “empirische Realität der Zeit” which 
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Dignāga both maintain similar positions on the aesthetic condition of space and 

especially time, namely, the anti-realistic position.  In MMK 19, Nāgārjuna concludes

that time, just like external things (things in the form of space), does not exist 

ultimately and has to be restricted to phenomenon (Cf. Siderits and Katsura, 2013: 

207-211).  Dignāga in his Traikālyaparīkṣā refuted the ultimate reality of the time 

difference upon the Mahāyāna Buddhist code that “all existences are empty and with 

no self-nature” (Nasu, 2015: 13; Cf. Hattori, 1961). 

Here, we may run into a paradox.  Transcendental idealism calls for the 

uncognizability of the thing in itself and places cognition (and thus experience) in a 

position of mere representation (the result of cognition).  However, owing to the 

concern about the uncaused result (Kant himself also had to admit that sensibility 

must be affected in some ways by objects),59  people naturally understand the 

transcendental ideality of space and time by adding a postulate of external yet 

uncognizable causal relation between the thing in itself and the sensibility and a 

postulate of the uncognizable thing in itself.  According to Allison (1983/2003: 450), 

from Kant's contemporaries, including Pistorius, Eberhard, Jacobi, Maimon, and 

Aenesidemus-Schulze60, to Kant's most influential introductory figure into the 

English academic circle Strawson (1966) and his followers Prichard, Guyer, Langton,

etc., this interpretation (with the two additional postulates) has remained the standard 

mainstream “treatment” of such a position.  However, his treatment unavoidably 

invited a paradox.  All that we can know is but representation, while we still have to 

however does not refer to the empirical reality of time as by itself alone but to “objektive Gültigkeit in Ansehung 
aller Gegenstände, die jemals unsern Sinnen gegeben werden mögen.”  Cambridge edition (Guyer and Wood, 1998: 
181) is closer to the original: “Our assertions accordingly teach the empirical reality of time, i.e., objective validity 
in regard to all objects that may ever be given to our senses.”   This understanding is telling that time itself is 
regarded to be empirically real because it is a real valid condition to all possible objects of the senses, not that time 
itself is an empirically real existence.  The empirical reality of (space and) time itself in no relation to any objects of 
cognition actually automatically implies its (their) transcendental reality.  

59 “In what way and through whatever means a cognition may relate to objects, that through which it relates 
immediately to them, and at which all thought as a means is directed as an end, is intuition.  This, however, is 
possible only if it affects in a certain way. The capacity (receptivity) to acquire representations through the way in 
which we are affected by objects is called sensibility” (KrV: A 19 / B 33).   

60 Kant's own reply in P to the “Garve-Feder Review (Göttingen Review)” in 1782 (P: 4:372-80).  Vaihinger's 
Commentar zu Kants Kritik der reinen Vernuft, vol. 2, (1881-92: 494 – 50) is a great resource for accessing the 
debates in the 1780s. 
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assume a causal explanation which itself contains entities and relations which can 

never be representational.  As the result of the treatment (in order to avoid the 

embarrassing scenario of space, time and the thing in itself with their non-realistic 

character implied in the idea of the ideality of space and time), the idea of the ideality

of space and time in Kant has been abandoned (Strawson and Prichard) or placed in 

isolated suspension (Guyer and Langton), while his epistemology is still employed to 

reject skepticism.  This means that, putting aside the issue of space and time being 

transcendentally ideal and embracing the two postulates (of the thing in itself and the 

causal relation between it and sensibility), the postulated causal relation between our 

sensitivity and the thing in itself has successfully distinguished the theory itself from 

the other two trends of idealism by answering to the issue of unrooted and uncertain 

sensation and preserving the trust in sensibility.  

However, such a “treatment” is definitely different from Kant's own position, and 

people who learned Kant through this series of treatment should bear in mind that it 

disagrees with Kant in the kernel.  In his defense, Allison (1983/2003) plausibly drew

our attention to the appropriate target of defense: the transcendental ideality of space 

and time.  Additionally, he plausibly indicated that this series of treatment on Kant's 

transcendental idealism were the results of these interpreters reading Kant's 

epistemology “ontologically.”  The meaning of the “ontological reading” that Allison

tried to convey can be further discerned from his responses in the second edition of 

his Defense to two influential thinkers who did Kant justice but nonetheless disagreed

with Kant's idealism as well.  In response to Van Cleve (1992)'s phenomenalist 

criticism, which understood Kant's transcendental distinction between the concept of 

representation and the concept of the thing in itself to be a distinction between the 

human world in the view of humans and the world in itself in the view of God's eyes, 

Allison proposed that we should just keep the epistemological distinction simply 

epistemological and not suppose an ontological distinction thereafter.  There is no 

other world implied or suggested naturally in the epistemological distinction. 
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Ameriks (1992) refused the epistemic understanding of Kant's distinction between the

appearance and the thing in itself by arguing that “there is still no reason to think the 

non-ideal (empirical real entities) has a greater ontological status than the ideal,61” 

when the empirical reality in Kant itself is the “mere appearance” of the thing in itself

while it is supposed to represent what something really is.  In response to that, 

Allison proposed that we have to pay ample attention to the fact that what Kant was 

doing is epistemology, not metaphysics. This means that the reading of Ameriks is a 

reading of metaphysics, and that the ontological status by itself, which has to be 

beyond our cognitive capacity, is always deliberately but covertly assumed there.  To 

be more specific, in Kant's position, we would not say beyond the appearance that 

there is some ontological value of the thing in itself, while the comparison between 

the empirical reality and the transcendental ideality with regard to the “ontological 

status” is just plain wrong.  Moreover, such an assumption of the ontological account 

of the thing by itself is a character of metaphysics, and this metaphysical ground of 

transcendental realism is definitely inappropriate for reading Kant.  Both responses 

by Allison can be summarized as follows: Kant's transcendental idealism should not 

be read from the angle of transcendental realism, which is exactly the position that 

transcendental idealism rejects.  In other words, the “ontological reading” of Kant is a

reading that attributes a transcendentally realistic ground to his theory and that 

attributes a self-independent ontological reality by itself to space, time, the thing and 

the cognitive faculties in themselves. 

More specifically, the problem is with “causality” and “the affection of the mind.”  

One may understand Kant as Jacobi (1968) did, in that the problem with the affection

of the mind and the production of representational cognition rests with a systematic 

dilemma: “without the presupposition [of the thing in itself] I cannot enter the 

[critical] system, and with that presupposition I cannot remain in it.62”  Jacobi 

believed that there are only two possible candidates for the affecting object to our 
61 Ameriks, 1992: 334. 
62 Jacobi, 1968: 304.  Allison's translation. 
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mind: an appearance and the transcendental object.  As such, Jacobi reasoned that 

since an appearance defined by Kant as a mere representation cannot really affect our

mind, we hence need to presuppose the existence of the thing in itself.  However, the 

thing in itself, as presupposed to be a true transcendental object, can never be 

cognizable. Consequently, the causality, as one of the categories, can never be 

effective to that object.  This means that even the transcendental object cannot really 

affect the mind, if we go along with Kant.  Thus, both candidates cannot hold in 

Kant's system.  Allison directly refuted Jacobi and wrote: “[f]or affection, as Kant 

construes it, is clearly an epistemic rather than causal relation” (2004: 64; note 28, p. 

460).  And by “epistemic relation,” Allison meant that “[the affection relation] holds 

between a discursive intelligence and … a representation of an object, with this 

representation being determined in part by the mind's mode or manner of being 

affected” (ibid.).  Allison continued to revert to his main line of defense.  If one does 

not assume any metaphysical, especially transcendental, reality in this system (in this 

case, the assumption is the empirical affection relation between the thing in itself and 

the mind), one would not have to call for “a God's-eye account of what it is that 

really supplies the matter of cognition” (i.e., “some ultimate metaphysical story about

affection”, Allison, 2004:73).   We can also observe this affection problem with 

Dignāga, especially with his Ālamb.  Here, Dignāga also came to a similar 

conclusion to Kant's that there is no possibility for the object that is affecting the 

cognitive subject to be externally real (transcendentally real).  

To Allison, the critical work in KrV is to depict the “systematic unity” of cognition 

(2004: 445; KrV: A 647 / B 675) via following the self-critique of reason.  The 

“unity” is but the “command” of reason, and hence a projected unity from it, as some 

neither observed nor inferred unity from empirical data or in the world by itself.  In 

such a scenario, the ideality of space and time is the only option to maintain that unity

(for it excludes all possibilities for any transcendental reality), while the concept of 

the thing in itself is a necessary theoretical presumption in order to respond to and 
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sustain that unity.  If one does not insist on reading that concept (the thing in itself) 

with some assumption of transcendental reality (which goes beyond the scope of 

reason), that concept simply answers to the command within reason, and the 

systematic unity from reason and our understanding about our experience are already 

confirmed with each other (for the former and the latter derive from the same 

determination of our epistemic condition).  I think this was the essence of what 

Allison was trying to argue in the defense, and this implies the inseparability of the 

ideality of space and time (transcendental idealism) in Kant's theoretical philosophy.  

As Allison concluded, “the rejection of transcendental idealism amounts to the 

rejection of Kant's theoretical philosophy as a whole” (2004: 448), and one cannot 

accept the latter without also accepting the former.  And so far, we have yet to find 

many sufficiently strong answers to Allison's challenge from the camp of the 

mainstream reading of Kant. 

In this dissertation, I will attempt to elaborate Allison's systematic understanding by 

(1) specifying the significance of the causality of freedom (and then the 

transcendental logic) in Kant's theoretical philosophy as well as in relation to his 

moral philosophy upon the ground of his theoretical treatises (this has to do with the 

argument for freedom in Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (G)).  Besides, the 

elaboration will also invites philosophical discussions about (2) the idea of self-

awareness in Buddhist epistemology, especially Dignāga's account, together with 

its systematical significance to the soteriological project in Buddhism – especially its 

significance to the almost paradoxical relation problem between saṃsāra and nirvāṇa

in contrast with the relation between the empirical reality of phenomena and the 

transcendental ideality of noumena in Kant.  More precisely, the self-awareness in 

Dignāga is contained within the formal conformity between the determination of the 

object of cognition and the determination of the consciousness of that cognition. With

this position, Dignāga rejected the realistic account of the causal relation between the 

cognized object and the cognitive measures (faculties).  I will argue that such a 
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formal, coordination relation supports the strict determinism in the conventional 

(cognition-dependent) reality and the openness to be free in that strict determinism.  

On the other hand, I will also argue that, with the orthogonality of the empirical 

causality and the formal causality, (a) the harmonious dependence of the empirical 

reality and the transcendental ideality and (b) the two characters of a person, namely, 

the intellectual and the phenomenal, can, and have to stand together, upon both of 

which Kant's moral philosophy can stand as well.  

Furthermore, I would also like to elaborate on the (3) factuality of the formal 

causality and suggest that the commanding reason not only is a passive theoretical 

framework but also has to be a “powerful” fact.  Although formal causality is 

different from natural causality, the bestowing of forms to nature by the epistemic 

conditional unity is still powerful, as borne out by (as well as in) the fact of 

experience that the unity has to be more than an answer to the theoretical systematic 

need.  In other words, I do not think that the demand of reason for a systematic unity, 

or the formal conformity of self-awareness, is a requirement for general logic and 

therefore only has theoretical weight.  The unity, regardless of whether it is the 

system in Kant or the formal conformity of self-awareness in Dignāga, is the ideal 

and still effective cause, which cannot be cognized as an object but has to be so 

powerful that no valid cognition can be devoid of it. 
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2 The Problem of Kant's Third Antinomy on Freedom

Freedom is undoubtedly the most pivotal idea in Kant's critical philosophy.  It 

encompasses both independence from any form of dependency, especially from the 

conditioning of natural causality (viz., free from), and the capacity to establish laws 

for the subject himself or herself in action (viz., free to). The former was termed 

spontaneity in thinking (in contrast to receptivity in sensibility) and introduced in 

KrV, whereas the latter was termed autonomy (in contrast to heteronomy) and 

introduced in KpV, GMS & MS.  In order to convince us of the factuality of morality,

Kant had to demonstrate that both spontaneity and autonomy are factual; since none 

of them is an empirical object of cognition (this is because in his critical philosophy, 

in our formation of critical epistemology, and even in the transcendental realism that 

assumes ontological independence of the world in itself, any object of cognition, i.e., 

empirical object, has to be conditioned in natural causality), their rationality cannot 

yet be identified via the dialectics of reductio ad absurdum, the method of which is 

an advanced application of transcendental logic in his transcendental method in the 

sense that, upon the establishment of the elements and principles of the 

epistemological condition of all possible experiences that focus on the transcendental 

synthesis of intuition and concept, the conceptual construction that is neither 

empirical nor contrary to the epistemological condition is rational (in contrast to the 

contradictory transcendental illusions that do not meet the cognitive condition of 

sensibility; for further discussions on such methodology, see 5.3).  Just like 

mathematics, freedom is a concept that is rational and accepted as a fact; this is the 

objective of the Third Antinomy in the dialectics of KrV. With no exaggeration, this 

is also what the entire critique aims to achieve, for transcendental idealism was 

devised to resolve this antinomy and anticipate his practical philosophy.  In Kant's 

grand picture of critical philosophy, the fact that the condition of 

cognition/experience allows for the uncaused cause in certain necessary relations to 

51



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

the natural causality (spontaneity; KrV) and the demand from reason alone to desire 

the self-legislation of the moral law (autonomy; KpV) both, in consciousness, 

account for the idea of morality, or the idea that human beings can live under the 

moral law. The transcendental account for the experience of judgment (KU), 

according to Kant himself, completes his critical philosophy (KU: 171-199, 

particularly 1761 & 1952) in the sense that it provides the “link” bridging the gap 

between these two aspects of freedom introduced in the former two critics: 

The understanding legislates a priori for nature, as object of sense, in order to 

give rise to theoretical cognition of nature in a possible experience.  Reason 

legislates a priori for freedom and for freedom's own causality, in other words, 

for the supersensible in the subject, in order to give rise to unconditioned 

practical cognition.  The great gulf separating the supersensible from the 

appearances completely cuts off the domain of the concept of freedom under 

the other legislation, from any influence that each (according to its own basic 

laws) might have had on the other.  The concept of freedom determines nothing

with regard to our theoretical cognition of nature, just as the concept of nature 

determines nothing with regard to the practical laws of freedom; and to this 

extent it is not possible to throw a bridge from one domain to the other.  And 

yet, even though the bases that determine the causality governed by the concept

of freedom (and by the practical rule contained in this concept) do not lie in 

nature, and even though the sensible cannot determine the supersensible in the 

subject, yet the reverse is possible (not, indeed, with regard to our cognition of 

nature, but still with regard to the consequences that the concept of freedom has

in nature); and this possibility is contained in the very concept of a causality 

through freedom, whose effect is to be brought about in the world [but] in 

conformity with formal laws of freedom.... The effect [at which we are to aim] 

1 Introduction-III, On the Critique of Judgment as Mediating the Connection of the Two Parts of Philosophy to 
[Form] a Whole; Pluhar's translation.

2 Introduction-IX, How Judgment Connects the Legislations of the Understanding and of Reason
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according to the concept of freedom is the final purpose which (or the 

appearance of which in the world of sense) ought to exist; and we [must] 

presuppose the condition under which it is possible [to achieve] this final 

purpose in nature (in the nature of the subject as a being of sense, namely, as a 

human being).  It is judgment that presupposes this condition a priori, and 

without regard to the practical, [so that] this power provides us with the 

concept that mediates between the concepts of nature and the concept of 

freedom: the concept of a purposiveness of nature, which makes possible the 

transition from pure theoretical to pure practical lawfulness, from lawfulness in

terms of nature to the final purpose set by the concept of freedom.  For it is 

through this concept that we cognize the possibility of [achieving] the final 

purpose, which can be actualized only in nature and in accordance with its 

laws. (KU: 195-196; Pluhar's translation)

We shall return to the tasks of treating the autonomy and the connection3 in due 

course; here, we want to focus on the Third Antinomy about the spontaneity in order 

to shape the fundamental form of the “critical epistemology” from Kant's 

transcendental idealism and to boost the communication with the other case of critical

epistemology that we are dealing with in this present project, viz., Dignāga's pramāṇa

theory in Mahāyāna Buddhism, upon which rest the shared philosophical difficulty of

disposing of the demand for the uncaused cause (free cause) and the demand for an 

ideal and perfect phenomenal causal exhaustion. In addition to the de facto 

demonstration of such a fundamental form of critical epistemology, we can actually 

see that these two postponed treatments have already offered telling clues in that 

fundamental form (see 5).  We present the conclusion first and then delve into the 

3 Even though in this quotation, Kant himself said that “it is not possible to throw a bridge from one domain to the 
other,” if one were to have greater confidence in transcendental idealism, one would say that there is no need for 
such a bridge, since the separation of the domains is not ontological but epistemological; such a separation is exactly
the structure of consciousness itself that is necessarily correspondent with the two aspects (the two different 
employments of transcendental logic), which in our direct observation are made possible only through 
consciousness itself and nothing else.  Besides, the “reverse” that the concept of freedom has to be realized in nature
is understandable too, in light of the confidence in transcendental idealism upon the same rationale.
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detailed investigations following Henry Allison (1983/2004; 1990). 

We conclude that for the fundamental form of critical epistemology to help modify 

both the thesis and the anti-thesis of the antinomy for its resolution, especially the 

thesis: there must exist (a) the orthogonality of the causality in time (nature) and 

the causality not in time (freedom) in the sense that these two heterogeneous types 

of causality do not communicate with each other directly, and such an orthogonality 

is possible only if there exists (b) their necessary, a priori unity in a person, or 

more precisely, in cognition/consciousness, in the sense that the causality of 

freedom only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation (i.e., its bestowing of

forms to cognition) to all cognitions, while the causality of nature is only effective in 

the results of cognition and never on the cause.  The analysis of the grounds on which

transcendental idealism resolves the Third Antinomy demonstrates aptly the nature of

critical epistemology in transcendental idealism: the antinomy remains paradoxical 

insofar as the ontological foundation of the self-existing cause of cognition is 

assumed, given that it is the to-be-cognized or the cognizing entity, while the 

antinomy is resolved when it is modified simply from the point of view of 

epistemology, where ontology is but the result of cognition and not the cause (as the 

fundamental form indicates via (a) and (b)).  The content of the fundamental form of 

critical epistemology will be provided in the epistemological holism in the 

reconstructive Yogācāra interpretation of Dignāga's investigation of consciousness 

and self-awareness in his pramāṇa-vāda in Chapter 4; such an interpretation serves to

make up for the absent Mahāyāna-idealistic version of this important Mahāyāna 

theory of epistemology among its currently available Hināyāna (more precisely, the 

Sautrāntika's realistic interpretations) interpretations in our history.  On the other 

hand, the epistemological holism will also serve as the supplementary and advisory 

content for the formal resolution of the purely epistemological modification for the 

Third Antinomy in Kant.  Moreover, spontaneity is often unfairly cast as purely 

negative in the sense that the argument of the thesis of the Third Antinomy 
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“establishes at most the negative conclusion that mechanism or natural causality 

(causality according to 'laws of nature') is not the only kind of causality,” which 

“might seem to be quite distinct from establishing a positive thesis about a distinct, 

nonnatural kind of causality involving absolute spontaneity” (Allison 1990: 15), even

though Kant openly claimed that there are only these two modes of causality 

conceivable to us (KrV: A533/B561).  However, the negativity is derived from the 

nature-centered position. In contrast, if the argument for the thesis is successful, 

natural causality alone cannot amount to cognition, consciousness and experience at 

all, since the conclusion (without needing the establishment of autonomy) is not 

purely negative but positive, not in the sense that there is some positively contentful 

output in the resulting cognition about the fact of the free causality but in the sense 

that the necessarily required uncaused cause, as the condition of cognition, 

consciousness and experience, is itself never involved and effective in the causality of

nature but in its own field.  Such necessity of the free cause, as coined in the 

systematics of our experience, implies that the bestowing of forms by us to all 

cognition as the ground for such systematics, when only standing upon the 

transcendental idealism that supports the argument for free cause, is as factual as any 

of the empirical content in those forms.  (1) Transcendental ideality, (2) empirical 

reality and (3) free cause as a positive fact in its own distinct causality other than the 

causality of nature go hand in hand together, while (1') transcendental reality, (2) 

empirical reality and (3') the refutation of the causality of freedom put together evoke

contradictions and hence cannot but collapse.  It is factual that via cognition, the 

cognizer is bestowing all the necessary forms to the resulting cognition in a different 

causality other than the causality of nature that is only effective in the resulting 

cognition. Although freedom, together with its causality as well, is not appearing, it 

remains a positive condition for the realization of our cognitions, consciousness and 

experience.  
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2.1 The Problem of the Third Antinomy

There are four antinomies in Transzendentale Dialektik, KrV: the antinomy on the 

limitation of the universe in space and time, the antinomy of atomism (mereology: 

whole-parts problem), the antinomy of the uncaused cause and the universal causal 

exhaustion (freedom) and the antinomy of the existence of the necessary being (God).

All of them attempt to demonstrate the inadequacy of the assumption of 

transcendental realism, i.e., the assumption that space and time are the ontological 

form in the world itself while the cause of cognition dwells within that space and 

time; the conflict in each antinomy is the consequence of the assumption.  If the 

thesis and the anti-thesis of each antinomy are modified in transcendental idealism, 

i.e., space and time are assumed to be mere forms of our intuition (sensibility) while 

the cause of cognition is not in time and space, the antinomy will be resolved in the 

sense that (1) in the former two instances (those concerning the object of sensibility 

and the theoretical employment of reason: mathematical antinomies), both their thesis

and anti-thesis are rejected so that the antinomy no longer remains and (2) in the 

latter two instances (in relation to the practical employment of reason that transcends 

the boundary of sensibility: dynamical antinomies), both their thesis and anti-thesis 

may survive the challenge of the self-critics of reason with the condition of all 

possible cognitions.  Each antinomy is provided in form of reductio ad absurdum, in 

an attempt to illustrate that the non-critical theses and anti-theses are logically 

contrary to our experience, while the modified critical theses and anti-theses are not.  

By touting this virtue, Kant attempted to persuade us to accept transcendental 

idealism together with his transcendental method, which goes hand in hand with 

empirical realism (that as the resulting cognition and hence within the limit of 

experience, empirical reality with its phenomenal causal exhaustion is systematically 

accountable), and to anticipate the admission of morality in humanity.  
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The Thesis of the Third Antinomy is that, aside from the causal law of nature 

whereby any event taking place must have its cause in the previous time point, it is 

necessary also to admit the causal law of freedom, namely that there must be a cause 

without any preceding cause.  One can make the argument that if there exists no free 

(uncaused) cause, there can then be no sufficient determination of the previous causal

conditions and thus nothing can happen upon a solid ground. The Anti-thesis is that 

there exists no freedom; anything that occurs must have its cause(s) in the previous 

time stage – (the law in the Second Analogy of his first Kritik).  Likewise, one can 

make the argument that if there exists any free cause, the law of natural causality 

(Second Analogy) loses its universal validity because of contradiction.  Here we will 

only focus on the thesis, since the anti-thesis is relatively uncontroversial. The two 

sides of transcendental idealism and problematic transcendental idealism, which is 

ultimately just transcendental realism, both demand the phenomenal causal 

exhaustion within the scope of experience, and the disagreement rests with the fact 

that transcendental idealism proposes the free cause in another kind of causality, 

while transcendental realism rejects that possibility (freedom is in no way factual; 

there is only one causality) and maintains that phenomenal causal exhaustion alone is 

sufficient to account for our experience. In other words, we can simply give up the 

thesis and preserve the anti-thesis, so that it goes back to the problem of the thesis.  

Both sides call for the incorporation of the phenomenal causal exhaustion in the anti-

thesis, so the controversy rests mainly and squarely in the thesis. 

As Allison (1990:11) so elegantly construed it, Kant's central claim in the Third 

Antinomy is that “it is only because the resolution of this antinomy leaves a 

conceptual space for an incompatibilist4 conception of freedom that it is possible to 

give the claims of practical reason a hearing.”  However, the reception of this attempt

among his commentators, as Allison (ibid.) yet again so succinctly outlined, was 

4 Incompatibilism: freedom is not compatible at all with the completely deterministic universe in natural causality. 
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either “ignoring [this cosmological dimension] completely or dismissing it as one 

more example of Kant being deflected from his proper philosophical course by 

architectonic considerations,” for such a dimension, viz., the treatise about the 

antinomy between the uncaused cause and the causal exhaustion in the cosmos (the 

world of the appearance), seems to have nothing to do with the issue of free well.  Of 

course, this has largely to do with the poor reception of Kant's transcendental 

idealism among the German idealists (and later continental philosophers as well) and 

the school of Kantian philosophy as launched in the North America by Strawson 

(1966), because, in Allison's opinion, these mainstream commentators rather 

unfortunately took the position to understand Kant's division of the noumenal and the

phenomenal as two worlds (two distinct ontological systems) when it is actually 

better to take the position, in Allison's and our opinion, to understand the division as 

two aspects, or more precisely, two epistemological aspects; for more details, see 

Allison (1983/2004).  In general, owing to the assumption of the ontological 

distinction of the two-world view among the German idealists and their preference 

for the ideas (the appearance) over the world in itself, such idealism cannot but fall 

into empirical idealism and hence transcendental realism in Kant's vocabulary, 

thereby pushing the concept of the world in itself either into the opposite position of 

mere appearance in dualism (e.g., the absolute idealism of Fichte and Schelling as 

well as Schopenhauer) or into nihilism (e.g., F. H. Jacobi, Nietsche and Heidegger). 

Regardless of the direction, the key issue centers around the dissatisfaction with 

Kant's sharp distinction between intuition and concept yet somewhat contradictory 

demand for a priori unity between them.  On the contrary, in the development among

the Kantians in North America after Prichard and Strawson, the transcendental 

idealism itself was “removed” in order to preserve the empirical realism, a move that 

Kant himself also desired. This was because, as pointed out by Prichard, Kant's 

distinction between the world in itself and the world that appears to us engenders a 

dilemma, which leads right back to “a Cartesian skeptic malgré lui” (Allison, 

1983/2004: 6). Kant claimed that space and time are just the mere forms the world 
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can ever appear to us and also wished to preserve the idea of the world in itself, and 

in Prichard's view, these constructs together cornered Kant into the predicament 

whereby his “the world seems to us” means that for Kant, we cannot really know 

anything at all about the world (in itself) (Prichard, 1909: 78- 79; Allison, 1983/2004:

6).  Following up on this reading by Prichard, Strawson (1966/1989: 240) initiated 

the trend of “separability thesis” (coined by Allison), whereby giving up Kant's claim

that space and time are mere forms of cognition means that Kant's “transcendental 

argument” is no longer being “contaminated” by any idealistic premises (i.e., 

empirical realism alone, without being in relation to transcendental idealism) and can 

then be used for defending Kant's anti-sceptic position, and that for Kant, we do 

know things about the world in itself, thereby resolving the transcendental dilemma 

in Prichard's view.  According to Allison, this line of thought is taken up and adhered 

to by Guyer, Langton and many other Kantians in North America (1983/2004: 6 – 

11).       

In response to these two scenarios, Allison defended transcendental idealism by 

interpreting the transcendental ideality introduced in KrV as “a bold, even 

revolutionary, theory of epistemic conditions” (1983/2004: 19) and claiming that the 

transcendental condition for all possible experience should be understood as the 

epistemic condition of all possible cognitions, not the ontological condition. In other 

words, the distinction between the noumenon and the phenomenon should be simply 

epistemological (ideal), not ontological (real).  This quickly gained popularity in this 

field as the two-aspect view vs. two-world view.  Here, we shall skip the details, but 

this attempt by Allison is remarkable in (a) that the epistemology in KrV demands 

greater intellectual appreciation in contrast to the inappropriate mainstream 

interpretations that are inclined to understand the distinction as one between two 

different ontological layers or two worlds, and (b) that those expressions in his 

transcendental philosophy should be understood not as the expression of the 

unspeakable but as the “metalanguage” (1983/2004: 73), whose “correlates are to be 
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understood as technical terms within this metalanguage rather than as terms referring 

to transcendentally real entities.”   In his treatise of the Third Antinomy, Allison 

(1990) put forth a crystalized demonstration of how transcendental idealism as the 

theory of the epistemological, rather than the ontological, conditions of cognition can 

resolve the antinomy, via which his defense of two-aspect view can be derived.  

Moreover, the fundamental form of critical epistemology and the epistemological 

holism as its content will also serve as the backup to support Allison's defense. 

The argument for the thesis of Kant's Third Antinomy was analyzed and summarized 

by Allison (1990: 15) into the following seven steps: 

1. The assumption of the opposing view: “There is no other causality than that in 

accordance with the laws of nature” (KrV: A444/B472).

2. This means that “everything which takes place presupposes a preceding state 

upon which it inevitably follows according to a rule” (KrV: A444/B472).

3. But this entails (by universalization) the assumption that the preceding state 

must itself have come into existence in time. [Should this be denied, i.e., by 

assuming that the preceding state has always existed, then its consequence (the 

succeeding state) would likewise have always existed. But this contradicts the 

assumption that the latter has come into existence in time, i.e., taken place.]

4. Since the “causality of the cause through which something takes place is itself 

… something that has taken place,” it “presupposes, in accordance with the 

law of nature” (nach dem Gesetz der Natur) (KrV: A444/B472) its own 

antecedent cause, and so on. 

5. Consequently, given the assumption that “everything takes place in accordance

with mere laws of nature” [nach blossen Gesetzen der Natur), there will 

always be only a relative [subalternen] and never a first beginning, and 

consequently no completeness of the series on the side of the causes” (KrV: 

A444-6/B472-4).  
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6. “But the law of nature [Gesetz der Natur] is just this, that nothing takes place 

without a cause sufficiently determined a priori” (KrV: A446/B479). 

7. Thus, when “taken in unlimited universality,” the claim that “no causality is 

possible save in accordance with laws of nature” (nach Naturgesetzen) (KrV: 

A446/B474) is self-contradictory. Consequently, it cannot be regarded as the 

sole type of causality.

Among these seven steps, the first five steps straightforwardly amount to the less 

controversial implication that given this assumption (1) the necessary consequence is 

that there is no complete determination of the series on the side of the causes (5) upon

the basis of the universalization (3) of the law of natural causality (2).  The problem 

is also very ostensive: while the proponent of the thesis maintains that there exists a 

self-contradiction between the assumption and the consequence that there is no 

complete determination of the series on the side of causes (6), the opponent maintains

that the complete determination is not necessary so that the anti-thesis (which only 

demands the phenomenal causal exhaustion) alone is sufficient to account for the 

empirical reality.  As Allison wrote, “this step bears almost the entire weight of the 

argument.  Unfortunately, it is far from clear that it is capable of supporting this 

burden” (1990: 16).  

The crux of the problem in this step is the implication of the complete determination 

of the series on the side of the causes according to the necessary demands of the 

principle of natural causal laws (that everything that takes place must have its cause 

in the previous time point) and its universal entailment.  The difficulty in following 

the line of thought on the proponent side is what this notion of “sufficient cause” 

approximates.  Allison (ibid.) believed, and we concur, that the mainstream 

interpretation understands the thesis as: (1) both sides of the thesis and anti-thesis (as 

well as both the proponent and opponent sides of the thesis) are transcendental 

realists who maintain that the cause (condition) of our experience is the self-existing 
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world in itself and (2) the sufficient cause comprises of (a) a complete set of the 

simultaneous conditions that amount to the effect-event and (b) a completion in the 

successive series of antecedent causes leading up to the effect-event.  While Kant 

believes that the transcendental realists cannot survive the challenge proposed in the 

thesis and thus brings forth his resolution of transcendental idealism, mainstream 

critics (e.g., Schopenhauer in his The World as Will and Representation) were quick 

to raise their objections.  As Allison noted in vol. 1 (Payne, 1958: 498), 

Schopenhauer understood the thesis in this composition of the two senses of 

sufficiency and complained that “only by conflating these two claims can the 

argument, on this interpretation, get off the ground” (Allison, 1990: 16).  In the 

appendix of Schopenhauer's book, we can see how he presented a more direct and 

pointed criticism of Kant's treatment of the thesis.  Specifically, Schopenhauer's 

objection was that as a transcendental realist, one can perfectly explain the 

occurrence of an event with its complete set of simultaneous conditions, of which we 

do not need our complete cognition in order to account for such a completion in the 

world in itself.  Moreover, the further requirement of the complete successive series 

remains in the scope of the unknown world in itself that transcends our capacity for 

experience and thus does not require any explanation.5  Such a line of thought was 

followed up by Kemp Smith: “each natural cause is sufficient for its effect.  That is to

say, the causation is sufficient at each stage.  That the series of antecedent causes 

cannot be completed is due to its actual infinitude, not to any insufficiency in the 

5 Cf. Schopenhauer, World as Will and Idea (Werke, ed. Frauenstädt, ii. p. 590; Eng. trans. by Haldane, ii. pp. 111-
12). “The argument for the third thesis is a very fine sophism, and is really Kant's pretended principle of pure reason
itself entirely unadulterated and unchanged.  It tries to prove the finiteness of the series of causes by saying that, in 
order to be sufficient, a cause must contain the complete sum of the conditions from which the succeeding state, the 
effect, proceeds.  For the completeness of the determinations present together in the state which is the cause, the 
argument now substitutes the completeness of the series of causes by which that state itself was brought to actuality;
and because completeness presupposes the condition of being rounded off or closed in, and this again presupposes 
finiteness, the argument infers from this a first cause, closing the series and therefore unconditioned.  But the 
juggling is obvious.  In order to conceive the state A as the sufficient cause of the state B, I assume that it contains 
the sum of the necessary determinations from the coexistence of which the state B inevitably follows.  Now by this 
my demand upon it as a sufficient cause is entirely satisfied, and has no direct connection with the question how the 
state A itself came to be; this rather belongs to an entirely different consideration, in which I regard the said state A 
no more as a cause, but as itself an effect; in which case, another state again must be related to it, just as it was 
related to B.  The assumption of the finiteness of the series of causes and effects, and accordingly of a first 
beginning, appears nowhere in this as necessary, any more than the presentness of the present moment requires us to
assume a beginning of time itself.” 
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causality which it embodies” (1962: 493).   Allison's reconstruction is clearer: “the 

question of whether A itself is sufficiently explained is distinct from the question 

whether A (being given) is sufficient to explain B.”  

2.2 Realistic Presentation of the Thesis and Two-World Reading of Its  
Modification of Transcendental Idealism

Schopenhauer is correct in asserting that when state A is the entirely sufficient cause 

of state B in the sense that state A is the synchronically complete set of conditions 

amounting to state B, the completeness of the causal relation between the two states 

has no direct connection to the question of how the state A itself came to be.  

However, his criticism that Kant's “universalization” of the demand for a 

completeness of the successive series in time is an over-simplification in the 

following two senses: (1) as also mentioned by Allison, Jonathan Bennett (1974: 

185), following Heimsoeth (1967),6 pointed out that the claim requires the cause to be

sufficiently “determined,” not merely “sufficient.”  The demand for completeness 

entails the determination of the causal relation in the effective domain of such a law, 

viz., reality, not merely the explanation.  From this point of view, the self-

contradiction indeed falls on the shoulder of the position of transcendental realism; 

despite what Schopenhauer attempted to disparage, the contradiction only appears to 

be feasible in the position of transcendental idealism that spatial synchronical 

completeness must be conflated with temporal successive completeness – in contrast 

to the realistic position that the appearance A and the appearance B can form a closed

causal/temporal relation not further in relation to the pre-condition of appearance A.  

More precisely, whereas Schopenhauer believed that the transcendental realists can 
6 This group of critics maintains that the “a priori” in Step 6 is the pre-Kantian use (transcendental realistic use), i.e., 

in advance or prior to experience, rather than the Kantian use, i.e., as the necessary formal condition of experience.  
This position maintains that in the presentation of the thesis, Kant intended to show how this question is regarded 
entirely in the view of transcendental realism so that the self-contradiction challenges this position; meanwhile, in 
his resolution, Kant presented his modification of the problem of the thesis and showed that there is no contradiction
in transcendental idealism. 
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survive the challenge of the contradiction by distinguishing between the 

completeness in coexistence at state A and the completeness in temporal succession 

that leads to state A, the self-contradiction is drawn entirely in the position of 

transcendental realism.  “Unfortunately,” as Allison also wrote, “Bennett does not 

explain what the requirement that a cause must be sufficiently determined prior to its 

occurrence amounts to or how the argument based on it is supposed to work” (1990: 

16).  Here, we follow up and spell out the requirement: upon the position of 

transcendental realism that the world in itself is assumed to be the cause of (its 

appearance in) our cognition, whether or not the appearance is realized, the world 

itself requires such a complete determination of a complete causal exhaustion in itself

that amounts to any state that takes place in time, so that the principle of the natural 

causal laws that any event that takes place must have its cause in the previous time 

point is accountable.  Without the first cause in the world in itself, such a 

determination of even just the state A in the world in itself is impossible.  Hence, the 

inference from the assumption of the self-contradictory conclusion in the thesis is 

entirely within transcendental realism and not in need of any perspective of 

transcendental idealism.  (2) The distinction between the completeness in coexistence

and the completeness in temporal succession is itself not a transcendental realistic 

distinction but a transcendental idealistic one: either we take space and time as in the 

world in itself as the (transcendental) realists maintain, so that the inference in the 

thesis falls into self-contradiction as aforementioned in (1), i.e., the completeness of 

the traditionally ontological causal exhaustion in the world itself is required, whether 

or not in relation to our knowledge; or we take space and time as the mere forms of 

sensibility as Kant's transcendental idealism proposes (i.e., as to understand “a priori”

in Step 6 in the Kantian sense), so that the natural causality itself is taken to be 

effective in the phenomenal world and that the synchronical completeness and 

successive completeness would seem to be considered separately.  This leads to an 

ambiguity between the two-world interpretation (e.g., Schopenhauer) and the two-

aspect interpretation (Allison).  Schopenhauer, unlike Kant who insisted on the a 
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priori unity of intuition and concept, openly believed that we directly intuit via 

desire/will without the need for any conceptualization; this position was further 

developed in (Nietzsche and) Heidegger and specifically crystalized in the notion of 

“the will to power” (der Wille zur Macht).  It follows readily from this fundamental 

deviation that the distinction between the phenomenon and the noumenon in Kant is 

interpreted as two worlds (two different ontological states: phenomenal world via 

sensibility and noumenal world via intelligence).  Based on this, the completeness in 

a set of synchronical conditions and the completeness in the successive series of 

causes seem to be able to separate; since the appearance in state A has already had all

the conditions amounting to the appearance in state B in the phenomenal world alone,

the principle of the natural causal laws is already accountable, and this causal relation

is itself entirely sufficient without needing to take into consideration the previous 

appearances as conditions that lead to the appearance in state A.  In this case, the 

Third Antinomy can be resolved in the fashion of the mathematical antinomies, 

whereby we refuse the thesis and modify the anti-thesis with transcendental idealism, 

i.e., modestly replace the rational demand for the universalizability of the natural 

causal law with the principle (idea): Always seek further conditions.  Although 

sticking to Kant's own epistemological distinction between the phenomenon and the 

noumenon (since the a priori unity between intuition and concept is by principle 

maintained) necessarily means that the form of space and the form of time can never 

be separated empirically, i.e., can never be separated into different ontological states 

– the distinction of the two types of completeness in “appearance alone” makes no 

sense.  From this perspective, it becomes quite clear that the two world interpretation 

of the distinction between the phenomenon and the noumenon cannot but push the 

interpretation itself away from transcendental idealism back to transcendental 

realism, in which the world in itself becomes the necessary ontological postulate that 

we either can never really know (a point that numerous Kantian scholars collectively 

worry about in transcendental idealism) or will require another different kind of 

cognitive capacity. One example is the Schopenhauerian will, in contrast to, as the 
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genuine transcendental idealism in Kant maintains, the necessary idea that we do 

consciously know the world itself (not dogmatically but critically) via understanding 

and reason within the empirical reality (resulting cognition), i.e., via understanding 

and reason that are incorporated with/in the appearance.  

In Bennett's critical examination of the commentators following the Schopenhauer-

Kemp Smith line, he essentially concluded that this line of interpretation has little 

textual support in Kant and identified Ewing's commentary as the most promising 

(Allison, 1990: 16; Ewing, 1938/1967: 218).   Ewing argued for the thesis whereby 

“if the cause is viewed as explaining or giving the reason of the effect, then this 

suggests that there must be something which is its own cause, otherwise causation 

gives no ultimate explanation or reason at all, just as it would be futile to give a chain

of reasons for accepting a proposition if none of them could, any more than the 

original proposition, be seemed to be true in their own right.”  Yet, he himself was 

not satisfied with the explanation argument, because the explanation itself is “by 

preceding events,” viz., the explanation itself requires the anti-thesis, which seems to 

us to anticipate Bennett's stress on “determination”. Besides, Ewing also thought that 

the thesis is based on the impossibility of a completed infinite; since such a concept is

impossible, the uncaused cause must somehow be admitted in order, as Allison (ibid.:

16) aptly suggested, to leave “something further to be explained” or to provide “a 

resting place for thought.”  This understanding continues to follow the trend of 

understanding the thesis in the position of the (transcendental) realists, and Ewing 

still believed that the thesis and the anti-thesis contradicts each other, for the same 

basis (the principle of natural causality that demands a necessary preceding cause for 

any occurrence of an event) leads to both the requirement and the rejection of the 

uncaused cause in the thesis and anti-thesis respectively. The resolution remains the 

“third alternative,” i.e., that “the world is not in space and time at all,” even though he

confessed that he was not convinced by the transcendental idealism of Kant in the 

footnote  (ibid.: 222-3).  Bennett was of course dissatisfied with the explanation 
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argument and with Schopenhauer, because this suggestion of Ewing for a mere 

“resting place for thought” actually maintains both that there is only natural causality 

(the assumption in Step 1) and that every event must have an ultimate explanation 

(the interpretation of Step 6), with this interpretation pushing the opponent into a 

place of “such an obvious straw man that Kant cannot have taken it seriously or 

supposed that the thesis-arguer would do so” (ibid.: 186).  The “determination” of the

causal chain is that which accurately matters for such a demand for completeness.  In 

other words, Kant was not hasty in treating the thesis by conflating the synchronical 

completeness and the successive completeness of the natural causality or simply 

sophistic in assuming that the opponent of the thesis only demands theoretical 

completeness. By staying loyal to the role of a realist, Kant continued to confront a 

realistic predicament, viz., without the uncaused cause, the determination of any 

effective cause of the occurrence of an event in natural causality alone is problematic,

whether in theory (explanation) or in reality (determination).   

Allison also found Ewing's rejection of the target of the thesis as a “straw man” to be 

“premature” (Allison, 1990: 17).  Alternatively, Allison interpreted Ewing's 

suggestion of the “resting place of thought,” or his “principle of sufficient reason” to 

be what Bennett termed a “principle of causality,” so that we can arrive at a 

Leibnizian understanding of the thesis as it was articulated in Leibniz's polemic with 

Clarke.  Leibniz maintained that “every occurrence has a sufficient reason both in the 

sense that it has an antecedent cause and in the sense that it has an ultimate 

explanation (accessible only to God) based on its role within the total context of the 

possible world actualized by the divine will” (Allison, 1990: 17; Allison's emphasis). 

Furthermore, “much to the dismay of Clarke, Leibniz also extends this principle to 

the divine will itself, maintaining that it is determined (although not necessitated) by 

what the divine intellect recognizes as the best.”7  Such a Leibnizian response to 

Clarke showcased exactly the challenge that the thesis sought to address: the strict 
7 Cf., e.g., Leibniz's Fifth Letter to Clarke, esp. secs. 1 – 20, The Leibniz-Clarke Correspondences, H. G. Alexander, 

ed. and trans., pp. 55-60 (Allison, 1990: 251).
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insistence on the universal entailment of the principle of natural causality helps with 

the rejection of the spontaneity that Clarke wanted to be necessary for the 

understanding of the agency in actions, be it divine or human.  From this point of 

view, the criticisms of Kant's presentation of the thesis from Schopenhauer and 

Ewing are no longer trivial.  Furthermore, Allison highlighted a quote from Leibniz 

that spells out directly the double implications in the completeness: “to anything's 

existing … to any event's happening … to any truth's taking place” (Leibniz, 1956: 

95).  This principle of sufficient reason with its universal entailment in such double 

implications “equally applies” (Allison, 1990: 17), meaning in Kantian terms that 

“[Leibniz] construed it (the principle of sufficient reason) both as a logical principle 

requiring adequate grounds for any conclusion and as a real or causal principle 

requiring sufficient preconditions for every occurrence” (ibid.).  In other words, in 

Allison's opinion, a “cause sufficiently determined a priori” in Step 6 can be equated 

with Leibniz's “sufficient reason,” so that Schopenhauer, Ewing and Kemp Smith's 

questioning of the weight of this step, especially the conflating of the synchronical 

completeness and the successive completeness, as well as the simple demand for 

spontaneity as “a resting place for thought,” is an over-simplification of Kant's 

serious confrontation in presenting the thesis from the angle of transcendental realism

such as Leibniz's, especially in front of the full Leibnizian argument.  

Allison (1990: 18) succinctly pointed out that the law of natural causality appears 

twice in the argument for the thesis: the first in Step 4 expresses the requirement that 

every causal relation that takes place must have its own antecedent cause, since any 

exception to this requirement would evoke the violation of the principle of sufficient 

reason.  As Allison understood it, “the requirement can be seen as an expression of 

that principle.”  This leads to the incompleteness of the causal series in Step 5.  In its 

second appearance in Step 6, the law expresses something more than before: the 

double demands in the Leibnizian notion of sufficient reason, i.e., the demand for an 

accurate antecedent cause taking place in (previous) time (i.e., “universalizability 

68



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

requirement”) and the demand for an ultimate and unconditioned explanation (i.e., 

“completeness requirement”).  In the end, such two-fold “conflicting demands of a 

single principle” amount to the self-contradiction that Kant stated in Step 7.  

The Leibnizian notion of sufficient reason invited objection, however, in its 

“circularity” and “dogmatic appeal” (Röttges, 1974: 36; Ortwein, 1983: 24-6; 

Allison, 1990: 18).  It quickly becomes clear that the argument in the thesis, 

construed in such a line of Leibnizian sufficient reason, takes aim at a real target, 

namely Leibniz and not a straw man.  But, as Allison pointed out, “for that very 

reason its scope is limited to philosophies with similar metaphysical commitments, in

particular, a commitment to a strong form of the principle of sufficient reason” 

(ibid.).  Once we reject that rationalistic commitment, we can reject the thesis, as 

what Schopenhauer and Ewing have done, by pointing out that the thesis conflates 

these two demands; in other words, as a realist, one still retains the opportunity to 

maintain that the natural causality alone (universalizability requirement) can suffice 

for our experience as such without the need for the uncaused cause (completeness 

requirement).  Essentially, as Allison also highlighted, Kant's fundamental principle 

underlying all these four antinomical conflicts as a whole is being challenged, i.e., “if

the conditioned is given, the entire sum of conditions, and consequently the absolute 

unconditioned (through which alone the conditioned has been possible) is also given.”

This is the one principle that Kant at first raised to challenge the dogmatic 

metaphysics of the transcendental realists and later undercut with his own philosophy

of transcendental idealism.  Since both camps in the dispute are transcendental 

realists, neither side can actually avoid the accusation of appealing to such a principle

dogmatically. As was pointed out previously, either the world in itself alone or the 

divine will has to follow such a principle so that the empirical reality that we are now 

experiencing (the resulting cognition) can be identified with the transcendent reality 

(the cause of cognition in itself), unless we abandon both the assumption of the world

in itself and the divine will.  By leveling accusations at the dogmatic employment of 
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such a principle in transcendental realism, Kant diagnosed the former two 

mathematical antinomies to be cases whereby both the thesis and the anti-thesis are 

not adequate demands (since the world in itself is in no way a legitimate existence, 

the dogmatic requirement of the completeness of the conditions that lead to the given 

conditioned makes no sense). For the latter two dynamical antinomies, the diagnosis 

is that both the thesis and the anti-thesis may be true or somehow compatible in the 

modification of transcendental idealism (that since the required complete set of 

conditions need not be real but ideal, i.e., in reason, the demand for it may be 

compatible with the demand for empirical reality).  Such a scheme of Kant was 

judged unconvincing by the Schopenhauer-Kemp Smith camp, particularly by 

Strawson.  

Strawson challenged the methodological structure of these four antinomies and their 

resolution of transcendental idealism.  In particular, with regard to the systematic 

distinction between the former two mathematical antinomies and the latter two 

dynamical antinomies,  Strawson (1966: 209) wrote:

It seems obvious what the correct “critical” solution of this conflict should be.  

Since things in space and time are appearances, the series of ever more remote 

causes should no more be regarded as existing as a whole than the series of 

ever more remote temporal states of the world or the series of ever more remote

spatial regions of the world.  Since the series does not exist as a whole, there is 

no question of its existing either as an infinite whole or, as is asserted in the 

thesis, as a finite whole with a first, uncaused member.  Every member of the 

series which is actually “met with” in experience, however, may and must, be 

taken to have an antecedent cause.  The thesis, then, is false, the antithesis true.

At this point, Strawson, following the Schopenhauer-Kemp Smith line of 

interpretation, no longer complained about the (transcendental) realistic presentation 
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of the thesis and the anti-thesis but instead focused on the modification of 

transcendental idealism, which Kant believed to be the resolution to the antinomy, 

and furthermore, the systematic methodology for such critical resolutions.  Since 

transcendental idealism maintains that space and time are the mere forms of the 

appearance and that natural causality (the demand for the Second Analogy) is 

phenomenal, the difficulty in the determination of the complete causal series in the 

world itself, together with the demand for either the spatial completeness of the 

causal condition (Schopenhauer's complete set of conditions at state A) or the 

temporal completeness of the causal condition (the completeness of the successive 

series on the cause side), does not bother us any more.  As Schopenhauer noted, the 

appearance in state A, which already contains a complete set of conditions amounting

to the appearance in state B and is not in need of any reference to the preconditions 

leading to state A, suffices to account for the causal determination between the 

appearance in A and the appearance in B.  Thus, it seems, in light of such a version of

transcendental idealism, that the thesis should be rejected and the anti-thesis alone 

should stay, as it was clearly stated in the last line of the quoted text of Strawson 

above; the Leibnizian rationalistic demand for the double completeness does not 

seem to suit the modification of transcendental idealism, since such a demand 

contains assumptions that the modification should reject – assumptions including (a) 

the cause's being independent from the appearance and our cognition (i.e., God, or 

divine will), in contrast to being coined in the appearance via the realization of our 

cognitions, (b) space and time being the systematic relations that exist among objects,

in contrast to being mere forms of our perceptual representation and (c) the existence 

of monads (elementary particles with blurred perceptions), in contrast to the rejection 

of that kind of existence in itself as any part of the content of possible experiences.  It

seems then that the Leibnizian interpretation of the difficulty in Step 6 cannot help 

with the modification of the argument of the thesis.  However, such a conclusion by 

Strawson cannot but upset Kant, since Kant openly stipulated the thesis and the anti-

thesis to be both true or somehow compatible in the modification of transcendental 
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idealism.8  He touted the merits of such a philosophy and wanted the principle of 

complete condition to be absolutely rational, especially with regard to the Third 

Antinomy, for the spontaneity (the thesis) and the phenomenal causal exhaustion (the 

anti-thesis) must be established together for his grand plan of critical philosophy that 

is anticipating and uplifting morality and the hope of humanity when preserving the 

science of empirical reality (all possible experiences).   

More significantly, the Schopenhauer-Strawson interpretation, which claims that 

Kant rejects both the thesis and the anti-thesis in the former two antinomies while 

preserving the anti-thesis and rejecting the thesis (this is obviously textually 

ungrounded) in the latter two antinomies in order to provide an indirect proof for 

transcendental idealism (by pointing out that the assumptions of transcendental 

realism lead necessarily to the conflicts as opposed to the resolution of the other 

alternative philosophy), fails to note (a) the methodological meaning of the two 

different strategies in the resolution of the antinomies and (b) that Kant actually 

affirms the “factuality” of the transcendental aspect of humanity – the intellectual 

character of the subject.  In other words, the resolution of the four antinomies not 

only constitutes indirect proof but also positive proof (though Kant himself lacked 

confidence in this too) that “the factuality of reason,” including the first cause as the 

cognitive and critical cause rather than the divine and dogmatical cause, is necessary 

to account for experience as such.  Transcendental ideality, which itself is never 

sensible though, is necessary for experience!   

8 “In this way freedom and nature, in the full sense of these terms, can exist together, without any conflict, in the 
same actions, accordingly as the actions are referred to their intelligible or to their sensible cause” (A541/B569) in 
“Possibility of Causality through Freedom, in Harmony with the Universal Law of Natural Necessity” (A538/B566 
– A541/B569).
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2.3 Kant's Proposal. Transcendental Idealism as the Resolution to the Antinomy,
Two-Aspect Reading and Support from Critical Epistemology

Kant himself characterized the difference between the mathematical antinomies and 

the dynamical antinomies in terms of the contrast between “world” and “nature” 

(KrV: A481/B440).  Since the conditioned and all its conditions in the mathematical 

antinomies (the series in pure spatio-temporal extension and intension) are 

homogeneous, the assumed sum total of the conditions, namely, the world, cannot but

be either a finite set or an infinite number of homogeneous members (i.e., the 

extensive and intensive magnitudes), both of which are yet problematic. The limit of 

our sensible capacity for cognition calls for the finitistic claim in the theses (that the 

universe must have a beginning and an end and that there must exist most simple 

parts building up the composite substance of the world as a whole). However, at the 

same time, the nature of our intuition in extensive and intensive magnitude, together 

with our concept of space and time as being infinitely extensive and intensive, calls 

for the infinistic claim in the anti-theses (that the universe is not limited and that there

exists nothing simple in the world).  Allison (1990: 24) nicely summed up the 

mathematical conflict: “The concept of a complete set or totality of spatiotemporal 

items, that is, a 'world,' is self-contradictory because such a totality (whether it be 

conceived as containing a finite or an infinite number of members) both purports to 

be an empirical concept and involves a requirement (completeness) that conflicts with

the conditions of possible experience.9”  The contradiction (“empirical” – limitation 

from sensibility – plus “complete” – rational demand) leads to the impossibility of the

concept of the sensible world as a whole existing in itself.  Hence, Kant's resolution 

was to reject the assumed concept in both the theses and the anti-theses; more 

precisely, he rejected the assumed concept of the world in itself in the thesis and 

replaced the infinitistic demand for completeness with “the modest and legitimate 

regulative demand in reason alone: Always seek further conditions” in the anti-thesis 

9 Cf. Allison1976: 239-46; 1983/2004: 56-8.
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(ibid.).  In other words, Kant rejected both the thesis and the anti-thesis because they 

both assume the self-contradictory concept of the world in itself as an empirical 

whole, and replaced the infinitistic demand in the latter with a modest demand as a 

mere regulative principle (an idea that there is always further conditional extension or

intension to be asked for) to cope with the extensive and intensive nature of the 

intuition and the concept of space and time that our capacity for cognition 

necessitates (necessarily allows).  More precisely, the subject in the thesis and the 

anti-thesis (the world) is forbidden from having its own ontological status (as an 

empirical, given whole) so that neither its finite regress (to have a beginning and an 

end and to have simple particles) nor its infinite regress (to have no beginning and  no

end and to have no simple particle) remains a real problem; on the contrary, we 

should think of it this way: the world as the cognized (which is real) must be 

cognized as being finite, because of the limitations of our cognitive capacity (a, 

sensibility calls for the given intuition to be limited within a beginning and an end; b, 

understanding yields the experience of objects in units in the reality) which are 

necessarily given to the cognized via cognition, while the world as the to-be-cognized

(which is ideal) must be anticipated to be infinite, because of the allowance from our 

cognitive capacity which is also given to the cognized via cognition.  In this sense, 

the single world, as the cognized and the to-be-cognized as opposed to the cause of 

cognition, is regarded to be both finite and infinite.  It is worth noting that the world 

remains a single idea that is necessarily involved in any resulting cognition; the world

we cognized and the world to be cognized are identical and identical in every 

instance of the resulting cognition.  

On the other hand, the conditioned and its conditions in the dynamical antinomies are

heterogenous, i.e., “the regress is from grounded to ground” (ibid.: 23), e.g., from 

effect to cause in the Third Antinomy, so that there can be an open possibility for a 

non-sensible ground, namely, reason, rationale or “the intelligible.”  For example, 

some apparently immoral actions carried out by the agent with good intention can be 

74



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

somehow moral (much like the Zen master's blow at the pupil's head), and some 

apparently moral actions carried out by the agent with bad intention can be very 

immoral (much like a selfish mother who takes care of her child only for the sake of 

fame and social recognition); this fact perfectly encapsulates the different 

involvement of causality (cognitive causality through freedom) other than the mere 

phenomenal causal exhaustion (causality through nature in time) in a dynamical 

situation.  The thesis calls for the possibility of such a ground out of time, while the 

anti-thesis denies it.  Since the problem of the conflict is not really a “self-

contradiction” (because of the heterogeneity in the regress from the condition to the 

conditioned), as long as one rejects the dogmatical assumption of the ground's being 

in the world in itself in favor of reason/noumenon via thinking, the modified theses 

(that the ground for completeness is not in the sensible but in the intelligible) can be 

established and cause no trouble in the meantime for the modified anti-thesis (the 

non-sensible ground would not interfere with the universalization of the fundamental 

principle of regress between the conditioned and its conditions in the world of mere 

appearance).  Allison (ibid.: 24) was correct in pointing out that exactly at this point, 

the Schopenhauer-Strawson interpretation “neglects” this important strategic move 

from the mathematical to the dynamical antinomies: the heterogeneity in the regress 

in the latter two antinomies no longer corners the two sides in the self-contradiction 

of any conflicted concept, as the homogeneity in the former two does.  Moreover, 

unlike the rejection of both of the sides in the mathematical antinomies which 

constitutes an indirect proof for Kant's transcendental idealism, the partial 

compatibility of the thesis and the anti-thesis in the dynamical antinomies indicates 

that the transcendental condition that is not empirically real is nonetheless necessarily

required for experience as such, and hence should be positively included in the 

(transcendental) condition for all possible cognitions and experiences, a result that is 

exactly the task of the study of the self-critique of pure reason. This is because such 

an “explanation” of reason is not merely theoretical but also factual postulation, i.e., 

when one admits the possibility of the causality through freedom, one not only admits
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its theoretical possibility (allowed within the limit of our capacity for cognition) but 

also has to admit its being a necessarily required and different kind of causality other 

than the causality through nature (otherwise the resulting cognition will be 

impossible).  It is exactly in this sense that freedom is as factual (but not empirically 

real, for the involvement of such causality has no sensible form) as the pure space 

and time, in the Kantian sense.  Hence, Allison's observation on the difference of the 

strategy in the dynamical antinomies as opposed to the mathematical ones is 

plausible: “In any event, since its underlying concept is not self-contradictory, the 

resolution of the dynamical antinomies requires a different strategy.  Instead of 

rejecting both thesis and anti-thesis on the grounds that they flow from a self-

contradictory concept, the task here is to show how the two apparently conflicting 

explanatory demands that follow from the concept of an explanatory whole (the 

completeness and the universality requirements) can be made compatible with one 

another” (ibid.: 24). 

In contrast to our emphasis on the non-theoretical factuality of freedom as outlined 

above, Allison (ibid.: 25) came to a rather modest conclusion that the framed 

opponents (the Schopenhauer-Kemp Smith-Strawson camp) may more readily accept 

his defense of Kant's transcendental idealism in the treatment of the Third Antinomy: 

“In the case of the Third Antinomy,” the explanation of transcendental idealism for 

such compatibility between the thesis and the anti-thesis “amounts to creating a 

logical space for the transcendental idea of freedom.”  This is the most non-

controversial acceptance of Kant's notion of “transcendental freedom” between these 

two sides: there is a mere logical possibility for the idea of freedom upon the ground 

of our systematic experience, which has no positive sensible (i.e., empirically real) 

content.  Unfortunately, however, precisely because of this, the commentators and the

philosophers following Kant who are not really convinced by Kant's transcendental 

idealism cannot but find that the gap between the theoretical critic of reason and the 

practical critic of reason of Kant, or between nature and freedom in Kant, cannot be 
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bridged. Therefore they doubt the factuality of freedom and the causality through it, 

e.g., the Schopenhauer-Kemp Smith-Strawson resolution of the Third Antinomy itself

(rejecting the reality of the free cause and maintaining the phenomenal causal 

exhaustion).  Allison's main objective in such a defense was to point out that the 

Schopenhauer-Kemp Smith-Strawson interpretation fails to take note of the 

significance of such a logical possibility, that such a possibility in the logical space 

can indeed suffice for the completeness requirement in the thesis, since the 

requirement is not ontological but rational; being simply logical implies the 

negativity in reality, so it would not cause any trouble for the universalizability 

requirement in the phenomenal causal exhaustion.  And their ignorance of the 

significance is mainly because of their “two-world” reading of Kant's separation of 

the phenomenon and the noumenon, especially in the sense that the rational 

requirement of the conditioning and the phenomenal requirement of the conditioning 

are understood to be called for in two incommunicable worlds (the noumenal world 

and the phenomenal world); unfortunately Allison is still struggling to spell this out.  

Before going into the problem of the two-world reading, it is worth noticing that, if 

one confronts squarely the difference in Kant's resolution of the dynamical 

antinomies, viz., the underlying fact that the domain of the subject of the 

mathematical antinomies, the world, where the causality of freedom is necessitated 

(not arbitrary) by the form of our cognitive capacity via cognition in the free 

reflection of the possible world,10 is different from the domain of the subject of the 

dynamical antinomies: the nature, where the causality of freedom can also be non-

necessitated (arbitrary) via cognition in the free reflection of this present 

judgment/consciousness,11 one can see that the mathematical antinomies are involved 

with self-contradictory concept (the world as a sum total of mere and possible 

10 Our giving all the cognitive forms to the cognized via cognition is not arbitrary, and the realm of such resulting 
cognitions is “all possible experiences.”  For details, see 5.1.4. 

11 The mediation of the rational reflection between the simple stimulus and the response in natural causality is the 
chance of arbitrariness and the source of practice.  Do not forget that the world in itself as a substantial whole is no 
longer assumed. 
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appearances in itself) while the dynamical antinomies are not (viz., the sum total of 

the conditions is not merely the world cognized and to-be-cognized but also in need 

of something dynamical and different from the cognized regress of conditioning in 

time, i.e., something also causal but different from the phenomenal causal 

exhaustion). Then, Kant's very obvious attempt to establish “Possibility of Causality 

through Freedom, in Harmony with the Universal Law of Natural Necessity” (KrV: 

A538/B566-A541/B569) will be properly evaluated, so that not only the factuality of 

the “logical space” for freedom (as factual as the pure space and time) but also the 

fact of autonomy and the link between nature and freedom, especially the notions of 

the double characters of a person (the empirical and the intelligible) first introduced 

in this passage and extensively elaborated in his practical philosophy will be better 

anticipated.  

The main reason why the Schopenhauer-Strawson interpretation would fail to take 

note of this difference, in Allison's opinion, is that their reading of the distinction 

between the phenomenon and the noumenon is one between two ontological states, 

namely, two worlds (1984/2004: 4-6).  On the contrary, as Allison plausibly noted, 

the demand for the free cause in the thesis is merely noumenal demand, which itself 

is not another ontological status (another world) beyond the phenomenal world.  

Unfortunately, Allison did not make this criticism explicit in his treatment of the 

Third Antinomy, very likely owing to his modest position that Kant's demonstration 

of the compatibility between the thesis and the anti-thesis of this antinomy “does not 

suffice to establish the truth of transcendental idealism” (1990: 25).  However, 

Allison's emphasis on the possibility (logical space) of freedom (1990) corresponded 

to his defense of transcendental idealism (1984/2004) in articulating that the 

completeness of the condition in the Third Antinomy is not a mathematical sum in 

the sense of an aggregate or a collection of homogeneous members but a “dynamical 

whole” that is an “explanatory whole, that is, as an all-inclusive series of conditions 

(explanatory grounds or causes) in terms of which the existence of everything 
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conditioned is to be explained” (1990: 24).  That is to say, the dynamical whole is, in 

Allison's terms (1984/2004: 4-6; 16-17), not ontological completeness (the sum of all 

possible appearances webbed in the phenomenal causal exhaustion – as 

Schopenhauer proposed) but epistemological completeness (the necessarily required 

non-sensible ground).  This interpretation is more loyal to the text of Kant, since the 

general and apparent idea of the resolution of the four antinomies is that: the 

antinomical conflicts are diagnosed not as being rooted in the concept of the world in 

itself (which is to be eliminated by transcendental idealism) but as being rooted in 

reason alone. The conflict is not in the world in itself but in reason's self-

employment; hence, the resolution to these conflicts is within reason itself: (a) by 

removing the (ir-)rational assumption of the reality of the world in itself as a whole, 

the mathematical conflicts no longer remain, meaning that the possible world in all 

possible experiences is just a rational idea, not an empirical reality; (b) by admitting 

the demand for completeness within reason alone, the theses and anti-theses in 

dynamical nature are compatible.  We can further reinforce Allison's point.  The 

strategy in the resolution of the dynamical antinomies already suggests that the 

reading of the dynamical whole of the conditions for any conditioned has to be an 

organic holistic whole that is far different from Schopenhauer's idea of a collection 

consisting of homogeneous members of “appearances” in the synchronical whole and

successive whole.  It is clear that the synchronical sum of appearances and the 

successive sum of appearances, as well as all these collected appearances, in 

Schopenhauer are distinguishable as different spatiotemporal states in a mere 

mathematical sense, which are all webbed in natural causality.  And this (any relation

between the homogeneous members in a series of conditioning is not naturally 

causal; members in a natural causal series are heterogeneous) is exactly the obscure 

significance of the difference between the resolution of the dynamical antinomies and

that of the mathematical antinomies that Schopenhauer et al. seemed to have 

neglected.  The inadequacies of the two-world view (that the distinction between the 

phenomenon and the noumenon is ontological, i.e., related in natural causality) in this

79



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

case include: (1) the states in a natural causal series (dynamical series) are 

misunderstood to be mere appearances, when in fact each state has to be a complete 

resulting cognition that is already involved with both intuition and concept, and 

neither the appearance nor the concept alone can stand in reality as the resulting 

cognition; and (2) the mere appearances (mathematical series) should be related 

intuitively and hence cannot be naturally causal.  

The replacement of the epistemological understanding for the ontological 

understanding of the complete conditioning, as Allison suggested, is progressing in 

the right direction and to the content of Kant's heart.  First, the concept of the world 

in itself as an empirical whole (the sum total of given appearances, for the pre-critical

non-phenomenal world in itself is now no longer in our consideration), whether 

mathematical or dynamical, should be abandoned because of the self-contradiction in 

the concept itself and also because of its impurposiveness to our cognitive capacity. 

Second, the conflict is within reason, or more precisely, within the unitary epistemic 

condition itself: on the one hand, the limitation of the sensibility in correspondence to

the unity requirement (logical functions as united in one concept) of understanding 

leads to the finiteness requirement in the experience, and, on the other hand, the 

infinite extensiveness and intensiveness in the intuitive form in correspondence to the

concept of space and time which entails such a concept of infinity, leads to the 

infiniteness requirement in the experience.  First, the ontological understanding of the

conditioning (the appearances webbed in natural causality) still tacitly assumes the 

self-contradictory concept of the world in itself as a whole (a systematically unitary 

yet unknown base of the appearances, e.g., pure will or the absolute subject as pure 

consciousness). Second, the relations among the epistemic conditions, e.g., the 

relation between the synchronical completeness of appearance (space) and the 

succession of appearance (time), are misunderstood to be naturally causal; owing to 

these, neither the problem nor the resolution in the two-world version of the 

dynamical antinomies is properly understood.
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On the contrary, the two aspect understanding draws attention to the fact that 

apperception as the necessary condition for all possible cognitions is the key for 

reconciling the two types of causality in the Third Antinomy.  Both the thesis and the 

anti-thesis are true, and the only resolution to this antinomy is to modify both of them

in transcendental idealism, i.e., to abandon the pre-critical metaphysical assumptions 

such as the transcendent (unconditional) reality of the first cause and, instead, accept 

that the first cause (freedom) rests only in cognition.  In other words, we should 

stop viewing this issue as in the world in itself and begin to view this as in the 

situation of cognition only, and that cognition is actively shaping the world of the 

appearance (though not arbitrarily and not empirically – cognition itself is not a real 

activity in the sense of an event in Kantian nature, i.e., in time) in a way that freedom 

and phenomenal causal exhaustion are not compatible at all but make sense of each 

other in their a priori unity in apperception/consciousness.  That is, the rational and 

hence epistemological12 completeness that is demanded in the thesis in Allison's 

account (i.e., explicability requirement; 1990: 28) can be understood in terms of 

Kant's critical epistemology, an epistemology that assumes no transcendent reality as 

the cause of all possible cognition in natural causality but admits the relation between

the cause of cognition, i.e, the transcendental conditions, and the resulting cognition 

to be a different kind of causality other than the causality that is exhaustive in all 

possible resulting cognitions.  This way, we can successfully identify (a) the 

orthogonality of the causality in time (nature) and the causality not in time (freedom) 

and (b) their necessary unity in a person (a cognition), in the sense that the causality 

of freedom only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation to all cognitions, 

while the causality of nature is only effective in the results of cognition and never on 

the cause.  And the completeness requirement in “the sufficiently determined a 

priori” in Step 6 of the thesis is a requirement of the condition of the given, not a 

requirement of the conditioned given.  Hence, Schopenhauer ventured in exactly the 
12 “Transcendental idealism … is a bold, even revolutionary, theory of epistemic conditions” (Allison, 1984/2004: 

19).  
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wrong direction at this point, viz., looking for the completeness in the conditioned. 

Since the resulting cognition is realized already, the condition of that cognition, 

which itself is holistic, is sufficient, and sufficient in the sense of the epistemic 

condition that contains the orthogonality and the necessary unity of the causality of 

freedom and the causality of nature.  

82



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

3 Dignāga in the Middle of the Madhyamaka-Yogācāra Conflict, 
Especially on the Issue of Causality

The Madhyamaka thinkers consider “dependent origination” (pratītyasamutpāda) the

paramount subject and conclude that whatever arises dependently should be 

explained as empty in nature, thus denying the concept of absolute cause (self-nature,

svabhāva).  The Yogācāra thinkers consider “phenomenon” (lakṣaṇa) the paramount 

subject and explain the empty nature of it via several epistemological concepts or 

methods such as representation-only, six/eight consciousness, three natures and 

empty-phenomenon. This difference leads them to pitch the two main keys of the 

music of emptiness in Mahāyāna Buddhism.  To a practitioner, the former supplies 

the dynamics for cultivation by helping to unshackle the attachment to the postulated 

transcendent reality with the tools of its “negation,” and the latter maps the stages 

with the phenomenological sketches of the ins and outs of each stage.  But to the 

philosophers throughout history, as we can see from how many of them have 

remained engaged in protracted and heated debates even up till this day, these two 

approaches appear unconcerted and there remain serious conflicts between the two 

camps that await more deliberate management.  

One lingering disagreement is this: while the Madhyamaka thinkers reject every 

ontological assertion about the ultimate reality, many Yogācāra thinkers are 

understood to expound their tenets as supporting the existence of something 

ultimately real/true – mind, consciousness or means of cognition (pramāṇa) – that 

renders every phenomenon (resulting cognition) possible.  Mādhyamikas must reject 

this ontological assertion in order to maintain that the principle of dependent 

origination (pratītyasamutpāda), viz., the principle of causality, must exhaust all 

those which arise (originate) in the phenomena.  In other words,  any realized 

phenomenon must be determined through a comprehensive and complicated causal 

network rather than through any determined particular cause(s), so that all possible 
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phenomena are thus placed altogether in the scope of the conventional.  The positive 

ontological assertion of the ultimate reality obviously jeopardizes the phenomenal 

exhaustion of causality and invites contradictions to the explanation, because such an 

ultimate reality, which must be an absolute cause (because no other determined cause

can precede it), would be itself free from the mutual dependence of originations.  On 

the contrary, its negative ontological assertion invites annihilation (uccheda).  Yet, 

the suspension of the assertion would mean that the school is unable to sufficiently 

account for either the apodixis of its thesis-assumption, viz., the necessary exhaustion 

of the principle of pratītyasamutpāda itself in all pratītyasamutpanna-s (all those 

which arise conditionally) that accounts for their complete relativity at the theoretical 

level, or the necessity and purposiveness of cultivation in Buddhism in general at the 

practical level.  To further account for the phenomenal exhaustion of causality and 

the purposiveness of the Buddhist practice, as well as to defend the school of 

existence, Yogācāra thinkers subscribe to and further refine the epistemology within 

Buddhism.1  Naturally, to defend their own school, later Mādhyamikas would pour 

scorn on this attempt in return. 

Both subscribe to the phenomenal exhaustion of causality; in fact, both also covertly 

subscribe to the notion that a phenomenon is never simply originated from another 

phenomenon but must arise from multiple conditions, which is exactly the general 

meaning of pratītyasamutpāda. Thus, the core issue in dispute naturally centers 

around the idea of absolute cause and the possibility of any isolated particular causal 

relation.  From both history and texts, we can see that atomism (Sarvāstivāda in 

Buddhism and Vaiśeṣika), which maintains the objective absolute cause, viz., 

ultimately real atoms (paramāṇu-s), was categorically rejected by the initiator of 

Madhyamaka, Nāgārjuna; in philosophical consideration we conveniently coin this 
1 Yogācāra thinkers have revised the definition of Nāgārjuna's “sufficient explanation 了義” (Da zhi du lun) in 

accordance with the Sandhinirmocana Sūtra.  By this term, Nāgārjuna refers to that which can unveil the meaning of
emptiness.  In the Sandhinirmocana Sūtra, this term refers to an exhaustive, sufficient explanation.  The sūtra and 
its followers believe that the teaching of emptiness can be further explained, so that the teaching itself is still 
insufficient (未了).  This sūtra suggests that the meaning of emptiness can be further explained through its three 
nature theory (三性論).  
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Nāgārjuna's anti-atomism.  Similarly, the Yogācāra forefathers to come, such as 

Vasubandhu (Viṃśatikāvijñaptimātratāsiddhi) and Dignāga (Ālambanaparīkṣā), 

came to refute atomism in their own ways.  We can also see that the epistemology of 

the non-Buddhist Naiyayikas, which maintains the absolute subjective cause, viz., the 

ultimately real means of cognition (pramāṇa-s) via which valid knowledge is really 

produced, was emphatically denied by Nāgārjuna (in the Vigrahavyāvartanī and 

MMK 8.12); however, epistemology has nonetheless become the main method 

adopted by Yogācāra thinkers.  If we take the position of Mahāyāna Buddhism that 

both of Nāgārjuna's rejections have been successful,2 any subsequent development of 

epistemology within this tradition must properly answer Nāgārjuna's rejections of 

epistemology.  That epistemology, subscribing both to the phenomenal reality and to 

the exhaustion of causality therein, must deny the concept of objective absolute cause

and the concept of subjective absolute cause, as has already been explained. While 

the ultimate reality of atoms has been comprehensively rejected, the supremacy of 

epistemic criteria, such as pramāṇa (cognitive faculty) and svasaṃvitti (self-

awareness/self-cognition), are conspicuously agitating.  In the subsequent 

development of Buddhist epistemology, Dignāga (about 3 centuries later) proposed 

an epistemic account which is potentially in sync with Nāgārjuna's criticisms of 

epistemology, but the subsequent development of Buddhist epistemology after 

Dignāga, as present-day scholarship so believes, has also unfortunately reverted back 

to realistic epistemology and embraced the reality of causal relation between the 

means of cognition and cognition which reaffirms the outstanding correspondence 

between cognition and the objective phenomena known, just like the one maintained 

by Naiyāyikas.   The split between Madhyamaka and Yogācāra thus reemerged.  

To deny both the absolute objective cause and the absolute subjective cause is 

2 In general, the rejection of the independent origination, which is the core topic in Nāgārjuna, is commonly 
acknowledged by both Mādhyamikas and Yogācāra thinkers.  In India, people agree that Nāgārjuna is the founder of
Mahāyāna Buddhism; in China, people concur that Nāgārjuna is the common ancestor of the eight Mahāyāna 
schools (Ven. Yenshun, 1952/2012: 2).  According to Cheng Lü (1977: 2; 7), the lineage of Buddhist epistemology 
and logic from Nāgārjuna via Vasubandhu and Dignāga up to Bhāviveka and Dharmakīrti is described as a 
continuum grand discourse for the philosophy of emptiness. 
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tantamount to denying any particularly determined causal relation – either (a) the 

particularly determined causal relation between the objects themselves or between the

non-phenomenal object and the unconscious production of perception in the 

perceptual faculty, or (b) the particularly determined causal relation between the 

cognitive faculty and the resulting cognition in the awareness. We shall term the 

former the metaphysical causation and the latter the epistemological causation for the

sake of convenience.  The Mādhyamika-Yogācāra conflict concerns the latter. 

On the one hand, given the position that the phenomenal reality is accepted 

conditionally exactly when the non-phenomenal reality is rejected, the metaphysical 

causation is uncontroversially rejected on both sides of the Mādhyamika-Yogācāra 

conflict.  From the viewpoint of Nāgārjuna, a phenomenon is never simply caused by 

another phenomenon; otherwise, dependent origination would simply be impossible 

(MMK 1.14).  From the epistemological viewpoint, the result of any causal relation 

can only be a phenomenon and must be a result of cognition, and the causal relation, 

which is itself but a valid understanding and not a perception, can only be possible 

when it is merely identified in the comprehensive, complicated causal network – the 

phenomenal exhaustion of causality with which the phenomenon itself first comes 

into place.  If the causal relation itself were also a phenomenon, it would become a 

particular taking some determined form of space and time and thus contradict the 

concept of causality itself, as argued for and concluded in MMK 1.14.  I believe that 

Nāgārjuna can accept such an explanation from the epistemological viewpoint 

without any great difficulty, in the sense that any determined particular causal 

relation is just a conventionally accepted understanding and not something real by 

itself.  

On the other hand, the idea of production cannot be applied to cognition, according to

Nāgārjuna.  The idea of production together with the idea of a producer and the idea 

of a product altogether is just a phenomenal dependence, and none of them can stand 
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alone (V & MMK 8.12).  A producer is only a producer when it is in relation to its 

product, and vice versa; besides, a producer and a product can only be a possible 

object when it becomes a phenomenon within the network.  Taking out both of the 

producer-product relation and the causal network of dependent origination means that

there can be no producer or product.  From the epistemological viewpoint, the 

phenomenon of production is also the result of cognition.  The producer-product 

relation takes place only in cognition: in cognition, as the phenomenon becomes 

possible with the determined network of causality in it, an object is cognized and 

cognized to be the producer of another object, and vice versa.  Both the phenomenon 

of the producer and the product and the producer-product relation are only possible in

cognition, not in a metaphysical reality.  Up to this point, I think the epistemological 

explanation would be accepted by Nāgārjuna as well.   

However, aside from the producer-product relation, cognitive faculty as an absolute 

cause is still problematic.  As Nāgārjuna lamented in the Vigrahavyāvartanī, the 

reality of cognitive faculty (pramāṇa) cannot be admitted because its absolute 

initiative nature contradicts the concept of dependent origination (V 51).  I think the 

epistemological response to said challenge is this: the ultimate reality of pramāṇa is 

actually denied with the same reason that the ultimate reality of the producer-product 

relation is denied.  That is, the cognition of the producer-product relation is only valid

as a cognition, and this cognition does not imply or demand the non-phenomenal 

reality of itself; on the contrary, it is precisely because there exists no non-

phenomenal reality of this relation that the production is concerted with the 

phenomenal causal network.  In other words, by saying that pramāṇa is established, 

its reality is denied.  Pramāṇa is established only for the sake of prameya (the object 

of the resulting cognition), not for the sake of any non-phenomenal reality.  As far as 

the phenomenal reality (prameya) is concerned, pramāṇa has to be taken into 

account; it is neither the case that pramāṇa accounts for ultimate reality nor that 

pramāṇa itself ultimately exists.  Furthermore, the epistemological causal relation is 
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different from any other producer-product causal relation that we can observe in the 

phenomenon, and the causal relation itself is not phenomenal.  Since the cause (i.e., 

pramāṇa) itself is never phenomenal in the form of the cause, we can never take the 

cause as an object of our cognition.  The strong rejection here of the phenomenal 

reality of the absolute subjective cause and that of the epistemological causality 

should placate Nāgārjuna.

From the above, we can outline a possible proposal of Buddhist epistemology that is 

obviously anti-realistic and should survive Nāgārjuna's challenge.  With the issue of 

metaphysical causation, it is clear that Nāgārjuna and the proposed epistemology can 

align with each other.  With the issue of epistemological causation, insofar as such a 

causal relation is properly distinguished from the phenomenal causation (as identified

in the causal network), I believe that Nāgārjuna can accept epistemology too.  The 

reconciliation of Nāgārjuna and the epistemological proposal would rest upon the 

idea that everything must arise as a phenomenon, and that it must arise with a 

comprehensive and complicated causal network so that any determined particular 

causal relation can be identified (cognized) and only the best identified in that 

network as an understanding.  This agreement amounts to a two-fold scheme. On the 

one hand, as the phenomenon (as the cognized), reality is distinguished from falsity 

“conventionally” (i.e., only with regard to the resulting cognition; valid cognition 

must be able to be distinguished from invalid cognition). On the other hand, 

ultimately speaking, the phenomenon (and the truth value of cognition) does not 

demand or depend on any non-phenomenal foundation.  With the two-fold scheme, 

the phenomenal causality must be determined holistically, and any particular 

identification of a causal relation is only determined in our concept, not in some 

metaphysical reality.  

Dignāga, about three centuries later than Nāgārjuna, put forth a matured 

epistemology for Mahāyāna Buddhism.  Dignāga's revolutionary ideas, as we can see 
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both in the Nyāyamukha (NMukh) and in the Pramāṇasamuccaya (PS), included: (1) 

that only two pramāṇa-s can be established, namely perception (pratyakṣa) and 

inference (anumāna), because we can only have two and only two distinct aspects in 

any possible cognized object – its particularity and universality; (2) that the 

conformity between the object of cognition (pramayea) and the means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) is formal, not real; (3) that such a formal conformity is based on a two-

fold appearance – and appearance-only – model; (4) that the idea of the reflexive self-

awareness (svasaṃvedana or svasaṃvitti) is the central feature of such an 

appearance; and (5) that the three terms pramāṇa, pramayea and the result of 

cognition (phala) are thus not really different from one another.  These features can 

be understood to imply a thesis that the causal relation between pramāṇa and 

pramayea is not phenomenally real – this also implies that pramāṇa and pramayea 

themselves are not phenomenally real, either – and thus allows for further 

developments to answer Nāgārjuna's criticisms of epistemology, particularly against 

the ultimate reality of the subjective causes.  To elucidate further, aside from the 

causality in the phenomenal exhaustion, we need another different kind of causality 

which is only between the condition of cognition and any possible resulting 

cognition.  This way, such an epistemology can itself serve as the solution to the 

subsequent Madhyamaka-Yogācāra conflict, as Kant did to his Third Antinomy, by 

separating the epistemological causality, which itself is never determined and never 

screened out as a result (of cognition) but is always determining, from the 

phenomenal causality, which is always only possible in the form of the determined 

results of cognition.  And, remarkably, the experience is always a posteriori, namely, 

is only possible after cognitions are “realized.” 

However, the developments in history did not unfold in this exact manner (just as in 

the case of the reception history of Kant); we will see that the anti-realistic 

epistemology has never been straightforward to appreciate when we examine the 

history closely.  Dignāga's epistemology was received and developed into something 

89



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

almost the same as the epistemology we learned from Naiyāyikas.  First, Candrākīrti, 

the dominant thinker in later Madhyamaka, understood it to assume the ontological 

reality of cognition – i.e., to assume that both the means of cognition and its 

causation are phenomenally real –  and almost repeated Nāgārjuna's criticisms (of the 

Nyāya epistemology) against Dignāga.3  Second, Dharmakīrti, the main promotor of 

Dignāga's epistemology, is believed to have developed it into a realistic epistemology

and greatly influenced its development in Tibetan Buddhism by also assuming the 

ontological reality of cognition and further ascertaining the “reality” of cognition by 

means of “causality.”4  Nonetheless, we have to be cautious about the validity of such

a simplified characterization of Dharmakīrti.5  

In this chapter, I will attempt to demonstrate how these revolutionary ideas of 

Dignāga altogether can actually allow us to propose that the causal relation between 

pramāṇa and pramayea is different from the causality that we necessarily find in 

phenomenal reality.  His followers or critics failed to appreciate this point because 

they had already unhesitatingly attached certain ontological assumptions to their 

understanding of his epistemology.  Though we have yet to unearth sufficient textual 

proof detailing Dignāga's own support for such an assumption, isn't this attachment 

exactly the main defilement that the Buddhist practice seeks to remove?  And since 

this trend of ontological understanding has become the mainstream on both sides, the 

conflicts between Madhyamaka and Yogācāra developed and exacerbated over time.  

This scenario is very similar to the ontological reception to and development of 

Kant's epistemology, which Henry Allison so expertly summarized in his Defense 

(1983/2004).  

3 For example, Candrakīrti repreated Nāgājurna's attack on causality in his criticism against his interlocutor (believed 
to be Dignāga) in PSP that the idea of pramāṇa (and its function of producing warranted cognitions) cannot stand, 
Arnold, ( 2005b: 420). Cf. Huntington (2003: 77-78) believed that the interlocutor here should be Bhāviveka.

4 Pramāṇvārtikka [3].3 (Shastri 1968: 100). My understanding follows Arnold (2014: 21-22) and his translation of 
Dharmakīrti's well-received saying on causality as the criterion for ultimate existence: “Whatever has the capacity 
for causal efficacy (arthakriyāsamartham yat) is ultimately existent (paramārthasat); everything else is 
conventionally existent. These [two kinds of things consist, respectively, in] unique particulars and abstractions.”

5 Dreyfus (1997) questioned such a simplified conceptualization of Dharmakīrti and suggested an alternative 
interpretation whereby the realism in Dharmakīrti is just the temporary convenience which in the end is rejected and 
surpassed by his final idealistic philosophy.
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Viewing “the ultimate” with ontological assumptions (be it on the side of the 

Yogācāra thinkers or the Mādhyamikas) renders it something determined, and this 

determined nature of the absolute cause jeopardizes both the theory of emptiness and 

the possibility of Buddhist cultivation.  The theoretical predicament has been 

explained previously.  The practical predicament is that when every change is 

conditioned by some already determined absolute causes – like the notion of Buddha-

nature (buddha-dhātu) as so understood by both the Yogācāra thinkers and the 

Mādhyamikas, then change itself is not possible at all; it implies immediately to 

Buddhist practitioners that cultivation itself would make no sense, as we can see how 

the fictitious opponent in MMK 24 would give rise to this difficulty.  On the contrary,

if we do not assume the ultimate reality with any determined ontological status, the 

ontological values in the epistemic terms such as the form of space, time, conceptual 

structure, etc., as defined among the Mahāyāna thinkers (and Kant, of course) only 

come into effect in the results of cognition.  Additionally, if we separate the causality 

between pramāṇa and pramayea from the causality we observe exhaustively in the 

phenomenal reality, we can posit to both the Yogācāra thinkers and the Mādhyamikas

that “the ultimate” is always determining and that this determining force is perfectly 

concerted – though not compatible, of course – with the observations of the 

determined phenomenal world, since they are working on two different dimensions in

orthogonality.  This way, both of the predicaments will be resolved. 
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3.1 Nāgārjuna's Madhyamaka Worries about Absolute Causes in Relation to His
Project of Practice

The middle way, as Nāgārjuna himself characterized in MMK 15.76, is to forsake the 

side of existence (bhāvānta) and the side of non-existence (abhāvānta) not for the 

middle, modest position between the two ends but for another different dimension.  In

the passage of Saṃyuktāgama 12.301 (T02n0099_012; cf. Saṃyuktāgama 10.262), 

which Nāgārjuna referred to in MMK 15.7, the different dimension concerns how we 

come to cognize, not how the world exists: 

The Buddha told Kātyāyana: “There are two [extremes] that [our conception 

of] the world relies on: [the idea of] existence and [the idea of] non-existence, 

which are to be grasped at the contact [of cognitive faculty, object and 

consciousness].  Grasped at the contact, the world is thus known via [the idea 

of] existence or [the idea of] non-existence.  Without grasping, the dependent 

relation between mind and object ceases itself to grasp [the idea], to dwell [in 

the idea] or to persist in [the idea of] the self.  [Without grasping,] let it be 

when suffering comes; let it cease when suffering goes, and to this one holds 

no doubt because this is known not via the other.  This is thus said to be the 

right view, and this is called the right view that is established by the Buddha.  

Why is that?  When we view the arising of the world as how it is, then we do 

not form the idea of the non-existence about the world.  When we view the 

cessation of the world as how it is, then we do not form the idea of the 

existence about the world.  That is called the middle way which avoids the two 

sides....”    (P. 630, Vol. 2, Zangyao; P. 85-Down, Vol. 2, No.99,  Taisho 

6 Luetchford (2002): “When he taught Kātyāyana, the Buddha used the power of existence and non-existence to deny 
both views: that an innate essence exists and that it does not exist.” The story about the Buddha teaching Kātyāyana 
is found in Saṃyuktāgama, vol. 12 in Taisho Tripitaka.  Cf. Kumārajīva: “佛能滅有無，於化迦旃延，經中之所
說，離有亦離無.”  Siderits and Katsura (2013:159): “In “The Instructing of Kātyāyana” both “it exists” and “it 
does not exit” are denied by the Blessed One, who clearly perceives the existent and the nonexistent”; Siderits and 
Katsura attributed the passage to the reference in the Kaccāyanagotta Sutta (S II.17, III.134-35).
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Tripitaka)7

On the one hand, via the contact of the three parties of cognition, namely, via the 

realization of cognition, the world arises and ceases; on the other hand, without the 

realization of cognition, grasping (forming a consciousness) is impossible and hence 

not only does grasping cease but also existence and non-existence cease.  When the 

arising and cessation of a phenomenon by itself is impossible, i.e., when the world 

that arises and ceases is viewed correctly as restricted just in our grasping the contact,

then “the non-existence of the world by itself (the impossibility of the world by itself 

without our grasping the contact)” and “the existence and non-existence of the world 

that are grasped via the contact” entails each other.  The middle way is thus 

understood as a view to strictly confine the changes (arising and cessation) within the

realm of phenomenon, where everything is only possible after the contact has been 

grasped, i.e., everything is only possible insofar as it is the object of the realized 

cognition. Meanwhile, the very same view also bears an awareness that without 

grasping the contact, i.e., without the reflexive realization of cognition, arising and 

cessation is not possible.  In other words, the right view of the middle way demands 

an introduction of the epistemological consideration (a difference between grasping 

and not grasping the cognitive contact) into the simple phenomenal duality between 

existence and non-existence, thereby revealing the lack of the non-phenomenal 

support for the phenomenal dualism.  However, although this passage obviously 

introduced the other perspective of epistemology – a view with which Nāgārjuna 

would agree too (MMK 18.4-5), Nāgārjuna's elaboration of this introduced a view 

that nonetheless struggles only within the phenomenal world for the most part.

Nāgārjuna attempted to highlight this struggle within the phenomenal world in 

various parts of MMK (representatively MMK 1 and MMK 15) by showing that the 
7 佛告[跳-兆+散]陀迦旃延：「世間有⼆種依：若有、若無，為取所觸。取所觸故，或依有、或依無。若無此
取者，⼼境繫著使不取、不住、不計我，苦⽣⽽⽣，苦滅⽽滅，於彼不疑、不惑，不由於他⽽⾃知，是名
正⾒，是名如來所施設正⾒。所以者何？世間集如實正知⾒，若世間無者不有，世間滅如實正知⾒，若世
間有者無有(cf. Saṃyuktāgama 10.262, 如實正觀世間集者，則不⽣世間無⾒；如實正觀世間滅，則不⽣世間
有⾒)，是名離於⼆邊說於中道⋯」

93



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

concept of phenomenal changes (arising and cessation) and the concept of non-

phenomenal reality deny each other.  He almost always adopted the logical apparatus 

of catuṣkoṭi/tetralemma, a four-cornered exhaustion of logical possibility consisting 

of “p, -p, both p & -p, neither p nor -p” in Indian logic, to elucidate his argument.  By

showing that a thesis leads to contradictions in each corner of the catuṣkoṭi, he proved

that the thesis could be exhaustively rejected. Next, he could thus show that any 

possible ontological assertion has to be so rejected.  For example (MMK 1.18), given 

a thesis that things exist, the four corners are that they come into existence either (a) 

from itself, (b) from others (not from itself), (c) from both itself & others and (d) 

from neither itself nor others.  According to Pingala's explanation,9 first, (a) 

contradicts the fact of dependent origination that everything must come into existence

in certain multiple conditions, and second, self-origination would invite the problem 

of infinite regress – infinite repeats of the self's producing itself.  Since (a) collapses, 

(b) collapses as well, because the others have to come into existence first and then 

their coming into existence fails as we have seen in the case of (a).  (c) entails (a) and

(b), so (c) cannot stand, either.  It is also bizarre to say that things come into existence

from nothing, because the uncaused existence would be eternal existence, which does

not fit in with the idea of dependent origination and contradicts the idea of “coming 

into existence.”  So (d) falls.  Thus, the thesis that things exist is rejected.  This 

method is tricky, because the rejection of the thesis does not imply the automatic 

establishment or rejection of the anti-thesis.  With this method, Nāgārjuna struggled 

with the phenomenal predicaments and displays whereby every possible ontological 

assertion (assertions about the non-phenomenal reality) must contradict the 

phenomenal reality.  Hence, that the concept of dependent origination and the 

concept of non-phenomenal reality deny each other is true; it follows then that we do 

not accept the concept of non-phenomenal reality, insofar as we want the phenomenal

8 Kumārajīva (T30n1564_001): “諸法不⾃⽣，亦不從他⽣，不共、不無因，是故知無⽣.” Luetchford (2002:24):
“Things do not come into existence from self or from others, nor from a combination of both. Yet things are not 
without cause.”  Siderits and Katsura (2013:18): “Not from itself, not from another, not from both, nor without 
cause:/ Never in any way is there any existing thing that has arisen.”

9 The commentary of Pingala is now only preserved in Chinese translation by Kumārajīva (T. 1564, vol. 30).  
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world to be real (conditionally real as the resulting cognition).  

We can thus understand Nāgārjuna's middle way to leave the two sides in three steps. 

First, existence and non-existence are both recognized and restricted to be 

phenomenal (dependent origination) – only as a phenomenon could we know and 

proclaim whether or not something exists.  Second, the phenomenon is not 

recognized to possess any non-phenomenal foundation; otherwise, the phenomenon 

would be unable to change and flux (between existence and non-existence), and this 

is simply counterintuitive.  Third, the first and the second claim one identical truth 

and entail each other: reality is only phenomenal (“conventional” in Nāgārjuna's 

term), and thus, ultimately speaking, the phenomenon is empty (without any non-

phenomenal foundation) in nature.  

From Nāgārjuna's philosophical workings, we can learn that in general, the concerns 

of the Madhyamaka thinkers about the realism maintained both by the Hināyāna 

school of existence and by the non-Buddhists center around (1) the worry about the 

absolute cause of the independent object – together with both of the affected subject 

and the causal relation in between, implied in the concept of the absolute objectivity, 

(2) the worry about the absolute cause of the independent subject – together with its 

productive relation to the resulting cognition and (3) one hidden difficulty with 

regard to causality itself.  Through the texts in Nāgārjuna's early Madhyamaka 

criticisms of the svabhāva maintained by Sarvāstivāda in Hīnayāna Buddhism and by

Vaiśeṣika in Vedism in the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (MMK 1&15), not to mention 

his criticism of the Nyāya epistemology in the Vigrahavyāvartanī, we may better 

appreciate these Madhyamaka worries in general. 

Vaiśeṣika and Sarvāstivāda regarded atoms (paramāṇu-s) with their own-nature 

(svabhāva) as the indivisible, uncaused and therefore eternal element with which a 

dharma is constructed (MMK 15.1–2 ), and thus considered them to be the ultimate, 
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non-phenomenal reality.  On the one hand, Nāgārjuna's challenge against svabhāva 

indicates that one cannot logically maintain both that atoms are real – though we have

no way to perceive them –  and that the constructions of atoms are real – as we can 

easily experience them too.  On the other hand, this suggests that one cannot maintain

both the non-phenomenal reality and the phenomenal reality, given that Nāgārjuna 

rejected the ultimate reality of atoms (by denying the concept of self-nature, 

svabhāva), rejected their serving as the ultimate real objective cause of all dharmas 

(MMK 1.2 & 15, 20), and then concluded that there is ultimately no arising 

(anutpanna, MMK 1.1).  Nāgārjuna believed that the concept of the indivisible and 

eternal self-nature  and the concept of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda) 

deny each other (MMK 1.210).  With the absolute objective cause being rejected, the 

realistic causal relation and the affected subject are naturally destined for their own 

rejection as well (MMK 1.3-14), because these three (the absolute objective cause, 

the realistic causal relation and the affected subject) imply and define one another and

any of them is unconcerted with the concept of dependent origination and the fluxing 

phenomenal reality.11   Thus the absolute objective cause, together with its causal 

relation and the affected subject, is altogether found worrisome by Nāgārjuna and 

among Mādhyamikas.  This worry was quite evident and non-controversial, and even 

shared by Yogācāra. 

10 “如諸法⾃性，不在於緣中 (T. 1564, vol. 30).”  The self-nature (svabhāva) of all dharmas cannot be found in the 
conditions. Luetchford (2002:24, presented as verse 3): “These conditions do not attribute an enduring nature to an 
entity.” Siderits and Katsura (2013:19): “The intrinsic nature of existents does not exist in the conditions, etc.” 

11 Assuming the absolute objective cause of all dharmas, a realistic causal relation between the objective cause and the 
affected cognitive subject are at once assumed as well.  We can find both assumptions in the Nyāya epistemology 
and Sarvāsti-vādins.  These two assumptions were rejected by Nāgārjuna with the argument that they contradict the 
concept of dependent origination.  Although Sarvāsti-vādins maintain the idea of no-self (anātman, 無我), the 
argument for the idea should have been found very inappropriate in the views of Nāgārjuna as well. Sarvāsti-vādins 
maintain the idea because although there must be some real causal relations among the perceptual faculty (根), 
consciousness (識) and object (塵) as well (the Abhidharma-kosa 20), the constitution of these elements does not 
amount to the reality of the self. On the contrary, it is exactly because the self is such a constitution that the self is 
not an indivisible and eternal ultimate reality (the Abhidharma-kosa 30).  However, the causal relation and the 
affected subject should make no sense, when the cause itself does not stand. The better argument for no self in 
Mādhyamakas should be the argument that the whole over-simplified model of causation contradicts the idea of the 
concept of dependent origination and phenomenal reality.  One should be aware that Mādhyamakas should not 
accept the Sarvāstivāda argument for no self.  One may refer to MMK 18 for the detailed argument. 
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Nāgārjuna's rejection of the Nyāya epistemology in Vigrahavyāvartanī12 manifests 

itself with another particular Madhyamaka worry about the subject as the absolute 

cause.  Unlike the metaphysical-ontological analysis in the aforementioned atomism, 

the epistemological approaches in Naiyayika focus on the causal relation between the

subject (or, to rephrase it in a better term, the faculty of cognition) and the resulting 

cognition, with the assumption of certain realistic causal relations between the object 

and the subject and the guaranteed correspondent relations between the object and the

resulting cognition via causality.  The concept of pramāṇa, which refers to the means

of cognition, the faculty of cognition, the cognitive power or the criterion via which 

the valid cognition is produced, and even the valid cognition itself in the Indian 

context, takes on a significant focus.  With the assumption of realistic atoms 

(paramāṇu-s) and its realistic causal affection on the cognitive powers, the 

Naiyāyikas maintain a real causal relation between pramāṇa-s and their resulting 

cognition, claiming that the object of cognition (artha, prameya) is proved by/via 

pramāṇa-s.  Hattori (1974:13 406-07) posited that the Naiyāyikas maintain, though 

there is no real permanent existence of the composed objects of cognition and the 

composed cognitive faculty, that the real causal account with regard to the 

combination (saṃyoga) of the objective atomic elements and the elementary self-

nature of cognitive faculties should be admitted, so that the resulting cognition can 

account for the external existence of object.  Here, we do not have to repeat the 

rejection of the non-phenomenal reality of the atomic elements, as Nāgārjuna himself 

did not.  Nāgārjuna's other argument against the idea of production in MMK 8, that 

the producer-product relation is only possible in relativity while the permanent reality

of a producer, the permanent reality of a product and the permanent reality of a 

process of production can all be rejected just as causation or atoms are rejected in 

12 According to Lin (2006: 167), most contemporary scholars maintain that Nāgārjuna's main opponent in 
Vigrahavyāvartanī is believed to be Naiyāyikas – Sarvāstivāda may be involved too; according to the Nyāyasūtra 
(II.1.8 - 20) and Vatsyayana's Nyāya-bhasya, the debates between Nāgārjuna and Naiyayikas indeed took place in 
history.  Here, I follow the English translation from Sanskrit by Kamaleswar Bhattacharya (1978/1998) and the 
recension by Keiichi Miyamoto (1999) for the Chinese canonic text. For details concerning the development of the 
text in modern scholarship, refer to Lin (2006:165-6). 

13 Translation of Yu-Kwan Ng (1983). 
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MMK 1, 15, etc., is not difficult to understand.  Here, what draws our attention in 

Nāgārjuna's criticism of Naiyāyikas is his argument on the impossibility of the 

concept of pramāṇa itself by means of catuṣkoṭi in the Vigrahavyāvartanī .  He 

argued that each pramāṇa cannot be established (a) by itself, (b) by other(s) – no 

matter how be it by other pramāṇa(s), by the aggregate of the pramāṇa-s or by the 

result of pramāṇa-s), (c) by both itself and others or (d) by nothing (the 

Vigrahavyāvartanī  11),14 so that we should not maintain this idea.  The worry here 

concerns the very definition of pramāṇa.  Since pramāṇa is something via which 

every other possible object is established, it cannot be established by itself.  It cannot 

be established by others because the problem of infinite regress is invited – that 

which establishes pramāṇa requires further other pramāṇa.  Regardless of whether it 

is established by itself or by others, contradiction of the definition ensues.  When the 

self-establishment cannot stand, needless to say, the establishment by others and the 

establishment by both itself and others cannot stand either.  Saying that pramāṇa is 

established neither by itself nor by others means that establishment itself is rejected.  

Thus, Nāgārjuna concluded that we should not use the concept of pramāṇa; we do 

not say that cognition is established by pramāṇa because the concept of pramāṇa 

does not stand.15  

An arresting and salient element in Nāgārjuna's analysis of the problem of infinite 

regress here is the metaphor of the self-illumination of fire – later, we will see that 

14 Lin (2006: 169 – 170) contributed a detailed analysis of Nāgārjuna's argument against pramāṇa, including materials 
from both the Chinese version and Sanskrit version (Johnston & Kunst 1978/1986).  The verse (translated in 
Chinese by Vimokṣaprajñā-ṛṣi and Gautamaprajñāruci): “量非能自成，亦非自他成，非是異量成，亦無因緣成.”
Pramāṇa cannot be self-established, nor be established from the combination of itself and others, nor from other 
pramāṇa-s, nor from no condition. 

15 We can still refer to Yang (1988)'s analysis of the three critics against the realistic pramāṇa theory in the 
Vigrahavyāvartanī.  The first criticism: one cannot criticize the thesis of emptiness upon the realistic position, 
because the assumption of that criticism is not assumed in the criticized; on the other side, what Nāgārjuna did in his
criticism against the realists was simply to point out that the assumption of realism does not fit in with the 
phenomenal reality that the realists also intend to admit.  The third criticism: the producer (pramāṇa) and the 
product (prameya) are the conditioned reality (i.e., that which arises and ceases) in relativity (they define each other 
and are not self-defining); hence, the idea that pramāṇa can produce (establish) cognitions does not stand.  The first 
criticism is important with regard to Nāgārjuna's philosophical methodology but less relevant to our discussion here.
The third can be explained in the second and suggests the same philosophical difficulty.  Hence, we only deal with 
the second criticism here.   
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this is a very core issue in Dignāga's epistemology and in the thesis of this chapter: 

self-awareness (svasaṃvedana).  Nāgārjuna's own fabricated opponent responded to 

the difficulty of infinite regress by entertaining the metaphor that cognition can 

cognize itself, just as fire or light can illuminate itself when illuminating others, and 

this does not invite the difficulty of infinite regress.  Nāgārjuna rejected this metaphor

(aside from the Vigrahavyāvartanī , also MMK 7 & 10) by pointing out that the 

metaphor is counterintuitive. If one accepts that fire or light can illuminate itself, the 

fire or light which has not yet been illuminated must be assumed, but the not-yet-

illuminated light itself is a self-contradictory concept.  Nāgārjuna thus reiterated that 

cognition cannot take itself as its own object.  We cannot assume the not-yet-

cognized cognition prior to cognition itself, as much as we cannot assume the not-

yet-illuminated light.  In other words, the concept of the independent subject as an 

absolute cause in the end contradicts itself. 

Both the rejection of the objective absolute cause and the rejection of the subjective 

absolute cause agree on one point, the thesis that Nāgārjuna always had in mind and 

attempted to preserve: dependent origination.  Both the concept of the objective 

ultimate reality (the permanent existence of atoms) and the concept of the subjective 

ultimate reality (the permanent existence of the elementary self-nature of cognitive 

faculties) contradict the concept of dependent origination, so they have to be rejected.

However, does it thus follows that causality itself is altogether rejected as well?  On 

the one hand, yes, causality has to be rejected in the sense that it is absolute, namely, 

that it is a determined causal relation of an absolute cause or a determined result.  On 

the other hand, no, causality cannot be rejected in the sense that there must be a 

comprehensive and complicated causal network which provides a full condition for 

any impermanent object to arise and cease in some recognizable causal relativity.  

Now, we face a predicament.  On the one hand, the concept of absolute cause is 

problematic for the concept of dependent origination; on the other hand, the concept 

of dependent origination in some sense implies causality.  Thus, a causal network 
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allows for no first cause, or a reconsideration of the concept of absolute cause would 

be demanded.  But what does a causal network without any absolute cause mean?  

Does that concept even make sense?  Or, aside from the existence of atoms, cognitive

elements and cognitive faculties, how could we reconsider the concept of absolute 

cause?  This is not an obvious issue in Nāgārjuna, but it is a question that lingers.  

Kalupahana (1975: 161) commented that “when Nāgārjuna wrote, the philosophical 

atmosphere was so polluted by speculative metaphysics that either he had to accept 

causality, and along with it the belief in 'substance,' or he had to reject 'substance' (the

early Buddhist position) and along with it causality.  This was the dilemma faced by 

Nāgārjuna,” and “he resorted to the transcendental standpoint to reject all 

metaphysics.”  Kalupahana felt that the rejection of causality in Nāgārjuna was a 

result forced upon him by his contemporary philosophical environment.  He further 

suggested that Nāgārjuna's rejection of causality should be restricted to its accounting

for the arising and cessation of the phenomenon, while a space for its accounting for 

the causal “relativity,” that that which arises and ceases must be relative or relatively 

networked in causation, should be preserved; otherwise, Nāgārjuna would have to 

give up pratītyasamutpāda too.  The former account (a causal account for the 

phenomenal origination) is the subject of speculative metaphysics whose futility was 

obviously to be demonstrated by Nāgārjuna on purpose, as explained in the 

aforementioned few paragraphs.  The latter account (a causal account for the 

phenomenal relativity) is to be preserved (not negated) by Nāgārjuna, and that is why,

as Kalupahana suggested (ibid.), pratītyasamutpāda was not treated as an extreme 

(anta) in Nāgārjuna's dialectics as opposed to the anti-thesis of apratītyasamutpāda 

(that anything is unrelated).  Instead, he had to deny apratītyasamutpāda16 and to 

raise pratītyasamutpāda to the level of ultimate truth in MMK 24.18-19, “thereby 

avoiding any interpretation of it as an extreme.”  Kalupahana believed that (ibid.) by 
16 MMK 24.19: apratītyasamutpānno   dharmaḥ kaścin na vidyate | yasmāt tasmād aśūnyo'pi   dharmaḥ kaścin na 

vidyate || Ye, (2011: 426).   In this verse, Nāgārjuna directly rejected the possibility of apratītyasamutpānna as 
known dharma.  Luetchford (2002): “Since any thing that is not the realized universe is not known, then any thing 
that is not empty is not known.”   
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doing so, Nāgārjuna “divorces the theory (i.e., pratītyasamutpāda) from things the 

theory was intended to explain (i.e., the relative and conditioned, 

pratītyasamutpānna).”  Kalupahana's understanding concurred with that of Ye 

(2011:410-2) on MMK 24.1817, who posited that the terms “pratītyasamutpāda 

(dependent origination),” “niḥsvabhāvatva (being without self-nature)” and “śūnyatā 

(emptiness)” equate to one another as certain ultimately true statements.  Meanwhile, 

MMK 24.19 included an inference to the conditioned that “pratītyasamutpānna (that 

which arises and ceases) is niḥsvabhāva (without self-nature) and hence is śūnya 

(empty)”; these two verses make the same claim, but pratītyasamutpāda equates to 

śūnyatā while pratītyasamutpānna is upādāyā.  Kalupahana's “divorce” of  

pratītyasamutpāda from pratītyasamutpānna into the transcendental standpoint and 

the ordinary standpoint requires further clarification, an endeavor that would prove 

too much of a distraction here and that we will therefore skip. However, from this 

argument, we can see the reason why certain causal account for the relativity of 

pratītyasamutpānna is needed, regarded as ultimate truth and has to be concerted 

with the rejection of the non-relative causation (i.e., the rejection of 

apratītyasamutpāda).  I agree with Kalupahana on the point that this question was 

avoided or sidestepped by Nāgārjuna; I think Nāgārjuna's finest response to the 

question is to put them away in his revision of the traditional Two Truth Theory, 

which has obviously been taken up by many Mādhyamikas.  I remain concerned, 

however, that the treatment is nevertheless insufficient, insofar as we do not remove 

the assumption of temporal conditioning within the twofold scheme and simply 

regard the framework of the Two Truth Theory as some epistemological structure.   

17 MMK 24.18: yaḥ pratītyasamutpādaḥ  śūnytāṃ tāṃ pracakṣmahe | sā prajñaptir upādāyā   pratipat sa^iva 
madhyamā || Ye, (2011: 426).  Kumārajīva: “眾因緣生法，我說即是無（Zang-yao：空），亦為是假名，亦是

中道義.” Luetchford (2002:102): “What we consider to be emptiness is the realized universe; this [emptiness] is 
grasping the recognized; this [emptiness] itself is the middle way.” Siderits and Katsura (2013:277): “Dependent 
origination we declare to be emptiness. It [emptiness] is a dependent concept; just that is the middle path.”
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As aforementioned, Ye (2011: 407) noted that the two truth distinction is traditionally

understood in two ways.  First, in the Mūlamadhyamakavṛtty-akutobhayā, 

purportedly Nāgārjuna's very own commentary, the distinction is between the 

viewpoint of the awakened and the viewpoint of the unawakened, and hence an 

epistemological distinction, which itself does not make any change to the concerted 

relation between them.  The other understanding began with Candrākīrti's 

Prasannapadā: the distinction is between the ineffable (emptiness) and the expressed 

(conventional existents)18.  The former echoed the Kātyāyana passage in the 

Saṃyuktāgama that Nāgārjuna referred to when talking about the middle way; the 

latter followed Nāgārjuna's strategy of prasaṅga (reductio ad absurdum) only to 

struggle with phenomena by negating any possible ontological assertion so that the 

insufficiency of such kind of assertions is shown, without needing any shared 

cognition or agreement with the opponent.  The difference of the emphasis between 

the two lines is embodied in the later division of the Madhyamaka school into 

Svātantrika (the former) and Prāsaṅgika (the latter).  Though there exist several 

disagreements between these two lines, in general, they can agree that the 

conventional reality, or that which can be accepted as conventionally true, must be 

something cognized, and they must thus be the object of dependent origination 

(pratītyasamutpānna), while the ultimate truth is merely an understanding that the 

cognized has no transcendent, non-phenomenal support, and without cognition there 

should be nothing assumed.  Hence, with this framework, the rejection of the non-

18 According to Garfield (1995: 297), Tanji (2006: 142) and Siderits and Katsura (2013: 272), Candrākīrti understood 
“saṃvṛti” (conventional worldly) in three distinct etymologies: “concealing (concealing the nature of emptiness),” 
“mutually dependent” and “transactional or dependent on linguistic convention.”  Following such an understanding, 
especially the first and the third etymologies, the two truth distinction is thus between two ontological states – as the
designated (ontic, borrowing Heidegger's notion in Sein und Zeit; the ineffable, borrowing Wittgenstein's notion in 
Philosophische Untersuchungen) and as the designating (ontological; the given Sprachspiel) which conceals the 
designated and restricts our consciousness in an ontological state different from the designated and is hence a 
metaphysical or ontological distinction. This must turn out to implicitly assume the view of temporal conditioning – 
first the designating is negated and removed, and then the empty nature of the designated is uncovered, while the 
designating and the designated can only exist in a forced unity of contradiction.  Ven. Jien-hong (2010) presented a 
detailed introduction to the issue and the new interpretations of Tanji (1992, 2006) and Saito (1998), and questioned 
their common judgment of Candrākīrti's ignorance on the tight relation between Verse 8 (the three meanings/uses of 
emptiness) and Verse 9 (the two truth distinction); her understanding of the two truth distinction in Candrākīrti is 
nonetheless clearly one between the ineffable world and the expressed, and she admits that the Two Truth Theory 
implies a temporal conditioning/cultivatable order in Candrākīrti (2010: 78-82).  
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phenomenal support for causality dovetails perfectly with the causal relativity or the 

causal network in the phenomenal world.  One could say, as Candrākīrti would, that 

we should reject causality only at the ultimate level, and this rejection does not 

contradict our acceptance of conventional causality.  On the contrary, Candrākīrti did 

indeed embrace causality, be it scientific or moral, at the conventional level, and 

precisely because of this, we have something to negate and transcend in order to 

attain nirvāṇa.  In this sense, the conventional truth and the ultimate truth do not 

contradict.  We do not have to search for further non-phenomenal explanations for 

the phenomenal causal network.  Nor do we thus reject the conventional causal 

relations.  All we have to do is to restrict the relative causal network at the 

conventional level and persist with the emptiness at the ultimate level, which must be 

uncovered when all the conventional obstacles are removed. 

However, if we examine closely Nāgārjuna's rejections, such a loose version of the 

Two Truth Theory is not satisfying.  Take the rejection of causality for example: 

when Nāgārjuna rejected causality, the rejection is not only restricted to the ultimate 

level; what he attempted to convey was that ultimately speaking, the phenomenal 

determined causal relations cannot stand together with the flux of phenomenon but 

can only stand in our conventional acceptance (cognition) in the unawakened 

awareness.  In other words, at the conventional level, what is wrong with the causal 

relation is that the unawakened awareness takes it for granted that a causal relation is 

determined as it is and then cognizes it accordingly; however, also at the 

conventional level where the conditioned existents appear, the awakened awareness 

knows that any determined causal relation is simply recognized from the relative 

network of causation and not determined by itself, since there is not such a thing by 

itself.  In this case, it is not accurate to say that we reject causality as the ultimate 

truth or at the ultimate level.  Instead, we accept causality as the conventional truth or

at the conventional level.  To be more precise, we do not accept any determined 

causal relation even at the conventional level among the cognized phenomena, so that
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the flux of phenomenon and then the conventional acceptance of the identified causal 

relations in the unawakened awareness can unfoundedly stand; thus the cognition of 

the unawakened is put forth as “false and illusory” but the unawakened has not yet 

known it, while in the awakened awareness the unfounded cognition is just about to 

be found untrue.  In this case, the ultimate awareness does not remove or negate the 

unfounded cognition, but only see the unfounded nature of it, and it is very unwise to 

bundle these two types of awareness in a cognizable relation of logical contradiction, 

which is only a necessary consequence of an ontological understanding of the two 

truth distinction and must imply the assumption of the world by itself to be rejected.  

The most obvious point of this view in contrast to the temporal conditioning 

understanding is that whether or not the conventional understandings are removed 

from one's awareness, the ultimate truth is always true.  

Moreover, the loose version of the Two Truth Theory is not sufficient for answering 

the question sidestepped here: should we reject causality just as how we have rejected

self-nature?  We must reject the non-phenomenal support (cause) for phenomenal 

existence so that phenomenal existence as such makes sense, because the non-

existence of non-phenomenal support does directly lead to the possibility for 

phenomenal alterations; however, with causality, the non-existence of the non-

phenomenal causality does not lead directly to the causal necessity – the necessity of 

the relativity in causation – and then consequently, the necessity of the flux nature in 

the phenomenal alterations which in the end amounts to the necessary “upgrade” of 

pratītyasamutpāda.  We require some additional artifices for convenience to get 

there, before abandoning all the prajñā-artifices.  As acknowledged by all 

Mādhyamikas, the causal relativity derives from cognition and is thus only restricted 

to saṃvṛti19, and the non-phenomenal foundation for that cannot stand; it thus follows

that we can only try to seek the artifices in epistemology.  This question reflects the 

hidden shortcomings in Nāgārjuna's strategy of prasaṅga, and Kalupahana's 

19 See the list of Candrākīrti's etymologies of “saṃvṛti” in the previous footnote (Garfield, 1995: 297).
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suggestion regarding the pressure of Nāgārjuna's contemporary philosophical 

atmosphere is so sympathetic that we cannot help but admit to its persuasion.  Thus, 

the attempt of Svātantrika to weave Nāgārjuna's philosophical reworkings back into 

the context of epistemology (the Kātyāyana passage) with the help of the Buddhist 

theories of epistemology, especially Dignāga's, has proven very valuable to us, 

though this line has historically been overshadowed by the smart strategy of 

Nāgārjuna that is so much more appreciated in the other line that it is inconceivable 

for them to also appreciate the value of epistemology and to admit to the question 

sidestepped by Nāgārjuna.  On the contrary, the theories of Buddhist epistemology 

have to survive the challenges of Nāgārjuna, in the sense that they cannot maintain 

any determined absolute cause (be it objective or subjective) and any determined 

causal relation, and they, along with accounting for the impermanent nature of 

phenomenon, have to be able to positively account for the necessity of the relative 

causal network in phenomenon, if we want to maintain the philosophical unity of 

Mahāyāna Buddhism.  

This is the wider context in which Dignāga presented his epistemology. 

3.2 Plural Vasubandhus and Dignāga

The term hetuvidyā (因明) refers to the study of valid cognition in accordance with 

hetu 因 (cause and reason).  Very early in ancient India, there already existed several 

different philosophical schools abundantly skilled at the utilization and development 

of proper inference, rhetoric and even sophistry  to assist with their internal and 

external debates.  The Indian study hetuvidyā was thus born in this intellectual 

womb.20  The study became more systematic when Gautama, one of the six 

forefathers of the Nyāya school, resolved to investigate this world; later, Mahāyāna 

20 Katsura (2010:1). 
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Buddhism adopted and furthered the study, with the goal of helping with the 

attainment of the Wisdom of All Seeds (sarvathā-jñāna) of the Buddha.21  The 

essential difference in the development of Mahāyāna Buddhism from its 

counterparties, which was especially arched in the hands of Dignāga, is the rejection 

of the ultimate reality (unconditional reality) of hetu; instead, the warrant of hetu is 

supplied ideally,  in a different (cognitive) causality other than the causality that 

possesses physical efficacy, from the means of cognition (pramāṇa-s) in Dignāga,22 

via which cognition has first become possible (realizable) and justifiable accordingly.

Such a warrant in Dignāga is so strict that “very few of our opinions can measure up 

to them” and “Dharmakīrti tended to see this strictness as a weakness in Diṅnāga's 

logic” (Hayes, 1988: 35), because the idealistic position has been so ignored by most 

of us and by Dharmakīrti that we do not know how to get over from the inductions to 

the strict universal claims in Dignāga's hetuvidyā from our purely empiricist 

perspective with the assumption of the external, unconditional reality of hetu. 

The outline of the study of hetuvidyā within Buddhism, as painted by Cheng Lü in his

Yin ming gang yao (1977: 2 – 7; following Yijing's Nan hai ji gui nei fa zhuan 4.34), 

is a lineage from the Buddha through the Abhidharma texts, Nāgārjuna, Maitreya, 

21 Cheng Lü in the introduction to his Yin ming gang yao, following Yogācārabhūmiśāstra (vol. 15), 
described:“Yinming refers to the study of observation and inference. The determination the validity of observation 
and inference has to ground on 'yin', the cause or reason (因, hetu).  'Ming' (vidyā) generally refers to a systematic 
study or art in Sanskrit. Hence, the study of the observation and inference is termed as yinming (因明, hetu-vidyā).  
In ancient India, there were plenty of schools and the debates propagated; consequently theories of the study were 
developed. The school of Akṣapāda maintained that one comes to cognize with means of cognition (量, pramāṇa); 
the further analysis of the [employment and function of] the means of cognition contributes the formulae of 
inference.  The comprehensive and knowledgeable Mahāyāna Buddhism also investigates all kinds of formulae of 
inference in the field of the study.  Both of the study of Akṣapāda and the study of Buddhism are called 'yinming', 
but we divide them into inner study and outer study.  The study of the school of Akṣapāda is outer study. The study 
of Buddhism furthering from the former is inner study.  The outer study cannot but invokes endless debates; the 
purpose of the inner study aims at attaining Buddha's Wisdom of All Seeds (sarvathā-jñāna). 因明者，察事辯理之
學也。辯察據因，以判真似，故研其法要在研因。明處梵⾔，通稱學藝，遂⽬斯學以為因明。 在昔天竺，
宗計既繁，詭辯隨滋，漸⽣「因論」。⾜⽬學派，以量致知，辨析增詳，爰陳軌式︔佛家⼤乘，博學多聞，
復從明處，賅諸論法。凡是皆謂因明，⽽內外為異。因論之說，⾜⽬之學，外也。佛家因外⽽別詳之，內
也。外論不免究竟興諍，內學乃期⼀切種智（sarvathā-jñāna）.”

22 NMukh (Katsura's translation): “now this [pakṣadharma i.e., hetu] is only depending upon jñāpaka-hetu (證了因). (今
唯此依證了因故 Cf. PS II 6b: jñāpako 'dhikṛto yataḥ /).  Only by means of the power of cognition it makes known 
the meaning/content of what is stated (但由智力了所說義); unlike kāraka-hetu (生因) it does not [make known the 
meaning of what is stated] by means of producing some use (or useful thing 用). (非如生因由能起用).” Zangyao: “今

此惟依證了因故，但由智力了所說義，非如生因由能起用.”
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Vasubandhu, and Dignāga till Dharmapāla, Bhaviveka, and Dharmakīrti.23  That is to 

say, Buddhist hetuvidyā is rooted in the Buddha and passed down in the hands of 

Abhidharma and Madhyamaka before flourishing in Yogācāra.  Lü concluded that the

complete set of formulations had already been laid out in Vasubandhu; the study was 

established by Dignāga and became communicable with the non-Buddhist after 

Jinendrabuddhi's promotion.24  Although the slot of Madhyamaka in the middle of the

continuation of the lineage might trouble our contemporary scholars and the non-

Chinese Buddhist thinkers, the lineage is indeed quite commonly acknowledged, 

from the perspective within classical Chinese Buddhism, and also quite reasonable, 

especially from the perspective of our putting Dignāga's epistemology in the position 

of responding to Nāgārjuna's rejection of the realistic epistemology – i.e, rejections of

the unconditional reality of hetu – and the position of incorporating the thesis of 

freedom into the grand project of the Mahāyāna Buddhist treatise of the antinomy 

between freedom (the possibility of getting out of saṃsāra25) on the one hand and the

phenomenal causal exhaustion (the universality of causal relations in all appearances)

that is ascertained in the necessary role of two pramāṇa-s, on the other hand.    

23 Cheng Lü divided the lineage into five period: (1) since the Buddha to Aśvaghoṣa: formulations of inference were 
used in the four Āgama sutras and the Abhidharma texts; (2) since Nāgārjuna to Pingala: formulations developed in 
the Mūla-madhyamaka-kārikā, Dvādashanikāya-Shāstra, etc.; (3) since Maitreya to Vasubandhu and his pupil 
Guṇamati: the set of formulations was laid out (論軌具備) in the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, Xian yang sheng jiao lun (顯
揚聖教論), Fang bian xin lun (⽅便⼼論), and Ru shi lun (如實論); (4) since Dignāga to Bandhu-prabha and 
Asvabhāva: the study was established – representatively in the Nyāyamukha and Nyāya-praveśatāka-śāstra, Da 
sheng guang bainlun shi (⼤乘廣百論釋), and Prajñāpradīpamūlamadhyamakavṛtti ; (5) since Dharmakīti to 
Tianxhi (天喜, 1500 years after the Buddha's nirvana): revival of the study. 

24 Cheng Lü's Yin Ming Gang Yao: “The emerging Mahāyāna Buddhism vastly refuted the non-Buddhist and 
Hināyāna [theories of logic].  The formulations of logic in Madhyamaka theories were enriched. Since Maitreya, his 
junior fellow apprentice to Vasubandhu, the set of formulations was laid out in order to retackle the wrong view on 
emptiness. Dignāga's reformation [of the theory of logic] and Jinendrabuddhi's promotion [of that] made the [own 
theory of logic] communicable with the others' [theories] and became a new school. Afterwards, the theory was 
cleverly employed by Dharmapāla and Bhāviveka in order to ascertain the to-be-established and the to-be-refuted; 
Dharmakīrti and Prajñākaragupta re-unfolded the profound meaning [of the theory] ⼤乘初興，盛破外⼩。中觀豬
論，法式稍詳。慈氏師弟，爰及世親，復㨀惡空，範規乃具。至於陳那改作，天主闡揚，遂能融洽外⾔，
成⼀家之說。然後護法清辨妙嫻⽴破，法稱慧護重顯幽微.”

25 In the vṛitti of PS(V) 1 (Hattori, 1968: 23), Dignāga wrote: “I express praise in honor of the Worshipful [Buddha] in 
order to produce in [the hearts of] men faith in Him who, because of His perfection in cause (hetu) and effect 
(phala), is to be regarded as the personification of the means of cognition (pramāṇa-bhūta).” Here, “cause,” as 
Dignāga himself clarified, refers to the perfection in “intention” (āśaya) and the perfection in “practice” (prayoga), 
whereas, “effect” refers to “the attainment of His own objectives (svârtha) as well as those of the others (parârtha).”
Among the three listed senses of the attainment, we especially note the attainment in the sense of “being beyond a 
return [to saṃsara], as one who is fully cured of a fever.” 
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From Cheng Lü's outline, we see that the tradition of the classical Chinese Buddhism 

regards Dignāga as the pupil of Vasubandhu and belonging to the school of 

Yogācāra; that is, Dignāga in the Chinese tradition is regarded as an idealist who 

holds that reality is only appearance (i.e., the applicative scope of hetuvidyā is only 

the resulting cognition which is in the form of appearance and concept) without 

needing any transcendent external support (the unconditional reality of hetu).  This 

tradition holds that Vasubandhu started out in the school of Sarvāstivāda, concluding 

and commenting on the theories of Sarvāstivāda in his Abhidharma-kośa, before 

developing into a different philosophical position in his Viṃśatikā-vijñapti-mātratā-

siddhi and Triṃśikā-vijñaptimātratā-siddhi and thus founding the school of 

Yogācāra.26  Frauwallner (1951) was the first to question this story and suggested that

there were actually two Vasubandhus, one the Vijñanāvādin Vasubandhu (Asaṅga's 

brother) and the other the Sautrāntika Vasubandhu who retained this position up till 

his death,27 because the two positions were far too incoherent with regard to the texts 

and the philosophical systems.  It is really not bizarre for a thinker to change his mind

on a certain position as the ideas develop over time, especially so in the case of a 

revolutionary thinker. This is not to mention how reasonable it is that the 

continuation between an original master and her/his also original pupils can be 

randomized either as a fact of repetition, revision or revolutionary development over 

the course of the real history. No matter which number in the end we will accept, the 

distinction between the early Vasubandhu and the later Vasubandhu remains sharply 

distinct; hence this historical question about the number should not worry us too 

much here.  However, it is philosophically interesting to look into how Dignāga could

be relocated in the transition between Sarvāstivāda and Vijñanāvāda, so that we can 

better see that the possibility of Dignāga (a follower of Vasubandhu) being a 

Yogācāra thinker cannot be ignored. 

26 Cf. Hayes (1945:96).
27 Singh (1984) believed that Frauwallner changed his mind and thought that the Sautrāntika Vasubandhu in the end 

became a Yogācāra thinker (1969), probably as the result of the attacks and revisions he received from P.S. Jaini 
(1957), Alex Wayman (1961) and Schimidthausen (1967).  However, Hayes (1986: 168) considered Singh's account
of Frauwallner's two-Vasubhandhu thesis to be “garbled.” 
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We do not thus agree with Singh (1984, 1995) who claimed that the determination of 

the actual historical number of Vasubandhu and whose position was actually taken up

by Dignāga is very significant in understanding Dignāga's philosophy. The 

repercussions of Singh's suggestion, however, drew our attention to the new 

scholastic development during the 80s when scholars became interested again in the 

significance of Dignāga's systematized epistemology in Buddhism, especially how it 

confronts the external challenges and prepares itself to reach out for communications 

as a developed philosophical union. Now the scenario is no longer that Buddhism 

scattered its critics or challenged the non-Buddhists in its youth but that it has 

evolved to a stage whereby it forms an array receiving external challenges and the 

revival of Brahmanism. Over the subsequent two or three decades after the issue was 

first raised by Singh, we have arrived at a much clearer understanding of the long-

ignored dramatical difference between the popular Buddhist-realistic epistemology in

Dharmakīrti and the overshadowed original epistemology in Dignāga.  The 

Sautrāntika assumptions that there should be some ultimate, causally effective reality 

behind the appearance, since the existence of the external object independent of our 

cogition is admitted, and that appearance is all that we could have as our 

knowledge,28 are views that we can find presented and employed in Dharmakīrti29 but

delicately neutralized and even objected to in Dignāga (we will elaborate on this 

matter and show how the neutralization can be performed in Chapter 4 with NMukh 

and PS(V)1).  It is really such a shame that the delicacy was discontinued in the 

history of Buddhism, and the consequences were the deepening chasms among the 

Buddhist schools in the later development (Madhyamaka and Yogācāra) and, as the 

28 Hayes (1945:97): “The key philosophical issue that is supposed to separate the Sautrāntika and the Yogācāra 
perspectives is that of whether or not the objects of experience actually exist independently of our awarenessof 
them.”  Shastri (1964: 41): “According to this theory, external objects are not apprehended directly and 
immediately, but through the cognitions of these objects. The objects transfer their forms to their cognitions, and the
cognitions, having thus acquired the forms of the external objects, become their representatives. We have thus a 
representative perceptions of objects, and not a direct one. Hence the theory is called representationism. External 
objects, not being perceived directly, are only inferred from their cognitions to which they impart their forms. 
Orthodox Indian writers, in their compendia of philosophical systems, have ascribed this theory to the Buddhist 
Sautrāntika school.” 

29 Also see Hattori (1968: 90).
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result of the failure to unite the schools within Buddhism, the discontinuation of 

Buddhism in the intellectual society in India in the forth-coming centuries.  

Given Dignāga's status as the founder of the systematized Buddhist logic and 

epistemology that aim to construct a platform of internal and external scholastic 

communications, and as a philosopher who never proclaimed his own scholastic 

affiliation in his texts and was so dedicated to the unification of Buddhism to counter 

the revival of Brahmanism, the examinations of Dignāga's external academic 

relations would naturally wield great significance and is probably also a necessary 

and reasonable approach to better understand Dignāga's own philosophy and his 

contributions to the entire tradition.  However, we have to draw attention to a few 

deficiencies in Singh's suggestion so that we may better appreciate his attempt.  

First, texts are determined, but philosophy is always dynamic and developing, 

especially when it comes to an issue that is questioning and confronting the 

boundaries of our knowledge, when the determination of that which itself cannot be 

determined has to be presented in a determined way, and when the ineffable is to be 

sophisticatedly expressed, philological proofs should not be taken as the proofs for 

examining philosophy unless accompanied with very deliberate, careful and diversely

systematical considerations on the core philosophical and systematic issues.  In the 

case of Vasubandhu, this situation is more obvious, because the philosophical system 

was dramatically developed through time, whether or not there existed more than one

Vasubandhu.  Second, even the final determination of the scholastic lineages, if there 

can be any, does not imply a determined way for understanding any philosophical 

system embedded in the lineages; it only provides us with noteworthy suggestions.  

Third, we should separate one's own scholastic affiliation from the pragmatic purpose

of one's philosophical works; to treat the works of defense and the works of 

compromise in the same way is obviously unwise.  In the case of Dignāga, it is 

philosophically interesting to investigate his external relations to his teacher(s) and 
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his philosophical context, because this would provide us with helpful insights to 

better understand his pragmatic purpose and to know where to draw the bottom line 

of compromise.  Precisely because of the value of determining the bottom line of 

compromise, we propose a suggestion opposite to Singh's conclusion: to understand 

Dignāga's works from the position of compromising with the Yogācāra Vasubandhu 

is a better option than from the position of defending the Sautrāntika Vasubandhu, 

because this is the highest common that Dignāga's works can target and this can yield

the most optimized value of Dignāga's modest neutralization when not mentioning 

the un-common metaphysical assumptions in his extremely “radical” epistemology.   

Suspending the historical question of the plural Vasubandhus, the philosophical grand

pre-context of Dignāga is that: outsides, there were external realists adhering to the 

Nyāya-sūtra, who maintained both the unconditional reality of atoms and the 

unconditional reality of cognitive faculties, in the emerging revival of Brahmanism; 

insides, there were the Hināyāna Sarvāstivāda, Mahāyāna Madhyamaka, Sautrāntika 

and Mahāyāna Yogācāra.  The disagreements between the Buddhists and non-

Buddhists had begun since the very beginning of Buddhism; Buddhists maintain 

pratītyasamutpāda (all phenomena arise dependently on multiple conditions) while 

non-Buddhists maintain the absolute cause in the world itself.  Next, we have the 

rivalry between the Hināyāna Sarvāstivāda and Mahāyāna schools; the former 

maintains the “ultimate reality” of atoms while the latter rejects it.  The portion of the

development within the school of existence from the Hināyāna Sarvāstivāda via 

Sautrāntika to Mahāyāna Yogācāra is very tricky, because, although each of the later 

schools developed and significantly revised the tenets of the former (from 

Sarvāstivāda's admitting the ultimate reality of atoms via Sautrāntika's insistence that 

appearance is the necessary form of cognition and that atoms cannot be represented in

appearance, to Yogācāra's strong rejection of the ultimate reality of atoms), it is easy 

to confuse the three schools together, in comparison to their major opponent the 

Madhyamaka, owing to the flavor of “the school of existence” that they seem to share
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in common and also owing to epistemology as the common method they all adopt. 

Thus, the facts have becomes so garbled that the Mahāyāna Madhyamaka and 

Mahāyāna Yogācāra share a greater philosophical resemblance than that between the 

Hināyāna Sarvāstivāda and Mahāyāna Yogācāra – the rejection of the unconditional 

reality at all.  If one additionally and mistakenly brings in the prejudice of the conflict

between the Madhyamaka and Yogācāra that was developed later after Candrakīti 

and Dharmakīti, and overlooks the task that Dignāga placed on his own shoulder, 

then one would fail to recognize and appreciate the neutral platform that Dignāga can

be understood to provide for Buddhism (for Hināyāna Buddhism and Mahāyāna 

Buddhism and particularly for Madhyamaka and Yogācāra) and even also for the 

non-Buddhists with his radical epistemology, for one with that prejudice must say 

that Dignāga does not have to respond to Nāgārjuna's criticisms of the non-Buddhist 

logic and epistemology and does not have to explain why Buddhism requires logic 

and epistemology just because he does not belong to the school of Madhyamaka at 

all.  And if Dignāga were obliged to justify logic and epistemology in Buddhism, the 

Sautrāntika understanding of Dignāga would be too generous to the self-side in 

comparison to the Yogācāra understanding; it is obviously a much tougher task to 

reconcile Madhyamaka with the school of existence in general (arguably, Mahāyāna 

Yogācāra is the best candidate among the three) than to reconcile schools within the 

school of existence – and even tougher than to reconcile the school of existence and 

the non-Buddhist Naiyāyikas.  Then, we can better understand why the externally 

realistic development of epistemology and logic within Buddhism, like Dharmakīti's, 

cannot but put itself in a predicament whereby although it can communicate with the 

non-Buddhist, it cannot communicate with the other major Mahāyāna Buddhist 

school, as we can learn from the history.  Meanwhile, because the classical view of 

Chinese Buddhism tends to regard Mahāyāna Buddhism as a united whole and 

venerate Nāgārjuna as the common founder of all the Mahāyāna schools, it is natural 

that Dignāga is better to understand as belonging to Yogācāra in this tradition. 
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3.3 Yogācāra Dignāga and the Epistemological Turn in Buddhist Philosophy, 
Especially Regarding the Non-temporality of Cognitive Causality and the 
Allowability for a Holistic Model of Epistemology in Contrast to 
Proceduralistic Model in Time

As we have learned from the Kātyāyana passage in the Saṃyuktāgama 12.301,30 cited

in Nāgārjuna's MMK 15.7, it is at the point of the “contact (觸, sparśa)” of the three 

parties, viz., (1) the cognitive faculty (根), (2) the cognized object (境) and (3) the 

consciousness (識), that cognition is realized.  Regardless of the metaphysical 

assumptions one would like to assume for this scenario, this is the common 

understanding with which I believe no rational epistemologist would disagree.  

External realists in India, notably Naiyāyikas, Sarvāstivāda and the Sautrāntika, 

maintain some realistic and causal account of the contact, meaning that the whole 

story is founded in the self-existing world where the self-existing atoms dwell, and 

that the atoms, aggregates of atoms, receptive faculties, understanding and the 

resulting cognition are linked via self-existing causal relations in a real causal chain 

or complex.  Such a realistic and causal account of the contact showcases the 

ontological positivism in epistemology.    The distinct anti-external realism in 

Buddhism, inaugurated by Nāgārjuna, prompted his interlocutors to fixate on the 

contradiction between the causality among the (postulated) causes of cognition and 

the causality among the cognized things (the phenomenal causal exhaustion); 

consequently, the external reality of the causes of cognition, including both the 

objective ones (atoms) and the subjective ones (pramāṇa-s), is rejected in order to 

preserve the phenomenal causal exhaustion (representatively in MMK 1).

Already in the Saṃyuktāgama 13.306, the Buddha said, “ visual consciousness arises 

from taking the vision faculty and  color  as its objects;  the three combined together 

is the contact (觸, sparśa); together with the contact arise sensation (受, vedanā), 

30 T02n0099_p0085c17(00) – p0086a03(10).  
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apprehension (想, samjñā) and mental formation (思,  saṅkhāra/samskāra/ cetanā) 

come as well.”31  The fact that cognition and the other mental activities become 

possible via the contact is thus a lucid common understanding among Buddhists.  

Another common understanding, aside from the crucial role of contact, is the crucial 

role of manas in the relation between the contact and skandas.  In the 

Madhyamagama 58.21, it was said by the Venerable Mahākoṭṭhita that while each 

former five sense faculty possesses its own domain of mental formation and its own 

domain of objective appearance, manas, also in possession of its own domain, will 

apprehend the objective appearance of the other five and is that upon which the 

others rest.32  The weaker implication of this common understanding is that it is 

impossible for us to imagine any experience without being accompanied by the 

function of manas; the stronger implication of it is that the other dimensions of 

experience depend on the practice of the function of manas. 

The development of various theories on how one should relate the contact and these 

skandas and how manas is related to the other factors of experience led directly to the

split of Buddhism into different schools.  According to Ven. Yinshun 

(1949/2000:114), Sautrāntika thinkers, following the Saṃyuktāgama 13.30733, 

maintained that contact itself is exactly the consciousness that ensues at the point of 

contact, while the Sarvāstivāda maintained that contact and consciousness are two 

different parties in correspondence and that contact derives from the aggregate of the 

three parties, with contact itself also serving as the mental factor (⼼所, 

31 T02n0099_p0087c26(02) – c27(02): “眼、⾊緣⽣眼識，三事和合觸，觸俱⽣受、想、思.”
32 T01n0026_p0791b16(01) – b17(03): “Each of these five faculties has its own domain of mental formation and its 

own domain of objective appearance (the domain of color, sound, smell, taste and touch).  All of these domains of
objective appearance are to be apprehended by manas.  Manas is what the others rest upon. 此五根異⾏、異境界，
各各受⾃境界，意為彼盡受境界，意為彼依.”

33 T02n0099_p0088b01(00) – b06(00): “The conditions [of consciousness, say, vision-consciousness], vision faculty 
and color, come from the citta-caitta distinction (the provisional separation in our understanding of the two 
functions of the single mind: knowing and being known).  The condition via which come consciousness, contact, 
and the co-arising sensation, apprehension, etc., are neither myself nor the other object (我所, mama-kāra), nor the 
reincarnating self (福伽羅, pudgala) ….  This is the arising and ceasing; this is the way the suffering-skanda alter.  
These (the epistemic terms) are postulated in thought and implemented in every aware being (眾⽣, sattva) 眼⾊⼆
種緣，⽣於⼼⼼法。識、觸及俱⽣受想等有因，非我非我所, 亦非福伽羅.......是則為⽣滅，苦陰變異法，於
斯等作想，施設於眾⽣.”
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caitasika/caitta) of the three parties.34  Regarding the relation between manas and the 

resulting consciousness, some maintained that the manas-consciousness at the 

previous time point results in the present consciousness (past manas過去

意/immediate abdicating manas無間滅意), others maintained that the appearing 

manas results in the appearing consciousness (appearing manas現在意)35, and still 

others maintained that both of the aforementioned claims are reconcilable.  As early 

as the Hināyāna era, two preliminary models to understand the epistemic process had 

emerged: epistemic proceduralism and epistemic holism.  In proceduralism, which 

sticks to the Saṃyuktāgama 13.306 alone, the purposive relations among the skandas 

and among the three parties of faculty, object and consciousness can be easily 

demonstrated and understood in a procedure in temporal and causal sequence.  Since 

the relations are explained in a procedure, time differences are tacitly assumed – even

when the difference is zero (immediate), the cause's coming before the result is still 

assumed. Nonetheless, the time difference is always too short for the ordinary self-

retrospection to look after, so they are simply bypassed without further investigation. 

Naturally, the procedure of the skandas in time invites the causal involvement with 

the external causes that have impacted themselves and triggered their functioning, 

and hence the schools of proceduralism would maintain an ontology that assumes the 

ultimate reality of self-existing atoms in the ultimate self-existing world of space and 

time, in which the epistemic procedure itself also takes its own place in the spatial 

form (the subject's experience is internal while the objects are external) and the 

temporal order (the existence of the object is temporally prior to perception and then 

perception is temporally prior to comprehension).  That is, the ultimate reality that is 

independent of cognition is assumed.  However, if we consider the Saṃyuktāgama 

13.306 together with 13.307, we see that even when the segments of the entire 

procedure can be thought of in relations or stages, the separations are only reasonable
34 Ven. Yinshun: “Sarvāstivāda maintained that consciousness and contact are two [separate parties] and are 

correspondent at the same time; hence, touch comes from the aggregate of the three parties, and [contact] is also the 
caitta that makes the three aggregated 有部以識及觸為⼆ ，又是同時相應的︔所以觸從三和⽣，又為令三和合
的⼼所.”

35 “Xian-zai 現在” may or may not imply the temporal condition “now.”  Here, since the cause and the result are 
regarded as a single entity, to understand “Xian-zai 現在”as “appearing” is more appropriate than as “present.”  
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understanding in our thought alone that do not have any real impact upon the non-

differentiated epistemic unity. Yet another implication from these understandings, 

that these postulated elements do exist and function independently from one another 

in some real causal relations, is simply wrong.  Here, when examining the source of 

the idea for the pratyakṣa-anumāṇa distinction in Dignāga, especially in light of 

highlighting his redefinition: we have to have both (1) the undifferentiated direct 

experience and (2) the discursive understandings (indirect experience) of it in 

thought; each has its own source (the direct knowledge and indirect knowledge are 

sharply different in the two means), each is directly accessible in the consciousness, 

but each is not realized unless in the resulting cognition in the necessary cooperation 

with the other counterpart.  

The theories of the proceduralism do not actually insist on the presumption of time 

(otherwise, the time differences would not be bypassed), because if it is granted that 

the procedure has to be real in time after all, the demand that the contact itself has to 

be caitasika becomes puzzling: the contact of the three parties are the cause and the 

result is cognition, while the contact itself is required to be caitasika as well, which is

the object of the resulting cognition.  We can pinpoint this difficulty in the 

controversy over the role of manas in the resulting consciousness in the following 

conceptions:  過去意/無間滅意 vs. 現在意.  This is also a problem that we can 

encounter when commenting on Dignāga's theoretical demand that there should be no

separation among pramāṇa (the means of cognition),  prameya (the object of 

cognition) and phala (the resulting cognition).  Perhaps the proceduralists had indeed 

attempted to remove the presumption of time differences with the very weak 

argument that they are too short and thus ephemeral for our ordinary cognition to 

note, but the removal of the presumption was neither clear nor sufficiently 

emphasized so that even when Dharmarkīrti (as well as his followers, in the common 

scholarly recognition during our times) attempted to develop his (their) interpretation 
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of Dignāga's epistemology upon a position inclining toward the Sautrāntika,36 strong 

proceduralism was still modeled in his epistemology without hesitation, with even the

real causal account of the contact taken to be the warrant of the correspondence 

between the object known and the knowledge about it.  On the other hand, the 

preliminary epistemic holism in Buddhism had not been able to provide sufficient 

arguments as to why the epistemic process can be thought of in separate parts but 

remains holistic itself, when the realistic causal account of the contact of the three 

parties was still tacitly assumed in the theories as well at the time.   

The problem with time here is also troubling to us with regard to the practical goals 

of Buddhism.  The order of the first two of the five universal mental factors (遍⾏

sarvatraga, namely, attention 作意 manasi-kāra, contact觸, sensation受, 

apprehension想, and mental formation思) had already been controversial during the 

Hināyāna era.  Some observed and reported that attention comes after contact, while 

others held the opposite to be true.  If we stick to the strong implication of the 

Madhyamagama 58.211, namely that manas is that which the rest of the mental 

activities rely on, then we may maintain that attention (manasikāra) should come 

first; however, if we stick to the Saṃyuktāgama 13.306, then we would say that 

without the contact, nothing is possible for us to know, and then we would maintain 

that the contact should come first.  Regarding the practical goal – to cease sufferings 

in saṃsāra, the way out is to stop taking the contact (to stop sensation, vedanā), as 

suggested in the Saṃyuktāgama 12.301 and MMK 15.7; if the contact is the very 

initial of everything else, ultimately speaking, then the practice is impossible, because

autonomy would then become impossible in the sense that the function of manas in 

this order has to have been determined through the heteronomous causal account in 

the contact (where consciousness itself should not be possible yet, in the strict 

procedualistic sense), and thus been conditioned by the external causal environment. 

On the contrary, only when attention (manasikāra) is, or at least is allowed to be, the 

36 For example, we continue to come across such an attempt even up to Jenendrabuddhi (PSṬ 70,11). 
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very initial of everything else, can the mental procedure be managed by the 

autonomous consciousness, which itself is also a part of the contact (autonomous 

consciousness is not necessarily followed by the acceptance of the self, not even in 

the Kantian sense).  Then, the proceduralism, together with its already-realistic causal

account of the three parties and the five universal mental factors, becomes very 

unfavorable to the practical concern in Buddhism; it is thus no wonder that the 

epistemic system that is modeled in proceduralism is difficult to fit into the practical 

project of Buddhism, as we have learned from Stcherbatsky's report on the three 

schools of interpretation regarding Dharmakīrti's interpretation of Dignāga (1932: 39-

46).  On the contrary, the removal of the assumption of time differences (and the 

realistic causal account) in the strong holism allows us to understand the order of the 

five universal mental activities from a simple logical or conceptual point of view in 

thought alone, and this on the one hand preserves the possibility of the autonomy of 

the mind (not all the processes in the procedure have to have really been determined 

during the contact in time) and on the other hand stays concerted with the necessity of

the contact as the necessary condition of the other mental activities.  In this regard, 

the two common understandings (the necessity of the contact and the necessity of 

manas) can interlace their best theoretical performance.  Nāgārjuna's direct rejection 

of the ultimate reality of any self-existing causes of cognition (both the atoms and 

self-exiting pramāṇa-s) was exactly the fruit and the force field that such a theoretical

performance anticipated.  

 

Nāgārjuna's rejection of the idea of the self-dependent cause of cognition in those 

schools and his preservation of the two aforementioned common understandings 

altogether should have radicalized Buddhist epistemology into an anti-realistic 

feasibility anticipating an epistemological turn.  The rejection of the ultimate reality 

of the absolute cause of cognition, including both the self-dependent atoms and the 

self-dependent pramāṇa-s, ruled out the time presumption in the operation of the 

epistemic system for good, engendering the very strong version of Buddhist 
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epistemic holism.  When, on the one hand, cognition is sourced neither from the self-

dependent world nor from the self-existing pramāṇa-s (the proceduralistic pramāṇa-

s), and, on the other hand, the necessary condition of the contact and the other 

necessary condition of manas have to be taken into account, the reality in the 

resulting cognition cannot but be understood to be sourced from the way we cognize 

and experience the world.  Cognition in this sense (when the principle of emptiness, 

whereby no external causal foundation is possible, is strictly followed) does not seek 

to represent the world in accordance with the way it is by itself being warranted via 

causal relations; on the contrary, it seeks to mold a world in accordance with the 

necessary way you can cognize at all.  Objectivity is still publicly observable in the 

object cognized, not because it so stands by itself but because the object has to be 

cognized in it (objectivity) in a certain group of observers who share the same 

capacity for cognition.  In this scenario, the determining relation between the 

cognitive forms (the necessary ways through which any cognition has to be formed) 

and the forms of the object of cognition is then causal not in the sense of reality (the 

phenomenal causality) but in the sense of a different kind of causality – Dignāga's 

idea of formal conformity (PS(V) 1.9) is a great candidate for this idea.  Human 

beings experience the world in three dimensions while ants experience it in flat, two 

dimensions and there exists no self-existing, cognition-free foundation that has to be 

common for all possible kinds of subjects of experience.  Communicability depends 

on how much one kind of the subject of experience shares with the other in the 

cognitive forms, not on the ultimate or on the not-yet-cognized (and hence not-yet-

established) self-existents.  The very end of the epistemological turn is the idealism 

of the cognitive factors, that they cannot be really (ontologically) prior to but only 

ideally (epistemologically) prior to experience – they do not really but ideally cause 

and condition their resulting cognitions, in another kind of causal relation, while the 

necessary conditioning of these cognitive factors upon the resulting cognition ensures

the limited reality of experience, i.e., the valid objectivity in the resulting cognitions 

together with the phenomenal causal relations in them.  And the holism contains both 
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the ideal cognitive factors and the undifferentiated nature of reality in experience 

which can be thought of discursively in parts.  That should be the basic narrative of 

the two pramāṇa-s, when the Yogācāra Dignāga is reconstructed. 

Whether Vasubandhu and Dignāga totally agreed with Nāgārjuna on the rejection of 

the atoms and pramāṇa-s, or in what sense there could be some agreement among 

them, is not directly clear from the literature; we shall leave the questions to the 

historians and philologists.  But the epistemic idealism, established by Vasubandhu 

and thought to be followed by Dignāga, is exactly the outcome of, and the response 

to, Nāgārjuna's challenges to non-Buddhist epistemology.  On the other hand, the 

success of the strategy of the communication platform contributed by Dignāga can 

then be drawn as such: when everyone agrees with the common understanding, viz., 

the ontological neutralism, the consequences of which should satisfy any rational 

epistemologist who is content with the validity of the phenomenal causal exhaustion 

and its valid relationship to knowledge, the inadequacy of the non-Buddhist 

ontological positivism will be revealed so that the philosophical position of 

Buddhism manifests the silent persuasion by way of better accounting for the limited 

reality and better sidestepping the contradiction between the phenomenal reality and 

self-existing reality, as Nāgārjuna had discharged his strongest arrow at this very 

issue.  Remarkably, Dignāga in his Traikālyaparīkṣā refutes the ultimate reality of 

time difference (past, presence and future) upon the Mahāyāna Buddhism belief that 

“all existences are empty and with no self-nature” (Nasu, 2015: 13; Cf. Hattori 1961);

both their holding an anti-realistic position on time and their championing the code 

that all existences are empty and with no self-nature together endow us with more 

philosophical grounds and greater impetus to align together Dignāga's epistemology 

and Nāgārjuna's criticism against epistemology. 
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4 The Ontological Neutralism in Dignāga's Epistemology – Critical 
Reconstructive Interpretation of Related Passages in NMukh and 
PS(V)

4.1 The Two Pramāṇa-s

One of Dignāga's major contributions to Buddhist Epistemology is his resolute 

restriction of the number of pramāṇa-s to two: perception (pratyakṣa) and inference 

(anumāṇa), together with which their new, ontologically neutral definitions are given.

These two in this restriction are redefined as a set of mutually defined concepts; 

while the latter refers to the epistemic function of the differentiation in concept which

belongs particularly to the consciousness of manas, the former refers to the epistemic 

function to directly apprehend the knowledge that is devoid of concept, in the 

consciousness in general.  Dignāga gave the reason as to why two and only two 

pramāṇa-s should be established: there are only two recognizable kinds or aspects in 

the object of cognition, the particular (svalakṣaṇa) and the universal (sāmānya-

lakṣaṇa); meanwhile, the rest of the criteria for valid cognitions can be included in 

these two.1  In the Dharmakīrti school, the relation between these two pramāṇa-s is 

often introduced in the proceduralistic model, i.e., a time difference is assumed 

between the reflection in anumāṇa and the being given direct sense-experience in 

pratyakṣa; when the cognitive faculty is effected by the object in causal relation in 

time, we have the first direct experience/knowledge of it, namely, the inexpressible 

particularity of that object at that one moment, and then in the function of manas, the 

inexpressible particularity is reflected upon in the universals (concepts) at the 

subsequent time point.  On the contrary, in the Xuanzang school, the relation is often 

introduced in the holistic model, that no time condition should be given to this 

1 This resolute restriction and the reason remind us of the very first page of Kant's Kritik der reinen Vernunt: 
especially the lines: “[O]bjects are given to us by means of sensibility, and it alone yields us intuitions; they are 
thought through the understanding, and from the understanding arise concepts.  But all thought must, directly or 
indirectly, by way of certain characters, relate ultimately to intuitions, and therefore, with us, to sensibility, because 
in no other way can an object be given to us” (A19/B33).
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relation.  The scholars often comment that the former is inclined toward the 

Sautrāntika and the latter represents the Yogācāra position.  The opinion in the 

former would lead to several difficulties, for example, Candrakīrti's challenge against 

Dignāga's other original idea, self-awareness (svasaṃvitti), that is suspected to lead to

the problem of infinite regress, and Jinendrabuddhi's concern that the sharp 

distinction between the function of the two pramāṇa-s may invite self-contradiction 

in Dignāga's own system, especially when examined in the case of re-cognition.  In 

the Appendix, we will see how epistemological proceduralism leads to these 

difficulties against Buddhist epistemology itself and how these difficulties would not 

remain in epistemological holism, in contrast to the more detailed philological 

analyses.  Here, we have to attempt to build the picture of the ambiguous figure of the

Yogācāra Dignāga first. 

NMukh(T. 1628, vol. 32):

為⾃開悟唯有現量及與比量。彼聲、喻等攝在此中，故唯⼆量2。由此能

了⾃、共相3故︔非離此⼆別有所量4、為了知彼更⽴餘量。

The valid means of cognition for attaining cognition in oneself are only 

perception (pratyakṣa) and inference (anumāṇa).  Those verbal teaching 

(śabda), analogy (upamāna) and so on (maintained by the other schools) are 

included in these two means, so there are only two valid means of cognition.  

[First, we only establish two for] they are [already] sufficient to cover the 

particular and the universal characteristic [of the cognized object respectively];

[second,] it is not the case that aside from these two [characteristics] (of the 

cognized object), there is any other [aspect] of the object to be cognized 

(prameya) so that any additional means of cognition needs to be established.  

 

PS(V) 1 (Hattori, 1968:24):
2 Katsura (forth-coming): 唯二量 dve eva pramāṇe.
3 Katsura (forth-coming): 自共相 sva-sāmānya-lakṣaṇā;  ⾃相 sva-lakṣaṇā= the particular characteristic;  共相 

sāmānya-lakṣaṇā=the universal characteristic.
4 Katsura (forth-coming): 非離此二別有所量 na hi svasāmānyalakṣaṇābhyām anyat prameyam.
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Now, 

k. 2a-b1. the means of cognition are [immediate and mediate, namely,] 

perception (pratyakṣa) and inference (anumāṇa).  

They are only two, because 

k. 2 b2-c1. the object to be cognized has [only] two aspects.  

k. 2 c3-d1. There is no [need for admitting an] other separate means of 

cognition for [cognizing] the combination of the [two] above-mentioned 

[aspects of the object];

k. 2d2-3a. Nor [is there any need for a separate means of cognition] in the case 

of recognizing (abhijñāna) [an object] again and again;

k. 3b1. BecasueBecause [if a separate means of cognition were to be accepted 

as necessary, then] there would occur the fallacy of infinity (aniṣṭhā). 

The mutual definition of the set of concepts and the reason for them are quite clear.  

A few remarks deserve particular attention here.  First, the term “pramāṇa” is 

ambiguous; it refers to the means, criterion, condition or faculty via which valid 

cognition is produced respectively on the one hand, and it also refers to the valid 

cognitions themselves or their kinds on the other hand.  In both the Dharmakīrti 

school and the Xuanzang school, since Dignāga's idea of self-awareness (that 

cognition cognizes itself while cognizing an object) is admitted, the ambiguity can be

preserved.  In the position of the Sautrāntika thinkers, one may admit this because 

given that there are externally real means of cognition, what matters is that they have 

to at least manifest their respective forms in the representation (akara) and not the 

non-cognizable status of the externally real means; hence, even when there is 

assumed the non-cognizable real causal relations warranting the correspondence 

between the non-representational object (via the non-cognizable sense faculty and the

non-cognizable faculty of understanding in manas) and the resulting cognitions, the 

sense of knowledge and the understanding have to “appear” in cognition (i.e., 

svalakṣaṇa and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa).  Thus, together with admitting the idea of self-
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awareness, one can admit the ambiguity.  In the position of the Yogācāra thinkers, 

one admits this simply because ultimately (in this position) speaking, there is nothing 

but representations.     

Second, their subtle redefinition awaits further scrutiny.  In NMukh alone, Dignāga 

provided the etymological explanation of pratyakṣa: “pratyakṣa is so named because 

it occurs in close connection with (prati)  each sense faculty (akṣa); 現現別轉故名現

量” (Hattori, 1968: 77).  Ouyang (1930), following the Tibetan translation of 

Nyayapraveśa, also determined the meaning of “現現別轉5” to be “consciousness 

comes into existence in closely (non-mediated) dependent connection to each sense 

faculty 識依個別根⽽有也.”  This definition is definitely not the common 

understanding of this term during and after Dignāga's time.  In Candrakīrti's criticism 

of Dignāga's idea of “mental perception (mānasa-pratyakṣa, Hattori 1968: 93),” we 

can glimpse the common understanding of the term among the Buddhists and Nyāya 

thinkers: “prati” means “toward”, and then pratyakṣa is “the function of each sense-

organ (akṣa) toward (prati) its object” (Hattori, 1968: 76-77; MacDonald, 2014 vol.2:

273-277 ; Liu, 2009: 57-58).  This ties in with the proceduralistic story in the Nyāya 

and the Sautrāntika whereby external objects affect the sense organs for real to cause 

the production of sense perception, which is followed by the mental process of 

understanding (conceptualization) in the mind at a subsequent time point.  The fact 

that Dhamrakīrti stopped using the term “mānasa-pratyakṣa” may imply his 

agreement, to a certain extent, with this criticism of Candrakīrti (Arnold, 2010: 340); 

we can obtain support for this suspicion in Dhamrakīrti's obvious assumption of a 

time difference between the five-sense perception and mental determination, and in 

his use of causality as the warrant for valid knowledge.  Candrakīrti's criticism can be

further consulted in PSP 71.10~75.1(Arnold, 2005b: 449-461; MacDonald, 2014: vol.

1 268-275, vol.2: 247-288; Liu, 2009: 47-51 ).  Essentially, Candrakīrti believed that 

Dignāga's establishment or acceptance of “mental perception” was forced because of 
5 Katsura (forth-coming): 現現別轉 akṣam  akṣam prati varttate. Katsura's translation: because it occurs in 

connection with/depending upon such and such sense-organ. 
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his problematic definition of perception: since perception comes to follow faculty, we

need mental perception because we have the faculty of the mind; however, following 

the mainstream definition, unlike the five sense organs having their separate object-

realms, the mind has no real object-realm and is merely some “internal” and 

“abstract” process and resolution “inside itself,” so we should not establish “mental 

perception” to avoid the asymmetry.  However, in the position of epistemological 

holism or the position of the Yogācāra, there would be no problem at all accepting 

Dignāga's establishment of “mental perception”; following Dignāga's new definition 

of “pratyakṣa,” there is no asymmetry, and Dignāga is correct to establish “mental 

perception.”  First, as much as we entitle the direct knowledge of the former five 

senses “pratyakṣa” because they come into existence in immediate connection to the 

sense faculties, we entitle the direct knowledge that comes into existence in 

immediate connection to the faculty of the mind (manas, the sixth sense faculty) 

“pratyakṣa” too; on the occasion when we are referring to the means/knowledge via 

which the object in space (in spatial form) is brought into our consciousness (in 

thought), since what is now referred to is no longer the knowledge's immediacy (the 

immediate connection to manas) but its relation to the object, i.e., the inference, we 

entitle this different domain “anumāṇa.”  This is not a difference in ontology, but a 

difference in epistemology; anumāṇa is epistemologically different from pratyakṣa, 

not ontologically (as opposed to the insertion by the proceduralists of an ontological 

difference, or time difference, between them).  They are two different ways to 

approach the same object, which is the result of their unified cooperation.  Second, 

when sticking to the consensus that manas is necessary in the realization of any real 

knowledge, i.e., when the cooperation of the two pramāṇa-s is admitted (in 

epistemological holism) as the necessary condition for any resulting cognition, there 

should be no intermediation (such as time) between the former five senses and the 

sixth sense, adding to which is Dignāga's strict restriction that there are two and only 

two pramāṇa-s simply because there are two and only two aspects in any cognized 

object.  What results is that (a) all the sense faculties at the level of the condition of 
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cognition are holistically “in immediate connection” and (b) the object of the former 

five consciousness and the object of the sixth consciousness are one and the same 

object, which can be thought of in various aspects (approached in five kinds of spatial

forms, in temporal forms or in thought).  With these two immediate relations (a) and 

(b), the asymmetry pointed out by Candrakīrti no longer remains; the pair of the two 

means tie in with the two aspects of the same object, and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa is ideally 

left to its own without taking any ontological status, as most of the rational 

epistemologists so agree.  To conclude this in a simplified way, only when the object-

aspects are regarded as ontologically separate and when the means are assumed to 

function in different ontological statuses (different time and space) can there be the 

so-called problem of asymmetry.  

	

4.2 Formal Conformity between Pramāṇa and  Prameya

Now, we have learned that in Dignāga, the faculty (indriya) of the former five senses 

contributes only the perception (pratyakṣa) and the tricky sixth sense contributes both

the perception and the inference (anumāṇa).  Two different understandings follow.  

The proceduralistic one posits that the external object causes the production of the 

five-sense perception, and at the next time point, manas (the sixth consciousness) 

apprehends (is caused by) the five-sense perception producing the sixth-sense 

perception in itself (sharing the same form of the object of the five-sense perception) 

and it itself thus possesses an object to reflect about in the forms of inferences in 

itself.  Holistically, there is only one consciousness and there is only one object 

cognized (both are restrictively valid as the resulting cognition).  Since there are 

several sharply distinguished forms that can be told in one unitary consciousness 

itself including the universal aspect, the temporal aspect and the five-kinds spatial 

aspect, we say, metaphorically, that there are several functions in the mind in the 

holistic cooperation.  Actually, Dignāga's idea that the conformity between the 
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means/cause of the cognition (pramāṇa) and its resulting object (prameya) is not real 

but formal ties in exceedingly well with the holistic view that even such prominent 

commentators as Dhamrakīrti (PV, III, 309), Prajñākaragupta  (PVBh, p.344.11-12) 

and Manorathanandin (PVV, p.211.10)6 all seem to accept this idea. However, the 

mainstream Indo-Tibetan commentators, even including Dhamrakīrti himself, 

nonetheless introduce Dignāga in the proceduralistic view, rendering this idea (and its

relevant ideas) of Dignāga very difficult to interpret.   

The idea of the formal conformity between pramāṇa and prameya was introduced 

when Dignāga presented his original, core idea of self-awareness (svasaṁvitti) in 

PS(V) 8cd (Hattori, 1968: 28).  

k. 8cd. [we call the cognition itself] “pramāṇa” [literally, a means of 

cognizing,] because it is [usually] conceived to include the act of [cognizing], 

although primarily it is a result. 

In the vṛtti, Dignāga commented (ibid.):

The resulting cognition arises bearing in itself the form of the cognized object 

and [thus] is understood to include the act [of cognizing] (savyāpāra).  For this 

reason, it is metaphorically called pramāṇa, the means of cognition, although it

is [ultimately speaking] devoid of activity (vyāpāra).  For instance, an effect is 

said to assume the form of its cause when it arises in conformity with its cause, 

although [in fact] it is devoid of the act [of assuming the form of its cause].  

Similar is the case with this [resulting cognition]. 

Similarly, in NMukh (T. 1628, vol. 32), Dignāga briefly mentioned when the idea of 

self-awareness was introduced that: 

6 Hattori (1968: 100). 
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又於此中7無別量果，以即此體8似義⽣故，似有⽤9故，假說為量10。

Furthermore, in [self-cognizing] itself there is no measured result of the means 

of cognition (pramāṇa-phala) different [from pramāṇa]; we metaphorically 

call it “the means of cognition” just because upon it (the appearing of self-

awareness) the form/image (體 ākāratā) [identical to the cognized object] 

appears to arise [in itself] and it thus appears to possess some function [to 

produce the form in itself] 

In YMRZLLS (0140b10, T. 1840, vol. 44), Kuiji cited Śaṅkarasvamin's comments:

⽽⼆量中，即智名果。

In the two pramāṇa-s, the cognition itself is named their result.  

We can already find here the clues on Dignāga's twofold appearance theory, namely 

the claim that pramāṇa, prameya and phala are not separate from one another, the 

complex sixth consciousness and the idea of self-awareness.  Details on these issues 

will be examined shortly.  Here, we focus on one obvious position that Dignāga 

maintained: that cognition is not real, not something happening; the relation between 

the cause of cognition (pramāṇa) and its result (phala) is not real, at least not in the 

same category as the relation we can observe in phenomena like that which an ax has 

upon a tree.  However, the conformity between the determination of the cognition of 

an object and the determination of the object is admitted.  That is, the form (ākāra) of

the object cognized and the form of the object that our cognition perceives are 

identical.  The relation is not real, but there is a formal identity – more precisely, 

there are not two forms but only one.  Hence, we say, only between  pramāṇa and 

7 Katsura (forth-coming): 此中 ＝ in this connection; “the connection” seems to refer to “prati,” since in the context 
the translation “connection” only occurs in translating “prati” in 現現別轉 akṣam  akṣam prati varttate. 

8 Katsura (forth-coming):  體 ākāratā
9 Katsura (forth-coming): 用 vyāpāra=function; 似有用	savyāpārapratītatvāt.
10 Katsura (forth-coming): 假說為量 pramāṇatvam upacaryate. 
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prameya is there a formal conformity.  

To understand this in the view of the Sautrāntika's proceduralism, the irreality of the 

cognitive causation comes from restricting the whole process in the appearance 

within the self-awareness itself alone.  On the one hand, we have the appearance of 

the object via the former five senses and on the other hand, we have the apprehension

of the appearance of that object in the sixth consciousness; since the appearance of 

the object (in the former five senses) and the appearance of the apprehension of that 

appearance in the sixth is actually the self-cognition within the self-awareness (within

one consciousness, one cognition), they are not separate in the sense that they both 

belong and dwell in the same consciousness, even though they are different in the 

sense of the resulting cognition (the object of the former five senses vs. the object of 

the sixth sense).  Ultimately speaking, the cognition (the relation between pramāṇa 

and prameya) is not real but only formal conformity (the self-cognition of the 

consciousness), but as the resulting cognition, the former is recognized as the cause 

while the latter is recognized as the result (Dharmakīrti, the PV, III, 26711).  Besides, 

the representationalism (viz., the indirect epistemology whereby the appearance is but

the imaging of the status out of representation; the appearance represents the external 

real status, and the external status can never be known except as represented) is 

implied here.  Since the production of the appearance and understanding are 

necessitated by the real imaging process, which is taken to be causal, the real external

relation, on account of such conformity in the appearance and the understanding (the 

valid inference in anumāṇa), has to be valid and allows us to ascertain the validity of 

such cognition (inference about the relation between pramāṇa and prameya) itself, 

including its content (knowledge, here the factual self-awareness in the cognition).  

Hence, such a position would maintain that conventionally speaking (restricted within

the realm of the resulting cognition, i.e., restricted in the appearance/akara), external 

11“arthātmā svātmabhūto teśāṃ tair anubhūyate / tenārthānubhvakhyātir ālambas tu tadābhatā //” (Tosaki, 1979: 361-
362; Chen, 1997: 87).  
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things including both its object and the occurrence of the cognition itself are real, but 

ultimately speaking (having overcome the attachment to akara), as Dignāga himself 

claimed, “[in their ultimate nature] all elements of existence, [being instantaneous,] 

are devoid of function (nirvyāpāra ).”  As Chen (1997: 83) concluded, Dharmakīrti 

arranged his Sautrāntika-Yogācāra mixed position by pairing Sākāravādin-

Nirākāravādin (aspectarian-nonaspectarian) with the conventional truth and the 

ultimate truth.  At the conventional level (as the aspectarians), on behalf of the 

unawakened awareness which can only restrictively recognize things as valid 

resulting cognition (without being able to notice the always accompanying ultimate 

understanding), we say, metaphorically, that the relation between pramāṇa and 

prameya is causal (and that the external reality of that relation can be validly inferred 

to ascertain the content of the cognition itself), but at the ultimate level (as non-

aspectarian), nothing really functions. 

This position of proceduralism in Buddhist epistemology gives rise to several 

difficulties, which will be treated in due course.  The most remarkable one, among 

others, would be that the metaphysical conflict between the external/ultimate 

emptiness and the external/ultimate existence is bypassed, the most striking 

consequence of which we can easily find in history is that the philosophical 

confrontation between the early Madhyamaka (Nāgārjuna) and the early Yogācāra 

was bypassed in a clever yet over-simplified application of the Two Truth scheme, as 

observed in the coincident league of Candrakīrti and Dharmakīrti.  The unawakened 

awareness and the awakened awareness in this regard become differentiated in time 

(of course we could find support in the stage theories such as that in the 

Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, but we should be very careful about the difference between a 

distinction that is made for the sake of cultivation in the unawakened appreciation 

and another one for the sake of theory alone that is merely meant for the guidance 

only in the sixth consciousness) and thus engender a gap of spiritual development in 

the theory about that.  Consequently, we thus miss a chance to see (to appreciate in an
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appropriate manner, viz., for the simple entertainment in the mind), in a possibly 

ultimate regard from the angle of the awakened awareness, how enlightenment is 

actually (ultimately) possible and that the ontological (temporal) separation between 

the awakened and the unawakened is actually (ultimately) not true.  This should be 

the very fundamental meaning of the teachings of the buddhas and bodhisattvas, as 

Dignāga himself remarked at the very end of NMukh: it was desired to show the true 

meaning of pramāṇa-s to those non-Buddhists who were trapped in the wrong view 

about them – whether with or without the correct view about them, one has and is 

always employing them.  Even when it concerns the conventional truth, what the 

Buddhist theory tries to convey should still hold true in a non-conventional manner; 

otherwise, non-Buddhist logic and epistemology should suffice.  Hence, the position 

asserting that epistemology in Buddhism is merely a conventional mechanism that 

serves the conventional purposes is always unsatisfying.  

The alternative position to understand the formal conformity between pramāṇa and 

prameya confronts the conflict between the idea of ultimate emptiness and the idea of

ultimate existence.  To state outright, ultimate emptiness is admitted in the holism of 

Buddhist epistemology; external reality is admitted, too, but in a narrow sense: 

external reality is restricted only in the resulting cognition and must take a 

spatiotemporal form; ultimate existence is refuted, i.e., the holism of Buddhist 

epistemology should be concerted with Nāgārjuna's early Madhyamaka position.  In 

the epistemological holistic regard, even though we can separate these epistemic 

terms (each of the former five sense perception, the sixth sense perception, the 

concept, etc.) from one another, we admit that (1) they first become thinkable in 

separation like this only when all of these are realized in one consciousness, and the 

separation in thought does not imply the ontological separation among them; this is 

simply because the realization of reality takes the necessary cooperation of pratyakṣa

and anumāṇa as the condition, only out of which the holistic reality also becomes 

thinkable and itself preserves its holistic nature in the meantime.  Further, there is one
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obvious firewall to preserve the position: (2) the time difference should not be 

applied in the understanding of the separation of these terms, for this invites self-

contradiction whereby the form of the result (time as the form of akara) is presumed 

when it is not resulting (when there is no akara); it is reasonable to infer temporal 

relations among the objects of the resulting cognition, but it is not reasonable to infer 

those among the conditions of the cognition.  Hence, these terms only refer to the 

elementary formal conditions, the properly coordinated sum of which would be 

thought of as conditional sufficiency for their resulting validity, and this is only 

restricted to the resulting cognition while the sufficiency is only formal.  No 

independent (in no relation to the resulting cognition) elementary real conditions 

which themselves take the form of time or even of space for themselves should be 

required or admitted.  This way, no representationalism is implied here; no absolute 

reality and absolute causality are required here to ascertain the validity in the 

cognition.  On the one hand, this says that as the resulting cognition, reality is true 

(and even externally true, for the object of the resulting cognition must take the 

“external” form of space and time out there); on the other hand, this says that reality 

is only restricted to the resulting cognition with no further applicative possibility – 

hence, when the cognition is not resulting, emptiness is the only admitted.  This is the

meaning that the basic codes of “the formal conformity between pramāṇa and 

prameya” and “cognition is not happening” in holistic epistemology try to convey.  

And although this is about the cognition and hence about the convention, the codes 

are ultimately true.  Ultimately, the conformity between pramāṇa and prameya is 

only formal, and the cognition is not happening – “devoid of activity (nirvyāpāra ).” 

     

4.3 Twofold Appearance

Introducing his idea of self-cognition (svasaṃvitti) in PS(V)1 (Hattori, 1968: 28), 

Dignāga offered a theory for the twofold structure of the appearance.  
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k. 9a. or [it can be maintained that] the self-cognition or the cognition 

cognizing itself (svasaṃvitti) is here the result [of the act of cognizing].

In the vṛtti (ibid.), Dignāga commented that: 

Every cognition is produced with a twofold appearance, namely, that of itself 

[as subject] (svâbhāsa) and that of the object (viṣayâbhāsa).  The cognizing of 

itself as [possessing] these two appearances or the self-cognition (svasaṃvitti) 

is the result [of the cognitive act]. Why?

k. 9b. Because the determination of the object (artha-niścaya) conforms with it

[viz., with the self-cognition].  

In the proceduralistic view, one says that in every production of the cognition, two 

appearances are produced, namely the appearance of the subject that is cognizing and

the appearance of the object that is cognized.  Since there exists the necessary 

conformity between the determination of these two appearance (i.e., the object in the 

appearance of the object cognized and the object that is cognized in the appearance of

the cognizing subject are formally identical – determined in the same way), these two

appearances are said to be “twofold” with regard to the same “act” of appearing 

within the self-cognizing of the cognition.  In the meantime, such a self-cognition is 

regarded as a causal act or at least as an causal act at the conventional reality.  

Conventionally speaking, since the appearances are separate and separate in the way 

that one is acting upon the other (viz., the subject is known to cognize the object and 

the same object is known to be cognized by the same subject), we say metaphorically 

that this is a relation of the production (or the causation), i.e., the subject is assuming 

the form of the object in the double appearing, and say that this is the reason why the 
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ordinary people would believe that the subject and the object are separated.  But 

ultimately, there exists no real production or causation; the scenario is simply the 

twofold structure in which the cognition appears in “the self-cognition.”  Hence, 

ultimately, we say that there is no act in which the subject cognizes the object; the 

cognition is actually the cognizing of itself by the cognition (the self-cognition) in 

this specific way.  Given the ultimate formal identity of the object in the twofold 

appearances, it is warranted for us to conventionally admit that the object is cognized 

by the subject, and thus we say, as Dignāga said, that pramāṇa can be established 

because “the means of cognizing it (the external object) is simply [the cognition's] 

having the (identical – my addition) form of the object” in PS(V) 1.9c-d1.  This 

interpretation seems to be able to meet the position of the Yogācāra, the Sautrāntika 

and the external realists for the following reasons: (1) since the separation between 

the subject and the object is only due to the structure of the self-cognition, no external

objective foundations such as the atoms and objective relations (spatiotemporal 

relation and causal relation) are needed; (2) the twofold structure of the appearance is

the imaging of the external structures between the not-yet-represented subjects and 

the not-yet-represented objects, and since the representationalism is necessary for the 

Sautrāntika, the theory should suffice; (3) when admitting, conventionally, that the 

real object is external (since the object in the objective part of the appearance 

necessarily takes the form of being in space and time) while the subject is not 

external (the subjective part of the appearance necessarily takes the form of being the 

cognitive subject in opposition to the cognized objects), the external realists should 

accept the twofold appearance theory too, when not binding it with the ultimate 

Buddhist tenet of emptiness.1   The pramāṇa theory should then have been able to 

play the role of a communication platform for these schools.  Yet, the ontological 

1 Stcherbatsky (1930-32, I: 164-166): the Sāṁkhyas maintain that cognition is a function of the awareness (buddhi) 
produced from the primordial matter (prakṛti); the latter is unconscious, but the former, as produced, is conscious. 
The Naiyāyikas believe in the theory of apprehension (anuvyavasāya), that the contact of the sense organs with an 
object yields some unconscious “apprehension,” and at the subsequent time point in manas the awareness of the 
apprehension, some subsequent apprehension, is produced.  The cognition in the Sāṁkhyas' view is reflexive, while 
the cognition in the Naiyāyikas' view is reflective, i.e., the cognition (the first five sense cognition) is cognized by 
another cognition (internal cognition in manas).  Yet, both meet the twofold appearance theory when interpreted 
proceduralistically. 
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status of svasaṃvitti itself in this theory still fails to meet the most extreme demands 

of the Yogācāra thinkers; besides, the binding between the theory's conventional 

admission (the causal relation between the subject and the object) and its 

metaphysical basic code means that ultimately speaking, the twofold structure has to 

be abandoned too, thus leading the Buddhist-and-non-Buddhist conflict back to its 

old stage of impasse.  In the end, this interpretation only works for the Sautrāntika 

thinkers.

However, when we do not employ the Two Truth Theory in this way, we say 

ultimately that there is no real production (no real activity) in the cognition; it merely 

appears that every cognition must be in the form of belonging to some cognitive 

subject, and it also appears that every cognition must be in the form of confining to 

some object cognized by the same subject, meaning that the appearance can only be 

thinkable in this way.  That is the end of the story, and there is no further 

foundational stories to be told.  When we talk about the resulting cognition (and 

hence about the conventional reality), viz., when our theorizing is taking place onsite 

within the consciousness (more precisely, in thinking in the sixth consciousness 

alone), the structure is necessitated and hence we say that the cognition has to be 

realized (resulting) in this specific necessary structure, since all possible cognitions 

have to be always thinkable in this manner.  When we try to talk about the condition 

from which all cognitions are resulting, we say on the one hand the best we can 

postulate in thought alone is that there is this specific structure necessarily observable

in all possible cognitions. On the other hand, when we try to think about the pre-

cognitive foundations for the cognitions, we do not admit that the postulation of this 

specific structure in thought has some real basis that is independent from any 

cognition.  To put it in a simpler way, we demand that the necessary structure be 

exhaustively effective in the realms of experience (i.e., the realm of all possible 

resulting cognitions) and we also restrict the demand to within this realm.  Such a 

necessary structure can be demanded only because the appearance can only be 
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thinkable in this manner.  Moreover, we say that consciousness can be thought of in 

this manner, but the best that we can do is to confine the theory in thought alone; we 

cannot even say that the structure “exists” in the consciousness, for it is indeed 

presumptuous, and not in a sound sense, to demand that the object has to exist in the 

manner from which it can be thought that the object of thought is thinkable in certain 

ways.  On the contrary, we admit only that the holistic realm of experience (all 

possible resulting cognitions) is thinkable in these ways, just because this is the 

observable nature of all possible resulting cognitions, i.e., all possible resulting 

cognitions must result from the necessary cooperation of the two pramāṇa-s plus the 

twofold structure.  In this sense, we say that the two pramāṇa-s have to cooperate 

prior, logically, to the realization of any resulting cognition holistically, meaning that 

since the holistic pratyakṣa has to be thinkable in a way that anumāṇa can possibly 

infer, the realization of the former must be thought to have already been incorporated 

with the structure of inference that is sourced from the latter; the incorporation of the 

conceptual structure in the manifoldness of the direct experience is definitely 

different from the reflective inferences about the content of the resulting cognition in 

time, in that the former cannot be wrong while the latter can.   Besides, it is not 

accurate either, to say that the self-cognition is a real process in causal relation, 

because, prior to the realization of thought, causality is impossible – (1) without the 

realization of anumāṇa, pratyakṣa does not stand alone; (2) causality implies 

separation and separation implies conceptualization, and thus we do not accept that 

causality is effective before the thought (though it is of course implied in the resulting

cognition) is realized.  Hence, conventionally, we do not even say that cognition (and 

self-cognition) is a real and causal process either; we do not admit that cognition 

shares the same ontological values as the other events that occur in time (in the 

resulting cognition) do.  As maintained by epistemological holism, a time difference 

should not be assumed among the epistemic functional terms.  Thus, with regard to 

the self-cognition, it is very plausible, as Dignāga wrote, that (Hattori, 1968: 29):
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k. 9c-d1. The means of cognizing it (the external object) is simply [the 

cognition's] having the form of the object.

k. 9d2.  It (the external object) is known only through this [viz., through the 

cognition's having the form of it].    

The representationalism in proceduralistic epistemology cannot become concerted 

with this passage, while we will also find that the most troublesome part in it is not 

the externalist inclination but the representationalism that (1) there exists the 

necessary mediating role of representations, in the concept of which the represented 

but not the representational reality is tacitly implied, and (2) time is assumed outside 

of the representations (i.e., in that non-representational reality).  With regard to 

epistemological holism, the most alien school on the platform turns out to be the 

Sautrāntika.  Aside from the Sautrāntika, all the other schools including the non-

Buddhist Naiyāyikas, the Sarvāstivāda, the Yogācāra and the Madhyamaka maintain 

some kind of direct epistemology, which maintains that the directly cognized is all 

that which can be cognized and nothing further.  The most obvious distinction 

between proceduralism and holism here is that there exist two forms which are 

formally identical in proceduralism whereas there exists only one form, namely, the 

form of the cognized object, in holism.  The ontological separation between the form 

of the object itself in the object-appearance and the form of the object that is in the 

subject-appearance not only forces us to admit the duality (the ontological separation)

between the subject and the object at the conventional reality (which is rejected in 

holism) but also invites the difficulty concerning the non-representational reality 

outside of the self-awareness: the conformity between the two forms has to be 

warranted via the process of imaging, i.e., the causal relation between the non-

representational object and the faculties forming the representations of the forms. 

Without the imaging, the formal conformity between the two forms would become 

groundless, and the proceduralists cannot ignore the difficulty.  On the contrary, there

is only one form in holism, the one form that belongs to both the subject-part and the 

137



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

object-part.  Although it appears that the object is cognized by the subject, it is not 

the case as the proceduralists maintain that the form of the object is reproduced in the

apprehension (the self-awareness) and then is thought of, but the case that the 

cognition itself is some holistic self-awareness in nature.  The subject appearing to 

perceive an object and the same object appearing to be perceived by the same subject 

is a holistic phenomenal fact whereby there is only one cognition from which the 

subject-part and the object-part can be told in thought (and thought itself is 

necessarily a part incorporated in this very fact).   It is not the case that two forms are 

conformed via causality between the affecting object and the affected subject, but the 

case that in the same fact (the same appearance), the form itself, whose appearance 

must belong to an object and must also be had by a subject, thus enables us to tell the 

subject from the object (in thought).  

In Kuiji's YMRZLLS (T. 1840, vol. 44; Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1588), a question was 

raised and responded to:

問：「言現量者，為境、為心？」

答：「二種俱是。境現量所緣，從心名現量；或體顯現為心所量，名為

現量。」

Question: “Does what is named 'perception' refer to the object or the mind?”

Answer: “Both.  The object is the percept (ālambana) apprehended by/in 

perception; from the angle of the mind [that perceives], [it] (the object) is thus 

named 'perception.'  Or, the cognition itself that appears is measured by the 

mind, and hence it (the mind) is named 'perception [too].'”  

This passage is further elaborated in MTS（T. 2270, vol. 68; Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 

1589）:
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此問意云，前說境、具2合名為量，境非是心，何得名量？故有此問。

答中有二義：初義云，境之與心，俱是現量。境是現量所緣，從能緣心，

名為現量。第二義云，境體3顯現，為心所量，是故境體，名為現量。

The question is meant to ask why the object, which is not mental, is named the 

means of cognition (pramāṇa) [too], when we previously said that the 

combination of the object (境 prameya) and the means (具) [of cognition]  

(pramāṇa) are altogether named “means of cognition” (pramāṇa).  This is the 

context why the question is raised.  .    

The question is answered in two ways: First, both the object and the mind can 

be named perception.  The object is the percept (所緣	ālambana)  apprehended

by/in perception; in terms of the mind that perceives, we name [the object] 

perception.  Second, the appearance of the object itself is  the measured (所量	

prameya) of the mind, so the object itself is  named “perception.” 

One may understand this passage in a way that panders to all the sides, namely that 

all the positions require the role of representation, and at least with regard to 

representations, we can say that both the object and the mind can be termed 

perception, because we must have the representation of the object so that we can first 

come to cognize it as an object (the first way) and because the the object itelf (體) 

that is represented as the appearance has to be perceived by the mind (the second 

way).  However, the representationalism in proceduralism would have difficulty 

getting itself concerted with the passage, for the representationalism demands the 

warrant from the causal relation between the non-representational reality and the 

production of the cognitive means in representation itself, while both of these two 

ends in the causal relation do not fit the description of the object and means of 

2 “Jü 具” refers to the two pramāṇas; the two pramāṇas are the remote reason (遠因) of the cognition that 
comprehends the thesis (了宗智) and thus can be referred to by the terms of “the means” (具) and “the object” (境) 
of the cognition. “此二望智，俱為遠因，是量具故，是量境故”(Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1583).  To stress the 
difference between the cognitive causality and the causality among the cognized objects, “因	hetu” in “了因	
jñāpaka-hetu”  translates to “reason”, not to “cause.” 

3 “Ti 體” refers to the substance; e.g., “jing ti 境體” refers to the substance of the object of cognition. In order to 
neutralize the ontological implication, we translate the term as “itself.”
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cognition here.  From this, we say that in Kuiji and his commentator's understanding, 

strong proceduralism is not observed while the Yogācāra tendency is quite evident; 

meanwhile, at this point, two urgent questions arise and await responses from the 

proceduralists: (1) as addressed by Nāgārjuna, the formal conformity between 

pramāṇa and pramey and the causal relation between the non-representational reality 

and the cognitive faculties are incompatible and (2) why is it that the (re-)production 

of the cognition in the mind first becomes self-aware that the non-representational 

functioning of the cognitive faculties and the internal experience of cognizing can be 

warranted, since the former must be non-representational while the latter must be 

representational?4  We can find the answers to these questions in Dignāga's 

epistemology, and from the answers, we can proclaim that Dignāga did not agree 

with proceduralism.  To answer (1), the cognition is not a real event that is happening

in causality; in response to (2), no non-representational reality is admitted, and the 

cognition itself is exactly the appearance that is reflexive and self-aware (the twofold 

appearance theory and the theory of self-awareness).  Following this passage, i.e., 

sticking to an anti-realistic tendency, the definition of the term  “object” is restricted 

to the object in the form of appearing as in space and time and measured via the 

cognitive faculties.  In this sense, we say that the object is exactly the mind (and vice 

versa) and that both of them belong to the perception.  Our being able to think that 

this is the mind and that is the object is only owing to the twofold appearance; the 

truth is that these two terms are not separate with regard to their reality (their relation 

to space and time) but only separate in thought. 

Further on in YMRZLLS, one encounters the issue as to why we do not say that 

perception is the cause of inference and thus take perception as the fundamental 

means of cognition (T. 2270, vol. 68; Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1588; cf. 0140a04, T. 

4 This issue is raised particularly in Ālambanap., where Dignāga questioned “how or whether an impersonal, causal 
description of awareness can be reconciled with the first-personally known content thereof” (Arnold 2015: 177). For
further discussion, refer below to “The Claims about Self-awareness: Pramāṇa,  Prameya and Phala Are Not 
Separate from One Another.”
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1840, vol. 445):

問：「此言比量者，為比量智、為所觀因？」

答：「即所觀因，及知此聲所作因智，此未能生比量智果。知有所作處

即與無常宗不相離6者，是念力故。能生此智，皆名比量。然比量體正取

解宗之智，故下云：『於二量中即智名果亦名為量』。」

Question: “Is what is named 'inference' the cognition of inference or the 

observed reason (hetu 因)?” 

Answer: “[What is named 'inference'] exactly refers to the observed reason and

also the cognition of inference such as knowing 'that the sound (in the thesis) is

produced' to be the reason; however, from none of them yields any resulting 

cognition of inference (比量智果).  It takes recollection (念) as the cause to 

cognize that whatever is produced is not separate from the thesis of non-

eternality.  All those which yield this cognition of inference are named 

'inference.'  However, the inference itself only takes the exact cognition that 

understands the thesis.  Hence it is said in the following: “In the two means of 

cognition, the exact [resulting] cognition is named 'the result' (果) as well as 

named 'the means [of cognition].'”  

		

In MTS, the passage is cast in a better light.  In the previous passages, it is said that 

the body of inference is such theses as “there is fire in the mountain” or “[sound is] 

non-eternal” while their observed reasons of inference are respectively “smoke” and 

“being produced.”  In this scenario, it is prudent to question whether what we name 

“inference” actually refers to the observed reason of inference or knowing that the 

thesis is associated with the observed reason (e.g., knowing that fire is associated 

with smoke and knowing that sound is produced).  MTS further reasoned that to 

know both the cognition of inference and the observed reason are the remote reason 
5 Cf. T. 1840, vol. 44, in which the text is differently transcribed: “言比量者，為比量智？為所觀因？答：即所觀

因，及知此聲所作因智。此未能生比量智果。知有所作處，即與無常宗不相離。能生此者，念因力故”; 
and the following passage cited in MTS “能生此智，皆名比量。然比量體正取解宗之智，故下云：『於二量中
即智名果亦名為量』” is missing.

6 不相離=avinābhāva, Cf. Claus Oetke (1944).  
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while to know that there is an association between the thesis-subject (sound) and the 

observed reason (being produced) is the proximate reason.  With the remote reason 

alone, the inference of the thesis is not comprehended; we also need the proximate 

reason.  Hence, both the cognition of inference (sound is produced) and the observed 

reason (being produced) are not named inference, even though they are cognitions of 

inference.  Further (T. 2270, vol. 68; Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1589-90; cf. 0140a04, T. 

1840, vol. 44):

問：「若爾，現量因、知因智及念，俱非比量智之正體，何名比量？」

答：「此三能為比量之智近、遠生因7，因從果名，故《理門論》云：

『是近及遠，比度因8故，俱名比量。』」

Question: “If so, none of perception as the (observed) reason, the cognition [of 

inference] which comprehends the reason (in relation to the thesis-subject) and 

the recollection (of the association between the observed perceptual reason and

the inferred predicate) is the exact resulting cognition of inference itself, then 

what is that which we name 'inference'?”

Answer: “These three are the remote  and the proximate reasons of the 

cognition of inference; concerning the result, we determine the names of the 

reasons, so Nyāyamukha says: 'the proximate [reason] and the remote [reason] 

are [together] the reason of inference (比度因	anumānahetu), and hence they 

together are named “inference”.'”

An analogy is provided and attached to this passage.  When a man uses an ax to cut 

down a tree, we say that the man is the maker and both the ax and the tree are the 

tools/means.  In this scenario, the falling of the tree has its distant cause and its near 

cause: the near cause is the man and the distant cause is the ax.  Likewise, as 

explained in YMRZLLS, the observed reason (being produced) and the cognition of 
7 Both the proximate reason and the remote reason of inference are obviously supposed to be the cognitive causes 

(jñāpaka-hetu), “shengyin 生因”here is thus not understood as the efficient cause (kāraka-hetu). “因” remains to 
translate to “reason.” 

8 Katsura (forth-coming): 比度因=anumānahetu.
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inference (the sound is produced) are the tools, and the recollection is the maker.  It 

takes all of the tools/means, viz., the perception (the observed reason) and the 

inference (the cognition of inference that the observed reason belongs to the thesis-

subject), as well as the maker, viz., the comprehension of the association of the thesis-

subject and the inference here in recollection, to accomplish the inference about the 

thesis, so that all of the three together can be named inference.  Some hold that the ax

should properly be regarded as the near cause because it directly impacts upon the 

tree, and the man the distant cause because he does not directly impact upon the tree. 

However, this interpretation, which maintains a proceduralistic causal tendency when

interpreting the analogy (near and far vs. direct and indirect), breaks the analogous 

relation, since it misses the core element of the analogy, i.e., the epistemic synthesis 

in the real situation of the cognition that allows the other elementary parts to make 

sense (and not vice versa), and hence is rejected in YMRZLLS.  Some other hold that

we can name each of the observed reason, the cognition of inference and the 

recollection, since, as the analogy goes, the observed reason, the cognition of 

inference and the recollection all take part in yielding the resulting cognition of 

inference about the thesis and all are cognitions of inference themselves.  But this is 

also rejected in YMRZLLS because of the lack of clarity; the explanation only shows

that these terms themselves are represented in the form of the cognition of inference 

and does not explain how the resulting cognition of inference is yielded from them in 

an complete and systematic demand.   

From this passage, the complex internal relation within “inference” as a means of 

cognition is displayed.  The condition of a possible inference entails (a) perception, 

meaning that the direct reason has to have been perceived in the spatiotemporal 

reality (has to be real), (b) inference, meaning that both the direct reason (e.g., being 

produced) and the result of inference (e.g., knowing that the thesis-subject, i.e., the 

sound, is associated with the observed reason, i.e., being produced) have to have been

available onsite in one recognition and (c) the recollection from which the association
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of the reason and the thesis-predicate has to have been determined universally (e.g., it

is universally agreed that that which is produced is non-eternal).  In other words, the 

structure that is constitutive of the three yields the resulting cognition of inference.  

Owing to this, Dignāga had sound reasons not to maintain that perception directly 

produces inferences; it is not the case that through the repetitions of certain 

associations in the perceptual experiences, the rules are formed in the mind 

(something the Sautrāntika thinkers and the Humeans would maintain), since the 

recognition of the observed reason (being produced), the association of the observed 

reason with the the thesis-subject (sound is produced) and the recollection of the 

universal rule between the observed reason and the thesis-to-be-proved (that which is 

produced is non-eternal) are all already cognitions of inference.  The inferential 

structure itself deserves its own source, though, somehow, inferences have to be 

connected with perceptions since perceptions alone do not yield inferences.  Up to 

this point, I think the proceduralistic interpretation would experience difficulty 

furthering the argument, and at the same time, we can see how holism fits into 

Dignāga's epistemology.  If the epistemic terms are to be understood as causal 

relations in time, be it as the represented phenomenal elements or as the non-

representational mechanisms in independent time, the inferential structure here 

causes the school to collapse in the sense that the following questions must 

necessarily remain unresolvable: (a) how the heterogenous perception and inference 

are integrated in the causal relation and (b) the self-referential circle does not stand 

alone with the causal story assumed in the epistemic system, since the stages in a 

causal chain are impenetrable and the circle would become obstructed.  If the 

epistemic terms are to be understood to be only effective in thought alone, and that 

every instance of the consciousness or every instance of the cognition requires the 

already effected incorporation of the two sources of knowledge, perception and 

inference (i.e., all reality is thinkable in certain prescriptive ways), while the 

appearance itself (that which is to be found in space and time) still has to be holistic 

in its own realm (the realm of reality), then it is not so difficult to understand that the 
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self-referential inferential structure is on the one hand in close relation to perception 

(since the appearances must be thinkable in certain prescriptive ways) and on the 

other hand definitely heterogenous to perception (inference has its own independent 

epistemic source and domain).  When we establish the epistemology, we are not 

describing the non-representational mechanisms or covering the phenomenal reports; 

what we are doing is to name the conditions of cognition simply by following the 

necessary structure that we can “logically” find in the result, which not only has an 

aspect of particularity but also a universal aspect in the respective domains of each. 

In other words, “concerning (the necessary features in) the result, we determine the 

names of the reasons 因從果名.”  Because this is confined in thought (only since the 

appearance is so thinkable), we do not assume any reality of the mechanisms, 

regardless of whether it refers to the non-representational reality outside of the 

appearance or the represented reality in the appearance.  And the principle to 

determine the names of the epistemological terms in accordance with the observable 

necessary forms and structures in the result is a very consistent methodology in 

Dignāga's epistemology that his readers should always bear in mind.  For instance, 

Dignāga said that, “[the means of cognition] are only two, because the object to be 

cognized has [only]  two aspects [, namely, the particular and the universal].”  The 

methodology is observed, too, in his redefinition of perception, whereby we separate 

perception into six not because we know there are six proceduralistic organs (indria) 

– “prati” meaning “toward” and “pratyakṣa” is so named to capture the meaning of 

the function that each independent indria possesses in the temporal causation to cope 

with the object; we do so, because in the cognition, the six kinds of perceptual forms 

must be able to be distinguished from one another – “pratyakṣa” is so named because

it occurs in immediate connection with (prati) each sense faculty (akṣa), i.e., it must 

appear in a way that it can be thinkable in six independent spatiotemporal forms 

including color, sound, smell, taste, touch and unitary objecthood, according to which

we postulate the six faculties in thought.  Remarkably, “prati” in the former implies a

real causal relation while the “immediate connection” in the latter actually means 
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“not causal” in time.   

On the contrary, the epistemological holism that on the one hand maintains the 

necessary incorporation of the two heterogenous kinds of knowledge to be the 

condition of all possible appearing cognitions and on the other hand thus maintains 

that the holistic reality (the spatiotemporal particularity) must be thinkable in all its 

possible but prescriptive ways in the non-reality (the concepts), consequently allows 

us to say that in the particularity, there is a manifoldness in the sense that every 

appearance must arise at once with all its possibly thinkable ways holistically.  On 

the other side, owing to the feature of universality, which is not obstructed by any 

spatiotemporal conditions, both the inference for oneself and the inference for others 

are then possible as well.  On the one hand, one can reflexively think about both the 

forms, the structure and the content of one's own cognitions, since the appearance 

appears as if incorporated with all its possible inferences, including the forms, the 

structure and the content.  On the other hand, the inter-personal universal 

communicability about experiences in the forms of inference and the observable fact 

that the necessary epistemological features are exhaustively shared (as conditions) 

among people support each other.  Reality is thus commonly shared and thought of in

holism, since every person shares the same pramāṇa-s.  In other words, the inter-

personal reality and the personal reality are real in the same holistic whole and are 

thinkable in a universally communicable manner; even though we cognize that each 

individual's holistic experience remains individual (personal) in nature, the reality is 

still holistic; all human beings appear in the same reality, even though they must be 

cognized in discursive persons.        

			

146



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

4.4 The Claim about Self-awareness: Pramāṇa,  Prameya and Phala Are Not 
Separate from One Another

Following the aforementioned theory of twofold appearance, Dignāga (ca. 440 – 520)

presented his difficult claim that pramāṇa (the means of cognition),  prameya (the 

object of cognition) and phala (the resulting cognition) are not separate from one 

another.  This claim bothers the proceduralists the most, and the problem was noted 

by Prajñākaragupta (ca. 750 – 810) and Dharmottara (ca. 740 – 800), who joined the 

row among commentators on Dignāga after Dharmakīrti (7th century) and became 

puzzled with Dharmakīrti's exact interpretation of the issue, and picked up by Dan 

Arnold (2010, 2015).  Arnold employed the two models of self-awareness introduced 

by Paul Williams (1998) and continued by Bilgrami (2006), namely, the model of 

reflective self-awareness and the model of constitutive self-awareness, to treat the 

very issue of self-awareness in two philosophical contexts: (1) the continental 

philosophy of consciousness in Kant and the German idealists and (2) the Buddhist 

theories about self-awareness after Dignāga.  The reflective model maintains that the 

consciousness becomes self-aware because manas as a second-ordered consciousness

apprehends the first-ordered perception of the former five sense consciousnesses in a 

subsequent time point.  On the contrary, the constitutive model maintains that the 

self-awareness or the perception of manas is a necessary constituent of the condition 

of the cognition; until any cognition is realized, any constituent of the condition of 

the cognition is not realized.  In the context of the Buddhist theory of self-awareness, 

according to Arnold's report (ibid.: 338 – 340), the development of the interpretation 

of Dignāga's theory of self-awareness and mental perception is a development (a) 

from the camp of the reflective model, representatively Candrakīrti, who raised 

challenges against the theory, and Dharmakīrti, who interpreted the theory in 

response to these challenges, (b) via the transition point between the reflective model 

and the constitutive model, namely Prajñākaragupta, and (c) up to the formation of 
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the camp of the constitutive model, chiefly Dharmottara.  The problem that worried 

Prajñākaragupta, Dharmottara and Arnold is that the reflective model runs into a 

predicament with the claim that pramāṇa, prameya and phala are not separate from 

one another; if the transducers' contribution of raw (not-yet-meaningful/contentful) 

information about the external objects of the first five sense consciousnesses and the 

process of the sixth consciousness are two different real events at two different time 

points, the very claim of Dignāga cannot but be wrong, since under the 

circumstances, the cognitive faculty, the object of cognition and the cognition itself 

are at three different spatiotemporal points in one real causal chain, implying that all 

of the three terms cannot be not separate from one another.  

Introducing PS(V) 1.10, Dignāga wrote in the vṛtti (Hattor, 1968: 29): 

Whatever form of a thing appears in the cognition, as, for example, something 

white or non-white, it is an object in that form which is cognized. 

Thus, [it should be understood that] the roles of the means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) and of the object to be cognized (prameya) corresponding to 

differences of [aspect of] the cognition, are [only] metaphorically attributed 

(upacaryate) to the respective [distinctive] factor in each case, because [in their

ultimate nature] all elements of existence, [being instantaneous,] are devoid of 

function (nirvyāpāra). 

Hattori (1968: 107) traced the idea of “nirvyāpāra” to the fundamental Buddhist idea 

that “all existents are non-eternal (aniccā sabbe saṅkhārā)” in the Saṁyutta Nikāya 

(IX, 6, 6, etc.); he wrote that “the fundamental teaching of the Buddha that all 

existent things are non-eternal is developed by the Sautrāntikas and the Yogācāras 

into the theory of universal momentariness (kṣaṇikatva), the theory that everything is 

liable to destruction at the very moment of its origination; see Mahāy Sūtrālam., 

XVIII, 82—91, etc.  Being in a state of flux, a thing cannot possess any function 

148



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

(vyāpāra).”  This is quite a typical Sautrāntika-Yogācāra (Dharmakīrti's) 

understanding of the idea of “nirvyāpāra” here.  As the ultimate truth, since all 

existents are in flux and thus nothing is ultimately functional (once the appearance is 

originated, its condition is destructed), we should more restrictively understand 

Dignāga's claim in the manner that the three terms here are not separate since their 

spatiotemporal separation in functions are merely conventional (metaphorical).  Thus,

we should understand PS(V) 1.10 to be restricting the three terms in the realm of the 

resulting cognition as the appearance (Hattori, 1968: 29):

k. 10. whatever the form in which it [viz., a cognition] appears, that [form] is 

[recognized as] the object of cognition (prameya).  The means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) and [the cognition which is] its result (phala) are respectively the 

form of subject [in the cognition] and the cognition cognizing itself.  Therefore,

these three [factors of cognition] are not separate from one another.   

“In this verse the Yogācāra view is clearly expounded” was the comment by Hattori 

(ibid.); “'yad-ābhāsam' means that a cognition has 'viṣayâbhāsa=grāhyâkara,' and 

'saṁvitti' implies 'sva-saṁvitti'.”  The cognition's “having some content” (Arnold 

2014: 273) means that the cognition has the form of the object (viṣayâbhāsa) or the 

comprehended form [of the object] (grāhyâkara).  Regarding the appearance (form) 

only, the form of the object is grasped by the cognition and this (the cognition's 

having the form of the object) is reflexive because the comprehended form is 

reflexively taken to be the form of the cognized object (and not otherwise), regardless

of whether the object of cognition in itself and the object in the cognition are 

ontologically separate and different.  When the content of the object of cognition is 

taken, the form of the object is thus necessarily the comprehended form (and vice 

versa); in this sense (i.e., with regard to the appearance only), we say that the means 

of cognition, the object of cognition and the resulting cognition are not separate, 

because in the cognition (the cognition's having the form), there is only one 
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appearance (the resulting cognition) in which the twofold structure of self-awareness 

is always observable while the twofold structure allows the appearance to have the 

respective aspect of the cognizing side (the means of cognition) and the respective 

aspect of the cognized side (the cognized object).  As the appearance (the form), 

the three terms are not separate; however, with regard to the “reality” beyond the 

appearance, although the real causal sequence, which warrants the validity of the 

equation between viṣayâbhāsa (the form of the object) and grāhyâkara (the form 

grasped in comprehension), must necessarily bring the three terms apart, since 

ultimately (beyond the form of cognition) nothing is really functional (the 

Yogācāras), or, given that the causality in the three terms themselves is effective, 

none of them can directly appear in the cognition (the Sautrāntikas), we do not 

recognize that they are separate from one another.  Following this line of thought, it 

seems quite natural that Dignāga then concluded the claim with his theory of twofold 

appearance yet again (Hattori, 1968: 29-30):

How, then, is it understood that cognition has two forms? 

k. 11ab. That cognition has two forms is [known] from the difference between 

the cognition of the object and the cognition of that [cognition]; 

Vṛtti: 

The cognition which cognizes the object, a thing of color, etc., has [a twofold 

appearance, namely,] the appearance of the object and the appearance of itself 

[as subject].  But the cognition which cognizes this cognition of the object has 

[on the one hand] the appearance of that cognition which is in conformity with 

the object and [on the other hand] the appearance of itself.  Otherwise, if the 

cognition of the object had only the form of the object, or if it had only the 

form of itself, then the cognition of cognition would be indistinguishable from 

the cognition of the object.  

Further, [if the cognition had only one form, either that of the object or that of 
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itself,] then the object which was cognized by a preceding cognition could not 

appear in a succeeding cognition.  Why?  Because that [object of the preceding 

cognition does not exist when the succeeding cognition arises and] could not be

the object of the latter.  Hence it is proved that cognition has two forms.  

When we admit (a) the necessary twofold structure of self-awareness in the 

appearance, i.e., we acknowledge that there must exists a conformity between the 

form of the object of cognition and the form of the object in the cognition of that very

cognition, such conformity being warranted via the causal story behind, and (b) the 

Two Truth Theory, i.e., we confine the conventional reality to be that which is 

cognized in the appearance, and we refuse any reality beyond the appearance, we 

seem to be able to accept that although we metaphorically establish the three terms 

(pramāṇa,  prameya and phala) because there exist the three factors in such a 

structure of the appearance, ultimately speaking, they are not separate from one 

another – there is only one appearance.  Then, the claim seems not to cause any 

problem with the proceduralists.  This also fulfills Dhrmakīrti's arrangement of the 

Two Truth Theory whereby as the awakened (as the non-aspectarians), we refuse any

reality of that which is beyond the appearance; as the unawakened (as the 

aspectarians), because we are attached to the necessary structure of the twofold 

appearance, we believe that the means of cognition (the subject), the object of 

cognition (the object) and the self-awareness of the cognition (the subject's having the

form of the object as its content) are three different realities.  Here, the very claim of 

Dignāga is taken to be addressed in the position of the awakened, while it remains 

metaphorically acceptable in the position of the un-awakened that the three terms are 

separate from one another in a real causal chain. 

The interpretation of the Two Truth Theory, which is shared by Candrakīrti and 

Dharmakīrti (i.e., the distinction between the ultimate and the conventional is one 

between two worlds, the world of non-conceptual reality and the world of language 
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use – papañca) is different from the interpretation before Candrakīrti.  Before  

Candrakīrti, the distinction was understood to be an epistemological distinction, that 

although the reality is one, because the righteous view of the awakened and the 

confused view of the unawakened are different, there are two ways of knowing the 

same reality, and the world thus appears in two manners: self-evident and collectively

approved.  We do not take Candrakīrti's interpretation for granted, since the other 

interpretation is more likely to be the one that Dignāga had in mind. Therefore, the 

interpretation of the theory of self-awareness and the claim that pramāṇa, prameya 

and phala are not separate from one another, as expounded above, may be 

inappropriate.  In this possibly inappropriate interpretation, the reality as in the 

appearance allows us to maintain that there are the three terms, and there necessarily 

exists the structure of self-awareness with the twofold appearance structure; the 

reality is as real as any event that occurs in the appearance, like the rise of the sun.  

On the other hand, the reality beyond the appearance (the ultimate truth about the 

cognition) is that the three terms are not separate from one another because no 

ultimate entity is functional and there is only one appearance, whether or not one 

ideologically refuses such a reality (the Yogācrās) or admits it without admitting any 

possibility for its appearing (the Sautrāntikas).  First (historically), the interpretation 

is inappropriate because the Two Truth scheme is regarded as an ontological 

distinction (between two worlds) and does not fit the epistemological Two Truth 

scheme (between the righteous way and the confused way of viewing the same 

reality).  With the latter scheme, there is only one reality and the reality is shared in 

the two different views, whereas with the former scheme, there are two realities (one 

as the appearance and the other as the emptiness of any appearance).  Second 

(theoretically), the interpretation is likely to collapse because the use of the Two 

Truth scheme blurs the distinction itself (and this has become a major weak point at 

which the Madhyamaka, e.g., Candrakīrti, targeted attacks).  If one sticks to the 

ultimate principle of emptiness (that nothing is ultimately functional or non-

momentary), no statement can be addressed in the position of the ultimate reality at 
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all, even including the claim about “one appearance” which is “self-aware” and “not 

separate in parts”; the inference from “no ultimate entity is functional and non-

momentary” to “there is only one undifferentiated appearance” contradicts the 

distinction of two truths.  When Dharmakīrti ventures into Candrakīrti's framework, 

the “establishment” is destined to fail in front of the Mādhyamikas.

More importantly, aside from the problem with the appropriation adopting the 

interpretations of the Two Truth Theory, in Dharmakīrti's interpretation, the 

relationship among the theorems (twofold appearance, self-awareness and no 

separation among the three terms) is randomized.  The best we can say is that the 

three theories support and explain one another to form a self-sustained whole 

archiving the so-called epistemic idealism of Dharmakīrti (Dunne 2004: 59), soaring 

around and raising the idea of svasaṃvitti; this was described by Arnold (2014: 175) 

as “Dharmakīrti's culminating argument for svasaṃvitti” that “cognition is intelligible

(self-aware1) apart from any consideration of its semantic content (subject-part), apart

from its being of a world (object-part),” something akin to John McDowell's “highest 

common factor.” As suggested by Arnold, Dharmakīrti was actually advancing the 

stance that “it is only in virtue of intrinsic properties of awareness that perceptual 

objects can seem in the first place to be distinguished by their independence from 

awareness.”  Indeed, this very cleverly boils down Dharmakīrti's interpretation of 

PS(V)1.9–10.  Dharmakīrti's interpretation of Dignāga's epistemology in general 

possesses dual characters: the Sautrātika and the Yogācāra, and the characters are 

interacting with each other over the core idea of “mental representations” (akara, 

Arnold's translation).  Arnold (ibid.: 158) wrote, “as particulars, they are causally 

describable (they are the effects of perceptual encounters2); as representations, they 

are also phenomenally contentful, and it is only at this level of description that 

Dharmakīrti allows for the kind of 'sameness' seemingly necessary to get semantic 

content off the ground.”  That is, the universals (following the samenesses) in 
1 My insertion in the parentheses.
2 Namely, contact.
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Dharmakīrti are not obtained from the object out there but from the “phenomenally 

recognizable character of the first-personally experienced mental events,” an account 

very similar to that of Hume, and also that of McDowell, actually.3  To put it in other 

words, the Sautrāntika causal story about the perceptual encounters cannot itself  be 

experienced phenomenally.  However, owing to the imaging correspondence, which 

representations are assumed to have as their very nature, the causality in cognition is 

as real as the causality we infer from any other phenomenally recognizable 

experienced events; with the mental events warranted in such a way, the recognizable

“sameness” among the objects in all these mental events allows us to (re-)cognize 

them in accordance with the rules and concepts in the sixth consciousness.  Thus, 

with regard to the cognition, we do not have to take into account the causal story of 

the perceptual encounters anymore; this is where Dharmakīrti's character of epistemic

idealism shows up and engulfs the Sautrāntika character.  “All entities are mental” 

and “objects of awareness are internal” (Dunne 2004: 59) – such a self-restriction to 

the phenomenal descriptions is the spirit of what Arnold termed “Dharmakkīrti's 

methodological solipsism,” via which Dharmakkīrti is found referable to the theories 

of intentionality in analytic philosophy.  Nonetheless, when so interpreted, the self-

sustained whole theory proceeds in an argumentative circle and would be found 

unsatisfactory, for instance, by Candrakīrti still, as an argument for the persuasion of 

the acceptance of the idea of “self-awareness.”  The argumentative circle can only be 

taken as a claim, and this is why, even when Dignāga had clearly stated that the self-

awareness is reflexive and requires no further cognition to cognize itself (as argued 

with his theory of twofold appearance), Candrakīrti, not being ignorant, continued to 

attack the former's theory of self-awareness with the charge of creating an “infinite 

regress” of the infinitely further cognitions.  Obviously, one cannot argue for the self-

awareness with an argument (the twofold appearance) which itself requires a ground 

with the assumption demanding the self-awareness itself.  Mere claims cannot stop 

challenges.  In other words, Dignāga's methodology to establish pramāṇa-s, namely, 
3 Such Humean psychological epistemology invites the self-contradiction to the defining sharp distinction between 

the two pramāṇa-s; this will be treated in 4.6.
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“concerning (the necessary features in) the result, we determine the names of the 

reasons 因從果名,” became a burden in Dharmakīrti's “methodological solipsism 

(Arnold 2015: 158)” as the argument defending the doctrine of self-awareness.  

Furthermore, in response to Candrakīrti's challenge against Dignāga's theory of self-

awareness, Dharmakīrti's interpretation can easily be taken to be a defense for the 

theory; then, the interpretation as so understood may deviate from Dignāga's original 

conception and moreover may jeopardize his philosophical systematics.  First, to 

defend the self-awareness, Dignāga is understood to invoke (a) the theory of twofold 

appearance and (b) the claim that the three terms are not separate from one another; 

(a') the former is argued for by demonstrating that otherwise, “the cognition of 

cognition would be indistinguishable from the cognition of the object,” and “the 

object which was cognized by a preceding cognition could not appear in a succeeding

cognition”  in the vṛtti to PS(V) 1.11ab, while (b') the latter requires the post-

Candrakīrti version of the Two Truth Theory.  As aforementioned, the argument fails 

because (a') the highest common factor of the intelligibility in the cognition is both 

the argued and the demanded at the same time, and recollection in this model 

contradicts the defining sharp distinction of the two pramāṇa-s (see 4.6; cf. Hattori, 

1968: 81); (b') in Candrakīrti's framework, the so-interpreted statement addressed in 

the position of the awakened, i.e., the claim about “one appearance” which is “self-

aware” and “not separate in parts,” is problematic.  When viewed in a broader scope, 

the failed defense of Dharmakīrti explains the fact in history of how the Dignāga-

Dharmakīrti platform of epistemology in the end was not accepted by the post-

Candrakīrti Mādhyamikas and merely dismissed as burdensome – at best, not very 

helpful— pals by the Yogācārins in their array of counters against their opposing 

Mahāyāna siblings.  As such, while the platform accelerated the communications 

with the Hināyāna Buddhists and the non-Buddhist epistemologists and logicians in 

India, it patently failed to facilitate the intrinsic unification within Mahāyāna 

Buddhism.  When viewed in a more specific scope, the claim that pramāṇa, prameya 
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and phala are not separate from one another is not well established either, in the 

sense that as the argument goes, the Two Truth Theory as employed by Dharmakīrti 

brings the difficulty back to an even more formidable, unsolved problem: the 

metaphysical conflict between the Madhyamaka and Yogācāra.  As we have 

explained, Dharmakīrti cannot but fail when he places the chess piece right into 

Candrakīrti's perfectly laid out chess plan.        

The situation will become far less problematic when Dignāga is not understood with 

the prejudices that one might hold in the Buddhist society after Candrakīrti's 

challenges.  In other words, first, we stick to the Two Truth Theory before 

Candrakīrti that, instead of maintaining that there are two realities, maintained that 

there is only one holistic reality and that there are two ways – intuitive or discursive –

of looking at it, and, second, we stick to the line of argument in PS(V) 1 itself.  PS(V)

1 aimed to establish the theory of perception (pratyakṣa) with Dignāga's new 

definition of the term – in this way, the self-awareness (svasaṃvitti) is no longer 

taken to be a proposition to prove an argument but a fact for theoretical examination. 

Rejecting the traditional foundationalist definition of “the function of each sense-

organ (akṣa) toward (prati) its object” that we observe in the traditional 

understanding of the Abhidharma thinkers, Candrakīrti and Dharmakīrti, Dignāga 

presented a unique definition of the term: “(the knowledge/the pramāṇa) in close 

connection with (prati) each sense faculty (akṣa)” (Hattori, 1968: 76-77).  We can 

analyze the definition from two fronts: first, perception (pratyakṣa) and inference 

(anumāṇa) define each other in relativity merely in the sense of two different kinds of

knowledge, not corresponding to any assumption of their ontological foundation 

(their causal story of origination and their absolute cause, be it organs, faculties, 

epistemic elements or self-existent atoms) but to the respective aspects in the holistic 

resulting cognition itself in the very reality.  This non-object-oriented redefinition 

also dovetails seamlessly with Dignāga's methodology to establish the pramāṇa-s that
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we read in Dashu, namely that, “concerning (the necessary features in) the result, we 

determine the names of the reasons 因從果名.”  Second, perception, as defined in 

immediate relation to the conventionally postulated faculties (actually, in the 

redefinition, it is just the immediate knowledge in contrast to the mediate 

knowledge), is free from the form of inference, i.e., conceptualization.    

With such a redefinition, the greatest problem in this theory of perception revolves 

around the sixth consciousness, for the sixth consciousness on the one hand is itself 

taken to be in charge of, and moreover being itself, conceptual construction and on 

the other hand must be self-aware, i.e., known, too, in the form of immediate 

knowledge.  These two demands seem to be contradictory, thus bringing forth 

challenges to both the sharp distinction between the two pramāṇa-s and the criterion 

for their mutual definition that perception is free from conceptual construction.  The 

completion of this chapter then rests upon establishing the keystone of “mental 

perception.”  If mental perception were implausible, then both the mutual-definition 

and the sharp distinction (non-conceptual and conceptual) of the two pramāṇa-s 

would be implausible too; consequently, the whole theory would obviously collapse.  

If one reads this chapter as taking the establishment of mental perception as its 

fundamental goal, the structure of the argument after verse 6 in PS(V) 1 should be 

analyzed as follows: (I) an exhaustive analysis of all mental perceptions – 1.6ab, (II) 

categorizing controversial cases of mental experiences – 1.6cd to 1.8ab, and (III) 

examination of the theory with the fact of self-awareness – 1.11cd to 1.12cd.  

Following this line of thought, the self-awareness is taken not to be the defense (as 

we have seen in Candrakīrti and Dharmakīrti) but to be the examination fact verifying

the theory.  The purpose of the theory then is to offer us two options: either we accept

this fact (that the (self-)awareness itself and its object are valid in the sense that there

exist universally observable epistemic criteria for them) together with this theory or 

we reject them both; when the former option is accepted, the entrance of the 

inadequacy of the non-Mahāyāna ontological positivism awaits behind the curtain in 
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the post-Nāgārjuna Indian intellectual arena.  Self-awareness as a fact is no longer 

necessarily attached with ontological values but an epistemic necessary condition via 

which all cognitions, experience and true/false inferences are to be rendered possible 

according to the criteria, not via the correspondence between the cognition and its 

external causes.  To put it in other words, both the subjective and objective absolute 

cause of cognition, namely, the basic cognitive elements in the cognitive subject and 

the basic element of the existence atoms, are just thoughts and are real only in the 

sense of valid resulting cognitions that fit the epistemic criteria.  Within this outline, 

the statement that pramāṇa, prameya and phala are not separate from one another is 

no longer a predicament.  To better shed light on this resolution, it is advisable to 

bring in the perspective of the non-foundationalistic holism and review the argument 

in it again.  

4.5 The Holistic Argument for Mental Perception from Verse 6 on

4.5.1 Valid Cognition Is Holism 

First, Dignāga introduced PS(V) 1.6 by clarifying that his view of pramāṇa is 

holistic.  In the vṛtii attached before PS(V) 1.6, he wrote (Hattori, 1968: 27): 

Here our distinguishing [various kinds of perception] is in response to the view

of others.  However, all [kinds of perception] are indeed free from conceptual 

constructions.   

Hattori (1968: 91-92) pored through Jinendrabuddhi's and Prajñākaragupta's 

understandings of this passage.  In PST 24a.1-6 (27a.7-27b.5), Jinendrabuddhi 
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understood this passage as follows.  Since the definition of pratyakṣa has been given 

as being free from conceptual construction, it is not necessary to “state anew the 

natures of each particular sort of pratyakṣa.”  However, there had been wrong views, 

and Dignāga deliberately mentioned each sort of pratyakṣa “with the intention to 

remove the wrong views.”  With the text of PS(V), the problematic views that 

Dignāga had been dealing with was obviously whether we should “classify” 

perceptions in accordance with “objects” or with “sense-organs” (PS(V)1.4ab).  

Aside from this issue, in Jinendrabuddhi, we can also notice a problem that 

commentators after him no longer paid attention to, i.e., the problem about the notion 

of “differentiated perception.” Some commentators during his time maintained that 

here, Dignāga also confronted the issue by asserting that somehow, indriya-pratyakṣa

has to be “differentiated (savikalpaka).”  This question was put aside in 

Jinendrabuddhi and not even mentioned by Dharmakīrti and Prajñākaragupta; 

according to Hattori, what concerned Dharmakīrti and Prajñākaragupta was only the 

qualifier-function of the term “atra,” and this was plausibly commented on by Hattori

as an “irrelevant” interpretation, since with the definition of its being necessarily free 

from conceptual construction (kalpanâpoḍha), one cannot “recognize the necessity 

for adding any other qualifier to” pratyakṣa.  With regard to philosophical 

systematics, this issue of “differentiated indriya-pratyakṣa” is central to the definition

of pratyakṣa, for this has to do with the ground for Dignāga's redefinition of pramāṇa 

– the sharply distinct and mutually dependent relation between pratyakṣa and 

anumāṇa.  However, as a matter of historical fact, the refutation of the non-

conceptual perception in Dignāga was cast into oblivion hereafter.  If we could 

unearth proofs for Dignāga's objections with this issue in the commentary tradition, 

then Dignāga would gain more right of discourse among the modern epistemologists 

on such issues as non-conceptual perception.  This issue will be dealt with in the 

Appendix (4.6) concerning Dignāga's argument for two and only two pramāṇa-s.  

Here, we simply focus on the epistemological holism in Dignāga.  With anumāna, 

which in the theory is supposed to be in valid cooperation with the reality 
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(pratyakṣa), the investigator of the cognition is able to think and talk about the kinds 

of perception in the sense that they are various perspectives in which one can observe

in and reflect about the holistic reality (the manifoldness of perception).  Meanwhile, 

the analyses remain within thought and language only, since they are conceptual 

constructions and differentiations by nature, and do not imply that there exists any 

real separation in the analyzed.  In other words, the possibility of “differentiated 

pratyakṣa” has to be ruled out in Dignāga's theory.  On the contrary, it becomes 

apparent that “differentiated pratyakṣa” is very likely the systematic demand from 

epistemological proceduralism with its assumed ontological ground, that not only the 

non-conscious existents but also the non-conscious cognitive elements already 

require real differentiation by itself, while the other alternative (theoretical) ground 

for self-awareness is to admit the self-evident aspect in the holistic cognition.    

			

4.5.2 Exhaustive Analysis of All Kinds of Mental Perception and Pseudo-mental 
Perception

Thereafter, Dignāga presented an exhaustive analysis of all the possible cases of 

mental perception classed into two categories, namely, (1) awareness of external 

objects and (2) awareness of feelings resulting from mental activities, which are not 

“dependent upon,” i.e., not simply caused by, the sense-organs.  

PS(V) 1.6ab. (Hattori, 1968: 27):

There is also mental [perception, which is of two kinds:] awareness of an 

[external] object and self-awareness of [such subordinate mental activities as] 

desire and the likes, [both of which are] free from conceptual construction.  

Both the (mental) awareness of external objects and the (mental) awareness of mental

activities, i.e., feelings, are logically preceded and conditioned by conceptual 

160



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

constructions; precisely because of this, they both belong to the sixth consciousness, 

the mental consciousness (mano-vijñāna, 意識).  In the former case, without the 

universal criteria for us to recognize a unit (of an object) as well as for us to 

repeatedly recognize things in kinds (of cognizable objects or of distinct perceptual 

perspectives), the cognition of the object via the former five sense-organs is 

impossible (since we do not assume that they exist in units by themselves).  In our 

present reconstruction of the line of thought, the establishment of such perception is 

designated as the major confrontation in PS(V)1.  On the other hand, the feelings that 

we have, as what Dignāga himself pointed out, are not directly resulting from the five

sense-organs and are also themselves the immediate appearance (the awareness), just 

as immediate as the five-sense sensation, so that we need no argument in order to 

classify it as mental perception.  However, if one were to probe further, one would 

see that they are indeed also preceded and conditioned by conceptual constructions 

(as much as why Hattori interprets feelings as “subordinate”), since (1) they are 

always in relation to recognizable objects (either external or not, not external at least 

in relation to the recognizable self-unit, which is also in the form of space and time) 

that without the recognizable objects they themselves are also impossible to imagine, 

and (2) they themselves are recognizable in kinds such as desire, anger, ignorance, 

etc. – the former five kinds of sense perception are actually thinkable in the five 

distinct kinds too.  Hence, if the confrontation on establishing the mental perception 

in the (self-)awareness of the cognized object emerges victorious (the contentful 

spatiotemporal awareness), feelings (the contentful temporal awareness) and actually 

also the theory that includes the former five kinds of perception (the contentless 

spatiotemporal awareness/the pure awareness of five senses) can be established, too 

(since that which must be preceded and conditioned by conceptual constructions can 

nonetheless be themselves in some “non-conceptual” sense).  Therefore, it is 

reasonable that Dignāga only focused on the confronted keystone issue.  This account

of the relation between perception and conceptual constructions would be found to be

impervious to reason in the paradigm of proceduralism, since in that context, 
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conceptual constructions can only precede perception causally, and not vice versa. 

Besides, the ontologically real separation of the cognized objects as well as of the 

feelings (at different times as well as in distinct kinds) must be assumed, and hence, 

the sharp distinction between the non-conceptual perception and the conceptual 

constructions will have to blur (the issue of differentiated sense perception) – there 

must be some unitary perceptual objects.  On the contrary, looking from the 

perspective of epistemological holism, the fact that we discursively think about 

perception in thought does not imply that they are ontologically, or even better, 

perceptually separate; perception remains a whole and as a matter of fact, it can be 

thought of in differentiated conceptual constructions solely on the basis that these two

sources of knowledge are simply so connected that they result in a unitary cognition.  

In this way, it is reasonable that perception can on the one hand remain being free 

from conceptual construction (as an undifferentiated whole) and on the other hand be 

preceded and conditioned by conceptual constructions, which are only in 

epistemological, and not ontological, relation to perception.  Both the establishment 

of the means of perception and that of the means of inference stand upon their 

theoretical divide as two sharply different yet valid sources of the cognition whose 

realization requires their necessary unification.   

			

NMukh (T. 1628, vol. 32): 

意地4亦有離諸分別唯證行轉。又於貪等諸自證分，諸修定者離教分別5，

皆是現量。

In the realm of the mind there is also [mental perception] that is free from 

various conceptual constructions and that occurs only as simple awareness (證)

[of the perceptual form (行)].6  Besides, the self-awareness of desire, etc. and 

the intuition in the practice of meditation (cognition of yogins) that is not 

4 Katsura (forth-coming): 意地 manobhūmi; mānasam.
5 Katsura (forth-coming): 諸修定者教分別 yogināṃ apy āgamavikalpāvyavakīrṇam; 皆是現量	pratyakṣam. 
6 Shen (2007: 117-118): 證行=證受行相; “'zheg-sho 證受' means comprehension, and 'xingxiang 行相' means the 

image that appears in mind”; in agreement with the understanding of Zheng (2008: 220), Cf.  Cheng Lü and Ven. 
Yincang, 1928.  Katsura (forth-coming): 唯證行轉 anubhavākārapravṛttaṃ=that occurs (⾏轉 pravṛtta Cf. Kośa 
Chap. II) as simple awareness/consciousness (唯證). 
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associated with the master's teachings7 in differentiated [forms], are both 

[mental] perceptions.  

In this highly relevant passage in NMukh, the traditional commentators maintained 

that here, Dignāga merely received and represented the Mahāyāna consensus on 

perception that there are four kinds of perception, namely, the five-sense perception, 

mental perception, perception in self-awareness and yogin's intuition in practice 

(Shen 2007: 117 -8; Zheng 2008: 220 – 221).  In this view, there seem to be a number

of asymmetries between the two texts with regard to the issue of the exact number of 

the types of perception accepted by Dignāga.8  However, if we review this passage 

from the perspective of holism and also compare it with the proposed systematics in 

PS(V) 1, we would not say here that Dignāga merely received and represented the 

Mahāyāna consensus.  First, obviously since all the conceptual differentiations only 

function in thought and reality is holistically factual, the issue here would not rest 

upon determining the number of the real existing kinds of perception but the analysis 

(the conceptual reflections) of the perceptual features of the cognition in which the 

conceptual constructions are necessarily involved.  These four kinds of perception are

not the classification of the existing cases of perception but various ways through 

which we can think about perception in some necessary relation to conceptual 

construction.  All of them are brought together to support the establishment of 

“mental perception.”  Hence, we need not specify the number of the kinds on the 

behalf of theoretical demand.  Second, in comparison to the proposed systematics of 

PS(V) 1 that the keystone task is to establish the validity of mental perception – the 

perception in the sixth-consciousness, which can by definition be connected either 

with conceptual construction toward “an [external] object” (the contentful 

spatiotemporal awareness) or with the immediate awareness of the mind itself (the 

contentful temporal awareness about its own states), we can say that Dignāga only 

recognized two mechanisms of mental perception and that the rest of the cases of 
7 教 āgama.
8 Franco 1993; Yao 2004. 
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perception that have to do with concepts can be classified into these two mechanisms 

of awareness.  For instance, yogin's intuition (PS(V)1.6cd) and conceptual 

construction that is “brought to internal awareness,” i.e., that is “immediate” to 

awareness (PS(V) 1.7ab), are both classified as mental perception.  Although yogin's 

intuition is obtained following the verbal, differentiated instructions by the masters, it

is the state of the mind that is immediately known as a “feeling” and hence counts as 

mental perception, belonging to the kind of “feelings such as desire, etc.”9  When we 

cognize an external object via conceptual constructions (via inference), we cognize it 

not with our senses but with the conceptual constructions (the inference) relying on 

rules that are causally grounded; in this case, the cognition is a cognition of inference 

and not of perception.  However, when we cognize an external object via conceptual 

constructions, we also directly know the conceptual constructions (the inference), via 

which the objects inferred are mediately known; in this case, the cognition of the 

conceptual constructions is not an inference, but an immediate “awareness,” i.e., the 

“internal awareness” (PS(V) 1.7ab).  As Hattori (1968: 95) concluded, “the cognizing

of an object through kalpanā is ānumana, and not pratyakṣa.  But, whether it is 

ānumana or pratyakṣa, the essential nature of the cognition is the same, that is, it is 

self-cognized.... In the process of self-cognition, there is no kalpanā”; meanwhile, 

this theory of the non-conceptual nature of the self-cognition is plausible, as Hattori 

(ibid.) himself noted as well, only upon admitting the epistemological fact of the 

“twofold appearance theory.”  Given such criteria for valid mental perception, being 

in the process of self-cognition, that is, being the awareness that has to be self-

evident, the erroneous cognition, cognition of empirical reality, etc. are decided not to

belong to mental perception but to simple conceptual constructions:

PS(V) 1.7cd – 8ab. (Hattori, 1968: 28)

Erroneous cognition, cognition of empirical reality, inference, its result, 

9 This also echoes Dignāga's redefinition of “pratyakṣa” and his separation between jñāpaka-hetu  and kāraka-hetu.  
Feelings are the immediate cognition in relation to the indria of manas, and they are “produced” by the teachings as 
jñāpaka-hetu, not as kāraka-hetu.
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recollection, and desire are not true perceptions and are accompanied by 

obscurity (sataimira).     

These types of cognition are themselves not meant to refer to the awareness itself but 

to the object inferred, but the relevant awareness for inferring them are indeed true 

perceptions.  For instance, the erroneous cognition of bugs resulting from failing eyes

is an inference – via certain resembling marks (linga/hetu), the “object” cognized is 

inferred to be bugs, but both the awareness of the concept “bug” and the awareness of

the sight itself are self-evident. 

4.5.3 Mental Awareness Is Self-evident (Perceptual)

Expounding on the tenet that mental awareness is self-evident, be it of external 

objects, internal feelings, or simply awareness about the conceptual constructions, 

Dignāga brought in (1) the idea that pramāṇa (the means of cognition),  prameya (the

object of cognition) and phala (the resulting cognition) are not separate from one 

another, and (2) the twofold appearance theory; both of these two together explain the

fact of the reflexive nature of valid cognition, so that the theory of mental perception, 

viz., the self-evident nature of the cognition in its self-cognizing, is assured.   

In PS(V) 1.8cd, Dignāga clarified that we call the cognition itself “pramāṇa” (the 

cause) while it is primarily a result (the effect) because in the convention, the 

cognition is “conceived to include the act of cognizing”; however, since we, the 

Mahāyāna Buddhists, refute the absolute cause (any self-existing cause) of the 

cognition, the theorization of the means of cognition is merely “metaphorically” 

performed.  As a matter of fact, the only reason we can justify the claim that the 

result and its cause are not separate is simply the fact of self-awareness, or, in 
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Dignāga's own words, “the resulting cognition arises bearing in itself the form of the 

cognized object.”  To delve even deeper, in verse 9a and the vṛtti, Dignāga analyzed 

the “form” in terms of the twofold appearance structure, whereby “every cognition is 

produced with a twofold appearance, namely, that of itself [as subject] (svâbhāsa) 

and that of the object (viṣayâbhāsa).”  To rephrase in epistemological holism, 

although in theorization we think that pramāṇa is the means that results in the 

cognition, such a theorization in concept does not imply a real temporal event of 

activity; however, the theorization is valid since the form of the cognition itself (not 

its causal story, as the proceduralists maintain) allows for such a theorization.  In this 

regard, the form with which “the determination of the object (artha-niścaya) 

conforms with... [the self-cognition]” (PS(V)1.9b), is found to be different in kind 

from the causal conformity in the cognized empirical reality.  These two kinds of 

conformity are simply analogous.  The analogy between the conformity in the 

cognition and the conformity in real activity is that the result must bear the form of its

cause when the relation is determined.  For instance, the light's illuminating an object 

is determined as a causal relation because the cause, the light, has the form of 

illuminating while the effect, the illuminated object, appears as illuminated.  

Similarly, the cognitions as results, i.e., in self-cognizing, assumes the form of a 

subject's “possessing the form of the object” (PS(V)1.9cd).  We say analogously that 

the object being cognized by the cognition (the subject) is a determined causal 

relation.  What differs between the two rests exactly at the definition of perception; 

the conformity observed in the two cognized objects in time and space (in reality) is 

an inference via and with the warrant of real causal relation, while the conformity in 

the twofold appearance structure or in the self-cognition is a perception.  The former 

requires conceptual constructions, or at least includes a unit of the cause, a unit of the

effect and a relation in concept (causality), while the latter cannot be an inference 

either, or otherwise cognition itself would not be plausible and nothing can be evident

at all.  As the epistemological holists maintain, both the self-evident (immediate) 

aspects of cognition is essential; otherwise, as the proceduralists have to admit that 
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they need to maintain, all that we know is but inference, since the sense data in our 

cognition is obtained via the causal correspondence between the cognition and its 

external self-existing cause – the causal correspondence itself already separates the 

sense data and the objects themselves into the two ends of the inferential-causal 

relation.  This also suggests a criterion for distinguishing holism from proceduralism 

in the sense that, because the self-evident feature is demanded in the cognition itself 

and nowhere else, the former does not need the foundationalism whereby the 

inference must be based upon a non-conscious causal foundation, whereas the latter 

demands so. 

After isolating the cognition from the natural causal network (which is exactly the 

result of cognition), Dignāga, as aforementioned, inserted a footnote asserting that the

cognition's “having the form of its object” is the condition for conceiving “that object

(artha) as something either desirable or undesirable” in the vṛtti after Verse 9b; 

feelings, according to him,  are merely “subordinate mental activities” in the resulting

cognition.  Moreover, with perception alone, the condition for the cognition of 

feelings is insufficient.  He also commented that the error in identifying the cognition 

to be a kind of natural causal event came about because “we overlook the true nature 

of cognition as that which is to be cognized by itself, and [claim that] its having the 

form of a thing is our means of knowing that [thing].”  In other words, without 

paying attention to the necessary condition of the self-cognition (the reflexive nature 

of the cognition), we can only discern the analogous aspect of the conformity in the 

cognition with causations and ignore their differences in the “true nature,” namely 

that cognitive conformity is only with regard to perception (the appearance) while the

conformity in nature causations has to be also conditioned by conceptual 

constructions.  Thus, we can say that the expressions that the object causes the 

cognition of itself or that the object (prameya) is produced by the means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) are both invalid inferences; the best we can say is that we feel like saying 

so because in the cognition, it appears in the twofold scheme as such, and the relation
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between pramāṇa and prameya is not really causal but only formal and perceptual – 

owing to this fact, we are only able to perceive, not to infer, and we can express it 

because the perception itself allows it, as much as we express our direct sensible 

experience.  Next came the conclusion: 

PS(V) 1. 10. (Hattori, 1968: 29)  

whatever the form in which it [viz., a cognition] appears, that [form] is 

[recognized as] the object of cognition (prameya).  The means of cognition 

(pramāṇa) and [the cognition which is] its result (phala) are respectively the 

form of subject [in the cognition] and the cognition cognizing itself.  Therefore,

these three [factors of cognition] are not separate from one another.   

			

			

4.5.4 Appendix. Explanation for the Twofold Appearance in the Demonstrative 
Fact of “Recollection”

In order to back up the twofold appearance theory in the self-cognition as the 

demonstrative argument for mental perception, Dignāga utilized another fact, viz., 

recollection, to demonstrate the necessity of the true nature that is easily 

“overlooked” by the common people.  In Verse 11ab, he wrote, “that cognition has 

two forms is [known] from the difference between the cognition of the object and the 

cognition of that cognition,” which are actually the same single cognition.  Aside 

from the former characteristic, the latter is also required as a necessary fold of the 

same appearance in the sense that it is demanded perceptually (in perception alone) 

that the cognition (a) has to possess the form of the object (the cognition of that 

object must be cognized) and (b) itself must appear as the cognition-holding subject 

of the cognition itself, viz., that object must be known by itself (oneself).  

“Otherwise,” as posited in the vṛtti, “if the cognition of the object had only the form 

of the object, or if it had only the form of itself,” i.e., discursively in real separation, 
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“then the cognition of cognition would be indistinguishable from the cognition of the 

object,” i.e., the real connexion of the cognition and its object would lose its 

perceptual basis and would fall into the predicament, as the proceduralists do, 

whereby all cognitions about “the external” are but inferences and should not be 

recognized by us as real “empirical reality.”  This problem will rear its ugly head 

when we put our finger on the issue of deciding whether Dignāga's logic is inductive, 

deductive or neither by nature.10  Since it is factual that in perception alone, we are 

allowed to “distinguish” the cognition of the object and the cognition of the cognition

itself in one single cognition reflexively, as a matter of fact, we are having 

recollections that must demand such a twofold characteristic in the appearance, and 

we have to admit that in the holistic perception alone, both (a) and (b) above are 

true. It follows that both the twofold appearance theory and the assertion that the 

three factors of cognition are related perceptually are true as well, and therefore 

mental perception is established.  Many scholars have conducted in-depth studies on 

Dignāga's theory of self-awareness with the case of recollection, cf. Kellner (2010).  

However, the emphasis we focus on here is that the fact of recollection is the 

evidence for the necessary underlying fact of the cognition, the self-cognizing nature,

and not on its demonstration of the probably problematic and complicated real causal 

structures among the different stages of cognition.  From this point of view, the 

argumentative line does not get caught up in a vicious circle, as was the case in the 

paradigm established by Dharmakīrti.  

In the vṛtti of Verse 11b, Dignāga said, in recollection, that “because that [object of 

the preceding cognition does not exist when the succeeding cognition arises and] 

could not be the object of the latter.  Hence it is proved that cognition has two forms.”

In the commentary tradition after Dharmakīrti, the argument here is understood, 

briefly speaking, as follows.  There are two distinct folds of the appearance in the 

10 Both the inductive and deductive logic assume strong ontology, either positive or negative assumption.  Since 
Mahāyāna Buddhism hesitates to embrace both, it is not surprising that both candidates are not reasonably suited to 
its logic.  
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causal relation (the real separation), viz., the appearance of the object known and the 

appearance of the subject knowing the object (having the form of the object); the 

causal relation in between ascertains the conformity of the two forms (the latter's 

having the form of the former cognition because of the causal chains).  Thus, in the 

case of recollection, if there were only one fold of the appearance, either there would 

be only the cognition of the object alone or the cognition of itself alone, or 

recollection would be impossible.  This is because in the case of recollection whereby

the cognized object no longer exists, neither of the options would result in the 

cognition of recollection as such.  On the contrary, only when there are two folds, 

namely that the succeeding cognition takes the preceding cognition (which takes the 

form of the object when it exists) as its object and the conformity between the two 

cognizing activities is ascertained by real causal relations, is recollection then 

possible (see Dharmakīrti in PV III: 379-380; Kumārila in Śūnyavāda: 112cd-114ab; 

Hattori 1968: 108-110; cf. Kellner 2010).  However, this account in general is not 

only absurd from our experience but also in stark disagreement with the theoretical 

context of Dignāga's philosophy.  

The real causal warrant among cognitive activities in this account implies that the 

succession of the cognition takes place in time and thus in causal reality.  This means 

that when we recollect, we do cognize a previous cognition as much as we cognize a 

present object in certain real causal chains, and this is not really what happens when 

we recollect.  It is absurd and runs counter to our experience to say that when we 

recollect, we cognize some previous cognition and its object; we simply remember 

that cognition.  In recollection, we do no cognize the form of the previously cognized 

object.  Besides, our memory may serve us incorrectly, and there is no such causal 

warrants in our mind alone (where the recollection is supposed to take place 

according to the theory) to help us check the veracity of our memory unless we resort

to the present world.  Recollection is not re-cognition.  Besides, this real separation 

not only ushers in the problem of the infinite regress of additional cognitions but was 
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also openly refuted by Dignāga himself; furthermore, this real separation also violates

Dignāga's definition of pratyakṣa, viz., the aspect of the cognition that is free from 

conceptual constructions/differentiation.  It would be prudent not to ignore the not so 

trivial implication in Dignāga's twofold appearance theory whereby, since that theory 

concerns perception alone, it does not imply any differentiation as two real folds but 

rather a feature of a perceptual fact which allows for and can be understood in a 

structure of two related forms/characteristics in thought alone, as much as the 

analysis of a dharmin's holding dharma-s does not imply that they are two 

ontologically distinct entities. 

Since it is a fact that we have recollection and the recollection must come from 

experience, viz., from real previous cognitions, the twofold perceptual characteristics 

in perception alone must be admitted.  Therefore, the overlooked characteristic of the 

cognition, viz., the self-cognition, is revealed.  Thus wrote Dignāga (Hattori, 1968: 

30):

Self-cognition is also [thus established]. Why?

k. 11d. because it [viz., recollection] is never of that which has not been 

[previously] experienced. 

Furthermore, Dignāga, in the vṛtti of Verse 12b openly refuted the proposition to 

assume another cognition to cognize a given cognition, because “the latter 

recollection of this separate cognition does not arises unless it is experienced”; it is 

not true because we do not have such an experience of the additional (self-)cognition 

(and our experience only allows us to think of itself with “twofold” and no more). As

he continued, “so if it should be that this [separate] cognition is experienced by the 

third cognition [so that it may be recollected], there would be an infinite regression,” 

a point that is also contrary to our experience.  
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Furthermore, the proposition to assume a third cognition to take the previous 

cognition in recollection is also problematic in the sense that, since the recollection is 

regarded as internal cognitive activities via real causal chains in the mind alone, “in 

such a case,” as Dignāga wrote in Verse 12cd, “there could be no motion [of 

cognition] from one object to another.  But actually such [a movement of cognition] 

is accepted.”  Real causality is not arbitrary, and its alternation is not submitted to our

will or to whether we experience it or not.  If we admit the real, mental casual 

account in recollection, the complete causal network will not only render our 

cognition of the world comprehensive and complete (both with regard to the admitted

external spatial manifold reality and the internal temporal/historical reality) but also 

halt the “motion of cognition” from one instance to another, for such 

comprehensiveness and completeness is contrary to alternation.  On the other side of 

the problem of the infinite demand (regression) of the additional cognition is exactly 

the problem whereby the cognition as such makes no sense since such a motionless 

comprehensive state is contrary to our real experience.  Only the sharp distinction 

between the manifold perception and the limited differentiation in the conceptual 

constructions assures the discursive nature of the cognition; the causal perceptual 

process of differentiation in our mind (in manas; in epistemology) not only allows in 

the end no perception at all by ruling out the possibility of the discursiveness of the 

cognition but also destroys the theory of perception itself, and thus epistemology 

itself.   On the contrary, Dharmakīrti's understanding of this problem was absurd in 

the context of Dignāga, too.  He understood “no motion” in such a way that since 

“inasmuch as we admit the movement of the cognition from one object to another, the

series of cognitions must be broken at certain point.  If this is the case, the last in the 

series of cognitions is not cognized by another cognition” (Hattori 1968: 113).  It is 

obvious that such an understanding was based on his proceduralist causal account of 

the self-cognition, and he believed that once we stop recollecting, a motionless stage 

shall ensue.  Hattori (ibid.) clearly pointed out the untenability of this account, viz., 

“since all cognitions are of the same nature, the last one must also be cognized, so 
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that it may be recollected.”  Furthermore, it is also absurd that inasmuch as admitting 

the additional cognition in recollection, as Dignāga indicated, there must follow the 

problem of the infinite regression of additional cognitions.  Why then, on the same 

basis that there will be a stop point of the regression as Dharmakīrti maintained, 

especially as he himself did not openly advocate, and as the real externalists such as 

Kumārila maintained, is the series of cognition finite (Hattori, ibid.)?  In contrast, our

holistic understanding of the motionlessness in this passage is more tenable.  That is,  

Dignāga did mean to refute the causal account of mental objects – at the very least, 

the two sharply distinct kinds of causal relations do not causally connect with each 

other – and felt that this confused account would invite the problem of the infinite 

regression and the problem of motionlessness in the cognition (the destruction of the 

discursive nature of the cognition); in this sense, the theory of the sharp distinction 

between perception and inference, especially the criterion that perception by its 

nature is free from conceptual construction, is a sound theory that is tenable to our 

experience, when we interpret the theory in a holistic manner.  

Since the reflexive nature, viz., the self-evidence of the cognition, is established in the

demonstration of the twofold characteristics of perception alone, mental perception, 

be it the awareness of the form of the object, the awareness of feelings or the 

awareness of conceptual constructions, is established; “in this way,” Dignāga 

concluded this chapter, “it is established that perception is free from conceptual 

construction.”
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4.6 Appendix. Jinendrabuddhi – The Difficulty in the Sharp Distinction between
the Object-aspects in Accordance with the Two Pramāṇa-s

We know that the number of pramāṇa-s (means of cognition) maintained by the 

standard opinion during Dignāga's time was four: aside from pratyakṣa (perception) 

and anumāna (inference), there were also śabda (verbal teaching) and upamāna 

(analogy).11  Ever after Dignāga refused to regard śabda and upamāna as independent

means, the number of means of cognition has been admitted to be only two among 

the Buddhist epistemologists.  The reason why Dignāga rejected the other two 

traditional means is briefly that they should be included in the operation of pratyakṣa 

and anumāna.  As written in NMukh: “those śabda, upamāna and so on are included 

in these two means (彼聲、喻等攝在此中).”  In PS(V) 5, according to Hattori 

(1968: 78), Dignāga believed that the cognition as derived from śabda “indicates its 

own object through the 'exclusion of other objects (anyâpoha),'” which is “the 

function of anumāna.”  On the other hand, Dignāga thought that upamāna implies (1)

the comprehension of words (the same as in the case of śabda), and (2) relating two 

things separately perceived through the operation of the mind, both of which are also 

the functions of anumāna.  In other words, as Hattori concluded, śabda and upamāna

are specifically included in the function of anumāna.  Hence, we seem to be able to 

maintain that both in NMukh and in PS(V), Dignāga decided to refuse to regard 

śabda and upamāna as independent means because they are included in the function 

of anumāna.  However, in PS(V) 1, Dignāga presented two different issues 

questioning, as well as arguing for, the sufficiency of the two means theory other than

those in PS(V) 5: (1) evanescent cognitions and (2) recognitions, both of which have 

to do with “the combination of pratyakṣa and anumāna” (PS(V) 1.2-3)12.  Besides, in 

the commentary literature of NMukh, the discussion on the number of means of 

cognition is put in different contexts, Buddha-bhūmi-sūtra, its śāstra, and the 

11 Buddhist opinions (the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra and the Abhidharma theories) exclude upamāna.  
12 What is written in PS(V) is “the combination of the [two] above-mentioned aspects of the objects”, viz., sva-lakṣaṇa 

and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa. Since the conformity between pratyakṣa and sva-lakṣaṇa, and that between anumāna and 
sāmānya-lakṣaṇa are “sharp,” we say “combination of pratyakṣa and sva-lakṣaṇa” here. 
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Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, where the soteriological practice is the major concern (MTS, 

Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1525-54); from these resources, we can discern the admitted 

methodological principle for establishing the means of cognition: “ that which 

measures must conform with the measured夫能量者，必對所量 ”(MTS, Ven. 

Shuiyue, 2011: 1516).  In this appendix, I will revisit the argument for the two means 

theory in Dignāga with PS(V) 1.2-3, and also in reference to the related context 

provided in the commentary literature of NMukh, especially in Kuiji's YMRZLLS 

and Zenjū's MTS.  As can be surmised from these two resources from PS(V) 1.2-3 

and MTS, we will find that whether the functions of the other two means are included

in the function of anumāna alone (in the a posteriori combination of pratyakṣa and 

anumāna) or in “the a priori combination of pratyakṣa and anumāna,” implies two 

very different understandings of Dignāga's pramāṇa theory.  With the above-cited 

passage in NMukh alone, both interpretations could be maintained.  However, in light

of the details from PS(V) 1.2-3 and the related commentaries on NMukh, the 

interpretation of a posteriori combination is challenged.  Considering the 

sustainability and coherence of Dignāga's pramāṇa theory as a whole, especially with

the help of the introduced contexts, one can see that the understanding entailed in the 

interpretation of “the a priori combination of pratyakṣa and anumāna” will work far 

better than the other.  

1.

In PS(V) 1.2, Dignāga responded to the self-raised question about evanescent 

cognition and recognition being in need of separate means of cognition (Hattori, 

1968: 24): 

Certainly there are such cognitions, but 

k. 2c2-d1. there is no [need for admitting an] other separate means of cognition 

for [cognizing] the combination of the [two] above-mentioned [aspects of the 

175



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

object]13.

In the vṛitti, Dignāga explained that by the “evanescent” case, he referred to the kind 

of cognition in which one cognizes a thing of color, etc., as non-eternal, when one 

only cognizes an object with momentary existence, like a fading sound (Hattori 

1968:80).  In the cognition of the object with momentary existence, as he analyzed: 

first, “one cognizes the inexpressible particularity (avyapadeśya=svalakṣaṇa) and the 

universal (sāmānya-lakṣaṇa), color-ness (varṇatva).  Then, by means of the operation

of the mind (manas), one relates [the color-ness] to [the universal] non-eternity 

(anityatā), and express [the resulting cognition in the judgment] 'the thing of color, or

the likes, is non-eternal.'  Hence [for this kind of cognition] there is no need of any 

other means of cognition” (the underline is my emphasis). 

From this response, we can see that Dignāga maintained that two conditions are 

required in order to make functional any expressible judgment, through which the 

universal (the color-ness) of a cognized object (a thing of color) can be associated 

with another universal (the non-eternity) in relation to the present cognized object.  

First, the cognition of the object with its particular aspect and its universal aspect 

together must be formed already.  Second, there must be the association of the two 

universals in manas.  I believe the relation between the two conditions could be 

interpreted in two and only two possible ways: (1) functionally united but operative 

independently, in the case of which the second condition should be satisfied 

individually at a separate operational and temporal phase, and (2) both united in 

function and operation, in the case of which both the conditions have to be satisfied at

once so that both consequences of the conditions (the resulting cognition and the 

associations in manas in relation also to the particular in some way) make their real 

senses together.14  Organic systems are an example of (1): in order for the function of 
13 Tasya sandhane na pramanantaram na ca.
14 Among the commentaries, according to Ven. Renyiu 仁宥法師 (2012: 288), only Ven. Fazun's “special translation” 

(ibid.) may agree with the second interpretation: “unless there is determined understanding (of the prameya), (the 
combination made via manas) cannot be said to be valid cognition – it is neither pratyakṣa nor anumāna 未得定解
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digestion to be executed, every digestive organ has to operate by itself and to 

cooperate with the other organs in the appropriate timing and relation so that the 

function of digestion as a whole could be performed.  Sometimes, minor failure, 

disorder or even absence of certain parts of the system would reduce the performance

of the total function, but would not cease the operation of the system.  Electric 

circuits are an analogy of (2): an electric circuit is composed of various components 

and conductive wires, through which electric currents can flow, so that the 

combination of the components and wires allow certain operations to be performed.  

Each component of the wire network has its own function.  Taking out any 

component or any part of the wire network would break the flow of the electric 

current, and neither the performance of the circuit unit nor any single partial function 

of its component can remain functional.  A computational program is also an analogy 

of (2): as long as any part of a program fails the circulations (logical allowability for 

any loop), both the partial functions and the major function would cease to be 

executable.  The execution of a circuit unit or a program implies the smooth 

functioning of all its parts. 

With the former option (1), function1, “the cognition of both the inexpressible 

particularity and the universal (color-ness) of a thing of color,” and function2, “the 

association of the universal 'color-ness' and the universal 'non-eternity' in manas,” are

required so that one is able to express the idea that “the thing of color is non-eternal.”

Nonetheless, in this case, function1 and function2 operate separately in each's own 

mechanism and at different time points.  The association of the universal “color-ness”

and the universal “non-eternity” is simply the operation of anumāna, in manas.  That 

is, the universal knowledge “non-eternity” is regarded to be validly subsumed under 
即屬非量，俱非現、比”(Fazun 1982: 2; 緣⾃相者即屬現量，以正理推知⾊無常者即屬比量。若由意識結合，
未得定解即屬非量，俱非現、比).  The other commentaries, including Shoho Takemura (1956/57), Cheng Lü 
(1975), Hattori (1968), Ernest Steinkellner (2005),  Ernest Steinkellner, Helmut Krasser, Horst Lasic (2005), 
Jingqing Han 韓鏡清 (unpublished manuscript) and Chien-hsing Ho (digital publication archived at 
http://buddhica.nccu.edu.tw), hold that the operation in anumāna is separate and in a later temporal phase after the 
obtainment of pratyakṣa.   In general, this may be because “gṛhītvā” in the vṛitti, as a gerund, implies a temporal-
order relation, between which the universal non-eternity is accompanied by (referred to) the particular thing of color 
(Renyiu 2012: 288). 
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the universal knowledge of “color-ness” (or even the vice versa), and the association 

is hence simply the function of anumāna.  Thus, the association of the universals 

would always be the afterward processing of the obtained and accumulated a 

posteriori judgments that resulted from the constant conjunction of causes and effects

in all the previous resulting cognitions, very similar to the notion of understanding in 

the Humean epistemology (1748/1772).  And the word “then” in Dignāga's vṛitti 

would be temporally conditional, for the association is always following the resulting 

cognition in time.  This interpretation goes more along the line of the conclusion that 

Hattori drew from Dignāga's theory of anyâpoha in PS(V) 5, whereby Dignāga 

decided to refute the other two as independent means because they are included in the

function of anumāna alone.

In the latter option (2), the association of the universal “color-ness” and the universal 

“non-eternity” is not regarded to be simply rules (of understanding) in anumāna, but 

has to be done in relation to the real object cognized in the combination of the 

function of anumāna and the function of pratyakṣa on-site in the epistemic situation 

with a realized prameya (be it the present situation, the learned one before or the 

potential one)!  Without the combination of the two functions already, no cognition, 

and hence no object, is possible.  Without the object in the real resulting cognition, 

the association between the two universals would never be brought forth and be 

ascertained with necessity.  That is, in order to make it possible to express any 

judgment like “the thing of color is non-eternal,” both the universals of “color-ness” 

and “non-eternity” must already be contained in the cognition of the object, even 

before we shed any light of our clear awareness (the empirical reflection) upon the 

resulting cognition via the combination of the two means.  Following this line of 

interpretation, the word “then” in Dignāga's vṛitti would be non-temporally 

conditional.  This interpretation, not proceeding along the line of the aforementioned 

conclusion, lends more weight to the reason that Dignāga provided in PS(V) 1.2-3, 

meaning that we do not have to establish another means in the case of evanescent 

178



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

cognition because it only has to do with “the combination of pratyakṣa and 

anumāna,” not just anumāna alone. 

2.

As for the second issue concerning recognition (abhijñāna) and the likes, including 

recollection, self-cognition of certain recognizable object with certain subjective 

attitude such as anger, desire, etc., Dignāga's arguments seemed to focus mainly on 

the problem of infinity.  It is not necessary to postulate another means for 

recognition, as he argued that (Hattori, 1968: 24-25): 

k. 3b1. because [if a separate means of cognition were to be accepted as 

necessary, then] there would occur the fallacy of infinity (aniṣṭhā).

k. 3b2. for instance, [such mental faculties as] recollection (smṛta) and the like 

[would have to be recognized as separate means of valid cognition].  

We could say here that Dignāga might have adopted reductio ad absurdum as the  

inferential method, and that assuming the anti-thesis “for the recognition a separate 

means is necessary” is true, the fallacy of infinity, whereby we have to admit 

infinitely many separate means for the infinitely many modes appreciating given 

objects, would be invoked.  To avoid the fallacy, we should not admit separate means

for cognitions like recognition, etc.  

The negative argument here, however, seems rather weak.  Even if we can find 

infinitely many types of cognition in need of their own separate means, so long as the

establishment of these means is in accordance with the establishment of pratyakṣa 

and anumāna on the same methodological ground, we will have to admit their 

establishment, leading pratyakṣa and anumāna to lose their special, initial positions.  
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Hattori (1968: 81) believed that this question was not really resolved in Dignāga -- 

“Dignāga's theory of sharp distinction between the objects of pratyakṣa and anumāna

is hardly applicable to the case of re-cognition,” and his interlocutors, the Sāṃkhya 

school cited in PSṬ, suggested a different and more preferable view blurring the 

sharp distinction.  The Sāṃkhya school's theory of viśeṣa-dṛṣṭam anumāna holds that

“the particular is inferable from its likeness (sāmya) to the particular (viśeṣa) 

perceived before (dṛṣṭa)” (ibid.; Hattori's reference: PSṬ, 17a.3/19b.6)15.    

The problem in Jinendrabuddhi's and Hattori's mind, in contrast to Dignāga's issue 

with Sāṃkhya's theory of viśeṣa-dṛṣṭam anumāna, is with the application of the 

formal formula of inference in the real epistemic situation (the inference for oneself). 

Recognition is the case when one re-cognizes an object, which has been perceived by 

this person before, by perceiving its inferential mark (liṅga).  For instance, when one 

perceives smoke (the mark of a fire), one has the re-cognition (pratyabhijñāna) of 

“the same fire” (Hattori 1968:81).  In this case, the recognition is not the function of 

pratyakṣa alone, because the recognition must be produced by perceiving the mark, 

and hence anumāna (the association of the mark, the smoke, and the object, the fire, 

has to be determined) is required, too.  It is not the function of anumāna alone either, 

because what is re-cognized is the particular fire in the epistemic present situation, 

not the fire in general that is inferred through the mark in anumāna alone.  With this 

understanding, Hattori would naturally think that “Dignāga's theory of sharp 

distinction between the objects of pratyakṣa and anumāna is hardly applicable to the 

case of re-cognition,” and less plausible with regard to the issue of recognition than 

the theory of viśeṣa-dṛṣṭam anumāna, in which a part of the function of anumāna is 

to identify one particular case perceived now as similar to the particular cases 

15 The traditional Sāṃkhya school holds three pramāṇa-s: perception (dṛṣṭa), inference (anumāna) and reliable 
authority (āptavacana) (Larson 1998: 9).  Perception is the immediate knowledge arising from the contact of the 
sense organs with an object (ibid.), which is very different from Dignāga's idea of “in close relation to (prati-) sense 
faculty (akṣa).”  Inference is the mediate knowledge and of the three kinds distinguished in terms of the relationship 
between the “mark” and “that which bears the mark, ” including the aforementioned viśeṣa-dṛṣṭam anumāna.  
Reliable authority includes teachings in the sutra and from trust-worthy masters.  More details on Jinendrabuddhi's 
ideas about the contrast will require further research. 
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perceived before by their likeness (which itself is also direct knowledge) – hence the 

particular could be the object of anumāna.  

The theory of viśeṣa-dṛṣṭam anumāna does remind us of Wittgenstein's theory of 

“family resemblances (Familienähnlichkeiten)” (Philosophische 

Untersuchungen/Philosophical Investigations, PI: 67) and Quine's theory of 

“stimulus meaning” (1960).  Wittgenstein thinks that words confine their applicable 

cases not because there is something (the observable marks) in common (essential) to

all of the possible cases, for when one looks at these concrete cases, one “will not see 

something that is common to all” (PI: 66).  Rather, one sees “(concrete) similarities, 

relationships, and a whole series of them” in these cases of the same kind (ibid.), just 

like the family resemblances such as “build, features, colour of eyes, gait, 

temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way,” via various 

combinations of which one is recognized to be a member of a family and among 

which not a single concrete resemblance has to be shared in common by all of the 

family members (PI: 67).  A word (the name) has a “direct (direkte) … relationship 

with several things that have hitherto been called with the word; and “this can be said

to give it (the word) an indirect relationship to other things we call the same name” 

(ibid., the braces are my addition).  Wittgenstein certainly would not ponder this 

matter with pramāṇa-s but with language use; nonetheless, he would agree that one 

has to be able to identify a case of a group of things in perception alone, where the 

perception of marks (liṅga) has to play a role in associating an object with its name 

“directly,” independently from the consideration of the “general forms of 

propositions and of language (allgemeine Form des Satzes und der Sprache)” (PI: 

65).   Following this line of thought, with the apparent absence of conceptualization, 

a direct relationship between a word and its present object  – in the present 

epistemic/naming situation –  could be extensively and indirectly used to relate the 

word to its other cases which one has perceived or will perceive, so that one has to 

call all of the present case, the cases perceived before and the cases one will perceive,
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the same name.  Given this, a word acquires its indirect relationship to all of its 

applicable cases – this is where the conceptualization starts.  Quine (1960) developed 

a similar methodology to treat the relationship between word and object.  With regard

to behaviors, a native speaker, upon being stimulated directly by a given object X, 

would assent or dissent to the sentence “(this is) X;” through this, the direct 

relationship between the cognitive stimulus by X and the word “X” could be tested 

and established as the “stimulus meaning” of the term “X” (1960: 29), so that further 

propositional, theoretical combinations of these simple terms with “logical 

connections” could form more complicated sentences (theories/theoretical meanings) 

(1960: 11) .  

Wittgenstein and Quine could in a way be aligned with the Sāṃkhya school 

temporarily with regard to their shared intuition that there must be something in the 

direct knowledge enabling us to associate one particular to another particular, so that 

the indirect knowledge and language become workable upon such a basis.  This 

implies, in the context of the epistemologists, that the particular can also be the object

of the means of indirect knowledge.  Furthermore, the indirect knowledge and 

language derive their foundation from, and thus are shaped by, the direct experience.  

Though Wittgenstein, Quine and Sāṃkhya must have different metaphysical 

positions, the Humean picture of cognition must be commonly admitted to a certain 

extent by them: direct experience is the foundation of indirect knowledge, meaning 

that impressions caused by the contact between the objects and the sense organs 

group themselves with similarities in the human mind, forming rules of 

understanding at a later time point.  

In both Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (EHU) and A Treatise of Human 

Nature, Hume obviously distinguished two forms of perception: impressions and 

ideas (EHU 2.3).  Perceptions are understood in Hume as the basic items of the 

human mental world; impressions are the original perceptions appearing directly to 
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the mind when the contact between the objects and the sense organs via causation 

occurs, and ideas are derived from the impressions in the mind and become the stored

resources for all kinds of mental activities such as remembering, imagining, thinking, 

symbolizing, etc., while the ideas “copy” the impressions (EHU 2.1-3; 7.1.4) and 

become less clear and less vivid mental perceptual items.  Not only are the rules for 

identifying cases of the same kind of objects derived from the repeated process of 

“copying” in the mind, but also the logical connections and causal rules are derived 

from the constant “remounting” conjunctions of causes and effects in the mental 

activities (EHU 3.9).  In my opinion, this picture of cognition (the objects cause the 

impressions in the mind through causality, and, via the mental operations in time, 

copies and rules as different kinds of mental items about the objects are produced in 

the mind later) is the most plausible model that can account for the theory of the 

particular being the object of the means of indirect knowledge.  

Next, we have to reconsider Dignāga's theory of sharp distinction between the objects

of pratyakṣa and anumāna, and Hattori's concern that it may not be applied 

successfully to the case of recognition and the likes.  Here is the problem: if the sharp

distinction is not applicable to the case of recognition, recollection, desire about 

something, anger about something and the likes, (1) the remaining part of Dignāga's 

theory of pratyakṣa (PS(V)1) would become tenuous, because both the theory of 

mental perception and the theory of self-awareness (self-awareness of the cognitions, 

self-awareness in desire, recollection, etc. in relation to the cognition of objects) 

should be very centrally related to the difficulty in the issue of recognition here – if 

the sharp distinction is hardly applicable to recognition, it is hardly applicable to the 

rest of the cases with highly related reasons too; (2) the “methodological ground” 

upon which Dignāga established the two means (while also rejecting the other two), 

because there are two and only two possible objects or aspects of object in the 

cognition (PS(V)1.2), would become very questionable.  The success of Dignāga's 

establishment of the only-two-pramāṇa theory must depend on the resolution of the 
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issue here. 

We have to note that in PS(V)1.2, the strong argument to answer the issue of 

evanescent cognition is actually meant also to answer the issue of recognition (and 

the likes).  Although in the vṛitti, Dignāga explained the argument with evanescent 

cognitions, the cognitions mentioned in “certainly there are such cognitions” (the 

vṛitti introducing PS(V) 1.2c2-d1) include both the cases of evanescent cognitions 

and the cases of recognitions, etc.  The argument is that these cognitions come 

through “the combination of the [two] above-mentioned [aspects of the object]” 

(PS(V) 1.2c2-d1).  In the case of evanescent cognition, as Hattori (1968: 80) also 

noted, we seem to require another separate means of cognition, because (1) such 

cognition is not pratyakṣa, given that we cognize sāmānya-lakṣaṇa (the non-eternity)

in the thing of color, and (2) it is not anumāna either, because in this case, there is no 

inferential mark (liṅga).16  Similarly, in the case of recognition, because the cognition

is neither simple sva-lakṣaṇa nor simple sāmānya-lakṣaṇa, another separate means 

seems to be required.  However, Hattori felt that the combination argument works for

evanescent cognition, because the third term “prameya” (the measured object) is 

admitted, and this does not seem to be helpful for recognition.  For the case of 

evanescent cognition, by admitting prameya, both the aspect of the particular and the 

universal have been obtained.  The first condition in the combination argument has 

been satisfied (the obtainment of the sva-lakṣaṇa and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa – (a).  The 

question would rest with the second condition: the association of the universals in 

manas – (b).  Let us remind ourselves of the two possible interpretations: the 

conditions (a) and (b) are (1) functionally united but operative independently or they 

are (2) united both in function and in operation.  It is very obvious that Hattori's 

solution here ties in with the former (1).  By admitting prameya, the particular and 

the universal of the object have been obtained, and then with the association in 

anumāna, in its separate operation, the object (since the prameya has been obtained) 

16 Also because the object of cognition is a particular thing of color. 
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could be related to another universal, namely, non-eternity.  Thus, the combination 

argument works for the issue of evanescent cognitions by the means of admitting 

prameya.  An interim sum-up is as follows: Hattori embraced the first interpretation, 

understood Dignāga's pramāṇa theory accordingly, and concluded that the 

combination argument, as based upon such an understanding, works for evanescent 

cognitions.  Nevertheless, he believed that the argument fails for recognitions, as 

explained before – because of the sharp distinction between the two means, the 

determined association of universals cannot ascertain two universals in relation to one

particular object, unless the particular could also be the object of anumāna.  Hence, 

the prameya does not help here.   

Before we put our fingers on the issue of recognition with the alternative 

interpretation, we should note that with the first interpretation, the combination 

argument is actually worrisome too, with regard to evanescent cognition.  Admitting 

prameya, the particularity of certain particular thing of color is obtained together with

the understanding that it is a thing of color.  Yet, without any specific criterion to 

identify how another non-eternity could be obtained upon the basis of this particular 

thing of color, the association of the particular thing of color and the non-eternity 

would be a hypothetical induction.  Thus, it would be questionable to say that the 

admitted prameya is valid prameya via pramṇa-s.  In other words, if we want the 

prameya to be valid, which itself should be valid, we have to “be able to” cognize the

“likeness” in the perceptual form between the present case of the thing of color and 

the other non-eternal cases.  Therefore, the sharp distinction seems hardly applicable 

here as well.  A detailed consideration of Dignāga's anyâpoha theory is required here.

Yet, insofar as the operation of anumāna is independent from the operation of 

pratyakṣa, it is either the case that the empirical process of anumāna only yields so-

far-so-good induced rules of understanding that render prameya invalid or not-yet 

realized (for the inference is not necessarily valid), or the case that the rules, which 

should be contained necessarily by manas even without needing any function of 
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pratyakṣa, must be assumed to be already contained in our “mind.”  In the former 

case, the priority of pratyakṣa over anumāna in Dignāga could be preserved, but 

because of the hypothetic nature of the induced rules of association – of the lack of 

necessity, whether prameya can be counted as “valid prameya via pramāṇa” would 

be questionable.  In the latter case, the priority has to be given up since the rules 

associating universals already contained in our mind seem to contradict the 

Mahāyāna agreement on emptiness (although this seems to be a popular view 

admitted by many Yogācāra thinkers) and will thus be challenged by Madhyamaka 

thinkers.  

The necessary role of prameya actually lends more weight to the other interpretation 

of the combination argument for the two pramāṇa-s (Interpretation 2).  Prameya was 

introduced in PS(V) 1.10 as “the object of cognition.”   The condition of the 

obtainment of the particular and the universal in the prameya and the condition of the

association in anumāna are united in both function and operation, meaning that until 

the latter condition of the association in anumāna is satisfied, the prameya cannot be 

realized.  As long as the first condition is satisfied, the second condition must be 

satisfied as well.  Otherwise, we will revert back to the first interpretation.  The 

satisfaction of the condition of the association in anumāna must be thorough.  That is,

as long as a particular prameya appears, all the possible associations must have been 

contained in its “manifoldness.”  Once a cognition of any particular object appears, it 

appears with a determined way of thinking itself with certain (associations of) 

universals, giving rise to the criteria by means of which our empirical (a posteriori) 

inferences about the particular object could be either true, not true or irrelevant.  

When a particular thing of color appears, it appears together with all its possibilities 

to be thought of, including, e.g., being non-eternal, so that the non-eternity could be 

applied to the appearance of this particular thing of color.  Because the appearance of 

the particular object can be thought of as “the thing of color” and, under the same 

circumstance, viz., upon being given the same appearance of the particular, can be 
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thought of as “non-eternal,” the expression “this thing of color is non-eternal” makes 

sense and becomes meaningful.  

In the same way, the appearance of any particular object can be recognized 

repeatedly via inferential marks.  For instance, when one perceives smoke (the mark 

of fire), one has the re-cognition (pratyabhijñāna) of “the same fire” (Hattori 

1968:81).  This is because the smoke being perceived is contained in the 

manifoldness of the appearance of the same fire cognized before, at the specific time 

and space.  Even when one pays no attention to the smoke in his or her first-glance 

cognition of the particular fire, once the particular fire appears, it appears with the 

possibility to be thought of as being associated with this smoke, so that under the 

same circumstance, viz., upon being given the same appearance of the particular fire, 

the possibility is always open for the cognizer to pick up.  Upon the same basis, the 

inferential mark, the smoke as produced by a particular fire, works to produce 

recognitions of the same fire, so long as the appearance is consistent with regard to 

the factors of space, time and causality (in a coherent web of experiences).  Similarly,

a case of a kind of object can be recognized because the appearance of the case shares

similarities in its manifoldness with the other cases.  Be it with the evanescent 

cognition or with the two kinds of recognition just mentioned, the sharp distinction 

between the particular (with manifoldness) and the universal (not manifold) stands.  

With the given appearance of the particular prameya, which implies the obtainment 

of its particularity together with its particular determined way connecting all its 

possible associations of universals, the combination of these two aspects (the 

particular aspect and the universal aspect) can sufficiently account for the evanescent 

cognitions and recognitions.  Then, the second interpretation enables the combination

argument to work for both issues and to come to the rescue of Dignāga's theory of 

sharp distinction between the objects of pratyakṣa and anumāna and hence his 

argument for two and only two pramāṇa-s in PS(V)1.2-3.  Besides, without the 

appearance of prameya, the specific way of determining the possible associations of 
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the universals does not arise either.  As such, Madhyamaka thinkers should be 

content.  Therefore, the argument “we do not have to establish the other pramāṇa-s 

because they are included in the function of anumāna alone” becomes weaker than 

the strong combination argument.  

This interpretation understands Dignāga's epistemology, we can say, not in the 

Humean way, but rather in the Kantian way.  “As has already been frequently said, 

general logic abstracts from all content of cognition, and expects that representations 

will be given to it (general logic) from elsewhere … in order for it (general logic) to 

transform them (representations) into concepts analytically”17 (KrV: A 77).  Whereas 

“transcendental logic, on the contrary, has a manifold of sensibility that lies before it a

priori, which the transcendental aesthetic has offered to it, in order to provide the 

pure concepts of the understanding with a matter, without which they would be 

without any content, thus completely empty” (ibid.),  space and time, as the pure 

forms of sensibility receiving the appearances of objects, “contain a manifold of pure a

priori intuition” and thus always “affect the concept of these objects” (ibid.).  It is the

satisfaction that “this manifold first be gone through, taken up, and combined in a 

certain way in order for a cognition to be made out of it” that results in “the 

spontaneity of our thought”  (ibid.).  On the one hand, objects have to appear to our 

mind in the manifold of the a priori intuition, contained by the way they can only be 

received, viz., in space and time; on the other hand, our thought has to be based upon 

the thorough synthesis of the manifold being “gone through, taken up, and combined 

in a certain way” so that the synthesis of the particular appearance with such 

manifoldness and the conceptual spontaneity results in a cognition.  The receptive 

manifold in sensibility and the spontaneous unity in understanding must be united a 

priori, so that being endowed with intellectual intuition would render one omniscient 

and even omnipotent – as Kant wrote “that understanding through whose self-

consciousness the manifold of intuition would at the same time be given, an 

17 This view concurs with our first interpretation of the combination argument in PS(V) 1.2. 
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understanding through whose representation of objects of this representation would at

the same time exist, would not require a special act of the synthesis of the manifold 

for the unity of consciousness” (KrV: B 139).  However, human understanding, 

which only thinks but does not intuit, “does require (such a special act)” (ibid.).  That 

is, the synthesis of the two unities is a priori, in the sense that so long as any 

particular appears, it must appear in a certain way that all its possible understandings 

must be contained.  If there were such a being whose understanding is intuitive, it 

would be the world in itself with self-awareness.  However, human understanding is 

not intuitive.  The a priori synthesis of the manifold for the unity of human 

consciousness must be “the first principle,” so that “human understanding cannot 

even form for itself the least concept of another possible understanding, either one 

that would intuit itself or one that, while possessing a sensible intuition, would 

possess one of a different kind than one grounded in space and time” (ibid.).  Thus, 

any object that appears to us must appear in the same space and time and in the 

meantime must appear to only the subject (very similar to Dignāga's two-fold 

appearance theory in PS(V) 1.11ab).  Because of this, the world is known by us in 

space and time, and we are separated from the world.  Nonetheless, the unity of the 

receptive manifold and the spontaneous unity works for human beings because the a 

priori synthesis, which entails the a priori synthesis of “apprehension in intuition,” 

“reproduction in imagination” and “recognition in the concept” as well, (KrV: A 97, 

98-110; we are also reminded of Dignāga pramāṇa-prameya-phala-being-not-

separate thesis in PS(V) 1.10) is the necessary condition of all possible cognitions.  

Hence, in the world, we, the cognizers, could explore bit by bit the possible valid 

knowledge in experience – without needing any a priori ontological basis.      

3.

Let us turn to the commentary tradition of NMukh.  The discussion on the argument 
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for two and only two pramāṇa-s in NMukh was brought to the Buddha-bhūmi-sūtra, 

its śāstra, the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra and some related Abhidharma treatises in MTS 

(Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1525-54).  With regard to the two lakṣaṇa-s, the discussion was

referred to the Buddha-bhūmi-sūtra and its śāstra, where the Buddha's pristine 

cognition of discernment (妙觀察智, pratyavekṣaṇa-jñāna), among the Buddha's 

Five Wisdoms (five pristine cognitions), is described as being surrounded by sva-

lakṣaṇa and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa: “Just like the world is surrounded by Big- and Small-

wheel Mountains, likewise the Buddha's pristine cognition of discernment, which is 

not ignorant, is surrounded by all of the particulars (⾃相, sva-lakṣaṇa) and the 

universals (共相, sāmānya-lakṣaṇa).”18  Besides, all the particulars and the universals 

produce the wisdom of "Mirror-like Awareness" (大圓鏡智, ādarśa-jñāna) and render

it free from dualism and always united with “its content,” as the mirror is with its 

reflections.19  The soteriological background, especially such a pristine cognition 

being the Buddha's purified form of awareness (the purified form of the sixth-

consciousness) that is free from the defilement of conceptualization and as yet 

“surrounded by the particulars and the universals,” can shed new light on the 

significance of Dignāga's project of epistemology in the practical project of 

Buddhism, but this calls for an individual treatment elsewhere.  Here, we focus on the

discussion on Dignāga's reduction of the number of pramāṇa-s.  In YMRZLLS, a 

question was raised: “The (new theory of) hetu-vidyā (and pramāṇavatā) proposed by

Dignāga is to develop and expand the original theory (in the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra 

and the Abhidharma theories20).  Now the explanation is contradictory to the 

explained texts [with regard to the number of pramāṇa-s].  How can the development

be said to follow [the original]?”21  The response went as follows (p0137, T. 1840, 

vol. 44): 

18 “又如世界⼤⼩輪山之所圍繞，如是如來妙觀察智不愚，⼀切⾃相、共相之所圍繞,” Buddha-bhūmi-sūtra
p0722b07(00) – 08(05, T. 680, vol. 16).

19 “⼤圓鏡智永離⼆障不愚，⼀切⾃相共相能⽣此智、攝護此智，故名圍繞,” Buddha-bhūmi-sūtra-śāstra 
p0318a19(07) – 20(06), T. 1530, vol. 26.

20 Zhi zhou 智周's Yin ming ru zheng li lun qian ji 因明入正理論前記, p0837a09(00), X. 853, vol. 53. 
21 “陳那所造因明，意欲弘於本論，解義既相牟楯，何以能得順成︖,” p0137c10(03) – c11(01), T. 1840, vol. 44.

190



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

....... 答：「古師從詮及義，智開三量。

以詮義22從智，亦復開三。陳那已後，以智從理，

唯開⼆量。若順古并23詮，可開三量。

廢詮從旨，古亦唯⼆。」

Answer: “Following [that there are] language (詮, viz., reliable teachings24) and

the referred objects (義, of which there are two kinds, viz., ⾃相 sva-lakṣaṇa 

and 共相 sāmānya-lakṣaṇa25) to be cognized], the predecessors establish three 

means of cognition.  Or, regarding [the cognized, viz.,26] language and the 

referred objects, the (means of) cognition should be separated into three as 

well.  Since Dignāga [established the new theory], [because our cognition 

only] follows the object of cognition (理27),  only two means of cognition (量) 

are established.  If [we] follow the old way, also considering language, [we] 

still can establish three means of cognition.  If [the predecessors] had given up 

the consideration of language and only followed the object of cognition (旨28), 

they would also only establish two means of cognition. 

The ground upon which the predecessors of Dignāga established the three means of 

cognition rests either upon the classification of the existing cognitive instances (forms

of cognition) or upon the possible ways to cognize.  Since the three kinds of 

cognition can be distinguished from one another among the cases of cognition, the 
22 “以義詮” in Zenju's MTS.
23 Zheng (2010: 678): The Guang-sheng-si 廣勝寺 edition (a detailed edition, though only with the last two volumes, 

discovered in 1933): 順古從詮; the remaining editions and commentaries (the Jin-ling 金陵 edition, which the Tai-
shō-zō 大正藏 edition follows, Xu shu 續疏 and Ming deng chao 明燈抄): 順古並詮. 

24 “ Quan (詮) is the reliable teachings which are able to interpret 詮者，能詮教也,” Zenjū's MTS: p. 413, Vol. 6; 
Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1516 – 1517. 

25 Ibid.
26 “Though Yi (義) and Quan (詮) are different, they are both the cognized (所緣). Yi can be divided into two, 

namely, the particular and the universal. The other one is Quan, i.e., the reliable teachings which are expressive.  
According to these three, three means of cognition are established 義詮雖別，俱為所緣。以義為二，謂自共相。

以詮為一，謂能詮教。以此三境，從能緣智，亦復開三,” ibid.
27 “Li (理) is the object of the cognized 理者，所緣之境,” ibid.  Further research is needed to answer the problem as 

to why Li 理 has to be understood as the object of the cognized.
28 Zhi zhou 智周: “Zhi (旨) is actually li (理) 旨即理是也 ,” X53n0853_p0837a15(00).  Further research and 

considerations are needed here. 
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three forms of cognition can be separated.  Or, with regard to the conformable 

relationship between the cognized and the ability to cognize, since the cognized can 

be separated into three distinct kinds, we can thus maintain three kinds of distinct 

ability.  Dignāga was not satisfied with either of them, and chose the distinction 

between the two kinds of object of cognition as the ground.  What is the difference 

between Dignāga's ground and his predecessors' ground(s)?  One obvious answer is 

that the role of language (and the comprehension of language) is ruled out.  

In a weaker sense, we can state here that what concerned Dignāga was epistemology 

– the way one cognizes an object for oneself, and hence language and reliable 

teachings need not play prominent roles yet.  All of the commentaries on this passage

adopted this view and thought that, if, aside from considering Dignāga's purpose (旨) 

here (namely, considering the two kinds of object of cognition), we also take into our 

consideration (並) the expressible (詮), as Dignāga's predecessors did, then we could 

also say that Dignāga would accept three pramāṇa-s.  On the contrary, if Dignāga's 

predecessors excluded the consideration of the expressible, then they would also only

accept two pramāṇa-s.  But this weaker theory is problematic, with regard to the 

method of the establishment of the means of cognition.  If it is really the case that 

both the two means theory and the three means theory could be maintained by 

Dignāga and his predecessors, insofar as whether or not we choose to include the 

consideration of reliable teachings, then this would weaken the strength of the 

method of establishment.  Furthermore, Dignāga's purpose (旨) here does contradict 

the old way which also takes reliable teachings into consideration on purpose.  This 

would makes the sentence “順古并詮” difficult to interpret.  Since the purpose here 

is not to take the reliable teachings into consideration, how then could we, also 

following the old way, include the consideration of reliable teachings in Dignāga's 

purpose here?  The latest findings from the more detailed YMRZLLS edition (though

only the last two volumes were preserved), the Guang-sheng-si edition 廣勝寺本 

(published in 1933), may help us out here.  In differing from the other editions, this 
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sentence in the Guang-sheng-si edition was written as “順古從詮.”  This sentence no 

longer reads like “also taking into consideration” but “following the expressible.”  

Thus, the method that Dignāga's predecessors had adopted would be “以智從詮,” 

while Dignāga's was “以智從理,” and they shared the same purpose (旨), namely to 

decide the means of cognition with the conformity between that which measures and 

the measured.  As such, we can obtain another reading of this answer in the dialogue: 

....... 答：「古師從詮及義，智開三量。

以詮義從智，亦復開三。陳那已後，以智從理，

唯開⼆量。若順古從詮，可開三量。

廢詮從旨，古亦唯⼆。」(Zheng, 2010: 677-678)

Answer: “Following [that there are] language (詮, viz., reliable teachings) and 

the referred objects (義, of which there are two kinds, viz.,⾃相 sva-lakṣaṇa 

and 共相 sāmānya-lakṣaṇa) to be cognized, the predecessors establish three 

means of cognition.  Or, regarding [the expressible, viz.,] language and the 

referred objects, the (means of) cognition should be separated into three as 

well.  Since Dignāga [established the new theory], [because our cognition 

only] follows the object of cognition (理), only two means of cognition (量) 

are established.  If [we] follow the old way, viz., according to the expressible, 

[we] still can establish three means of cognition.  If [the predecessors] had 

given up the consideration of language and only followed the object of 

cognition (旨), they would also only establish two means of cognition. 

In this reading, the discussion focuses only on the relation between the second old 

way and the new one of Dignāga: deciding the means of cognition according to the 

expressible or the object of cognition.  The purpose here is not to classify instances of

cognition, but to decide the means of cognition according to the distinction in the 

measured.  This would mean that both Dignāga and his predecessors bore the same 

purpose in mind.  However, they had different objectives.  The old way decided the 
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means of cognition according to the observable distinction in the expressible (詮), 

whereas Dignāga chose to follow the distinction in the object of cognition.  Hence, 

with regard to the purpose of method, there is no contradiction.  Both Dignāga and 

his predecessors decided the means of cognition on the basis of the necessary 

conformity between the ability (the conditioning/that which measures) and its result 

(the conditioned/the measured).  The old way regarded the reliable teachings as one 

condition of the cognition on the profound meanings of all the dharmas taught by the 

Buddha: via the condition of the reliable teachings, the conditioned, namely, the 

understanding of the teachings, is produced in the mind of the taught. Furthermore, 

the perception produces the particular of the object, and the inference the universal.  

If the old way were to give up the consideration of the reliable teachings, Dignāga's 

predecessors, as long as they had proceeded with the same purpose here, viz., 

deciding the means of cognition in terms of the necessary conformity of the 

conditioning and the conditioned, would also establish only two means of cognition.  

And before this dialogue, the reason why language (reliable teachings) has to be 

given up has been discussed.  

...問：「古⽴有多，今何⽴⼆︖」答：「《理⾨論》云：

由此能了⾃、共相故︔非離此⼆別有所量、

為了知彼更⽴餘量。故依⼆相，唯⽴⼆量。」(p0137, T. 1840, vol. 44)

Question: “The previous theories establish more means of cognition. How 

come (only) two are established now?”  Answer: “Nyāyamukha says: 

[First, we only establish two for] they are [already] sufficient to cover the 

particular and the universal characteristic [of the cognized object respectively]; 

[second,] it is not the case that aside from these two [characteristics] (of the 

cognized object), there is any other [aspect] of the object to be cognized 

(prameya) so that any additional means of cognition needs to be established.  

Because there are only two characteristics (相, lakṣaṇa-s), [we] establish only 

two means.” 
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To explain the argument, MTS referred to a passage in the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣā

Śāstra in vol. 197 about the cognition (citta) and mental function (caitasika/caitta), “心

心所法但於處定，非於青等及剎那定” (p0983a29(02), T. 1545, vol. 2729) and 

argued that because citta and caitasika/caitta can only be distinguished into two 

kinds, viz., that which is free from differentiation (無分別) and that which is involved

with differentiation (有分別), we only need to establish two means of cognition.30  As

for the reliable teachings, MTS claimed that because without them the profound 

meanings of all the dharmas, which are not measurable by ordinary ignorant 

intelligence, cannot be revealed, hence aside from the two means, the means of 

reliable teachings could be, as the old theories did, established to cope with the 

comprehension of the reliable teachings for convenience.31  The argument “we [only 

establish two] in order to cognize the particular and the universal [of the cognized 

object]” (c08(01)) was so explained: “that which measures must conform with the 

measured夫能量者，必對所量,”32 and because the measured, viz., the cognition, 

can only be distinguished into the particular and the universal, where language and 

reliable teachings, as the expressible, are not regarded as the cognition (they are not 

included in⼼⼼所法), we can only maintain, as Dignāga did, two means of 

cognition.33  Because (1) there is no real cognition of the reliable teachings (the 

comprehension of the teachings is the appropriate appreciation of the cognition itself, 

which itself is inexpressible, and there is no additional measurable object of it other 

than the particular and the universal) but the cognition by faith among the ordinary, 

unawakened people,34 (2) the status of the Buddha's awareness can never be 

29 The infinity fallacy argument is used to establish why citta and caitasika/caitta are not determined in the 
momentariness  (b02(15) and b08(06)).  This, I suspect, was what Dignāga had in mind with regard to the infinity 
fallacy argument in PS(V) 1.3.  More research is required. 

30 心、心所法，有二行殊，為無分別及有分別 …… 為顯二行分別故，立初二量。以無分別為現，以有分別為

比.  Zenjū's MTS, Vol. 6 p. 413; Ven. Shuiyue, 2011: 1514. 
31 聖言量者，謂諸法甚深，非下智之所測。自非藉聖言無以知其奧旨…… 雖非所見，然由聖言，方可信知。

故二量外，立聖言量, ibid.
32 Ibid.: 1516.
33 夫能量者，必對所量。所量既唯自共二相，是故能量唯立二也, ibid.: 1516. 
34 Once awakened, the cognition is also only produced via pratyakṣa and anumāna together, not via reliable teachings. 

When unawakened, no cognition is yet produced.   
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presupposed to be expressed by inference, and (3) with the teachings and the given 

object of cognition, in which both the particular and the universal are available to 

both the awakened and the ordinary, the profound meanings of all the dharmas 

become possible to be taught (not directly through language, but through language 

plus the given object in the cognition with its two aspects, viz., plus the practice of 

cognition as so taught) – in this way, what the Buddha tries to teach can be said to be 

included in the particular and the universal of the cognized object, and the means of 

reliable teachings need not and cannot be counted as valid means.

4. Conclusions and further questions:

1. There are two possible interpretations of the combination argument in PS(V) 

1.2:

Condition 1: attainment of the particular and the universal of an object; 

Condition 2: association of the universals in manas.

Interpretation 1: C1 and C2 are united in function but separated in operation 

(pratyakṣa and anumāna operate individually in different time phases) – a 

posteriori combination of pratyakṣa and anumāna, like organic systems; 

Interpretation 2: C1 and C2 are united both in function and in operation – a 

priori combination of pratyakṣa and anumāna, like circuits and programs. 

The difference in interpretation is hardly observable in the available modern 

commentaries.  Ven. Fazun is likely aware of the difference and thus provided 

such a unique translation (refer to footnote 4).  

2. Interpretation 1 implies a picture of an epistemic model similar to Hume, and 

Interpretation 2 to Kant.

3. Interpretation 1 cannot survive the challenge of recognition raised in PS(V) 1.2

– 3, unless we give up the sharp distinction between pratyakṣa and anumāna.  

Interpretation 2 survives it and preserves Dignāga's (a) priority of perception 
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over inference and (b) sharp distinction between pratyakṣa and anumāna with 

regard to sva-lakṣaṇa and sāmānya-lakṣaṇa.

4. There is indeed a methodological ground for the establishment, namely, that 

which measures must conform with the measured (夫能量者，必對所量), as 

suggested in MTS.  The measured is shifted from the cognition in the 

predecessors to the object of cognition in Dignāga. The combination argument 

in PS(V) 1.2 – 3 also follows this method.  That is, the sharp distinction 

between the two means of cognition is demanded with a methodological 

reason. 

5. Hence, Interpretation 2, with its Kantian understanding of the epistemic 

system, is preferable to Interpretation 1. 

6. Further issues to explore: 

1. A better understanding of the reason why his predecessors had chosen to 

maintain śabda and the reason why Dignāga removed it can shed more light

on the significance of hetu-vidyā and pramāṇavatā in the practical project 

of Buddhism (especially in YMRZLLS and MTS), especially with regard to

the role of prameya and the two aspects of the object of cognition, which 

are supposed to be shared by the Buddha and the ordinary people. Further, 

there exists some structures that are teachable with the help of the study of 

epistemology.  This soteriological purpose is also suspected to be 

compatible with Interpretation 2 and incompatible with Interpretation 1. 

2. How the combination argument and the two interpretations, especially 

Interpretation 2, work for the anyâpoha theory is still in need of further 

research. 

3. If the infinity fallacy mentioned in PS(V) 1.3 is understood to be in 

reference to the issue about the determination of the relation between citta 

and caitasika/caitta in the Abhidharma Mahāvibhāṣā Śāstra (refer to 

footnote 29), then we can lend more weight to the proof to relate the issue 

of recognition, etc. in PS(V) 1.2 – 3, to the issue of infinite regress in PS(V)
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1.12 , which is the argument for Dignāga's core theory of self-awareness, 

thus enabling us to put the combination argument in the context of his 

theory about mental perception and self-awareness.  
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5 Conclusion 

5.1  Freedom and the World.  General Review of the Critical Understanding of 
Kantian and Buddhist Epistemology 

5.1.1 Freedom and Phenomenal Causal Exhaustion – West (Kant) and East 
(Buddhism)

Kant delivered an excellent display of the notions and the problem about freedom and

the causal exhaustion in the phenomenal world in the Third Antinomy of his first 

Critique.  The Thesis of the Antinomy is that aside from the causal law of nature, it is

necessary also to admit the causal law of freedom, that there must be a cause without 

any preceding cause. The argument is that if there is no free (uncaused) cause, there 

is no sufficient determination of the previous causal conditions and thus nothing can 

happen.  The Anti-thesis is that there is no freedom; anything that occurs must have 

its cause(s) in the previous time stage – (the law in the Second Analogy of his first 

Critique).  The argument is that if there is any free cause, the law of natural causality 

(the Second Analogy) loses its universal validity because of contradiction.  Kant's 

position is that both the thesis and the anti-thesis are true, and the only resolution to 

this antinomy is to modify both theses in transcendental idealism, i.e., if we abandon 

the pre-critical metaphysical assumptions such as the transcendent (unconditional) 

reality of the first cause and instead accept that the first cause (freedom) rests only 

in the cognition.  In other words,  we should stop viewing this issue as in the world 

in itself and begin to view this as in the situation of cognition only, and the cognition 

is actively (though not arbitrarily) shaping the world of the appearance in a manner 

whereby freedom and phenomenal causal exhaustion are not compatible at all but 

make sense of each other in their unity in consciousness.

The seemingly contradictory point is evident: we want the absolute cause (uncaused 

cause) to give a full account of the causality and we want to maintain the law of 
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natural causality whereby everything that is causally effective must have its cause in 

the previous time stage.  On the one hand, we do not want the infinite regress of 

causation (if only with the law of the Second Analogy alone, causation is 

problematic, because the complete determination of the series of previous causal 

conditions is lacking); on the other hand, we want the causal network in the 

phenomenal world to be comprehensive so that the law of the Second Analogy has to 

be exhaustive in all phenomena (let us call it “phenomenal causal exhaustion”).  The 

core issue is that we want to preserve the law of natural causality (otherwise, we 

would mess up the universality of the natural laws for sciences and the applicative 

legitimacy of any empirical performances of logic) for the sake of empirical realism, 

but preserving it seems to contradict itself for both the thesis and the anti-thesis. The 

only way to clear up the difficulty is to successfully identify (a) the orthogonality of 

the causality in time (nature) and the causality not in time (freedom) and (b) their 

necessary unity in a person (a cognition), in the sense that the causality of freedom 

only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation to all cognitions, while the 

causality of nature is only effective in the results of cognition but never on the cause. 

Our commonly held view, which tends to confuse these two, therefore requires 

correction.

This is also a core issue in Buddhism, especially with the advent of the Mahāyāna 

era.  On the one hand, we want it to be true that there is a chance for us to rid 

ourselves of saṃsāra; on the other hand, we want to maintain a comprehensive causal

relativity among all possible “pratītyasamutpānna (緣起法)” (that which arises and 

ceases in phenomenon).  With Nāgārjuna, we can recognize his rejection of the 

reality of any “absolute cause” – the atoms and pramāṇa-s being the uncaused 

objective and subjective cause of all dharmas, so that the comprehensive causal 

relativity among all dharmas can be preserved (the empirical reality is desired); 

nonetheless, he still had to make room for a positive account of the ultimacy of a 
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status free from the causal chains in saṃsāra – nirvāṇa – and for the ultimacy of the 

principle of “pratītyasamutpāda (緣起性)” itself (the principle that everything must 

co-arise with multiple conditions, which is equivalent to "śūnyatā 空性").  However, 

no positive argument for this is provided except for a persuasion that we must have a 

proper understanding of the two truth distinction in MMK 24.

I think it is less controversial to maintain the phenomenal causal exhaustion, and even

the non-Buddhists should be very happy about it (that is why Buddhist epistemology 

is said to share a common ground with the non-Buddhist realists). It excludes the 

non-Buddhists and Hīnayāna Buddhists in the Indian context when we further specify

that the idea of the absolute reality of any absolute cause (the atoms as the ultimate 

real and pramāṇa-s as the ultimate real) cannot go hand in hand with the idea of the 

phenomenal causal exhaustion (Nāgārjuna's contribution).  It then becomes 

controversial when we come to consider the inclusion of the thesis of freedom.  

Perhaps it is acceptable for most of us to say that Nāgārjuna must make room for the 

two ultimate claims, with regard to nirvāṇa and pratītyasamutpāda. It may be 

reasonable for us to assert that pratītyasamutpāda as a true claim can be regarded as a

mere idea or concept without any ultimate ontic (transcendent) reality, but it would 

upset many people to say that nirvāṇa is the same case for the ethical and 

soteriological concerns.  The Yogacarins (e.g., Vasubandhu and Dignāga) may be 

said to harbor greater interest in arguing for the thesis of freedom and venturing into 

the study of epistemology.  Some Mādhyamikas (e.g., Candrakīrti) disagree with this 

approach because of the overwhelming concern over the anti-thesis in Nāgārjuna's 

works.  Some Mādhyamikas (e.g., Bhaviveka) may not want to skip over this 

question of freedom and bring the treatment back into the context of epistemology in 

Nāgārjuna's original concern over the middle way (the Kātyāyana passage in the 

Saṃyuktāgama cited in MMK 15.7) and thus move closer to the Yogācāra approach.  

Some Yogācārins (e.g., Dhamarkīrti), however, identify themselves so much with the
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problematics of their opponents (e.g., Candrakīrti) in the importance of the 

phenomenal causal exhaustion that they merely dilute the weight of the thesis of 

freedom by introducing too much ontic value for understanding Buddhist 

epistemology.  Regardless of the flow of history, the problem of the Third Antinomy 

remains, even in this Buddhist context; Kant cannot claim monopoly over the 

problem.  Because of this and in this philosophical context, the Madhyamaka effort in

appreciating epistemology is all the more noteworthy.

5.1.2 Defending Kant's Transcendental Idealism on Freedom in the Thesis of the
Third Antinomy

Schopenhaur, Kemp Smith (1962), and Strawson (1966) questioned, in the 

reconstruction of Allison (1983/2004), the following issues:

• Thesis of the Third Antinomy: With the Second Analogy, there must always be

a previous cause, and thus there cannot be any complete determination of the 

series of the previous (causal) conditions. Therefore, nothing can happen; 

hence, the absolute first cause is needed.

• The Thesis not only demands (a) a Second Analogy, but also (b) the complete 

implication of that analogy, namely, the complete determination of the series of

all previous causes.

• Schopenhaur, Kemp Smith, and Strawson: The implication (b) from (a) is 

problematic and unexplained. Without (b), the Thesis would fail, and the Anti-

thesis, namely, with the Second Analogy alone, can still suffice. Then, we can 

give up the Thesis and preserve only the Anti-thesis. (This move serves to 

remove transcendental idealism from Kant's critical philosophy, a very 

welcome approach in German idealism and the Kant scholarship in North 

America.)
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• Allison: The requirement for (b) is reasonable even to the naturalists (the 

empirical realists).  One still needs to answer the question concerning where 

the first (absolute) cause is, even in the mere naive realism.  If it is not true that

there is an absolute first cause, then the causal series is actually not true 

(determined) by itself.  Such a determination requires an explanation, and 

Allison's suggestion was that (b) is not a demand for reality (an ontological 

understanding of the determination); rather, it is a formal demand (an 

epistemological determination).  Both the Thesis and the Anti-thesis are 

demands from “reason”, not demands of the world.

In support of Allison's Defense:

• (a) is only effective in the resulting cognition (the empirical ontology), and (b) 

is not a reasonable demand in the scope of the resulting cognition ((b) is 

demanding for the cause, which should not be looked for in the results); 

without (b), the resulting cognition in which (a) is necessarily expressed and 

found cannot be possible at all, because (b) is part of the transcendental 

condition of cognition (formal condition, not empirical condition) and need not

reasonably and logically follow natural causal laws (which are only necessary 

in the resulting cognition). Besides, (a) should be included in the 

transcendental condition of cognition as well, but (a) can be verified in 

particular experience while (b) cannot, because (a) is bestowing the condition 

(natural causality) to every possible cognition while the demand for completion

in (b) only regards the condition itself.  Because (b) only demands for the 

condition and not for the results, so the demand for the complete determination

of the previous causal series is already complete in the condition insofar as the 

resulting cognition is realized (the resulting cognition immediately implies the 

satisfaction of the condition of cognition); its implication to the sum total of 

the previous resulting cognitions, with their empirical reality, is not necessary.
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• The demand for the Second Analogy is a rule/concept (the category of 

causation) for understanding; the demand for the complete determination in the

condition is an idea of reason. When the resulting cognition is realized, both 

demands are, and must be, satisfied at once, because they are exactly the 

necessarily required conditions of cognition.

5.1.3 The Madhyamaka-Yogācāra Conflict

One festering disagreement in the Madhyamaka-Yogācāra conflict is that while the 

Madhyamakas reject every ontological assertion about the ultimate reality, many 

Yogācārins are understood to expound their tenets as supporting the fact that there 

must be something ultimately real/true – mind, consciousness or means of cognition 

(pramāṇa量) – that renders every phenomenon (resulting cognition) possible. The 

Mādhyamikas must reject this ontological assertion in order to maintain that the 

principle of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda), viz., the principle of 

causality, must exhaust all those which arise (originate) in the phenomena. In other 

words, any realized phenomenon must be determined through a comprehensive and 

complicated causal network rather than through any determined particular cause(s), 

so that all possible phenomena are thus altogether placed in the scope of the 

conventional. The positive ontological assertion of the ultimate reality obviously 

jeopardizes the phenomenal exhaustion of causality and invites contradictions to the 

explanation, because the ultimate reality, which must be an absolute cause (because 

no other determined cause can precede it), would itself be free from the mutual 

dependence of originations. On the contrary, its negative ontological assertion invites 

annihilation (uccheda, 斷滅). Yet, the suspension of assertion rendered the school 

unable to sufficiently account for either the apodixis of its thesis-assumption, viz., the

necessary exhaustion of the principle of pratītyasamutpāda itself in all 
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pratītyasamutpanna-s (all those which arise conditionally) which accounts for their 

complete relativity at the theoretical level, or the necessity and purposiveness of 

cultivation in Buddhism in general at the practical level. To further account for the 

phenomenal exhaustion of causality and the purposiveness of the Buddhist practice, 

as well as to defend the school of existence (有宗), the Yogācārins subscribed to and 

further refined epistemology within Buddhism. Naturally, to defend their own school,

the later Mādhyamikas criticized this attempt in return.

To deny both the absolute objective cause and the absolute subjective cause is 

tantamount to denying any particularly determined causal relation – either (a) the 

particularly determined causal relation between the objects themselves or between the

non-phenomenal object and the unconscious production of perception in the 

perceptual faculty, and (b) the particularly determined causal relation between the 

cognitive faculty and the resulting cognition in awareness. The Mādhyamika-

Yogācāra conflict revolves around the latter.  Exactly at this point, the resolution of 

the thesis of freedom and the anti-thesis against freedom took on great importance in 

the anti-realism of Mahāyāna Buddhism, and that is why a critical revisit of 

Dignāga's epistemology, which can support the orthogonality of the causality in time 

and the causality in freedom, is called for.

5.1.4 The Epistemological Situation Talks

Once a cognition of any particular object appears, it appears with a determined way 

of thinking itself with certain possible associations of universals, bestowing criteria 

by means of which our empirical (a posteriori) inferences and judgments about the 

particular object could be either true, not true or irrelevant, in contrast to the free 

reflection of the cognition itself.  When a particular thing of color appears, it appears 

together with all its possibilities to be thought, including for example being non-
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eternal, so that the universal non-eternity could through inference be applied to the 

appearance of this particular thing of color.  Because the appearance of the particular 

object can be thought of as “the thing of color” and, under the same circumstance, 

viz., upon being given the same appearance of the particular, can be thought of as 

“non-eternal,” the expression “this thing of color is non-eternal” makes sense and 

becomes meaningful.

In the same way, the appearance of any particular object can be recognized 

repeatedly via inferential marks.  For instance, when one perceives smoke (the mark 

of a fire), one has the re-cognition (pratyabhijñāna) of “the same fire” (Hattori 

1968:81).  This is because the smoke being perceived is contained in the 

manifoldness of the appearance of the same fire cognized before, at the specific time 

and space.  Even when one pays no attention to the smoke in his or her first-glance 

cognition of the particular fire, once the particular fire appears, it appears with the 

possibility to be thought of as being associated with this smoke, so that under the 

same circumstance, viz., upon being given the same appearance of the particular fire, 

the possibility is always open for the cognizer to pick up on.  Upon the same basis, 

the inferential mark, the smoke as produced by the particular fire, works to produce 

recognitions of the same fire, so long as the appearance is consistent with regard to 

the factors of space, time and natural causality (in a coherent web of experience). 

Similarly, a case of a kind of object can be recognized because the appearance of the 

case shares similarities in its manifoldness with the other cases as limited in the same 

criteria set by our commonly shared forms of cognition. 

On the one hand, objects have to appear to our mind in the manifold of the a priori 

intuition, contained by the way they can only be received, viz., in space and time; on 

the other hand, our thought has to be based upon the thorough synthesis of the 

manifold being “gone through, taken up, and combined in a certain way” so that the 
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synthesis of the particular appearance with such manifoldness and the conceptual 

spontaneity results in a cognition. The receptive manifold in the sensibility and the 

spontaneous unity in the understanding must be united a priori, so that being 

endowed with intellectual intuition would render one omniscient and even 

omnipotent – just as Kant wrote, “that understanding through whose self-

consciousness the manifold of intuition would at the same time be given, an 

understanding through whose representation of the objects of this representation 

would at the same time exist, would not require a special act of the synthesis of the 

manifold for the unity of consciousness” (KrV: B 139).  However, human 

understanding, which only thinks but does not intuit, “does require (such a special 

act)” (ibid.). That is, the synthesis of the two unities is a priori, in the sense that so 

long as any particular appears, it must appear in a certain way so that all its possible 

understandings must be contained.  If there were such a being whose understanding is

intuitive, it would be the world in itself with self-awareness.  However, human 

understanding is not intuitive.  The a priori synthesis of the manifold for the unity of 

the human consciousness must be “the first principle,” so that “human understanding 

cannot even form for itself the least concept of another possible understanding, either 

one that would intuit itself or one that, while possessing a sensible intuition, would 

possess one of a different kind than one grounded in space and time” (ibid.). Thus, 

any object appearing to us must appear in the same space and time and at the same 

time must appear to only the subject (this is very similar to Dignāga's two-fold 

appearance theory in PS(V) 1.11ab).  Because of this, the world is known by us in 

space and time, and we are separated from the world.  Nonetheless, the unity of the 

receptive manifold and the spontaneous unity works for human beings because the a 

priori synthesis, which entails the a priori synthesis of “apprehension in intuition,” 

“reproduction in imagination” and “recognition in the concept” as well, (KrV: A 97, 

98-110; also reminding us of Dignāga's pramāṇa-prameya-phala-being-not-separate 

thesis in PS(V) 1.10) is the necessary condition of all possible cognitions.  Hence, in 

the world, we, the cognizers, could explore bit by bit the possible valid knowledge in 
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experience – without needing any a priori ontological basis.

5.1.5 Conclusive Remark

The causality of freedom only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation to 

all cognitions, while the causality of nature is only effective in the results of 

cognition, never on the cause.  Ontology (the notion of the existence of the world) is 

valid only as the result of cognition, not the cause.  Freedom is true as the condition 

of experience without needing any ontological foundation; the ontological categories 

cannot be applied to freedom.  The orthogonality between the causality of freedom 

and the causality of nature sharply distinguishes the free (reflexively cognizing) 

status from the constrained (reflexively cognized) status of a person; in addition, its 

empty inner product space in the unity of cognition, i.e., the empty impact these two 

kinds of causality exert upon each other in the realization of any instance of 

cognition, makes sense of each vector subspace (dimension) of ideality and reality, in

all possible realized cognitions and thus in one single world of experience.  The 

world of the appearance itself as an ontological entity is just an idea that is supported 

by our cognitive capacity (both means of cognition) and not the ground (cause) of our

cognitions and experience. On the other hand, the condition of all possible cognitions 

and hence all possible experiences, which should not be regarded as part of the 

cognized, are, as presented in critical epistemology, nonetheless always undercutting 

all possible cognitions and experiences (because of the unity of the two kinds of 

causality in one consciousness); therefore, the condition (i.e., the postulated cognitive

means) should be regarded as a necessary part of all cognitions and experiences: a 

necessary part that is not real (not ontologically detached from reality) but formal 

(necessary in reality).  This is one of the main contributions of critical epistemology 

with regard to freedom and the world.  
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5.2 Freedom and Hope.  Practical Goals/Consequences of Doing Critical 
Epistemology

5.2.1 Radical Evil, Banal Evil and Responsibility in Light of Critical 
Epistemology

The greatest significance of critical epistemology in human practice is to compel us 

to admit that the practice itself is not an issue for the theoretical understanding of the 

given (ontology) and not in need of any rational explanation of its metaphysical 

source in order to accept the fact of it, the goodness and the duty for such goodness, 

even though its “stage” is still the empirically real world of the appearance in the 

cognitions.  The agent, regarded as the cause of his or her actions, has two meanings: 

as the first cause (the cognizing) that via formal causality (the causality of freedom) 

gives form, viz., reason (the intended law) in the case, to the cognized in the resulting 

cognition, and as the deed carrier (the cognized) that is cognized to realize the 

intended action in real causality according to this intended law.  Since, as critical 

epistemology suggests, both the heterogeneous causal relations (and thus both of 

these characters too) make possible the unity of one consciousness and hence the 

experience of each of them, the former character is always “governing” the latter 

character without any empirical but formal trace.  The former is a necessary part of 

the latter but not in the ontological sense.  Consequently, these two characters should 

not be regarded as ontologically detached, and we should not try to position the 

former in the empirical reality except as its forms/formal condition.  Exactly because 

of this ontological negativity of the character, which plays an essential role in 

practice, it is impossible to theorize/infer the practice in the sense of the empirical 

sciences; this is because the subject of any inferential theory has to be in (the form of)

space and time as out of/grounded in the sensibility/perception, and this essential 
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element of the practice is not.  Furthermore, the impossibility of giving a theoretical 

and inferential account for evil should not deprive us of the rational/moral 

responsibility to confront it, since morality is still an idea supported by both means of

cognition.  Good and evil are neither existences as two invisible existing forces in 

real interactivity nor nonfactual imaginations; evil rests in our refusal to utilize our 

capacity for good, a claim that is true insofar as we admit empirical reality as such, 

during the practice in the situation at hand.  Since it is rationally admitted that on the 

one hand our experiencing the world implies certain systematic employments of the 

capacity for cognition and on the other hand we are capable of halting the practice of 

this power for the morally good in the world as such (i.e., as Kant construed, we can 

make laws for ourselves and we are always inclined to choose not to obey them), we 

are thus immediately capable of practicing it, which is the reason for our moral 

responsibility.  Additionally, the lack of the possibility to recognize the ontological 

reference of the practice and its failure does not jeopardize the fact of morality and 

the necessary possibility for us to live under the idea as moral beings.  In other words,

evil is true, so it is still an issue appealing to reason and not requiring any sufficient 

metaphysical inferential theory of its ontological foundation in the world.  Evil is not 

a given object of the resulting cognition, so the philosophical investigation on evil 

should not take aim at the rational/inferential theorization of evil, whose destined 

impossibility mistakenly results in the constantly repeated historical fact that reason 

(philosophy) cannot but maintain silence in front of any event that is demonstrating 

evil, including massive man-made disasters and most daily trivialities.  The lack of a 

full understanding (explanation) of evil should not hinder us from confronting it with 

moral responsibility.  

This impossibility of theorization is picked up and reflected upon most notably in our

time by Hannah Arendt.  Hannah Arendt (1958: 241) was critical of the fact that the 

entire tradition of western philosophy, especially including Kant, had underestimated 

the severity of evil and failed to acknowledge that evil is actually irrational and 
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beyond the capability of human cognition (understanding and sensibility) and 

language, so that any attempt to theorize/infer evil, e.g., Kant's idea of “radical evil” 

(das radikal Böse, the deeply rooted evil), rooted in his moral philosophy and 

introduced in the Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernuft, is destined

to be insufficient and in vain.  In contrast, she suggested the idea of “banality of evil” 

in the Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963) to illustrate the fact that evil is so far out of the 

very common outrageous stupidity that we can hardly measure or fight against it with

reason (“Eichmann was Outrageously Stupid”, interview conducted on the 9th 

November, 1964).  Richard Bernstein (2002: 33), following Arendt, also believed that

Kant had actually failed to offer any explanation of evil and only given time and 

again new phenomenal descriptions about the fact of evil, viz., our unavoidable 

habituated evil inclination (Hang zum Bösen) to reject conscience (the categorical 

imperative out of pure reason) in every moral situation.  

Steadfast in my supreme regard for Kant as a member of the Critical Epistemologists,

I think that Kant would agree that on the one hand, we are not able to, and need not, 

“explain” the root of evil in terms of rational/inferential theorization, and that on the 

other hand, evil is indeed “banal” in the sense that evil is overwhelmingly rooted 

(radikal) in every instance of the arbitrariness (Wilkür) in our practical judgment-

making.  However, to bestow any positive ontological account to evil, or its 

overwhelming root, beyond the condition of all possible experiences (i.e., beyond our

cognition), a notion that is implied in such a demand for rational explanation, is 

apparently contrary to the position of transcendental idealism. It should be noted that 

Arendt, famed as a developed philosopher who is familiar with Kant's own texts, 

must not be misunderstood to be suggesting that evil could go beyond our 

transcendental conditions.  I think both philosophers are contemplating our collective 

intention to stay morally weak and trying to make this intention clear, even when we 

are capable of practicing under the idea of morality.  The real disagreement is that 

while Arendt may pardon the immoral, for the irrational nature of evil removes the 
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responsibility from the morally accused like Eichmann, Kant's moral philosophy on 

the contrary mandated that radical evil should not be an excuse for us to be exempted 

from responsibility. Instead, it immediately hints at our capability to employ our 

reason in a practical sense – insofar as we recognize that such an unavoidable evil 

could not even become possible if we do not succeed in properly admitting and 

accepting its transcendental condition; the indispensable evil merely places the 

indispensable responsibility on our shoulder.  The issue is whether human beings are 

too vulnerable to possibly “do” anything in face of the overwhelming evil. 

The leap from the impossibility to theorize evil to the rejection of moral philosophy  

is too implausibly quick to appreciate the contribution of the transcendental or 

“critical” aspect in Kant.  This is precisely the lack of appreciation for the critical 

nature of epistemology, viz., the rejection of the non-cognizable causes for cognition 

and experience.  Generally speaking, Kant's transcendental philosophy contributes 

little with regard to the empirical progress of our general science (Wissenschaft), 

whose subjects of study are phenomenal, and even with regard to the science of the 

cognition itself as well.  However, the separation and acknowledgement of the 

necessary transcendental aspect (the fact of the pure reason and its governing of all 

possible experiences) with regard to practice allow us to tell the intuitively supported 

speculations of reason from the unsupported and to accept “the self's responsibility” 

without requiring any transcendent foundation for the subjective and objective real 

cause for action in persons – ontological neutralism for practices in analogy with the 

ontological neutralism for the cognitions.  We are able to start a new series of causal 

sequences as well as to choose not to do so; this is phenomenally supported and thus 

already sufficient without needing further non-critical metaphysical or transcendent 

foundation.  This is a key point of the transcendental aspect (and the recognition of 

the empty nature of the world itself, i.e., transcendental idealism) that this aspect has 

isolated the individual domain of human practice (the domain of the free causality) 

from the mere theoretical employment of reason in the inferential understanding (the 
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domain of natural causality); it also yields a fine line to tell the contentful desire for 

an empirical causal law from the pure/formal desire for the moral law, the categorical

imperative itself, by distinguishing whether the value of a certain desired law is from 

the law itself or from the predicted consequences of its effects in nature.  

The a priori ground for morality and our radical evil to always be inclined to reject 

conscience are not and need not be given; via the causality of freedom, we give 

through the cognition the form of space, time and orders (of understanding) to the 

cognized world a priori and collectively with commonly valid criteria, about which 

we are still always making wrong empirical judgments.  Nonetheless, this (the free 

reflection in giving all of them to the cognized world) has allowed us to make 

progress and refine our empirical judgments of the world of all possible resulting 

cognitions which must be governed by our commonly shared sensible and 

understandable forms of cognition.  Even in the case of cognition, we are not able to 

answer questions about the root of all these cognitive conditions and forms, but we do

not give up science just because we cannot offer any sufficient account of the self-

existing condition of the world itself.  Without any self-existing foundation for evil, 

we will still be always inclined to disobey our conscience; to demand an explanation 

in order to accept or admit the moral responsibility is really a trick/paralogism of 

reason.  In practice, when we want (desire) a specific law, we can want it for its effect

in nature (taking it as a hypothetical imperative); we can also want it for its own good

in reason (taking it as the categorical imperative).  When we want a law to constitute 

our practical power for the natural effect of the law, we put ourselves in the position 

conditioned by this law of nature, and then become conditioned by the nature that 

results from the cognition, because the desire for this law is prompted by the wanted 

previous manifestation of its ontological value, which has to be empirical 

(inferentially cognized/cognizable with the satisfaction/dissatisfaction of sensibility). 

Moreover, the satisfaction of the desire has to be fulfilled in nature depending on the 

existence of the object of the resulting cognitions.  In this situation, our action is 
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caused by nature via desire; in this causal condition, our will is not in its own free 

status (as in the first cause) and we are inclined toward, i.e., are motivated by, the 

wanted satisfaction in nature (in sensibility and in understanding).  When a law is 

wanted and not conditioned by the previous resulting cognition but by the pure 

cognitive capacity itself, i.e., pure reason, whose conceptual construction itself is not 

contrary to the criteria of intuition (i.e., the idea of morality; contra examples: the 

idea of God, soul, self-existing world, absolute happiness and even the not intuitively 

supported speculations such as the self-conceit that I am always right), we are free 

from the natural causal determination and become autonomous without being 

hindered by the self-conceit from those ideas of paralogism.  Empirical values must 

be in conflict insofar as the values are put together to some extent, because they are 

recognized in, i.e., made possible via, discursive cognitions in the conceptual 

constructions and the sum total of them is not a true phenomenal status, i.e., not a 

possible intuitively supported conceptual construction, in analogy to the assumption 

of the existence of the world itself as a sum total of all phenomena.  On the contrary, 

the moral value is fulfilled already when the moral law is wanted in freedom, i.e., 

when the pure reason manifests itself and is wanted in the consciousness, which is 

also the absolute ground for the systematics of the world that we commonly share in 

the resulting cognitions.1   With consciousness alone (not even needing any of its 

specific content), we have already touched on the moral value of the worthiness for 

happiness, insofar as the free status is not hindered by any inference of the empirical 

causal laws.  That is, more straightforwardly speaking, consciousness implies 

freedom, both in its theoretical sense and its practical sense, and because of this, in 

every moral situation, the person with consciousness is necessarily responsible for his

or her decision whether to fight against the inclination, when she or he must be 

inclined toward evil when the reality is reflected in the arbitrariness. Essentially, the 

only way we can relate ourselves to the reality is the cognition.  On the other hand, 

similar to the fact that our empirical false judgment does no harm to the world to 
1 The world is not the sum total of all possible cognitions, but the world is commonly and systematically recognizable

to those who share the same capacity for cognition as the manifoldness that can bear all possible cognitions .
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cognize, freedom itself is not harmed either, regardless of whether we reflect on 

whether the laws are hypothetical in any impending moral situation. Precisely in this 

sense, radical evil in Kant immediately implies moral responsibility.   For good and 

evil, as well as for the cognitions, when we need to find their ground, we should turn 

to epistemology, not ontology.  In light of critical epistemology, this position 

manifests itself easily. 

5.2.2 Nirvāṇa as One Necessary Possibility for Awareness to Get Rid of 
Phenomenal Causal Exhaustion and the Goal of Cultivation in Buddhism

  
Nirvana is the most obvious practical goal of Buddhism, and alongside it, 

conventional morality is regarded as both the foundation for advancing and 

approaching the goal of the practice and the necessary side-effect of the practice.  

Xuanzang 玄奘 translated this term as “圓寂 yuan-ji,” with “圓 yuan” meaning the 

perfection 圓滿 in morality 福德 and wisdom 智慧, and “寂 ji” meaning being 

eternally free from obstacles, birth-and-death, causal conditioning and sufferings.2  

We shall not go into the details of the scholastic discrepancies; in general, Buddhists 

consider sufferings to be derived from the birth of every desired dharma in the 

phenomenon because death (cessation) of the dharma necessarily follows and is 

conventionally unwanted.  On the other hand, Buddhists also believe that the 

phenomenal birth-and-death is not the full picture of “reality”; there must also be a 

factual state or character that is not conditioned in the phenomenal causal relations 

(cf. MMK 25.93) and is never “separated” from the phenomenal reality (cf. MMK 

2 Xianshou Xinjing Lueshu, Dazhengzang 33:554 《賢首心經略疏》（大三三‧五五四中）: “Niepan, also named 
Yuan-ji.  Yuan refers to the perfection in every aspect of the Buddha nature; Ji refers to the cessation of all obstacles
涅槃，此云圓寂。謂德無不備，稱圓；障無不盡，稱寂.” Cf. 《佛光大辭典》

3 MMK 25.9: “受諸因緣故，輪轉生死中，不受諸因緣，是名為涅槃.”  Luetchford (2002: 106): “We are taught 
that the coming-and-going of determined and dependent things,/ Is itself nirvana, independent and undetermined.”  
Siderts and Katsura (2013: 296): “That which when dependent or conditioned comes into and goes out of existence, 
that, when not conditioned or dependent, is called nirvāṇa.”
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25.19-204).  This idea is especially significant in practice, because without accepting 

this idea to be a fact, cultivation is pointless; first, only the factual goal (that there 

must be factually an attainable “state” eternally free from the phenomenal 

constraints) is approachable in the situation of reality, and second, if the separation 

thesis (that nirvāṇa is separable from saṃsāra) were plausible, suicide and murder 

would become the most convenient means of cultivation, since no phenomenal event 

can jeopardize the state.  Moreover, the banality of evil would account for the pardon 

for moral irresponsibility leading to the undesired voidness of annihilation 斷滅空5.  

Without the perfection in wisdom, the defilement and obstacles in our attempt to 

properly relate ourselves to the reality cannot be cleared away; via clearing away the 

defilement, we are coming back to the proper relation that always relates ourselves to 

the reality “as such,” and allowing the always governing character of nirvāṇa, which 

is expressed as forms in the reality, to also constantly shine through the realization of 

the reality.  Without the perfection in morality, the necessity of the inseparability of 

nirvāṇa from the phenomenal reality cannot be shown, and the positive benefits of 

the cultivation within our community life cannot be convincing.  To sort out the 

Buddhist discrepancies concerning nirvāṇa throughout the course of history deserves 

rather substantial and independent hard work.  Here, we merely attempt to show that 

the idea of this practical goal in general is very reasonable and understandable for 

critical epistemologists, especially with regard to (1) the fact that nirvāṇa does not 

contradict phenomenal causal exhaustion, (2) the inseparability of nirvāṇa from 

saṃsāra, and (3) the fact that practice (let the uncaused character shine) itself is 

4 MMK 25.19-20 : “涅槃與世間，無有少分別；世間與涅槃，亦無少分別。涅槃之實際，及與世間際，如是二

際者，無毫釐差別 .” Luetchford (2002: 107): “There is absolutely no difference between everyday life and 
nirvana./ There is absolutely no difference between nirvana and everyday life./ Nirvana extends just as far as 
everyday life./ There is not the slightest difference between them.”  Siderts and Katsura (2013: 302): “There is no 
distinction whatsoever between saṃsāra and nirvāṇa.  There is no distinction whatsoever between nirvāṇa and 
saṃsāra.  What is the limit of nirvāṇa, that is the limit of saṃsāra.  There is not even the finest gap to be found 
between the two.”

5 Piṅgala's commentary on the beginning (introducing) verse of MMK: “if all dharmas are in voidness of annihilation,
how can we account for the difference of the fruit resulting from criminal deed and that from meritorious deed? 
Consequently, we cannot account for the difference between the conventional truth and the ultimate truth either 若
都畢竟空，云何分別有罪福報應等，如是則無世諦第一義諦.”
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always good.  

First, for (1), although we are ignoring the always governing condition of all possible 

cognitions and experiences, the phenomenal causal exhaustion in experience itself, as

the necessary results of cognitions, implies that the fact that the character is not being

determined in that exhaustion is the necessary cause of all possible cognitions, 

without any contradiction in between, because these two characters are in different 

kinds of causality that have to be united in all possible cognitions; this is shown in 

Kant's Third Antinomy and Dignāga's epistemological neutralism.  Second, for (2), 

according to critical epistemology, the necessary unity of the two kinds of causality 

makes possible both the force fields in a single stage, namely, the empirical reality, at

once, so the inseparability thesis is well grounded and concerted with the experience, 

which proffers the ground against suicide as a convenient means of cultivation and 

for the necessary link between practice and conventional morality.  The cause of the 

cognition and the empirical reality as the result of cognition are different 

epistemological aspects in the unity of cognition; the orthogonality and the necessary 

unity of the two kinds of causality explain both (a) the cognitive relation between the 

cognizer together with its free state and the object of cognitions with phenomenal 

causal exhaustion, of which the cognizer him- or herself is also cognized as one part, 

and (b) the practical relation between the agent as the first cause and the agent of the 

deed-carrier.  In this sense, we understand the inseparability between the necessary 

unconditioned fact of nirvāṇa and the necessary conditioned fact of saṃsāra, in both 

the domain of cognition and the domain of practice.  Third, for (3), as 

aforementioned, being able to (consciously) experience implies the veracity of the 

necessary moral situation (as the uncaused cause that is responsible for the choice to 

obey conscience in our undefiled relation to reality or to become inclined toward the 

satisfaction of the cognized empirical effects) and the necessarily positive and 

beneficial nature and vector of practice, since there are only two kinds of laws for 

desire: the causal law we experience in the resulting cognitions and the law of 

217



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

perceptually supported rational postulation which rests in our properly/undefiledly 

relating ourselves to reality; the former has been shown to invite contradictions (for 

the sum total of the empirical effects is not inferentially supported), while the latter is

exactly the idea of morality – the former is the conceptual construction that we 

paralogically obtain in our giving forms to the resulting cognitions, while the latter is 

the conceptual construction that is not contrary to our means of cognition, especially 

to perception.  Exactly because of this, the practical goal of Buddhist cultivation aims

to reject empirical satisfaction (happiness from the cognized) and remain in the 

unconditioned state.  Both goals together secure the path toward better stages, be it 

conventionally speaking (moral life) or ultimately speaking (becoming the Buddha 

with the twofold perfection).        

 

5.2.3 Rejection of the Experience of Non-Conceptual Perception: A Tentative 
Response to Arendt's Pardoning Eichman

One of the major disagreements between critical epistemology and non-critical 

epistemology centers around the acceptance/assumption of the ontological 

independence of the non-conceptual perception; while critical epistemologists hold 

that perception is simply a necessary epistemic aspect of the cognition (without being

realized as the resulting cognitions in which perception and concept must be united as

the necessary, a priori condition of cognition, and neither perception nor concept 

should be counted as valid perception or concept), traditional epistemologists claim 

that there could be a particular and real state of pure phenomenon (the consciousness 

of simple perception) which is ontologically (i.e., in space and time) free from any 

conceptual constructions, e.g., Heidegger's Dasein and “Buddha's perception” in the 

opinion of many Yogācāra (and its interlocutory) thinkers like Dharmakīrti (and 

Candrakīrti).  More precisely, non-critical epistemology maintains that there could be

an instance of consciousness that is free from conceptual construction, while critical 
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epistemology maintains that all instances of consciousness have to be the synthesis of

perception and concept.  Consequently, with regard to practice, the non-critical 

epistemology leads to the pardon of moral responsibility, as what Ardent has done to 

Eichman, while the critical epistemology leads to the necessary bound for conscious 

experience and moral responsibility.  

When viewed from the surface, the non-critical view maintains the possibility of our 

action without thinking.  Under the circumstance, it is reasonable to claim that 

someone may do something without reflecting on what he or she is going to do.  This 

also ties in with our empirical intuition that people can sometimes be out of their 

minds.  Then, it is really questionable to demand moral responsibility in such cases; 

as Arendt construed it, Eichman, like many of us, was simply outrageously stupid and

unable to reflect upon the labors he had carried out.  How can we even say that he is 

evil and consciously choosing to do things contrary to our pure will?  To delve 

deeper, as the cognizer, yes, there are conceptual constructions involved so that the 

world, in which the cognizer conducts his or her actions even plausibly with his or 

her calculations and schemes, makes sense; on this point, both the non-critical 

epistemologists and the critical epistemologists would come to agreement.  However, 

as the actor, the non-critical epistemologists would say, the person may just be 

“following the instincts or habituations” or simply be “out of his mind,” so that even 

when the person is aware of the environment, since the cognitions still take place, or 

are even calculating the procedures, there could exist the possibility that the moral 

situation does not materialize.  In this case, the conscience (the pure will/the 

categorical imperative) and the inclination toward empirical satisfaction, i.e., the 

desire for the law of freedom and the desire for the law of nature, offer the binary 

options for the person to choose from.  For example, the present-at-hand and the 

ready-to-hand in Heidegger seem to be allowed to be ontologically (i.e., in space and 

time) detached.  If this were the case, the demand for moral responsibility from this 

person would be problematic.  
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In the case of admitting the ontological isolation of the action from the 

epistemological situation, as construed by the non-critical epistemologists, the 

relation/separation between the cognizer and the actor described above is ontological;

more precisely speaking, the cognizer and the actor are regarded as two related 

cognized objects.  This is where critical epistemology wishes to interject and 

criticize.  Each of the cognizer and the acting agent has two characters or standpoints,

i.e., as the cause giving forms to the resulting cognitions in the causality of freedom 

and as the cognized in the resulting cognitions with the causality of nature.  In the 

epistemological situation, the cognizer as the cause gives forms to the world so that 

the world could be experienced as such; on the other hand, the cognizer is to be 

cognized as within the phenomenal causal exhaustion, too.  Similarly, the acting 

agent as the cause gives reasons (the desired practical law in reason alone) to the 

employment of his or her practical power (the pattern to constitute his or her natures, 

talents, etc., of the mind), in the situation whereby both the free reflection, via which 

he or she is giving forms to the world as well, and the thinking about specific 

empirical laws are supposed to offer the binary option to choose from; on the other 

hand, as the cognized, the acting-agent within the phenomenal causal exhaustion only

carries out the deed in the empirical reality as well.  Both characters of the acting-

agent, similar to those of the cognizers, are united a priori as the condition of all 

possible cognitions and experiences, and both the cognizer and the acting-agent are 

not separate either, because these two are mere different epistemological constitutions

of the employment of the same epistemic powers, too – since it is impossible for 

them to follow the causality of nature.  Moreover, the ontological relation is the 

relation of the resulting cognitions, including natural causality (succession), co-

existence, substantial duration, etc., so that the ontological (understanding of the) 

relation between the cognizer and the acting-agent in the opinion of critical 

epistemologists is the relation between the cognized character of the cognizer and the 

cognized character of the acting-agent, both of which are situated in the phenomenal 
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causal exhaustion.  Yet, the moral situation resides in the cognizer as the cause, the 

acting-agent as the contributor of the reason of action and their necessary unity with 

their partners in the phenomenal causal exhaustion, which must all be accomplished 

unitarily in every possible instance of the cognition/consciousness.   Hence, the 

ontological understanding would oversimplify the situation (removing the first cause 

that needs no further cause in both the cognitive and practical sense) and miss the 

actual point (that the phenomenal causal exhaustion alone of course allows for no 

moral responsibility).  Besides, the distinction between the cognizer and the acting-

agent and the distinction between their two characters are not ontological relation but 

epistemological, in the sense that these terms are related holistically and can be 

thought of separately in certain structure that is intuitively supported.  On the one 

hand, the a priori condition which allows for our experiencing the world as such also 

allows for the unity of the cognizer and the agent with both characters/standpoints of 

each, so that any human being who is experiencing the world “ought” to be able to 

reflect upon the situation of the experience.  On the other hand, although this a priori 

condition necessitates both our congizing the world and our higher evaluation of the 

practical law over the natural (theoretical/inferential) laws, since practice is the to-be-

cognized and not the cognized, the necessitation for the practical law only awaits our 

real practice but does not necessitate our realization of the action.  Since it is up to us 

whether we want to employ our practical power (the power to favor the desire for the 

law of freedom over the desire for the law of nature), the phenomenal fact that we can

refuse the categorical imperative or to “pretend” to be unable to reflect upon the 

moral situation is “grounded.”  Since we as the cognizers are necessarily able to 

practice in the phenomenal world and we are able to choose whether or not to 

practice, morality and moral responsibility make indispensable sense together with 

empirical reality.   
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5.2.4 Conclusive Remark

If the necessary bound between practice and moral perfection is desired, and the 

empirical reality is desired, critical epistemology is a better option than non-critical 

epistemology.  In light of critical epistemology, the inseparable distinction, as an 

epistemological one rather than an ontological one, between the domain of free 

causality (the uncaused cause of cognition) and the domain of natural causality (the 

resulting cognitions) is found to be clear in the orthogonality model. Furthermore, we

also find these rational ideas well-grounded in such epistemology: (a) freedom that is 

incompatible but factual in the phenomenal causal exhaustion, (b) the factuality of 

morality, (c) the necessary bound between morality and practice and (d) the 

feasibility of cultivation for freedom as an agent in the phenomenal causal 

exhaustion.   

5.3 Logic and Spiritual Development

5.3.1 Transcendental Logic Is Epistemological Logic, Whose Structure Is 
Necessarily Coined and Expressed in All Possible Phenomena via Cognition/Self-
cognition

As critical epistemology has indicated, the causality of freedom and the causality of 

nature are orthogonally united in cognition/consciousness to make every resulting 

cognition possible.  Because the systematic unity of the logical function necessarily 

“appears” to be effective in all possible cognitions and hence makes general logic 

universally effective in all possible experiences so that the unity itself can be 

deductively established (justified by perception) as the necessary structure of the 

inferential means/faculty of cognition (i.e., understanding in Kant and anumāṇa in 
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Dignāga), we can assert that the logic that is about the relation between the cause of 

cognition (the condition of cognition) and the resulting cognition, i.e., the 

transcendental logic in Kant and the “relation” of the formal conformity between 

pramāṇa and prameya in Dignāga, is epistemological logic, meaning that its forms 

are necessarily coined6 in the resulting cognitions without requiring any further 

cognition-free (i.e., ontological) cause/condition beyond the realization of the forms.  

During consideration of the epistemological situation, the cause of cognition via the 

causality of freedom gives the sensible form and the logical form to the unity of 

consciousness so that the cognition results accordingly from these forms: the 

manifoldness in perception and all the possible ways to think about that manifoldness

in the concept holding that unity. The “unity/epistemological correspondence” of 

these two forms is the unity of the epistemological-logical function that is expressed 

in its corresponding sensible forms, e.g., the function of cause and effect and the 

sensible succession, the function of extensive magnitude in quantity and the sensible 

extension of space, and the function of the relation of inherence and subsistence and 

the sensible duration of the cognized existent, etc.   Because (1) such an orthogonal 

relation of the two kinds of causality in the unity of consciousness, which meanwhile 

makes possible (2) the a priori unity of all possible conceptualizations (the mani-

folds) in the concept of the cognized object and (3) the a priori unity of the manifold 

perception and the concept uniting the manifold conceptualizations, are necessary for 

all possible resulting cognitions, the employment of general logic, i.e., any inference 

about the cognized objects or states of affairs according to the unity of logical 

function in the inferential means of cognition, is accountable, especially the 

inferences via natural causality.  The idea of such orthogonal unity of the two sharply

different kinds of causality in their unity in consciousness so that the correspondence 

between the epistemological logic and its general employment on the cases of the 

inferring objects and states of affairs in the resulting cognitions not only ties in with 

our empirical experience (as these logical functions are necessarily coined in the 
6 For example, the logical function of the relation of causality is coined in the expression of the temporal form of 

succession. 
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phenomenal forms) and the philosophical position that rejects any self-exiting, 

cognition-free ontological states as the cause of any experience, but also finds itself 

the exact textual basis in the two cases of critical epistemology. In Kant, 

transcendental logic in contrast to general logic assumes a heightened position in his 

own critical philosophy in KrV, even though this has not been fully appreciated.  In 

Buddhist epistemology after Dignāga,  especially as stressed in his ontological 

neutralism, the distinction between ratio essendi (kāraka-hetu, ⽣因 shengyin, 

efficient cause) and ratio cognoscendi (jñāpaka-hetu, 了因 liaoyin, cognitive cause) 

is also made abundantly clear,7 aside from and in addition to the relevant sharp 

distinction between perception and inference.  From the vṛtti in verse 2 of NMukh, 

we could see that Dignāga ostensively regarded the formally causal relation between 

sādhana (proof, that which establishes valid cognition) and resulting cognition to be a
7   Ratio essendi and ratio cognoscendi are the translations used by Hajime Nakamura (1964/1991:192). 
     宗法於同品　　謂有非有俱　 　於異品各三　　有非有及二 (NM: verse 2)

Katsura's translation (forth-coming): “The property of the pakṣa (宗法 pakṣadharma, i.e., hetu) is present, absent or 
both (有非有俱) in the similar domain (於同品 sapkaṣa) and each one (各) [of the three kinds of pakṣadharma] is 
of three kinds in the dissimilar domain (於異品 asapakṣa).”
Vṛtti: 　　

豈不總以樂所成立合說為宗。云何此中乃言宗者唯取有法。此無有失。以其總聲於別亦轉。如言燒衣。或
有宗聲唯詮於法。此中宗法唯取立論及敵論者決定同許。於同品中有非有等亦復如是。何以故。今此唯依
證了因故。但由智力了所說義。非如生因由能起用。若爾既取智為了因。是言便失能成立義。此亦不然。
令彼憶念本極成故 。是故此中唯取彼此俱定許義。即為善說。

Katsura's forth-coming translation: “[In the verse 1] didn't you generally call that which is desired to be proven (樂
所成立) as the combination [of pakṣadharmin and sādhyadharma] 'pakṣa' (宗, i.e., a thesis)?  How, in this 
connection, [is it possble that] the word pakṣa (宗) refers to [pakṣa]dharmin (i.e., the subject of a thesis) only?

     [Answer:] This is not a mistake (此無有失), for a general/collective word (總聲 *sāmānya-/samudāya-śabdha) is 
applied to an individual/a part (別 *bheda/avayava) (以其總聲於別亦轉)  as e.g., the word 'burned cloth' [refers to 
a part of the cloth] (如言燒衣).  Furthermore, the word pakṣa sometimes expresses [sādhya]dharma only (或有宗生

唯詮於法).  In this connection, 'the property of the pakṣa (宗法 pakṣadharma)' [in v.2] is taken to be only that 
which is decisively and equally admitted by both the proponent and the opponent (此中「宗法」唯取立論及敵論

者決定同許 Cf. Vibhūticandra as PV 3.17: pakṣadharmo vādiprativādiniścito gṛhyate.)  The same is true with 
being 'present, absent or both in the similar domain (同品 sapakṣa), etc' [in v.2]. (「於同品中有非有」等亦復如是)
For what reason? (何以故？) Because now this [pakṣadharma i.e., hetu] is only depending upon jñāpaka-hetu (證
了因). (今唯此依證了因故 Cf. PS II 6b: jñāpako 'dhikṛto yataḥ /).  Only by means of the power of cognition it 
makes known the meaning/content of what is stated (但由智力了所說義); unlike kāraka-hetu (生因) it does not 
[make known the meaning of what is stated] by means of producing some use (or useful thing 用). (非如生因由能

起用).  Zangyao: “今此惟依證了因故，但由智力了所說義，非如生因由能起用.”
     [Objection:] If so, you have already taken the cognition [of the reason] as jñāpaka-hetu (了因); hence, the statement 

of that [cognition of the reason] will lose the meaning of proof (能立 sādhana). (若爾既取智為了因。是言便失能

成立義。)
     [Answer:] This is not right (此亦不然), for it (i.e., the statement of the reason) reminds him (i.e., the opponent) of 

what is originally well known [to him]. (令彼意念本極成故).  Therefore, in this connection, it is well said that the 
meaning [of the reason] is taken to be only that which is decisively and equally admitted by both the opponent and 
the proponent. (是故此中唯取彼此俱定許意即為善說)
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relation of epistemological causality (jñāpaka-hetu) and definitely not natural 

causality (kāraka-hetu).  

As aforementioned, the epistemological situation speaks volume.  In this situation, 

the perceptual form in the manifoldness that is supplied from the faculty of sensibility

is holistically united with the discursive conceptual form, in the sense that all possible

ways of thinking about the given manifoldness in concepts (the employment of the 

epistemological logic) have to be already applicable to the manifoldness itself so that 

recognition and empirical inference via the marks of properties are possible.  And this

is simply epistemological, i.e., both the manifold perception and all the possibilities 

to think about the perception are not the cause of cognition but only the results, 

according to which we deductively (as supported by perception) postulate the 

understanding and sensibility in the a priori but not self-exiting unity.  Owing to this, 

the relation of causality and dependence is not entirely appropriate an option to map 

the relation between the deductively postulated cause of cognition and the resulting 

cognitions.  Thus, another different relation which is dialectically postulated, the 

causality of freedom, is the only accountable candidate.  Such a relation is 

epistemological by nature and, upon the idealistic position of critical epistemology, 

the categories of the relation of causality and dependence cannot be applied to this 

relation.  Hence, the ontological understanding of our epistemological situation 

(assuming the ontological cause of cognition that is independent from its resulting 

cognition) is refused by critical epistemology.  Besides, this epistemological causality

is termed “free,” because it is the only source of freedom.  As the resolution of the 

transcendental modification of the Third Antinomy has indicated, only the cognizer 

(not any self-exiting ontological candidate) as the first cause, the antinomy of 

freedom (that on the one hand the cognizer as the first cause must be an uncaused 

cause of and on the other hand the phenomenal causal exhaustion must be valid on), 

is resolvable, i.e., dialectically accountable.  Furthermore, the unity of the 

manifoldness of perception and its allowance for all its possible ways to think about 
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the perception itself in the a priori unity of the condition of cognition is the only 

possible account for the three cases practicing our freedom: (1) the fact that our 

thought is not constrained by the cognized object so that we say our consciousness is 

free from empirical compulsion, because the causality between the first cause and the

resulting cognition is free, i.e., not interfered by the determination of the causality of 

nature in the resulting cognitions, (2) our autonomous self-legislation in morality (the

desire for the law not because of its natural effect but because of its rationality in 

concept) that is in the domain of freedom, not nature and (3) the free play in the 

appreciation of any cognized object.  On the other hand, as we could also see in 

Dignāga, instead of using the traditional vocabularies of ontology: guṇa (quality) and 

gunin (substance), Dignāga consistently used the epistemological notions: dharma 

(predicate) and dharmin (subject) in NMukh and PS, indicating that what concerned 

him in his epistemology and logic was not ontological relations but epistemological 

relations.   

 

The Dharmin-dharma relation is different from the gunin-guna relation. The 

Dharmin-dharma relation is a crucial part of the structure of the self-awareness 

underlying all cognitions.  Inference can only be applied (valid) to the object of 

cognition, and the object must appear in the manifoldness in the sensible form of time

and space that allows for such inferences (Cf. NMukh verses 16 ~ 188).  Verse 16, 

which begins his theory of perception in NMukh, indicates that, although the 

perception yields the manifoldness (that which allows for all the possible liṅga-s to 

8 有法非⼀相，根非⼀切⾏，唯內證離⾔，是⾊根境界。（NMukh, v.16）
      ⼀事有多法，相非⼀切⾏，唯由簡別餘，表定能隨逐。（NMukh, v.17）
      如是能相者，亦有眾多法，唯不越所相，能表⽰非餘。（NMukh, v.18）
      Katsura's translation: 
      Verse 16. We do not cognize (非 .. ⾏ na gatiḥ) dharmin with many properties (有法非⼀相 dharmiṇo 

'nekarūpasya) entirely (⼀切 sarvathā) from the sense organ (根 indriyāt), for the material object (⾊ rūpam) that is 
to be self-cognized/cognized as it is (為內證 svasaṃvedyaṃ) and that is beyond our verbal expression (離⾔ 
anirdeśyaṃ) is the object realm of the sense organ (根境界 indriyagocaraḥ).

      Verse 17. Many properties of one real entity/object are not cognized in its entirety by means of an inferential mark (相
liṅga); it (i.e. liṅga) expresses/reveals (表) only by means of exclusion of others (簡別餘) that which definitely 
follows [that liṅga]. 

      Verse 18. Similarly, liṅga (能相), even though it has many properties, expresses/reveals liṅgin (所相) only by one 
of those properties that do not go over/deviate from liṅgin, not by other [properties]. 
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reveal that which is perceived as the properties of the entity), the fact that the faculty 

of perception “is to be self-cognized/cognized as it is” and “beyond our verbal 

expression,” means that the structure of self-awareness/cognition only allows for one 

property (liṅgin), as indicated by one liṅga, in the cognition.  When the manifoldness 

is given, all its possible ways to be “marked” have to be given entirely, even though 

in each instance of the cognition only one of the manifold properties is 

cognized/realized.  Verse 17 and 18, which conclude his theory of inference, indicate 

that, instead of excluding the ontological properties as in the world itself in our 

rational postulation, the inferential mark (as yielded by the inferential pramāṇa) 

excludes the other properties of the cognized entity (as yielded by the perceptual 

pramāṇa in the a priori unity with the other pramāṇa) so that the marked property is 

cognized/revealed by excluding the non-marked properties from the perceptual 

pramāṇa.  Actually, the postulation of the ontological classification of entities is 

rational and perceptually deducible only because (1) the cognition excludes the rest 

of the properties of any cognized entity via the inferential mark and the marked 

property, (2) the phenomenal causal exhaustion is valid because all possible 

cognitions must be necessitated by the epistemological logic and (3) all the possible 

ways to think about the given manifoldness have been already coined by the 

inferential pramāṇa in its a priori unity with the perceptual pramāṇa in the empirical 

(phenomenal) causal exhaustion upon the first-cause cognizer's giving the forms to 

the resulting cognition in freedom.  Upon this basis, inference becomes empirically 

possible with validity.  And this is how Dignāga's logical formulation is empirically 

accountable and can meanwhile stand firmly on the position of the Mahāyāna 

Buddhism, i.e., all dharma-s of pratītyasamutpānna (i.e., all objects of cognition) are 

empty (without needing any ontological absolute cause), a result that in my opinion is

very well concerted with Kant's transcendental idealism. 
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5.3.2 Inference vs. Dialectics of reductio ad absurdum

The thesis of inference (i.e., empirical concept; e.g., a mountain on fire and 

emanating smoke) must be itself together with all its properties perceptual too; that is 

why the deduction (justification) of the logical functions requires the allowance from 

the perception.  The thesis, which is not perceptual but perceptually supported (i.e., 

rational concept; e.g., the empty nature of all dharmas and freedom) is in no way the 

thesis of an inference; dialectics (reductio ad absurdum) is the only way to argue for 

its rationality on the basis of being not contradictory to all possible perception.9  

Because of this, Dignāga should of course reject prasaṅga (reductio ad absurdum) as

another valid form of inference, but his use of this argument style for the refutation of

the object of cognition to be external in A still makes perfect and legitimate sense.  

On the other hand, Kant should do, and had done, the deduction for the categories in 

his theoretical philosophy; his “great reverse10” to “give up” on producing any 

deduction for the freedom and the categorical imperative in the later works of his 

practical philosophy was certainly a correct move.  

The empirical judgment (and consequently the empirical employment of logic in 

inference) is accountable; for this, unlike the non-critical epistemologists who would 

appeal to the unconditioned, absolute, cognition-free and self-existing cause of 

cognition, the critical epistemologists appeal to the necessary a priori unity of the 

perceptual forms and the logical functions in the cognition.  We shall not repeat again

the details on why the a priori unity accounts for the feasibility of the empirical 

judgment on the possibly cognized object.  What we want to point out here is that 

only the object of cognition could be inferred about.  Although this observation may 

seem trivially tautological – of course only the object cognized could be inferred 

about, many philosophers still complain that certain philosophical traditions fail to 

9 There is no need to mention the fact that the conceptual construction without these two kinds of perceptual (rational 
illusion) support is merely empty in experience (impossible for experience).

10 Ameriks (1982: 226); Allison (1990: 201).
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theoretically (inferentially) account for some imperceivable metaphysical or practical 

difficulties, e.g., that Dignāga “illegitimately” employed reductio ad absurdum, 

which he himself correctly did not take to be a regular form of inference, when he 

refused the external (i.e., unconditioned, cognition-free, absolute and self-existing) 

cause of cognition.  For example, Kant failed to theoretically account for evil, moral 

laws and freedom.  The reason why these complaints would surface has to do with 

the non-critical assumption in the requests.  The assumption that the cognition has an 

external cause that is independent from the realization of cognition leads to another 

assumption that all possible knowledge can be deduced upon the ontological basis, 

i.e., the unconditioned cause, be it about the perceived status or the propositions 

consisting of several primordial inferences of the direct perception.  

On the position of critical epistemology, the proposition/thesis that has no direct 

proof from the cognition (i.e., the conceptual constructions that we postulate in our 

mind) can be shown to be rational only because such proposition does not contradict 

our cognitive condition, especially the perceptual condition.  In such cases of non-

empirical propositions, the lack of direct perceptual proof already implies the lack of 

inferential (logical) warrant, i.e., since there is no perception of the thesis-subject, 

there is no free unity of the manifoldness that allows a valid phenomenal causal 

exhaustion accounting for any inference about it.  The way to demonstrate how such 

a rational concept does not contradict our experience is the dialectics of reductio ad 

absurdum.  When we exhaust all the logical possibilities about the argued and show 

that none of them is inferentially accountable, i.e., supported by our perceptual 

experience, we refuse the arguments.  For example, only conceptual constructions 

such as Nāgārjuna's catuṣkoṭi arguments against the realists and atomists in MMK, 

Dignāga's refutation of the external object of cognition in Ālambanap. and Kant's 

dialectics (paralogisms and antinomies) in KrV can survive the challenge of the 

reductio ad absurdum and remain rational.  Some notable examples are freedom (the 

fact of the uncaused cause which is not only incompatible with but also does not 
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contradict the phenomenal causal exhaustion), morality (the action out of the 

uncaused cause instead of following the wanted empirical causal laws), mathematics, 

the rationality of cultivation toward freedom, etc.  The dialectical employment of 

logic as a method of argument for a non-perceptual thesis also finds its concrete 

textual foundation in the two cases of critical epistemology. In his Transcendental 

Doctrine of Method in KrV, Kant clearly stated that our logical building must be 

confined within our cognitive capacities and in conformity with the material which is 

given to us (KrV: A707/B73511), especially within the condition of sensibility (see all

cases of his paralogisms); in Dignāga, the principle concerning doctrinal 

discrepancies without any decisive empirical proof (不定因) states that we should 

appeal to the perception (現 pratykṣ) and [conveniently] the conclusions by the 

authorities (教)12, i.e. 現、教⼒勝 in NMukh – according to Katusrua (forth-coming),

in PSṬ B134a1-5 when Jinendrabuddhi commented on PS(V) 3.24cd, Jinendrabuddhi

interpreted the appeal to perception, i.e., “pratykṣāgama,” as to favor the scripture 

“that is not contrary to pratykṣa,” i.e., when there is doctrinal discrepancy without 

any decisive empirical proof from the cognitions, we choose the scripture that is not 

contrary to perception.  Aside from the rest of the listed situations of the 

epistemologically indecisive (i.e., logically irrelevant with regard to experience) 

proof in NMukh, the thesis that itself is not perceptual of course has to lack any 

decisive empirical proof, and the criterion for its rationality is nothing else but being 

not contrary to perception, i.e., as long as we exhaust all the logically possible 

11 “If we look upon the sum of all knowledge of pure speculative reason as an edifice for which we have at least the 
idea within ourselves, it can be said that in the Transcendental Doctrine of Elements we have made an estimate of 
the materials, and have determined for what sort of edifice and for what height and strength of building they suffice. 
We have found, indeed, that although we had contemplated building a tower which should reach to the heaven, the 
supply of materials suffices only for a dwelling-house, just sufficiently commodious for our business on the level of 
experience, and just sufficiently high to allow of our overlooking it. The bold undertaking that we had designed is 
thus bound to fail through lack of material – not to mention the babel of tongues, which inevitably gives rise to 
disputes among the workers in regard to the plan to be followed, and which must end by scattering them over all the 
world, leaving each to erect a separate building for himself, according to his own design. At present, however, we 
are concerned not so much with the materials as with the plan; and inasmuch as we have been warned not to venture 
at random upon a blind project which may be altogether beyond our capacities, and yet cannot well abstain from 
building a secure home for ourselves, we must plan our building in conformity with the material which is given to 
us, and which is also at the same time appropriate our needs.” (Kemp Smith's translation)

12 Which, in Dignāga, has to be established via pratyakṣa and anumāṇa, among which pratyakṣa is also regarded to be
decisive over anumāṇa.

230



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

consequences of the thesis and find no contradiction in the experience, the thesis 

without any decisive empirical proof can be accepted – such a method is openly used 

by Nāgārjuna, too, in MMK.  Thus, the difference between the empirical inference 

and the dialectics of reductio ad absurdum are sharply distinguished with regard to 

the different application domains of logic (i.e., the difference of the thesis-subject, 

i.e., the perceivable/empirical one vs. the imperceivable/non-empirical one). 

5.3.3 Logic and Practice: The Same Logic, but Different Employments.

The logical structure/function involved in bestowing forms to the resulting cognition 

can be characterized in different styles, e.g., Dignāga's focus on the dharma-dharmin 

relation, the function of inferential mark and the necessity of natural causality, and 

Kant's table of the categories, but these styles should not contradict one another, for 

the reality they can account for remains the same.  Not only does the reality need to 

remain the same, so the logic would have to be characterized according to the same 

reality as well.  There is a complete and sound circle between the reports on the 

necessary forms of the resulting cognitions and the logic function in relation to its 

manifestation in the appearance, as long as we succeed in realizing that the causality 

between the cause of cognition and resulting cognition is different from the causal 

relations between the cognized objects.  Hence, to compare the styles is not really 

necessary.  The distinction between these two kinds of causality is the key.  No 

matter what, inference has its non-ontological but simply epistemological basis in the 

resulting cognitions. 

However, the fact that the different employments of the same logic results in different

domains of the experience requires special attention, especially on behalf of human 

practice:  
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(1) Since the transcendental logic governs all possible cognitions and experiences, the

inferences have their purely epistemological criteria (i.e., empirically ontological 

criteria – the resulting cognitions themselves as the source of proofs) for its validity; 

the function of the transcendental logic itself is sufficient to serve as such criteria 

because it must be coined in all possible appearances (i.e., the unity of perception and

concept is a priori), whether or not its element is fully recognized – actually, with the

cognitive condition in each cognition, only one property can be cognized.  Hence, on 

the one hand, via the giving of forms to the resulting cognitions, the means of 

perception and the means of inference together “shape” the “real” world in the 

cognition; on the other hand, the general inferences according to our experience, i.e., 

according to our cognitions, are examinable in front of the epistemological logic.  

(2) Epistemology is a true root discipline of philosophy.  Since the hypothesis of the 

absolute ontological cause of cognition is argued to be contradictory to experience, 

our systematization of the way in which the cause of cognition gives forms to the 

resulting cognitions in another kind of causality remains in the sound circle between 

the postulated epistemic system and its result by abstracting all the empirical contents

and identifying all the necessary forms in every possible resulting cognition.  On the 

one hand, we can trust the systematics of experience (and hence the sciences 

concerning that), so that we indeed dare to board the plane.  On the other hand, the 

epistemological system is “deducible,” i.e., the circle must be sound, insofar as the 

absolute ontological foundation of experience is argued to be incoherent with the 

experience itself.  

(3) Since the function of transcendental/epistemological logic exists in a different 

causality other than the natural causality in time, the spontaneity and autonomy of the

employment of logic itself is accountable; this fact is supported in morality (the moral

law), beauty (free play) and fantastic imaginations.  With the concepts we have (both 
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the pure and the empirical ones – the concept from the resulting cognitions) and the 

logical function of relations, we construct new concepts.  Some of the constructed 

concepts in reason alone are rational, because they are not only in accordance with 

logic but also supported by experience in the sense that they are not contradictory to 

our capacity for cognition, e.g., the concept of freedom, the concept of morality, the 

concept of beauty, the concept of mathematics, the concept of ultimately true 

emptiness, the concept of dependent origination, etc.  Some of the constructions are 

not rational because they are not supported by our experience in the sense that they 

are contradictory to our capacity for cognition, e.g., the concept of squared circle, the 

concept of soul, the concept of God, the concept of (atoms as) independent 

existents/causes of cognition, etc.  Unlike the objects of possible cognitions that 

could be tested via inferential argument with general logic, these constructions 

without perceptual basis can only be argued in the fashion of reductio ad absurdum/ 

prasaṅga.

Logic remains the same logic, but its employment in inference and its employment in 

dialectics are sharply different.  Because the logic remains the same in its free status 

(i.e., as the transcendental and epistemological conditioning) and has to be in a priori 

unity with our perceptual capacity for cognition, spiritual development, i.e., practice, 

is possible.  In sum, logic itself with its inferential employment and its dialectical 

employment can become a crucial section of human cultivation from the slave of 

impulse to the pure awareness. 
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Transcendental Logic and Spiritual Development in Dignāga's and Kant's Critical

Epistemology   

Summary

I. Positions and Problems

1. Inference vs. Dialectics (reductio ad absurdum/ prasaṅga)

A proposition whose subject is not presently cognized can be established via two kinds of 

employment of logic.  When the subject is cognizable, we infer; when the subject is not cognizable, 

we use dialectics (viz., reductio ad absurdum /prasaṅga). 

Inference: 

E.g.: There is fire in the mountain, because smoke is observed, just like [there is fire in] a stove. 

The mountain that there is fire in, is cognizable, while the fire is not presently cognized.  What is 

cognized is smoke.  Smoke is produced from fire; this is a causal relation that we know via 

cognition.  For example, the fire in a stove (that we cognized before) produced smoke.  Besides, as 

long as we walk to the fire in the mountain where the smoke is produced, we can see the fire from 

which the smoke is produced.

Details: Any cognition must involve the necessary unity of “perception (pratyakṣa)/intuition” and 

“inference (anumāna)/concept”; the unity is not a posteriori, and they are not united in any causal 

relation in time.  The causality of cognition (causality of freedom or formal causality) is different 

from the causal relation between cognized objects (causality of nature).  In fact, any perception 

appears together with the allowability for thinking about itself in all its possible ways in a 

determined phenomenal causal exhaustion.  Once a cognition of any particular object appears, it 

appears with a determined way of thinking itself with certain allowable possible associations of 

universals, giving criteria by means of which our empirical (a posteriori) inferences and judgments 

about the particular object could be either true, not true or irrelevant, in contrast to the free 

reflection of the cognition itself.  In the above example, the causal rule (that smoke is produced in 

fire, e.g., in the stove) that we know via cognition is not only some knowledge we accumulate from

previous experiences but also the allowability for thinking grounded in the condition of such 
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perceptual experience.  Hence, we (think both Kant and Dignāga should) say that the unity of 

perception/intuition and inference/concept is necessary and not the outcome of empirical 

generalization. 

Dialectics (Kantian) / reductio ad absurdum: 

When the subject of the proposition is impossible to cognize (not cognizable in sensible forms, i.e., 

not cognizable in space and time), like “freedom,” “self-awareness” or “emptiness”. 

The form of reductio ad absurdum: First we exhaust all logical possibilities of the proposition, like 

the thesis and anti-thesis in Kant and the four-corner argument in Buddhism (MMK by Nagārjūna; 

Ālambana. by Dignāga), and then we indicate that every consequence of the logical possibility is 

contradictory to the fact in experience. Consequently, the proposition cannot be established. 

That is, when a rational concept is not supported by experience, the concept must be false. 

On the contrary, when a rational concept is supported by experience, the concept must be true. 

Being supported by experience here does not mean having sensible ground, but means being not 

contradictory to the condition of cognition, especially to the condition of sensibility.  That is, the 

rational concept that is empty of any empirical content is “allowed” to be thinkable by 

“perception/intuition”.  Because, first, when a concept itself is logically problematic, it is 

automatically false. Second, it is exactly via the sensible condition of cognition that reality (in space

and time) is first experienced.  This is an obvious methodology in Kant.  Regarding Buddhism, in 

NMukh by Dignāga, “現、教⼒勝 ,” i.e., perception and Buddha's teachings, ultimately decide the 

indeterminable doctrinal controversies (Buddha's teachings, being the reports of real perception, are

rooted in perception, too.)  In Nagārjūna, this is expressed in his methodological criteria of 

dialectics, viz. “實則不然 ,” i.e., “however this (the logical consequence) is contrary to the fact.”

Besides, inference and reductio ad absurdum are mutually dependent as in a system of logic. 

2. Orthogonality between Free Causality and Phenomenal Causality

The causality of freedom only necessitates the cause of cognition and its relation to all cognitions, 

while the causality of nature is only effective in the results of cognition, never on the cause. Reality 

246



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

is the system of the results of cognition which must be appearing and thinkable in certain ways. 

Orthogonality means the relation between two vectors whose inner product is zero, e.g., two forces 

at a right angle that have no impact upon each other but together express certain momentum.  

Another example is the axis X and axis Y in a plane coordination that have no impact upon each 

other (the origin point being zero) but together expand the possibility to imagine the plane and also 

make possible the allowability to think about any imagined node on the plane in terms of the 

structure (x, y). 

This is the response to Nagārjūna's challenge on the conflict between the cognitive causality and the

phenomenal causal exhaustion in experience (the resulting cognitions), and to Kant's third 

antinomy.  Meanwhile, this notion helps clarify the relation between the ideal factuality and the 

empirical reality in Kant, and the relation between ultimate emptiness and conventional reality. 

3. Spiritual development:

 

The identical logic has different employments. In cognition, since perception/intuition and 

inference/concept are united a priori, experience and reality are necessarily conditioned by the 

phenomenal causality, which is the product of a crucial component of the function of logic. 

Regarding morality, this means that the determination of desire (will) is subject to the object of 

cognition (the desired object) in the phenomenal causal relation, amounting to the unfree 

(heteronomous) behaviors.  On the other hand, the orthogonality of the free causality and the natural

causality and ineffectiveness of the latter over the former ascertain the fact of free state. In 

cognition, although the subject of cognition becomes possible only insofar as both the cognizer and 

the cognized are realized in cognition, the subject is not thus necessitated by the cognized; 

meanwhile, valid and invalid judgments thus both become possible. In practice, will can be free 

from the determination of the sensible objects (including the self-cognition like ego).  From being 

situated in the simple conditioning of natural causality to being autonomous and spontaneous (self-

less) in the phenomenal causal exhaustion is a rational spiritual development (in Kantian sense and 

also in Buddhist sense). 

II. Kant's Third Antinomy: Freedom being Factual, and Incompatible yet Concerted with 

Nature
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The predicament that the thesis indicates is the following: suppose there is no uncaused cause, i.e., 

suppose there is no cause that can begin a new causal series without a previous cause, then any 

event that happens do not possess a previous causal sequence that is complete and determined.  If 

so, the event that happens is not supposed to be true, since, according to the natural causal law (i.e., 

that anything happens must have its cause at a previous time), the lack of the uncaused cause 

renders the previous causal determination incomplete and indeterminable.  However, in our 

experience, things happen, and it seems that we should thus accept the factuality of free cause. 

The antinomy comes, when we see that on the contrary (anti-thesis), the universal validity of the 

natural causal law becomes problematic when we accept free cause.  The first cause is the 

contradiction to its universal validity. 

Schopenhauer: The demand for a complete and determined causal sequence is not reasonable.  The 

causal determination between the event at time A and its cause at time B is a sufficient account.  

Kemp Smith (1962: 493): “The causation is sufficient at each stage.”  This is because of the 

limitation of human cognition: we can only cognize the relation between the world A and the world 

B, and we cannot extend our cognition to the time point (or to the complexity) we are unable to 

cognize.  But, as long as the causal determination between B and A is ascertained, the causation is 

sufficient. 

However, let us accept that the world and the causal network in itself could be independent of our 

cognition (as a transcendental realist); we still need a free cause to make the previous causal 

sequence complete.  This has nothing to do with the limitation of our cognitive capacity; we are 

taking into our consideration the self-contradiction in the demand for and against the first cause in 

the universalization of the law of natural causality, no matter as a dogmatical law in the world itself 

(transcendental realism) or as the transcendental (cognitive) law.  Furthermore, let us reject the 

independence of the world in itself (as an idealist); Schopenhauer's distinction between World A 

and World B represents his “two-world view” interpretation of Kant, as coined in my dissertation 

“proceduralism,” mistakenly maintained that the synchronical completeness and the successive 

completeness can be imagined solely in sensible form in separation, not in the fashion that our 

sensible experience must be in a holistic picture.  This forced Schopenhauer to give up the 

resolution of transcendental idealism to the Third Antinomy, and to treat it as a mathematical 

antinomy like the first and the second: by giving up the thesis and modifying the anti-thesis in 
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transcendental idealism (putting away the first cause into the realm of the unknown).  Consequently,

an internal problem is produced in Kant (the transcendental ideality of space and time and their 

holistic characteristic are jeopardized; the whole theory of transcendental idealism is consequently 

removed, e.g., Strawson (1966) et al.), and Kant becomes unable to respond to the request for the 

universalization of the natural causal law in the objective world from the realists.   

Mathematical antinomy is different from dynamical antinomy in the difference between the concept

of “world” and the concept of “nature.”  “World” contains the homogeneous extension and 

intension in space and time; against such homogeneous extension and intension, without limitation 

of sensibility we (reason) demand the limitation (close universe), and in the meanwhile, owing to 

the infinite extension of space and time as transcendental ideas we (reason) demand the infinity 

(open universe).  However, the world as the imagination of the sum total of sensible appearances is 

irrational, so both demands in the thesis and the anti-thesis, since they do not belong among the 

rational concepts of the world, are rejected.  With the concept “nature,” we consider the regress 

from the conditioned to the conditions, e.g., from the effect to its cause; hence, we can obtain a 

number of possibilities for open-ness in the necessary participation of the condition-giver 

“intelligence.”  Allison (1990: 24) stood firm on this point and suggested that the free cause dwells 

in the cognition (epistemic conditions), which is not involved in either the world in itself or the 

result of cognition.  The contradiction based on the irrationality of a concept as in the mathematical 

antinomies and the contradiction generated in our relating the world we cognize and our cognition 

of the world, are different contradictions and thus deserve different treatments. Nature develops, 

and intelligence plays a necessary role in participating in the development, so both the thesis and 

the anti-thesis are accepted in the modification of transcendental idealism in the Third Antinomy: 

the free cause is a sufficient explanation regarding cognition (conditioning), and the conflict is not 

based in the concept of “nature” itself but from the reason that takes a necessary but self-

contradictory part in the realization of cognition.    

We further indicate the orthogonality between the free causality and the natural causality in 

cognition, which not only supports (makes coherent) Kant's epistemology (transcendental idealism),

but also ascertains the phenomenal causal exhaustion in nature (as the cognized, phenomenal world)

and its relation to rational ideas (such as freedom) – orthogonal; the empirical reality and the 

transcendental ideality become orthogonal in the a priori synthesis in cognition.  Besides, we also 

indicate the positivity of the free causality; we are not saying that the free causality has direct 

impact upon the phenomenal world, but saying that via the free causality, the necessary forms of 
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cognition are unexceptionally given to every possible resulting cognition, with which the possibility

of practice commences, too.

III. The Reconciliation of the Internal Conflict within Mahāyāna Buddhism and the 

Interpretation Difficulties in Dignāga

Nagārjūna's rejection of any absolute cause at the beginning of Mahāyāna Buddhism is commonly 

accepted by the following Mahāyāna Buddhists.  Self-nature (svabhāva; the rigid, eternal and 

uncaused nature) in any forms, including existents or the means for resulting cognitions, should not 

stand.  Causality is merely relative, not absolute.  The demand at the conventional level for the 

phenomenal causal exhaustion in all possible resulting cognitions and the demand at the ultimate 

level for the lack of self-nature in all objects of cognition (dharmas) mutually define each other.  

Exactly because every possible dharma arises in multiple conditions, we say ultimately speaking 

that every dharma is empty and vise versa.  Deriving from this, any absolute causal determination, 

such as that out of the inseparable atom, that out of the established means of cognition (pramāṇa), 

and self-awareness (svasaṃvitti), is regarded as contradictory to the Buddhist theory of dependent 

origination (pratītya-samutpāda).  This difficulty echos Kant's Third Antinomy.  In Mahāyāna 

Buddhism, the Madhyamaka school and Yogācāra school were to develop different opinions on this

issue. 

Nagārjūna's criticism of the Nyaya epistemology (pramāṇavada) concentrated on denying the 

absolute certainty in the production-relation among the means of cognition, the cognized object and 

the cognition itself.  Essentially, since any determined particular causal relation cannot stand, the 

valid means of cognition as the certain criterion, via which valid cognition can be produced, 

likewise cannot stand.  Hence, Dignāga's epistemology, which came after Nagārjūna, was 

embarrassingly situated.  If we think Dignāga's epistemology cannot survive Nagārjūna's criticism, 

consequently we can only put him away as a non-Buddhist epistemologist or classify him with the 

whole camp of Yogācāra school into the category of interlocutors under further investigation.  This 

is the historical situation of (Candrakīrti's and Dharmakīrti's) Dignāga in the Indo-Tibetan tradition. 

In Chinese Buddhism, Dignāga tends to be understood as one of the followers of Nagārjūna; 

however, we do not have an interpretation of Dignāga's epistemology that is sufficient to respond to

Nagārjūna.  Hence, both the indeterminable role of epistemology in Buddhism and the conflict 

between Madhyamaka school and Yogācāra school stand as historical facts in our days. 
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With the delicate ontological neutralism in Dignāga's own text, which regards cognition as non-

natural and not happening, namely the methodology to determine the name of the condition in terms

of the conditioned (因從果名; Myōtō-shō) that led to the establishment of two and only two valid 

means because we only have two and only two aspects of the object of cognition; the redefinition of

the term “pratyakṣa” based on the same reason in “現現別轉” (directly dependent on the cognitive 

faculty, not on the object of cognition); the no separation thesis among pramaṇa, prameya and 

phala; the self-awareness (svasaṃvitti); the twofold appearance theory; etc. and with the good 

intention to reconcile the conflict within  Mahāyāna Buddhism, we attempt to contribute an 

reconstructed interpretation of Dignāga's epistemology that responds to Nagārjūna – a holistic 

epistemology that resolves the antinomy on free cause of cognition. 

Because of the orthogonality of the cognitive causality and the phenomenal causal exhaustion in all 

possible resulting cognitions, the ideality (formality) of the valid means of cognition and the reality 

in the resulting cognitions mutually establish each other in every possible cognition; besides, the 

necessary intelligible participation of the valid means of cognition in the realization of every 

possible cognition does not jeopardize the phenomenal causal exhaustion.  Efficient cause ( kāraka-

hetu, ⽣因) and cognitive cause (jñāpaka-hetu, 了因) in Dignāga's system are so understood as the 

causality of nature and the causality of freedom respectively.  Nagārjūna's “if you make sense of 

emptiness, everything makes sense (以有空義故⼀切法得成)” is so understood, too.

Besides, several interpretation difficulties in the Candrakīrti-Dharmakīrti understandings (i.e., 

proceduralism) no longer exist in the holistic understanding: the no separation thesis among 

pramaṇa, prameya and phala; the sharp distinction between two pramaṇas; the infinite regress 

issue of the self-awareness (svasaṃvitti); and whether the use of prasaṅga in Dignāga (Ālamban.) is

acceptible.  (1) Since the epistemic terms are only indicated in thought insofar as the resulting 

cognition is realized, and they do not refer to the world cognized at all, the separation of the terms 

pramaṇa, prameya and phala in thought does not lead to the consequence of their separation in 

space and time.  In this sense, Dignāga claimed that the three are not separate.  (2) With the same 

reason we do not admit the time difference among former five sense perception, mental perception 

and conceptualization in manas. Since the state of the separated pure perception in the former five 

sense perception and mental perception that are not yet processed by manas is not admitted as a real

state, the redefinition of “pratyakṣa” as being devoid of conceptualization and the sharp distinction 

between perception/pratyakṣa and inference/anumāna as the basis of Dignāga's epistemology 
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remain sound and safe – an emphatic response to Jinendrabuddhi.  (3) Self-awareness is just the 

specific forms of cognition and not admitted as the operator in the phenomenal causal networks, so 

there is no issue of infinite regress – yet another supremely satisfactory response to Candrakīrti.  (4)

In the holistic interpretation, we further indicate that the application of inference is only legitimate 

to the object of cognition, and the thesis about the non-perceptible object can also be determined as 

true or false via the criteria of the two valid means of cognition in the employment of reductio ad 

absurdum; hence, Dignāga can still refuse to accept reductio ad absurdum as a valid form of 

inference but still use it in arguing for the non-existence of external objects – in fact, these two are 

mutually dependent in the system of logic – responding to Katsura (2016 Fudan).

IV. Further Development

1. To delve into the textual contexts of Dignāga
2. To extend the systematic interpretation of Kant
3. To establish critical epistemology that meets Kant and Buddhism
4. To further “spiritual development”
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先驗邏輯與精神發展	--	陳那與康德批判知識論的研究

	要覽

Ｉ.	主張與問題	

1.	推論（inference）與辯證（dialectics）的差異與認識的關係

針對一個未被現證的命題，我們只能透過兩種方式去確定該命題是否成立。當命題的主題是

一個可被認知的對象或狀態時，我們採取「推論」；當命題的主題是一個不可被認知的對象

或狀態時，我們只能採取辯證（或所謂歸謬論證）的方式來確認命題是否成立。

推論

舉例來說，例如：「彼山有火，以有煙故，如灶。」

山裡面的火，是一個可以被認知但是命題設定的時候未被認知的對象。被認知到的，是煙。

煙由火生，這是一個可以被認知到的因果關聯，例如「我們知道」灶裡的火可以生煙；且我

們若真的走到山裡彼煙生處，我們是可以看到是有火的，且由該火生該煙。

進一步說明細節：任何的認知，都必然牽涉到「現量/直觀」與「比量/概念」的統合。而現

量與比量的統合並非後天的，並非關聯於時間之內的因果關係。認知的因果（自由的因果、

形式的因果），不同於被認識的對象之間所「發生」的因果關係（自然因果）。實際上，應

該是任何現量「出現（appear）」時，其必隱含著其一切可被思及並已確定（determined）

的「思維的正當性（allowability	for	thinking）」，處於一個完整的因果網（phenomenal	

causal	exhaustion）中。一旦任何一個個別對象的認識「形成」（appear）時，該認識以一個

能被特定思維的方式形成，將所有可能與之相關聯的共相/概念之關聯關係確定，並藉此我

們關於該認識對象的經驗的（後驗的）推論與判斷，才在對該認識本身的自由聯想基礎上，

有了為真、為非或不相關的價值。上例中，「我們知道」一般來說火（如灶裡的）可以生煙，

不只是從過去經驗中累積的知識，更是被經驗所允許的可思的正當性。也據此，我們（認為

康德與陳那應該）說，「現量/直觀」與「比量/概念」的統合，是必然的且非來自於經驗歸

納的；相反地，現象完整的因果網才是歸納的基礎。

辯證/歸謬論證

當命題的主題不可能被認知（不可通過感性形式，亦即不在時間與空間中，被認知），例如

「自由」、「自證」或「空性」。
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歸謬的形式：窮舉該命題的所有邏輯可能，如正反（康德），如四句（龍樹中論、陳那觀

論），並且指出每一列舉出的邏輯可能，都導致與「經驗」相衝突的結果（「實則不然」）。

這表示，該命題理應不成立。

也就是說，當一個理性概念，不受經驗支持時，該概念必不為真。

相對地，當一個理性概念，受經驗支持時，其概念為必然地真。這裡所謂受經驗支持，並不

是指該概念有認知基礎，而是指不與任何認知條件相違背，特別是「現量/直觀」這個條件，

換句話說，是當這個沒有感性經驗內涵的理性概念，可被現量（經驗本身）允許為可思的。

兩個原因，其一，當一個概念本身含有邏輯錯誤時，其本身便不成立，故立破關鍵在於直觀

條件。其二，正是透過感性條件，（在時間與空間之中的）現實才真正被經驗。這在康德是

十分明顯的方法論；在陳那，因論「現、教力勝」是決斷不可能被認知的命題的原則，其中，

「教（現證者的報告）」的根源仍是「現」；在龍樹，則展現在「實則不然」的方法論上。

而推論與辯證在邏輯系統上相互證成。

2.	自由的因果與現象的（自然的）因果之正交關係：

自由因果只有限定認知條件與所有一切可能認知之間的關係，而自然因果只在認知的結果之

間有效，不涉及認知條件（The	causality	of	freedom	only	necessitates	the	cause	of	cognition	

and	its	relation	to	all	cognitions,	while	the	causality	of	nature	is	only	effective	in	the	results	of	

cognition,	never	on	the	cause.	）。現實，就是作為認識的結果的體系，必然是出現的

（appearing）且可合理思及的。

正交，指的是兩個內積為零的向量之間的關係，如兩個相垂直的力對彼此無作用但統合起來

後有其運動特性，也如平面坐標上Ｘ軸與Ｙ軸之間並無實質交互作用，但同時綜合起了平面

的想像可能，也同時允許了通過Ｘ軸與Ｙ軸（x,	y）來思考任何想像節點的可能。

這是對龍樹「認知的因果與現象的因果之間的衝突」與康德「第三背反」的回應。同時，這

也是確立與釐清觀念真理（factuality）與經驗實在	（reality），以及勝義空與世俗有，的關

係之關鍵。

3.	精神發展：

邏輯是同一邏輯，一方面因為任何的認知，都牽涉到「現量/直觀」與「比量/概念」的先天
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統合，經驗與現實一定是受限於現象的因果制約。於道德面來說，便是欲望（意志）順服於

認知對象（欲望對象）而決定，此即不自由（不自主）的行為。然而，自由的因果與現象的

因果之正交關係，以及後者對前者的無效，確保的是自由狀態的事實（fact）。於認知，認

識主體雖因認知而令認知者與被認知者同時成立，但不被被認知者綁定，也有判斷正確與否

的可能。於實踐，便是意志可以自由不為感性對象（包含類似 ego 的自我認識）決定。由單

純在自然因果制約中生活，提升到能自主地（無我地）處在自然因果脈絡之中，則是一合理

（符合康德哲學意義，且符合佛教哲學意義）的精神發展。

II.	康德第三背反：自由為真且與自然不相容但不衝突

正題指出的因果困境在於，假若沒有自由的肇因（uncaused	cause），即假若沒有某一種肇

因可以開啟一個新的因果序列而不需要任何前因，那麼，任何一個發生的事件便不享有一個

完整且確定的（complete	and	determined）前在因果序列，則該發生的事件就不應該成立

（因為按照自然的因果定律，即「任何發生的事件一定在其發生之前有其原因」，若無第一

因的肇始，則該序列無法底定）。然而，我們的實際認知中，事件是發生的，是故似乎應該

要接受自由的肇因為真。

背反在於，反過來說（反題），假若我們接受自由的肇因，那麼自然因果定律的普遍有效性

便不復存在，定律會被破壞。第一因正是該普遍有效性的矛盾點。

Schopenhauer：完整且確定的前在因果序列的要求太過，一個因果關係的確立只需時間點 A 與

其因時間點 B 兩個整全世界之間有因果確定即可，不需要再往前追溯。Kemp	Smith	（1962:	

493）:	「The	causation	is	sufficient	at	each	stage」。是因為，人類的認識有限，我們只認識

到時間點 A 與時間點 B 之間的關係，我們無法追溯到我們不認識的時間點之前（或被認識的

因果關聯之外），但只要我們確認 B 與 A 之間有關，因果關係便已充分確定。

然而，就算我們接受世界及其因果關係可以獨立于我們的認識而實在（作為[先驗]實在論

者），我們也需要一個無任何前因的肇因來底定完整的因果序列，這與我們的認識之有限無

關，而是考量到不論作為客觀世界的法則（[先驗]實在論）、或者作為先驗（認知）法則來

說（作為先驗觀念論者），自然因果律的普遍有效性同時要求著第一因，又反對著第一因。

且，若不認可該獨立存在（作為觀念論者），Schopenhauer 對於 World	A 與 World	B 的劃分

表現出其落于「兩個世界觀	two	world	view」的立場，亦及本論文所稱「proceduralism」，

誤以為同步的因果網（synchronical	completeness）與相續的因果網（successive	completeness）

兩者可以被階段地與局部地區分開來想像，而非一個完整的整全（holistic）想像，這迫使

Schopenhauer 必須割捨康德的先驗觀念論解決方案，將第三背反當作數學的背反

（mathematical	antinomies，第一、第二背反）一樣解決：放棄正題，並以先驗觀念論改寫

反題（將第一因歸為認知範圍之外的不可知）。這樣一來，不僅在康德內部造成問題（時間
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與空間的先驗觀念性與其 holism 被破壞，與整套理論被割捨（Strawson	（1966）et	al.），也

無法回應實在論者關於客觀世界法則之普遍有效性的難題。

數學的背反與動力的背反（dynamical	antinomies）的差別，來自于「世界」與「自然」的兩

個概念差異，前者包含著時間空間的「同質」延展（homogeneous	extension	and	

intension），對此，我們依著我們感知條件的侷限而要求著世界的有限（封閉性）但又同時

依著時間與空間兩個先驗觀念本質的無限延展而要求世界的無限（開放性）。然而，由於世

界作為感性表象的總合被想像是不合理的（無法通過批判檢驗），于是不論正題反題都被拒

絕，拒絕的原因是因為我們對世界這個概念的封閉與開放的要求，是基於該錯誤想像。「自

然」考慮的的是通過認知者綜合的「異質」發展，是從「被條件制約者」回到「條件」之間

的「後退 regress」，例如從果回到因，因此，可從條件的給予者「智性」的介入，取得屬於

智性的開放空間。Allison（1990:	24）正是就著這一點，指出無前因的肇因存在于認識之中，

不論從世界本身來講或從感知結果來講，都不涉及本體世界。於是，類似數學背反中因為概

念上的錯誤所引起的矛盾，與我們將世界本身與我們的認知條件之間的混淆所引起的矛盾，

本質上與解決方法上都不同。自然的世界是發展的，且智性在發展中扮演必然介入，所以第

三背反可說正題反題都在先驗觀念論框架下被接受：自由的肇因是在認識論上保留的一個完

整解釋，而衝突不是來自「自然」概念的內部衝突，而是來自于認知本身理性的自相矛盾。

我們進一步指出自由因果與自然因果在認知本身當中的正交關係，不止支撐（使其一致）康

德的認識論（先驗觀念論），也通過該正交關係，支持了作為認識結果的自然（現象世界）

本身在自然因果上的完整（phenomenal	causal	exhaustion），也表述了觀念，如「自由」，

如何透過智性與該完整性關聯—正交；經驗實在與先驗觀念通過認知的先天綜合為正交。此

外，我們也正面認可自由因果的積極性，這不是說自由因果對於現象有直接的效力，而是說

通過自由因果，認識的固定形式必然給予了一切認識結果，實踐的可能也於焉開啓。

III.	大乘佛教的內部調停與陳那的詮釋難題

大乘初起時的龍樹對任何絕對原因（absolute	cause）的反對，是為大乘佛教所共許的。不論

是作為法或者作為認知工具，都不應該具有自性（固定的、不變的、主宰的 uncaused 性

格）。因果關係只能是相對的，不能是絕對的。要求在作為認識結果的現象世界中的完整因

果緣起網絡（phenomenal	causal	exhaustion）的世俗觀，與要求一切法空的勝義觀，彼此相

互證成。	正因為一切有為法眾緣和合而成，故勝義地來說無自性，反之同說。衍生來說，

任何的絕對的因果關係，如從極微（atoms）引起的，或從量（pramāṇa）、自證

（svasaṃvitti）不待它因而自行引起的因果關係，都與「緣起觀」相矛盾。這個難題與康德

第三背反遙相呼應。而大乘佛教內部中觀與瑜伽行派（唯識）兩者，在認識條件作為第一因

的背反上有了歧見。
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龍樹對正理派量論（認識論）的批判，集中在破除認識工具、認識對象與認識本身之間的

「生產關係」的絕對（確定）性，質言之，若任何單一確定的因果關係都不可成立，量本身

作為明確的正確認識歸準便不可成立。出於龍樹之後的陳那量論，立場便十分尷尬。若認為

陳那量論無法適切回應龍樹對量論的批評，要不就是得將陳那量論歸於外說，要不就是把陳

那並採認識論進入的瑜伽行派推為論敵再商榷，這是印藏歷史上的（即月稱與法稱理解中

的）陳那處境。漢傳傳統上，傾向將陳那視為龍樹以來大乘佛教的傳承傳統之內，然而尚未

見明確可以拿來回應龍樹量論批評的陳那量論解讀，於是量論在大乘佛教中的地位懸而未決，

以及中觀與瑜伽行派之間的衝突，雙雙成了我們今日歷史上的既有事實。

我們基於陳那自身文本上對認識作為「非自然、非發生」的，在本體意義上中性的認識論的

細緻性，諸如「因從果名」（明燈抄）方法論依照認識對象僅有「自相」與「共相」兩個面

向而立「現量」與「比量」唯二且彼此迥異的量論；同前理，「現現別轉」（直接依個別根

而生，而非依境）對現量「prati」定義的改寫；量、所量與量果無別；自證與其見分相分二

重顯現（twofold	appearance）等等，以及基於調停大乘佛教內部衝突的好意，嘗試提供一個

可以回應並可為龍樹所接受的「佛教的量論」。即，破除自由因（uncaused	cause）背反的

陳那量論的整全論（holism）解讀。

由於認識的因果與作為認識結果的實在（phenomenal	causal	exhaustion）的正交關係，非發

生的認識之理想性（形式性）與被認識的現象的實在性通過認識所扮演的必然角色相互證成，

且量作為智性的必然介入，也不對緣起的完整性造成困難。生因（自然的因果）與了因（認

識的因果）在陳那系統中，被如此地解讀。龍樹「以有空義故一切法得成」的二諦觀也如此

地被解讀。

此外，在月稱、法稱理解中的陳那量論（程序論	proceduralism）中的幾個詮釋困難在整全論

（holism）的量論解讀中不復存在：量、所量與量果無別；二量的截然區分；自證的無窮後

退；陳那不接受歸謬為合法推論方式，卻又運用歸謬（觀論）。（1）既然認識成立後各個

認識機能的面向才在「思維中」被指出，且該指涉並不指涉被認識的世界，在思維上量、所

量與量果的概念分別並不導致實際上我們將量、所量與量果認識為三個在時間空間上分別的

對象，故陳那的無別說無可非議。（2）既然我們同理不承認五識現量、意現量與意識的概

念思維三者之間存在時間差，那麼在五識現量或者意現量在未被概念化之前的「有分別的現

量」狀態並不被接受，陳那「現量離分別」以及其與「比量」截然劃分的理論基礎就不會崩

壞	–回應 Jinendrabuddhi。（3）自證同樣只是認識本身的固定形式特質，而並非又被認識

為一個處於自然因果脈絡當中的運作者，故無無窮後退問題–回應月稱–取而代之的是智性

在世俗世界開展當中的必然介入而已，這也遙指著實踐的可能。（4）我們進一步指出，在

整全論的陳那量論中，推論的應用對象為可感官認識的對象，而關於不可感官地認識的事實，

必須通過二量的批判檢驗，即通過歸謬才能確定真偽，所以，陳那當然無需接受歸謬為合理

的邏輯範式，但仍然可以使用歸謬—事實上，兩者在邏輯體系上應該也相互證成–回應

Katsura	(2016	復旦)。
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IV.	未來發展

落實到陳那及其文本脈絡的細節中。

延伸康德的系統性解讀。

建立當代的、會通康德哲學與佛教哲學的批判知識論。

完整「精神發展」論述。
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