Realism and Reality in Yogacara and Tiantai

The variety of realism at the foundation of radical Buddhism is not the minimal real-
ism defined in the previous chapter. It does not just claim that there is an external,
mind-independent reality, but that, in some sense, that is the only reality. “In some
sense,” because it does not deny the distinction between phenomenal or conven-
tional and external or ultimate reality (i.c., it is not naive realism), but it takes the
non-dualist position that these kinds of “realities” are more like different facets of,
or perspectives on the same world. Only this world is real, even though this one real
world can be and is experienced very differently by different people (and other crea-
tures). And because only this world and only this life are real, there are no Pure lands
or heavens, and suffering cannot be compensated in future lives or be a punishment
for bad deeds in past lives. Consequently, if we want to escape or alleviate suffering,
we have to do so in this life, and if we aspire for a Buddha land or other kind of uto-
pian or better society, we have to realize it in this world.’

On the surface, the goal of the present chapter is to mine the most promising
Buddhist traditions, identified in chapter 6 as Yogacara and Tiantai, for raw materi-
als to construct this metaphysical and epistemological foundation for a radicalized
radical Buddhism, as well as to start laying that foundation. Obviously, one cannot
mine what is not there in the first place, but that observation raises a question: to
what extent does it even makes sense to say that something is or is not there? Jan
Westerhoff has pointed out that, from a Buddhist perspective, the answer might be
that it does not.* Among the reasons he mentions for this negative answer, the fol-
lowing two are the most interesting.

Firstly, the idea of there being “a way it really was” or “a way it really was meant”
depends on realism about the past, that is, on the idea that the past exists. But
some Buddhist schools, such as Sautrantika, denied the lacter, while others, such as
Sarvastivada, accepted the existence of the past but held it to be causally inefficient,
which implies that there is little we can know about it.?

1 About this austere or this/worldy realism and why it matters for radicalized radical Buddhism, see
also chapters 4 and 6.

2 Jan Westerhoft, The Golden Age of Indian Buddhist Phi]osophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018),
24fF

3 The relation of the past to the present in this perspective is somewhat like the relation between
noumenal and phenomenal reality in transcendental idealism: by necessity we can only experience
the phenomenal and the present, but based on that experience we can make some inferences about
the noumenal and the past. See the section “Idealism” in chapter 7.
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Secondly, several Yogacara and later Madhyamaka texts express the view that ex-
periences of reality differ between observers. In the previous chapter, I gave the
example of hungry ghosts (pretas) sceing pus or blood where humans see water,* but
there are other examples as well. Typically, what is taken to determine these differ-
ent perspectives is karma. For example, Vasubandhu explained in his own commen-
tary on his Twenty Verses that “because pretas are in the same situation due to their
karma, all and not just one of them see rivers filled with pus.™

Regardless of whether different perspectives are due to karma or other factors,
we cannot step outside of them and observe the world, or history, or some text from
nowhere — all experience and all interpretation is perspectival. That is the most
fundamental insight of perspectivism. Hans-Georg Gadamer famously applied this
insight to hermenecutics. He pointed out that “wanting to avoid one’s own concepts
in the explanation [of a historical text, ete.] is not just impossible, but manifest non-
sense. Rather, explanation is bringing one’s own preconceptions (Vorbegriffe) into the
game, and thereby really bring the meaning of the text to speak for us.”® Gadamer
called this a “fusion of horizons.” To a large extent, fusing horizons is what this
chapter aims for.

For Vasubandhu, disagreement between perspectives, such as that between hu-
mans who see water where pretas see pus, appears to be an argument for the irreality
of the object. If this interpretation is right, there are only perspectives, and nothing
that those perspectives are perspectives on. There are no rivers seen differently by
humans and pretas; there are just these different perceptions. Similarly then, the
lack of agreement about the interpretation of Vasubandhu’s writings and Yogacara
or any other Buddhist school in general, indicates that there are just interpretations
and nothing those interpretations are interpretations of. Or in other words, there is
no “real” or “objective” meaning of the text, no intention of the author, and perhaps
even no author or no text. And therefore, there are no “right” interpretations, which
obviously means that this interpretation cannot be right cither.

The main alternative is to read Vasubandhu’s argument epistemologically, that
is, as claiming that the thing-in-itself is unknowable rather than non-existent, but
that’s not an unproblematic reading cither. The very first line of the Twenty Verses
holds that “all is just consciousness only because of the appearance of non-existing
objects,”™ which seems to support an ontological rather than epistemological reading.
Other translations are possible, and there are other texts that need to be taken into
account as well.

Mining for raw materials is a rather questionable analogy if it is uncertain wheth-
er those “raw materials” can be identified or even exist at all. Furthermore, aside from
the more fundamental problems raised in the preceding paragraphs, there are other
obstacles. The primary sources tend to be rather obscure and can be interpreted in

See the section “Relativism, Pluralism, and Perspectivism.”
5 tulyﬂkarmavipﬁkivasthﬁ hi pretﬁh sarve "pi puyapurnam nadim paéyami naika eva — V:Lsub:mdhu,
Vimsatikavreti (Sth ¢.), ad Vk §3c.
6 Die eigenen Begriffe bei der Auslegung vermeiden zu wollen, ist nicht nur unm(ig]ich, sondern
offenbarer Widersinn. Auslegen heifdc gerade: die eigenen Vorbegriffe mit ins Spiel bl‘iligen‘ damit
die Meinung des Textes fiir uns wirklich zum Sprechen gebracht wird. — Hans-Georg Gadamer,
Wahrheit und Methode: Grundziige (’inerphilosophischen Hermeutik, 2nd edn. (Tiibingen: J.C.B. Mobhr,
1965), 374-75.
1bid., 289.
vijiaptimatram evedam asadarthavabhasanat — Vasubandhu, Vimsatikakarika (sth ), §1. Emphasis

added.

[o N



REALISM AND REALITY IN YOGACARA AND TIANTAI

many different ways, and the secondary sources disagree about almost everything.
But perhaps, all of these “obstacles” are mere nuisances rather than insurmountable
barriers. My aim in this chapter is not to reconstruct Vasubandhu’s, or Dignaga’s, or
Zhiyi’s ST philosophy, but to build on interpretations thereof. For that purpose, I
do not really need “correct” interpretations, if those even exist, but plausible interpre-
tations.” The aim of this chapter is not only interpretation, moreover, but to bring
Yogacara and Tiantai closer together, with a little help from Donald Davidson, in
order to lay the foundations of a this-worldly realism for radical Buddhism, a project
that will continue in the next chapter.

A Bit of Historical Context

Yogacara was founded by Asanga and his younger half-brother Vasubandhu in late-
fourth to carly-fifth century, but key ideas of the school almost certainly circulated
earlier. Among the most important satras for the school are the Arya-samdhinirmocana
Surra and the Lankavatara Sitra, both of which were compiled from much older frag-
ments in the late-third or carly-fourth century. The central Yogacara doctrine that
all is just consciousness or mind only is already found in the Lankavatara Sutra, and
other important ideas such as “storehouse consciousness” and the “three natures” are
mentioned in the Arya-samdhinirmocana Sitra, for example.

While Yogacara is classified as a Mahayana school, it was closely affiliated with the
“mainstream” Abhidharma Sautrantika school.”® Vasubandhu was originally a main-
stream Buddhist. His most important Abhidharma text, the Abhidharmakosabhasya,
mostly defended Sautrantika doctrines. After his older brother Asanga converted
him to Mahayana, he wrote several of the most important Yogacara treatises. To what
extent it is appropriate to speak of “conversion” is debatable, however, as Mahayana
and the mainstream probably had not really separated at the time.

After Asanga and Vasubandhu, the most important Yogacara philosophers are
Dignaga (ca. 480-540) and Dharmakirti (sixth or seventh century). Dignaga is cred-
ited for founding the “logico-epistemological” tradition within Buddhist philosophy,
and Dharmakirti was probably the greatest philosopher in that tradition. The two
obviously never met, but allegedly, there may have been a link through Dharmapala
(530-61) who was, supposedly, a student of Dignaga and who was, according to
Tibetan sources, in contact with Dharmakirti later. However, Dignaga died when
Dharmapala was still a child or young teenager, and Dharmapala probably died be-
fore Dharmakirti was even born. Significantly, both Dignaga’s and Dharmakirti’s
logico-epistemological writings appear to take a Sautrantika point of view mostly,
confirming the continuing connection between the two schools.

The Chinese monk Xuanzang ZZ8& (ca. 602-64) traveled extensively through In-
dia from approximately 630 until his return in China in 645. Among others, he visited

9 The case of Zhiyi’s interpretﬂti(m ()fﬂNﬁgir]’una (see next section) also illustrates that accuracy in
interpretation is not always necessary. Sometimes interesting or useful interpretations are preferab]e
to accurate ones.

10 The term “mainstream” here denotes what Mahﬁyﬁna disparagingly called “Hinayana.” At the time,
the mainstream really was the mainstream, but it was overtaken by Mahayana lacer. The only surviv-
ing mainstream school is Theravada. On the relation berween Yogacara and Saucrantika, see Robert
Kritzer, Rebirth and Causation in the Yogacara Abhidharma (Vienna: Arbeitskreis ftir Tibetische und
Buddhistische Studien, 1999)‘ and Joh:mnes Bronkhorst, Buddhist Teaching in India (Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 2009).
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Nalanda, the great Buddhist university where Dignaga, Dharmapala, Dharmakirei,
and many other famous Buddhist scholars taught and studied. Of all the Buddhist
schools he encountered, Xuanzang was most interested in Yogacara. His Discourse
on the Perfection of Consciousness Only FXMEFEER is a commentary on Vasubandhu’s
Thircy Verses (Trimsikavijaaptimarrata) based mostly on Dharmapala’s commentary on
the same text. Xuanzang’s Discourse would become one of the most influential texts
in Chinese Yogacara or Weishi & (consciousness/mind only).

Buddhism came to China in the first century but was confused with and influ-
enced by Daoism for a long time. Initially, Buddhist texts where translated in large-
ly Daoist Chinese terms, but this changed after Kumarajiva (344—413), a Buddhist
monk from Kucha in present-day Xinjiang, produced a great number of translations
of stitras and commentaries that set a new standard, and that were rarely eclipsed by
later translations, even if those might have been more accurate.

Foreign monks continued to bring new texts and schools, but the schools that
flourished in China are quite different from those that are prominent in histories of
Indian Buddhism. Pure Land teachings entered China in the second Ccntury lead-
ing to the establishment of the Pure Land school in 402 by Huiyuan B (334-410).
A meditation school, influenced by the aforementioned Larnkavatara Sitra became
Chan 18 (Japanese: Zen) in the fifth century. Earlier, Madhyamaka had established
itself as Sanlun =7, bur like many other sects and schools, it would not survive as
an independent sect.

While these and other schools were more or less transplanted from India, Zhiyi
ESakE| (538-97) founded an entirely new school of Buddhism: Tiantai KA. named
after the mountain where Zhiyi lived. A problem for Chinese Buddhism was to make
sense of the contradictions between the various texts imported from India. The typi-
cal solution to that problem was to rank teachings into provisional and final teach-
ings, with many different grades of provisional teachings and usually a single sutra
at the top. For Tiantai, that single sttra was the Lotus Sutra (Saddharma Pundarika
Sutrra), and for the Huayan HE T school, which was founded around the same time,
it was the Flower Garland Stitra (Avatamsaka Sitra).

Aside from the Lotus Sutra, the most important influence on Zhiyi was his mis-
interpretation of Nagarjuna’s famous doctrine of the emptiness of emptiness in
Mulamadhyamakakarika 24.18 based on Kumarajiva's Chinese translation.” The origi-
nal Sanskric is:

yah pratityasamutpadah stnyatam tam pracaksmahe
sa prajiaptirupadaya pratipatsaiva madhyama.

which was translated by Mark Siderits and Shoryu Katsura as:

Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness.
It (emptiness) is a dependent concept; just that is the middle pach.”

11 Paul Swanson, “Zhiyi’s Interpretation of Jfieyavarana: An Application of the Threefold Truth Con-
cept,”in In Search of C/arily: Essays on Translation and Tiantai Buddhism (Nagoyﬂ: Chisokuda, 2018),
45-62.

12 Mark Siderits and Shor\u Katsura, Nagarjuna’s Middle Way: Mﬁ]amadhyamakdrilzd (Boston: Wisdom,
2012), 277.
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and from the Tibetan by Jay Garfield as:

Whatever is dependently co-arisen | That is explained to be emptiness.
That, being a dependent designation, | Is itself the middle way."?

Kumarajiva's translation is:

AR Rl TR TR R
IR Fe B TR iR

which can be translated into English as:

The arising from causes and conditions of all dharmas [is what] I explain as
emptiness.
It is a (conventional) designation. It is the meaning of the Middle Way.

What Nagarjuna claimed is that the dependently arisen, or phenomenal reality, is
empty and that this doctrine is “the Middle Way.” However, Zhiyi read Kumarajiva’s
translation as implying that reality has three different aspects: emptiness %5 (i
in Kumarajiva’s translation, but more commonly 2%). the conventional {B, and the
middle A, While for Nagarjuna “the Middle Way” is not a third element but just
a name for the doctrine of the identity of emptiness and the phenomenal, for Zhiji
“the middle” refers to a third cruth — in addition to conventional truth and ultimate
truth (i.c., the truth of emptiness) — that expresses that identity. In other words, the
third truch (ie., the middle HY) is the non-dualistic affirmation that conventional
or phenomenal reality is ultimate reality, and therefore, that there is just one world.

Due to the rise of Huayan and Yogacara, especially after Xuanzang’s Discourse,
Tiantai soon experienced a decline but was revived briefly in the cight century by
Zhanran JESR (711-82). In 806 its Japanese branch, Tendai, was established by Saicho
B®iE (767-822). Tendai, however, incorporated elements of Huayan/chon Chan/
Zen, and esoteric Buddhism and differed from Zhiyi’s Tiantai in many, but mostly
subtle, ways. At first, its main opponent in doctrinal macters was the Hosso {ﬁ*ﬁ
(Chinese: Faxan sect, the Japanese branch of Chinese Yogacara (which was known
as Faxiang in addition to Weishi) but eventually it got involved so deeply into politics
that the sect became its own enemy, and new sects branched off in the twelfth and
thirteenth century. Those new branches flourished, while Tendai gradually declined.

Most of the sects that split off from Tendai were not really new. Rather, they
were — nominally at least — Japanese branches of Chinese sects that had lictle to
do with Chinese Tiantai, even though all of these branches where founded by Ten-
dai priests in Japan and where heavily influenced by Tendai thought. Soto & |
Zen came from Caodong; Rinzai [ Zen from Linji; and the Pure Land Ht
sects from Chinese Pure Land Buddhism. The one exception was the Nichiren H
3# school, named after its founder, Nichiren (1222-82). With some justification,
Nichiren though of himself as following in Saichd’s footsteps. He opposed the strong
influence of esoteric Buddhism and other “corrupting” influences in Tendai and

13 Jay L. Garfield, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nagarjuna’s Mﬁ/amadhyamakakdrikd (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, IL)L);)~ Gc)
14 T30n1564, 30b.
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wanted to return to the Lotus Sutra. He may have gone a bit overboard in his reduc-
tion of Buddhist practice to ritually chanting of that sttra’s title, but it does not
seem unreasonable to say that Nichiren was much closer in spirit to original Tendai
(and perhaps to Tiantai) than the Tendai sect itself.s

Although we now can fill whole libraries with books about Buddhist philosophy
and celebrate the tradition’s great thinkers, philosophy never played a central role
in the religious lives of the vast majority of monks and other followers. Most Bud-
dhists were more concerned with relatively practical or soteriological matters than
with the abstruse questions that philosophers like to ponder. In Japan this relatively
practical and soteriological orientation scems to have been particularly strong. The
metaphysical or epistemological views of key thinkers such as Saicho, Nichiren, and
Dogen JETT (1200-53; founder of Soto Zen) can often only be gleaned from scattered
remarks in polemical texts expounding the benefits of one sect versus others or in
texts about entirely different topics, such as meditation. This, unfortunately, makes
interpreting the metaphysical views of Japanese Buddhists even harder than those of
their Indian and Chinese intellectual ancestors.

Yogacara Realism

Does Yogacara deny external or mind-independent reality? Although the most com-
mon answer to this question appears to be “yes,” it is actually not that casy to answer,
and it is also possible that there is not a single answer or that the answer differs for
different Yogacara philosophers.*

Above I quoted Vasubandhu's claim that “all is just consciousness only because
of the appearance of non-existing objects,” which opens the Twenty Verses, one of his
most influential texts. This quote seems as clear a denial of the existence of an exter-
nal reality as one could find. In the Mahayanasamgraha, Asanga also appears to claim
literally that external objects do not exist. Furthermore, that text also gives the ex-
ample of pretas secing the world differently as an argument in support of this claim.”

So, that settles it, it scems — Yogacara denies external reality. But that conclusion
would be premature.

Yogacara philosophers distinguished three aspects of the experience of reality,
the “three natures” (svabhavas). (1) Parikalpita-svabhava, the “fully conceptualized” or
(conceptually) constructed nature: the experience of things as conceptual constructs,
or the appearance; (2) Paratantra-svabhava, the “other-dependent” nature: the com-
plex of causes that bring about the thing’s constructed nature, or the process and

«

causes of bringing forth that appearance; (3) Parinispanna-svabhava, the “perfected”
nature: the true nature of things, namely, emptiness, which can only be experienced
in meditation that entirely transcends language.

In the Trisvabhavanirdesa, Vasubandhu wrote that the constructed nature, that
is, the thing as is appears does not exist, that the other-dependent exists but not

15 See also the section “From Saicho to Nichiren” in chapter 2, and the section “Sources and Schools” in
chapter 6.

16 Itis signiﬁcant that Inoue Enryo, the father of]ap:mese Buddhist modernism, answered “no” to this
question. His interpretation of Yogacara was realist and strongly influenced the thisrworldly realism
that motivated early Japanese engaged and radical Buddhism. See the section “Realism and Reform
in Japan — Inoue Enryo” in chapter 3.

17 Asanga, Mahayanasamgraha (4—sth ¢.), IL14. But what is “seen differently” if the world doesn’t exist?
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constructed elephant duality
(parikalpita) (dvaya)
other-dependent clephant’s appearance discrimination
(paratantra) (vikalpa)
perfected elephant’s  piece of suchness
(parinispanna) absence wood (tachara)

Table. 8.1. The magical elephant.

in the form that it appears, and that the perfected exists as non-duality.® He then
proceeded by comparing perception to a magic show in which the magician makes a
piece of wood (kastha) look like an elephant: “The constructed nature is the elephant;
the other-dependent is its appearance; and the absence of the elephant is considered
to be the perfected.” But then he added three more concepes: duality (dvaya), dis-
crimination (vikalpa), and suchness (tathata), and compared those with the elephant,
its appearance, and the piece of wood, respectively.* Table 8.1 summarizes these as-
sociations and identities.

The concept of “suchness” (tathata; also translated as “thusness”) is more or less
the Buddhist equivalent of Kant’s “thing-in-itself,” although it differs in its con-
notations — it refers to the ultimately real ground or nature of phenomenal appear-
ances — and consequently, to recognize the existence of suchness is to accept real-
ism. This becomes even more evident in the indirect equation of the perfected with
the picce of wood. The perfected as the elephant’s absence can easily be understood
as metaphysical idealism, but that interpretation no longer makes sense if the cl-
ephant’s absence is equated to the presence of something clse, and the text is quite
explicit that there is something else, namely, the piece of wood. That piece of wood
is the real form appearing as elephant. Similarly, suchness is not just the absence of
appearances or of things as they appear, but also the presence of those appearances’
ultimately real ground. Suchness is not nothing, and suchness is not in the mind.
Hence, this is realism, not metaphysical idealism.

The text continues by asserting that the penetration of the real objects or true
reality (arthatattva) resules in the knowledge of the constructed appearance, the
abandonment of the other-dependent as constructing the appearance, and the at-
tainment of non-conceptual perception of suchness, presumably through medita-
tion. With that attainment, the appearance of duality disappears and non-duality
is realized.” The result is compared to breaking free from the illusion of the magic
show. The elephant is no longer perceived, the process that created that false percep-
tion is terminated, and instead, one sees the piece of wood for what it is.» The goal
of practice, then, is to sce reality (i.c., suchness, or the piece of wood) as it is, but that
objective makes sensc only if reality is assumed to exist. Hence, again, this is realism
not idealism.

18 Vasubandhu(?), Trisvabhavanirdesa, §§11-13.

19 svabhavah kalpito hasti paratantras tadakrtih | yas tacra hastyabhavo 'sau parinispanna
isyate — Ibid., §28.

20 Ibid., §30.

21 See the section “Idealism” in chapter 7.

22 Vasubandhu(?), Trisvabhavanirdesa, §§31-33.

23 Ibid., §34.



218

A BUDDHA LAND IN THIS WORLD

The arguments in the Trisvabhavanirdesa raise a question: would it be possible that
apparent arguments for idealism are also merely denying the object-as-it-appears
and not its ultimately real ground? Re-reading the opening statement of the Twenty
Verses certainly suggests a positive answer to that question. “All is just consciousness
only because of the appearance of non-existing objects,” wrote Vasubandhu. Indeed,
that what appears, or the object-as-it-appears, does not exist as such, but that does
not imply that nothing exists outside the mind. But then, why is this doctrine called
“mind only” or “consciousness only” (vijiaptimatra or cittamatra), suggesting the op-
posite, namely, that nothing exists outside the mind? Perhaps, it is a mistake to think
that is what the term implics. Dan Lusthaus pointed out that -matra (only) does not
appear to have metaphysical implications in other uses, and there is no good reason
to assume why this case is different.* Furthermore, vijiaptimatra cannot mean that
nothing exists outside a single mind because Yogacara recognizes the existence of
other minds that exist outside that mind.

There is another problem, however. The Trisvabhavanirdesa probably was not writ-
ten by Vasubandhu, or at least not by the Vasubandhu who co-founded Yogacara and
wrote the Twenty Verses. Mathew Kapstein argues convincingly that for linguistic,
stylistic, and historical reasons, it is very unlikely that thar Vasubandhu authored
the text.”” More likely, it was an anonymous text that was later attributed to Vasu-
bandhu.® Nevertheless, it has terminological similarities to the Larnkavatara Sitra
and other important Yogacara texts such as the Mahayana Sucralamkara Karika, and
its content is undeniably Yogacara as well. Still, if the Trisvabhavanirdesa is not by
Vasubandhu, we are back at square one with regards to his position.

Although I wrote above that the logico-epistemological school was founded by
Dignaga, Vasubandhu also wrote a work about reasoning and perception, the main
topics of that school, the Vadavidhi. That text is lost, but fragments remain in quotes
by other authors, including Dignaga. In one remaining fragment, Vasubandhu wrote
that “a direct perception is a consciousness through the object [arthal itself only.™7
Artha, here appears to refer to the external, mind-independent object. Dignaga used
the same word in the same sense and argued that “(direct) perception is free from
conceptual construction.”™ What is perceived in that direct perception (pratyaksa) is
the thing (artha) itself* Massaaki Hattori explains that

According to Dignaga, a thing, which in itself is essentially inexpressible, comes
to be expressed by a word only when it is associated with a name (naman) and

24 Dan Lusthaus, Buddhist Phenomenology: A Philosophical Investigation of Yogacara Buddhism and the Cheng
Wei-shih Lun (London: Routledge(lurzon, 2002), 534-

25 Matchew Kapstein, “Who Wrote the Trisvabhavanirdesa? Reflections on an Enigmatic Text and Its
Place in the History of Buddhist Phi]osophyf’ Journal oflndian Phi/osophy 46 (2018): 1-30.

26 It is for this reason that [ placed a question mark after “Vasubandhu” when mentioning the author
of the Trisvabhavanirdesa in footnotes above.

27 Vasubandhu, Vadavidhi (sth c.), §9, trans. Stefan Anacker, Seven Works of Vasubandhu: The Buddhist
Psycho]ogica/ Doctor, rev. edn. (Delhi: Mortilal Banarsidass, 2()05), 40. Anacker indicates that “object"
here translaces artha (76).

28 pratyaksam kalpanapodham — Dignaga, Pramanasamuccaya (6th c.).

29 On Dignaga’s recognition of the existence of an external rea]ity, see also Sh()ryﬁ Kartsura, “Dignaga
and Dharmakirti on Apoha,” in Studies in the Buddhist Episremo/ogical Tradition, ed. Ernst Steinkellner
(Vienna: OAW, 1991), 129—46, at 138.
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other factors. Conceptual construction (kalpana) means nothing other than this
process of associating a name, cte. with a thing.”

What these passages imply is not that external reality does not exist, but that it
cannot be expressed in language — is ineffable, and thus that the object-as-it-appears
does not exist. The same view is expressed by Asanga in his Bodhisattvabhumi: “the
essential nature of entities does not exist in the way it is described in words.? How-
ever, it is also not the case that it is completely and totally nonexistent.™ Rather,
“all entities possess an essential nature that is ineffable.™ He explicitly rejected the
idea that there are no ultimately real underlying substances, which he ascribed to
Madhyamaka, because nominal designations of things or people would be invalid if
there are no underlying substances (i.c., suchness).

As long as the bare [underlying] substance of the entities of form, etc., does exist,
then the application of designating assertions to the entities of form, etc., is valid.
It would not be [valid] if [the bare underlying substance of form and the rest] did
not exist, [because in that case] the application of designating assertions would be
[an act] that is not related to a [real substance].

The ineffable, real nature of things cannot be experienced by the ordinary mind but
only by an extraordinary kind of non-conceptual knowledge or experience called
prsthalabdha-jnana. In the Trisvabhavanirdesa, this transcendence of conceprually
conditioned ordinary consciousness of things (i.c., seeing the wood rather than the
clephant) is presented as the goal of Buddhist practice.® This is mysticism as defined
in chapter 7: an apophatic realism that holds that ultimate reality can only be experi-
enced through extraordinary, non-conceptual means.” The purpose of achieving this
extraordinary knowledge is overcoming attachment or craving. We become attached
to things-as-they-appear, and supposedly, by seeing them as they really are we can
dispel that atctachment. Xuanzang warns in his Discourse on the Perfection of Conscious-
ness Only that we should not substitute one kind of attachment for another, however,

[blecause the mind and mental conditions arise in dependence on others, they
are like magic and not [things that] really exist. To climinate the false attach-
ment to what is projected by the mind and mental conditions as existing in ex-
ternal, ultimate reality, [we] say that there is only consciousness (vijiana). [But]

30 Massaaki Hattori, Dignaga, On Perception, Being the Pratyaksapariccheda of Dignaga’s Pramanasamuccaya
ﬁ'om the Sanskrit Fragments and the Tibetan Versions (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968),
83n127.

31 Similarly, Dharmakirti argued that due to obscuring cognitions things are comm(mly said o exist,
but they do not really or ultimately exist in the way that they are conceptually constructed by that
cognition. Dharmakirti, Pramanavarttika (6th/7th c.), §§1.69—70. See also John Dunne, Foundations of
Dharmakirti’s Philosophy (Boston: Wisdom, 2004), 339.

32 Asanga, The Bodhisattva Path to Unsurpassed Enlightenment: A Complete Translation of the
Bodhisatrvabhiami (4—3th c.), trans.Artemus Engle (Boulder: Snow Lion, 2016), 77

33 1bid., 79.

34 On Asanga’s realism or non-idealism, see also Janice Dean Willis, On Knowing leiry: The Tattvartha
Chaprer ofAsaﬁga’s Bodhisacrvabhiami (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1982)A

35 Asanga, The Bodhisattva Path to Unsurpassed En/ight(’mnenr, 81.

36 Asanga’s Mahayanasamgraha, especially chapter 8, also explains in detail how and why such non-
conceptual knowledge or wisdom should be achieved.

37 See the section “Apophasis, Kataphasis, Skepticimn and Mysticism” in chapter 7.
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if one becomes attached to mind-only as ultimate reality, then that is [just like
being attached to] the external world of objects — it is [just] an attachment to the
Dharma [i.c., an unhelpful dogma]

According to the second Noble Truth, suffering is caused by attachment or craving.
For that reason, Buddhist practice aims at overcoming attachment, and as Xuanzang
points out, an attachment to a view, even if it is a right view, is still an atcachment,
and therefore unhelpful or even harmful. Based on this passage among others, Dan
Lusthaus argues that for Yogacara, ontology or metaphysics is itself the problem be-
cause it feeds the craving for some kind of (knowledge of) external reality. Yogacara
makes “no ontological claims,” he argues, “except to question the validity of making
ontological claims™ because “questions about the ultimate reality of non-cognitive
things are simply irrelevant and useless for solving the problem of karma.™ While
this reminds of the metaphysical quietism mentioned in chapter 5, and thus has an-
cient roots in the Buddhist tradition,” Lusthaus’s claim that Yogacara rejects meta-
physics and simultancously adopts the realist view that there is an external reality
is a contradiction as the latter is a metaphysical view. A more plausible, or more
charitable at least, interpretation is that Yogacara philosophers held the apophatic
position that nothing more can be said about external or ultimate reality than that
it exists, and thus that trying to do so anyway is unhelpful.

Apophasis becomes a problem when there is a need to talk or write about things
or stuff in external or ultimate reality — for example, when theorizing about per-
ception, one of the most important topics in the logico-epistemological tradition.
Dignaga and Dharmakirti solved this problem by provisionally adopting a language
and ontology borrowed from mainstream Buddhism. They ultimately rejected that
ontology, but that rejection should not be taken to imply a rejection of ultimate
reality itself; it is merely an apophatic rejection of the possibility of describing ul-
timate reality. If the goal of practice is overcoming attachment by seeing beyond
the ordinary, then ultimate reality itself cannot be rejected because, without it, that
goal would make no sense. The key point of Yogacara, then, is not that the external
world does not exist, but that we should not mistake our conceprual projections of
the world for the world itself. This idea was echoed centuries later in Europe when
Nietzsche wrote that

in language, man posited an own world next to the other [world], a place that
man held to be so solid to, from it, lift the other world from its hinges and make
himself its lord. In so far as man throughout long periods of time believed in
the concepts and names of things as eternal truths, did he develop the pride with
which he lifted himself above the animals: he really thought to have knowledge of

the world in language.#

38wl OO AT ARSI, IR AN 2] 55, AR B . 2518 OO AT AN S5 s M ik 2 A M
HEHE . MHIMNETRREN — Xuanzang K88, (RMEMGR) (7ch c), T3misss, éc.

39 See the section “Eﬂrly Buddhism” in chapter 2 as well as the first three sections ofchapter 5.

4C

41 1bid., 536.

42 See the section “Memphysics, Rationality, and Free Inquiry” in chupter 5.

Lusthaus, Buddhist Phenomeno/ogy, 535

43 Die Bedeutung der Sprache fiir die Entwicklung der Culeur liegt darin, dafl in ihr der Mensch
cine eigne Welt neben die andere stellte, einen Ort, welchen er fiir so fest hielc,um von ithm aus
die tibrige Welt aus den Angeln zu heben und sich zum Herren derselben zu machen. Insofern der
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Significantly, metaphysical idealism makes the opposite move: by eliminating the
external world, it leaves nothing but our projections. Furthermore, the goal of an
unmediated, non-conceptual experience of reality implies that Yogacara does not
involve a kind of epistemological idealism cither, because that is defined as holding
that all of our experience of reality is necessarily mediated by the mind.#

So, does this, then, settle it? Can it now be concluded that Yogacara was realist
and not idealist?

Perhaps. Perhaps, not. There is still plenty of room for further arguments for and
against cither position. Lambert Schmithausen has pointed out, for example, that
Xuanzang argued against the Abhidharma view of external matter and speculates
that the same argument applies to the positing of anything outside the mind.# But I
want to emphasize once more that my goal here is not to determine the one and only
correct and final interpretation of Yogacara, if that is even possible. My aim is much
more modest; it is to show that a realist interpretation of Yogacara is plausible, and 1
think that the foregoing is sufficient to establish that.

Tiantai/Tendai Non-dualism

In case of Tiantai/Tendai, metaphysical questions are almost inseparable from so-
teriological questions,* and both have their doctrinal roots in the Lotus Sitra. As
explained in chapter 2 of this book, the two most important passages can be found in
chapters 2 and 16 of that sttra. Its second chapter suggests that we are all destined to
become Buddhas, and that, therefore, we are in a sense bodhisattvas already, which
in Tiantai/Tendai and much of the rest of East-Asian Buddhism is interpreted as
implying that we all have the Buddha-nature.#” In chapter 16, the Buddha says that
this world is the Buddha’s Buddha land, which implies that this world cannot just be
a phenomenal deception or magic show. Rather, this world is ultimately real.*® These
two doctrines, Buddha-nature and non-dualism, would become increasingly inter-
twined. “The world of Buddha-nature” is ultimate reality, and non-dualism implies
that everything has Buddha-nature. So, Zhanran, for example, wrote:

A perfected person knows the ins and outs of the principle of non-dualism, and
that there are no things outside the mind corresponding to our mental projec-
tions. [What does it matter] who is sentient or insentient? In the meeting of the

Mensch an die Begriﬁf‘e und Namen der Dinge als an aternae veritates durch 1ange Zeitstrecken
hindurch geg]aubt hat, hat er sich jenen Stolz angeeignet, mit dem er sich tiber das Thier erhob:
er meinte wirklich in der Spruche die Erkenntnis der Welt zu haben. — Friedrich Nietzsche,
Menschliches Allzumenschliches (1878), Digim/ Critical Edition (eKGWB), http://wwwnietzschesource.
org/#eKGWB/MA—L §lan.

44 See the section “Idealism” in chapter 7.

45 Lambert Schmithausen, On the Problem of the External World in the “Ch’fng wei shih lun” (Tokyo: Inter-
national Institute for Buddhist Studies, 2013), 24.

o
[

According to Hans-Rudolf Kantor, “Dynamics of Practice and Understanding — Chinese Tiantai
Philosophy of Contemplation and Deconstruction,” in Dao Companion to Chinese Buddhist Philosophy,
eds. Youru Wang and Sandra Wawrytk() (Dordrecht: Springer, 2018), 218-92, this is an inherent
part of the Tiantai conception of“contemplation“ Eﬁ which is the most central notion in Tiantai
practice.

47 See the section “Mahayana” in chaprer 2.

48 See the section “From Nagarjuna to Zhiyi” in chapter 2.
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Lotus Satra nothing is discriminated. What difference is there between the plants
and trees, the earth, and the four elements?*

Everything was (or all kinds of things were) in attendance when the Lotus Siitra was
preached. Therefore, everything is part of the Buddha's Buddha land, everything has
Buddha-nature, and everything is ultimately real. In medieval Japan, the Tiantai/
Tendai notion of universal Buddha-nature fused with the doctrine of “original en-
lightenment” A&, the idea that everyone is in some sense already awakened or
enlightened, which developed in Chinese Buddhism and was especially influential in
Huayan.” Because of this fusion, there is very lictle explicit metaphysics — the focus
is always on soteriological issues of Buddhahood and awakening.

While the increasing entanglement of metaphysics and soteriology tends to ob-
scure both in later Tiantai/Tendai thought, there are plenty of unambiguous meta-
physical claims in Zhiyi’s thought. For example, in The Grear Calming and Contempla-
vion EEFFT IR, a series of lectures written down by his disciple Guanding #ETH,
Zhiyi proclaims:

Dharma nature (i.c., ultimate reality) and all the phenomena are non-dual and
non-distinct. [...] To seck the ultimate nature of things beyond the ordinary phe-
nomena is like leaving this emptiness to seck for emptiness elsewhere. The ordi-
nary phenomena are the same as the ultimate nature of things. There is no need
to abandon the ordinary and turn toward the sacred/noble.

there
is no other reality.™ For Zhiyi, “the (ultimately) real is identical with the conven-

Or as JeeLoo Liu puts it: “there is no need to find a reality beyond this reality

tional, and the conventional is identical with the (ultimately) real.”™ This is the es-
sence of Zhiyi’s non-dualist identification of the ultimate and the phenomenal, and
that identification is what he called the “middle.*

In case of Saicho, the founder of Tendai, is is not that easy to extract a clear
and unambiguous metaphysical position, partially because of the aforementioned
entanglement with soteriology, and partially because Saicho was concerned more
with sectarian politics than with philosophical doctrine. For example, one of the
most explicit metaphysical remarks in his Essay on Protecting the Realm ~F &%
= . - . - . .

B can be found in a comparison of the benefits of Tendai and other sects, particu-
larly Yogacara/Hosso, with regard to the topic of the essay’s title. Saicho argues that

49 BEINGERMIBEAZ DAMIESE G IS, @ oh— YA, FORB POk, — Zhanran
TR, CGERIER) (8th ¢, T46n1932, 785b.

J"chueline Stone, Or igina/ En/ight(’mﬂun and the Tmnsfbrmation ofM(’difva/ Japanese Buddhism (Hono-

5¢
lulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1999).

51 i Iﬁﬁﬁigw%ﬁgﬁﬁl Al LT B SRR, QR L S AR R SR 7S R LI 2 B T AR LW
B Zhiyi SR (@u?ﬂ:ﬁ» (594), T46n1911, 6a-b.

52 JeeLoo Liu, An Introduction to Chinese Phl/osophy. From Ancient Philosophy to Chinese Buddhism (Mal-
den: Blackwell, 2006), 287.

53 HERG, B, — Zhiyi, (W BIHEIELZLFED (6th ), T33n1716, 703b. See the section “From
Nagarjuna to Zhiyi" in chapter 2 fora longer quote including this sentence.

54 Haiyan Shen summarizes Zhiyi’s theoretical phi]osophy as “everything can be understood as an
expression or revelation of the ultimate truth, and the ultimate truth is the essential substance or
basic principle behind all t]iingsf" Haiyan Shen, “Tiantai Integrations of Doctrine and Practice,” in
The W’i/ey Blackwell Companion to East and Inner Asian Buddhism, ed. Mario Poceski (Malden: Wi]ey
Blackwell, 2014), 127-44, at 131.
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Yogacara/Hosso teaches that “because that what the conditionally generated creates
is other-dependent, there is only deception and no actuality” On the other hand,
Tendai teaches that “because that what the dependently arisen creates [i.c., phenom-
enal reality] is in accordance with the [ultimately] real, there is only actuality and
no deception.”

In his private notes on the Tiantai/Tendai practice of “threefold contemplation”
= he also wrote about the relation between the phenomenal and the real. The
context here is meditation, or “contemplation,” and not metaphysics, but despite
that, the following passage clearly expresses Saichd’s adoption of Zhiyi’s non-dualist
three truths doctrine:

At first, the practitioner of calming and contemplation may calmly dwell in the
basic understanding [that a]ll the dharmas, like particles of dust, are simultane-
ously empty, conventionally real, and the middle. When the profound truth of the
threefold contemplation is clearly understood, completely separate from emo-
tional thought, then [one understands that] there is nothing to be practiced and
nothing to be realized. [...] The internal [phenomenal and the external [things]
are equally obscure; the conditioned [things| and [internal] contemplation are all
quict. All thought arises due to mental projection which must not be clung onto.
[He whol continues to dwell in the threefold contemplation without a second
thought is a true practitioner of calming and contemplation.®

This realist and non-dualist orientation was further strengthened in later Tendai
under the aforementioned influences, but it was rarely expressed in unambiguous
terms. Probably, the clearest affirmation of phenomenal reality can be found in the
writings of Dogen, the founder of S6t6 Zen, who was originally a Tendai priest. As
mentioned in chapter 2, Dogen considered dualism “foolishness.”” Awakening is not
learning to sce some other world but learning to sce clearly that there is just one
world. And a thought or perception before awakening “is not a wrong though; it
is just a thought at the time before clarification/enlightenment; and at the time of
clarification it is not discarded.™®

Hee-Jin Kim once called Dogen a “mystical realist,™ but while Dogen certainly
was a realist, at least in the sense that he recognized a mind-independent reality, it is
quite debatable whether he adhered to a form of mysticism as defined here.* In his
second book about Dogen, Kim points out that according to the prevalent concep-
tion of Zen, which is largely due to the influence of D.T. Suzuki, “the essence of Zen
consists in the unmediated enlightened experience (or state of consciousness), total-
ly untainted by ideational and valuational mediations as well as by historical and so-

5 AR LSRR MERANE, ... BN TE ME WEEE AR, — Saicho 78, TSFRER 5t
=] (818), T74n2362, 206¢.

56 FHIRBITE, Sn A, IR EE RN S B EREN S &, =Bl BH 2 IR, PR

ITIRAREE, ... AN L SRR, 58 OB S BE 0], AR =8, 2 B (BT, —

Saicho, MEMFARIZFATES (9Eh c.), in Wix%ﬁ(ﬁﬁ%ﬁ%j Vol. 3 (Tokyo: %é%%gﬂﬁ”ié

1912), 66181, at 663.

1

57 See the section “From Saicho to Nichiren” in chapter 2.

58 YURMBEIN=T IR ZXT7FIAPVEF ) BEF ), 7F IRV b, a/ BRI TRt
SBIVET TR, — Dogen BIT, TEVEL, TIETEIREU (1231-53), T82n2582, 202b.

59 Hee-Jin Kim, Eihei Dogen: Mysrica] Realist (1975; rpt. Boston: Wisdom, 2004).

60 Sce the section “Apophasis, Kataphasis, Skepticimn and Mysticism” in chapter 7
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cial conditions.™ But “such a Zen,” in Kim’s view, and mine as well, “is not Dogen’s.”
For Dogen, awakening is not associated with a mystical view from nowhere. Rather,
as Bret Davis points out, “it involves an ongoing nondual engagement in a process
of letting the innumerable perspectival aspects of reality illuminate themselves. En-
lightenment thus entails an egoless and nondual perspectivism.
Relativism and Perspectivism in Yogacara and Tiantai

Dogen is not the only philosopher in the broader Tiantai/Tendai tradition whose
thought has been described as perspectival or perspectivist. In the contrary, JeeLoo
Liu and Brook Ziporyn, two philosophers with very different backgrounds and ori-
entations, have argued that something like perspectivism is a basic feature of Tiantai
thought in general. Furthermore, closely related relativisms have been advanced in
Yogacara texts as well.

The most obvious variety of relativism in Yogacara is the aforementioned example
of pretas seeing rivers of pus or blood where humans see flowing water. As far as I
know, the carliest mentions of this idea are by Asanga and Vasubandhu.** It was
mentioned a few centuries later by the Madhyamaka commentator Candrakirti, who
extensively commented on Yogacara thought,” but it was not discussed much, or at
least not in surviving texts, until several centuries later in Tibetan Buddhism. The
key idea here is that karma determines rebirth as a preta (hungry ghost), human,
god, and so forth, and thus that karma indirectly determines one’s perspective. That
is, humans and pretas have different perspectives on water because of their different
karmas.

The second relativism in Yogacara is a kind of monistic conceptual construction-
ism. Phenomenal reality (i.c., the world as is appears to us) is the product of concep-
tual construction (kalpana). Raw, uninterpreted perception (pratyaksa) is reorgan-
ized and interpreted through our conceptual categories, and because of this, we sce
cows as cows, tables as tables, and weddings as weddings. (More about this in the
next sections.) This constructionism is monistic, however, as the Yogacara thinkers
do not seem to consider the possibility of different conceptual schemes resulting in
different phenomenal realities. Rather, our shared karma as humans guarantees that
we all share the same phenomenal realicy.®

It is possible that these two Yogacara relativisms are really the same. If pretas
see pus or blood where humans see water due to different conceptual schemes and

61 Hee-Jin Kim, Dogen on Meditation and Thinking: A Reﬂection on His View onm (Alb:my: SUNY Press,
2007), 35.

62 Bret Davis, “The Philosophy of Zen Master Dogen: Egoless Perspectivism.” in The Oxfbrd Handbook of
World Phi/osophy, eds. Jay L. Garfield and William Ede]glass (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011),
348-60, at 349-50.

63 Liu, An Introduction to Chinese Philosoph)x and Brook Ziporyn, Emptiness and Omnipresence: An Essential
Introduction to Tiantai Buddhism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2016). On Dogen’s perspec-
tivism, see Kim, Dogen on Meditation and Thinking: Davis, “The Philosophy of Zen Master Dogen™;
and Lajos Brons, “Meaning and Rea]iry: A Cross-Traditional Encounter,” in Constructive Engagement
ofAnalyric and ContinenmlApproaches in Philosophy, eds. Bo Mou and R. Tieszen (Leiden: Brill, 2()13),
199—220.

64 Asanga, Mahdydnasamgmha (4—5[11 ¢.), I1.14, and Vasubandhu, Vimsarikakarika (sth c.), 313—c.

65 Candrakirei, Madhyamakdvardm (7th c), VIg

66 Roy Tzohar, “Imagine Being a ‘Preta’: Early Indian Yogacara Approaches o Intersubjectivity,” Sophia

56 (2017): 337-54, at 347-48.
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conceptual construction, then the two are the same indeed, but the source texts
arc insufficiently clear about this. In the first relativism, different views depend on
different kinds of being; in the second, the human view depends on conceprual con-
struction. But these two relativisms are never linked to each other.”

As mentioned, the first and possibly second relativism became a topic of debate
in Tibetan Buddhism. In addition to the example of the river, a second simile of
uncertain origin occurred in those debates. Jos¢ Cabezon summarizes it as follows:

Imagine a cup full of what human beings call “water.” When “hungry spirits” (pre-
tas) see this, they do not see water, but rather pus and blood; when hell beings see
it, they may see molten metal. Gods sce nectar, and so forth. The beings in cach
realm see what it is their karmic predisposition to see.®®

In reference to this simile, Gorampa, a fifteenth-century, Tibetan Buddhist philoso-
pher, wrote that

[Tsong kha pa claims]® that when the six eye consciousnesses of the six classes of
beings look at [the object found] at the site occupied by a full cup of water, all six
eye consciousnesses are equally nonerroncous [...,] and that hence their six objects
must be accepted as equally existent [therein]. 7
Gorampa rejected this idea because

lilc would [...] follow that a human [being] drinks all six substances — ambrosia,
pus and blood, and so forth — when it is only the human drinking a cup full of
water, so long as that cup of water is being watched by the six eye consciousnesses
of the six classes of beings, for all six substances would exist in the space of that
cup of water [at that time]. Therefore, who but those who have an inflated sense
of their own powers would dare maintain that six separate, real, and tangible
substances exist in a single location?”

The objection is interesting because it depends on the assumption of identity between
being something and being non-erroneously perceivable as something. however, this
identity is not self-evident. Consider Heraclitus’s famous example of seawater being
“both pure and defiled: pleasant or drinkable and safe to fish, [but] undrinkable and
deadly to humans.”” In the same way that scawater is pleasant-to-fish and deadly-to-
humans,” whatever fills the cup might be water-to-humans and pus-to-pretas, but
that does not imply that seawater is simultancously pleasant and deadly simpliciter or

67 The first relativism is mentioned in passing by Asanga and Vasubandhu; the second is developed by
Dignaga and Dharmakirci. Hence, they do not even occur in the writings of the same thinkers.

68 José Cabezén and Geshe Lobsang Dargyay, Freedom from Extremes: Gorampa’s “Disringuishing the Views”
and the Polemics ofEmpriness (Boston: Wisdom, 2006), 3141223,

69 1 have not been able to find this claim in Tsong Khapa"s writings, but I must admit that I am not
well acquainted with those.

7¢ Translation from Cabezon and Lobsang Dargyay, Freedom ﬁ‘om Extremes, 139—41.

71 Ibid., 143.

72 Odhacon Hdwp kabapwtatov kel wepdtatoy, iy8iat ugv TéTINOY Kl GWTHPLoY, dvBpwolg 8¢ dmotoy Kal
6)\2'9[310\2. — Heraclitus, Fragment DK BGI/ByW 52 (~6—3th ¢. BCE).

73 This may not be Heraclitus’s intended interpretation. See the section “Classical Perspec-
tives — Zhu:mgzi, Heraclitus, and Epicurus” in chapter 10.
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that the cup’s contents are simultancously water and pus simpliciter. It might be nei-
ther. Instead, what fills the cup might be some unnameable ultimately real substance
that has the causal capacity of being non-erroneously perceived as water by humans,
as pus or blood by pretas, as nectar or ambrosia by gods, and so forth. This, I think, is
closer to the Yogacara view, at least. It also appears closer to Dogen’s view, as we'll see
below. Furthermore, co-location is not inherently problematic, as Gorampa suggests,
cither. If T shape a chunk of clay into a statue, then that statue and the clay are two
“separate, real, and tangible substances [that] exist in a single location.”

The most fundamental distinction between varieties of perspectivism is Bo Mou’s
distinction between subjective and objective perspectivism.” The latter assumes that
different perspectives on something are somehow grounded in or caused by aspects
of the ultimately real nature of that “thing,” and thus that perspectives are one-sid-
ed, partial, and incomplete, but not untrue. Subjective perspectivism, on the other
hand, assumes that “anything goes,” that there is no consistent relation between the
perspectival perception and the real thing, or even that there is no underlying real
thing at all (i.c., that there are just perspectives and nothing those perspectives are
perspectives on). JecLoo Liu interprets Tiantai perspectivism as objective; Brook
Ziporyn interprets it as subjective.”s

Ziporyn locates the origin of Tiantai perspectivism in a passage about the Bud-
dhas’ knowledge of reality in the second chapter of the Lotus Surra, “Skillfull Means.”
In Kumarajiva’s Chinese translation:

ME G B ) S REST Fnk TR E A

This is translated by Ziporyn as “[olnly a Buddha together with a Buddha knows the
ultimate reality of all things.”” Key to his perspectivist interpretation is the first
part, “only a Buddha together with a Buddha,” AR ELA 7 which in his interpreta-

tion

has an enormous hidden significance, because it hints at one of the main themes
of the Lotus Sutra: that real wisdom is no one’s possession; that no single view-
point — not even that of a Buddha, a single Buddha — can ever encompass the
ultimate reality of all things; that there is always “more to know” than any one
perspective of knowing, however vast and exalted, can encompass.”

74 Bo Mou, “Searle, Zhuang 71, and Transcendental Perspectivism,” in Searle’s Phi/osophy and Chinese
Phi/osophy, ed. Bo Mou (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 405-30, at 406. See the section “Relativism, Pluralism,
and Perspectivism” in chapter 7.

75 On Liu versus Ziporyns interpretations onhiyL see also the section “From Nagarjuna to Zhiyi” in
chapter 2.

76 Ton262, 5c.

77 Ziporyn‘ Empriness and Omnipresence, 88.

78 Other translations do not feature chis expression, which Ziporyn also points out in a note (ibid.,
288n4), as well as on 89. For example, Gene Reeves has: “only among Buddhas can the true character
of all rhings be fathomed” (The Lotus Sutra [Boston: Wisdom, 2008], 76) and Tsugunari Kubo and
Akira Yuyama: “No one but the buddhas can completely know the real aspects of all dharmas” (The
Lotus Stitra [Berke]ey: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 20()7], 23). It seems to
me that the most literal translacion is “(mly a Buddha with a Buddha can examine/know the ultimate
nature of all dharmas,” which largely corresponds to Ziporyn’s translation.

79 Ziporyn‘ Empriness and Omnipresence, 89.
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According to Tiantai perspectivism, “to sce something is to see ‘not-all’ of it. We are
always seeing a little fragment of the world, but every bit of the world is changed by
the fact that it is a part of the world,”™ and, because of that, no thing has a “single
consistent noncontradictory identity.” In Ziporyn’s view, if something can be made
to look in a certain way, even for just a moment and even to just a single observer,
then that is a perspective on that thing and “what something is’ is nothing more
and nothing less than ‘how something is scen — by someone or other, from some
perspective.” “What it is” simply has no other coherent meaning.™ And while in apo-
phatic Buddhism all such perspectives are deceptive or false, in Ziporyn's Tiantai all
such perspectives are true.

According to Ziporyn, emptiness in Tiantai means ambiguity, specifically, the
ambiguity resulting from differences in perspective. He explains, summarizing his
view on Tiantai metaphysics:

What is illusory is not that there is something there or even that there are dif-
ferences in the world. What is illusory is that there are distinct things that are
one way or another, definitively. In reality, everything can be seen in the way it
appears and also always in at least one other way. Since it can always be seen in
at least one other way, it can be scen in infinite ways. Outside of these infinite
ways of seeing, however, there is no “it.” These ways of secing it are not added to
the one way — the one way of seeing it — that is really it. There is no privileged
perspective on it that reveals the “real” qualities it has, as opposed to the other,
“distorted” appearances. Appearing with certain features and attributes is one
way it appears. Imagined as actually being featureless is another way it appears.
Neither is more true than the other.®

While I agree with some, perhaps even much, of this, it scems to me that there are
three serious problems here. First, the claim that “since [something] can always be
seen in at least one other way, it can be seen in infinite ways” is a non sequitur — that
supposed implication just does not follow. That I have at least one other coin in my
wallet (besides the five-yen coin I just put in there) does not imply that I have infi-
nitely many coins in my wallet cither.

Second, the claim that “outside of these infinite ways of seeing [...] there is no ‘it
appears to be an anti-realist rejection of the existence of the ultimately real thing
or suchness underlying or causing the ways it appears, and that cannot possibly be
right. It was already pointed out above that Tiantai is realist, and it is not particu-
larly difficult to substantiate that characterization with further textual evidence.
For example, in The Great Calming and Contemplation, Zhiyi appeals to what is seen by
Buddhas to argue that the objects we perceive must be ultimately real.

If the objects projected by the mind were non-existent [in the sense of] the Mid-
dle [cruth of non-dualism] then there would be nothing to be known through
wisdom and nothing to be seen with the eyes. Thus it should be known that there

8o 1bid., 150.
&1 1bid., 151
&2 1bid., 170.
83 1bid., 147.
84 1Ibid., 193.
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are objects perceived by the Buddha eye. [...] If there were no ordinary objects,
then this [Buddha] eye would not [be able to] see the Buddha land(s).%

Third, and most importantly, 'm rather skeptical about Ziporyn’s thesis that Tiantai
perspectivism is subjective, that is, that it holds that all perspectives are equally true.
Such “anything goes” perspectivism has the uncharitable implication that a mistaken
perception of a rope as a snake would be just as valid as recognizing it as a rope, and
I'm not convinced that Zhiyi held that view. On the other hand, Dogen, who is also
part of the broader Tiantai tradition, seems to have argued for exactly that when he
suggested that what is experienced in dreams or what is seen with eyes clouded by
cataracts is equally ultimartely real *

Ziporyn quotes very little textual evidence to support his subjective perspectivist
interpretation. I'm not sure whether there is unambiguous textual evidence for the
opposing point of view cither, but there are clues scattered in various places. One
important clue can be gleaned from the Lotus Sutra passage quoted above, for exam-
ple. That short fragment is part of a longer sentence:

Only a Buddha and/with a Buddha can examine/know the ultimate nature of all
dharmas: their appearances, their natures, their essences/substances, their (causal)
powers/capabilities, their functions, their causes, their destinies, their conse-
quences, their (indirect) effects, all of their aspects from beginning to end.”

These appearances, natures, causal powers, and so forth are all aspects of the ulti-
mately real thing, or suchness. In Ziporyn's interpretation, if a drunk sailor brief-
ly sees a walrus as a mermaid, then the mermaid-hood of the underlying suchness
would be as real as its walrus-hood; and if someone during a psychotic episode seces
the stains on her wallpaper as giant crawling ants, then their ant-ness would be as
real as their stain-ness. One might wonder, however, whether this really is what
the phrases “their appearances” or “their effects” in the Lotus Sutra passage mean.
Perhaps, we should make a difference between an appearance of something and an
appearance that is merely triggered by something. More problematic, however, is that
a drunk or madman can see anything as anything, or as Ziporyn put it, anything “can
be seen in infinite ways.” If anything can be seen as anything, and all those infinite
ways are inherent aspects of the underlying ultimately real thing or suchness, then
every suchness has all possible characteristics, which means that they all have exactly
the same characteristics and are, therefore, indistinguishable, even to Buddhas. But
that cannot be right.

The sttra passage, as well as the quote by Zhiyi a few paragraphs back, make
clear that appearances of things are not just loosely associated with or triggered by
ultimately real things but are connected to them in a much more direct way. That
is, ordinary views are not true because they are one among infinitely many possible
views but because they reveal something about the ultimately real things that they
are caused by and are views on.

85 A M rb R R T AN R AT L B R PRIR R, .. 5 TR SR L AR AN LA BB 10 — Zhiyi,
CEER IR (594), T46n1911, 26b.

86 In Mucha Setsumu %EPEE% and Kuge ?% respectively. Both are ehapters from E(fﬁﬁﬁ,
T82n2582.

87 MEGRELEL T REFERSNA A, Il AR M, a2, e R, W h, WUk, a2, an
ST, W, W, IR ARRFEE, — Ton262, 5¢.
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Furthermore, if any perspective would be equally true, as Ziporyn suggests, then
that would imply that there are no mistaken views. The fact that Zhiyi and other
Tiantai thinkers made much effort to correct views that they considered to be mis-
taken in their lectures and writings strongly suggest that they did not believe that. In
the contrary, there surely are mistaken views, which raises the question how we can
distinguish right views from mistaken views, but that is a topic for the next chapter.

Above, I suggested that Dogen sometimes appeared to argue for a subjective per-
spectivism, but Dogen’s ideas are not that casy to classify. The two main sources for
his perspectivism are a short passage in the Genjokoan TARAZE chapeer from the
Shobagenzo 1EEIR and much of the Satra of Mountains and Water L7K&E from che
same book. In the former, Dogen stated:

Either in dust [as layman, secing nothing but the ordinary phenomenal or out-
side the frame [as an accomplished monk, secing beyond the ordinaryl, of all the
numerous aspects [of things], we can see and understand only those that we have
developed eyes of learning [i.c., capability] for.®

Significantly, in this passage different perspectives are acquired — what we (can) see
does not depend on karma or on some kind of innate capacity but on our “eyes of
learning” EHR » Furthermore, the passage also suggests that we can learn more and
thus learn to see things in different ways and that indeed is an important aspect of
Dogen’s philosophy.? In the Sutra of Mountains and Water, however, Dogen argues for
a perspectivism in which perspectives are determined by kinds of beings, similar to
the first Yogacara relativism mentioned above.

Generally, the way of secing mountains and water differs in accordance with the
kind of being. There are creatures that see as jeweled necklace(s) the so-called
water that we see, but it is not that they see [what we sce as| a jeweled necklace
as water. Something that we see in some form, they sce as water. Their jeweled
necklace is what we see as water. There are [beings| that see water as miraculous
flowers, but it is not that [they] use [what we sce as] flowers as water. Demons
[i.c., pretas]| see water as raging flames; [they] see [it] as pus and blood. Dragons
and fish see [it] as a palace; [they] see [it] as a tower. Some see [it] as the seven
jewels or a jewel; some see [it] as a forest or a wall; some see [it] as the pure lib-
cration of dharma-nature; some see [it] as true human reality; some see it as [the
non-duality of] physical appearance and mental nature. Humans see [it] as water,
the cause and condition of death and life. Thus, views differ in accordance to
kind. For now, we should be suspicious about this. Are there many ways of sce-
ing one object? Are many phenomena mistakenly assumed to be one thing? On
top of [our] spiritual effort, we should make further effort. But if the foregoing is
the case, then the way of practice and realization [i.c., our effort] should not be
singular or dual cither. Ultimate reality may also involve thousands of kinds and
manifold forms. Furthermore, reflecting on this doctrine, even though there are

88 BEHIRSP, AR IERF T Hi2Y M AME 2R A2 7N A 7 RIRGIRALVFY, —
Dogen, TE%EE%@J, TS ANZE ). T82n2582, 24b.

89 The idea of acquired perspectives is not entirely new of course. Since Buddhahood is also an ac-
quired state, the nmlti/perspectival view of collective Buddhas in the Lotus Sitra ﬁ‘agment quored
above, and thus all the individual perspectives involved are also acquired.

90 See the quote by Bret Davis at the end of the previous section.
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many kinds of water, there is no original water, and there is no water of many
kinds. But even then, the many waters [as seen] according to the [various] kinds
do not depend on the mind, do not depend on the body, do not arise from karma,
are not self-dependent, and are not other-dependent, but are the liberated/awak-
ened [form] depending on water itself"

The passage reminds of the Lotus Sutra fragment. Therein the various perspectives on
some thing are also implicitly assumed to be somehow dependent on the underlying
suchness, and Dogen here makes the same point.?” The ways of secing depend on the
suchness we see as water itself, but our way of seeing that suchness, as water, is just
one of many ways of secing it, and we should not fall into the trap of believing that
our way of secing it is inherently better or more true than others.

[Water] is not [just] flowing and falling. If we recognize it only as flowing, the
word “flowing” slanders water. It is like forcing [it] to be non-flowing, for ex-
ample. Water is just the suchness of its real form. Water is the virtue of water. [It]
is beyond flowing. When [the understanding of] the flow and non-flow of a single
[instance of] water is mastered, then a complete understanding of the manifold
dharmas is realized at once.”

Hence, while water can be seen in many ways, in some sense it is none of them.
Rather, it is the underlying form that makes all those ways of seeing (i.c., all those
perspectives) possible. But this also means that those perspectives are not arbitrary;
they are part of the ultimately real nature of whatever it is that we see as water, or
mountains, or whatever.

The latter suggests an objective perspectivist interpretation of Dogen’s philoso-
phy, which contradicts the subjective perspectivist suggestions mentioned above.
This is, moreover, not the only inconsistency. The nature of perspectives in Genjokoan
and the Sitra of Mountains and Water is very different as well; the former appear to
be human perspectives, while the latter are associated with different kinds of be-
ings. And while different perspectives in the Genjokoan are acquired, all that must
be acquired and understood according to the Sutra of Mountains and Water is the

g1 ARIVUPKT IV aMEE= S ZH T RARATY ANTLAKT IV =BG IVE) TV, >
BTV NEBIRTIKIIN AT IR, TV IAF =N INHRFITHLHIKNRT >, AL A
N TLIKR I IKFWEER I TV, O H TL M EET KM EFFNL =T TR, BROVKTE T
KL, JRIM b 3L BEFANE BN L BB N L, 7S e NEEEERER L, 7L K
FBEE N L, 7OV NI BEPE R L, 7L NE BB N 3L, 7L ANBRILE I,
A2V FIKb 0V, G REE TV AT =B8R T AR ), T 7 aL FEEE AN, —
BRIIN= GRS FFFV MR RERT, —5 ) MRiEt ) bt s R TS = 3
T ZIRAN B TUIANRFNFAETEIHE T, — TV AND TR R/ B, THE
B FAAFFY 5 =a/FEFEE 2L = 58 KEZ e AR M ARNE, AKFFH
bR KFF AL, AT UNERH K Y V=3 TR, B3R Ea) Bk
2B =T T A MM =T 5 2 ARIK BTV, — Dogen, TJ‘_E&HE;@J], FLZKES T82n2582,
64b—c.

92 Significantl_v, [1’1(3 p(lSSﬂgC ffom anjé/\’ﬁan al’)out dL’VL’l()pil’lg new VVZlyS ()f seeing quoted flb()VE
deCHdS on the same assumption. T]]C HSPCCES seen through new u(E“VCS ()fﬂlearning“ are caused 1’)}’ 1'6211
ﬂSpCC[S of‘the El’lil’lg or SLlChl’lCSS pCl‘CCiVC(L

93 ME=T TR/ TV B AN I/ A MNIKTFEZILF Yo B IAANTER MBS AL 2L
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meta-perspectival view that there are multiple perspectives.?* Solving such incon-
sistencies is not an aim of this inquiry. What matters most here is the point made
in the Sutra of Mountains and Water that perspectives are not arbitrary or groundless
and that there always are other perspectives, and the suggestion in Genjokoan that we
can learn to see from new perspectives, although the latter suggestion is of greater
relevance in the next chapeer.

Apoha and Its Implications

The non-arbitrariness of perspectival views is also a key point in Yogacara construc-
tionism, that is, the second kind of Yogacara relativism mentioned in the previous
section. According to Dignaga and Dharmakirti, “thought and language are causally
related to our experiences of things and hence are grounded in reality. Concept
formation and conceptual construction (kalpana) play key roles in the grounding of
our phenomenal experiences in real things (artha or svartha). Georges Dreyfus sum-
marizes and clarifies Dharmakirti’s account of reality-based concept formation as
follows:

Our starting point is our experience of things and their mutual resemblances.
These experiences give rise to a diffuse concept of similarity. To account for this
sense ofsimilarity, We CONStruct a more precise concept by Corrclating conccptual
representations with a single term or sign previously encountered. This creates a
more precise concept in which the representations are made to stand for a com-
monality that the objects are assumed to possess. [...] In this way experiences give
rise to mental representations, which are transformed into concepts by associa-
tion with a linguistic sign. The formation of a concept consists of the assumption
that mental representations stand for an agreed on imagined commonality. Two
points must be emphasized here regarding concept formation. First a concepr,
which is nothing but an assumption of the existence of a fictional commonality
projected onto things, comes to be through the conjunction of two factors: the
experience of real objects and the social process of language acquisition. Hence,
the process of concept formation is connected with reality, albeit in a mediated
way. Second, a concept is mistaken.®

There are interesting similarities and differences between this account and ideas
defended by Donald Davidson and WV.O. Quine. The first half of this quote is strik-
ingly similar to Davidson’s assertion that “all creatures classify objects and aspects
of the world in the sense that they treat some stimuli as more alike than others.
The criterion of such classifying activity is similarity of response.”™” And the quote’s
conclusion reminds of Davidson’s theory of triangulation (which was also endorsed

94 If the perspectives in the Sutra of Mountains and Water are inherently inaccessible to other kinds of
beings, then it might be more appropriate to use the term “relativism” racher than “perspectivism”
for the ideas expressed in that text.

95 Georges Dreyfus‘ “Apoha As a Naturalized Account ofConcept Formation,” in Apoha: Buddhist
Nominalism and Human Cognition, eds. Mark Siderits, Tom Tillemans, and Arindam Chakrabarti
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 207-27, 4t 209.

96 Georges Dreyfus‘ Recognizing Rm]iry: Dharmakirti’s Philosophy and Its Tibetan Interpretations (A]l’):m_v,
SUNY Press, 1997), 227.

97 Donald Davidson, “Three Varieties of Know]edge“ (1991), SIO: 205—20, at 212.
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in some form by Quine?®), the core idea of which is that concepts and the possibility
of communication and thought depend “on the fact that two or more creatures are
responding, more or less simultancously, to input from a shared world, and from
cach other.™ The most obvious difference concerns the last sentence in the quote,
“a concept is mistaken,” which reflects the apophatic attitude of Yogacara, while
especially Davidson tended to go to the other extreme, almost approaching a form
of naive realism.

According to the Yogacara three-natures theory, the perfected nature
(parinispanna-svabhava) of things, that is, emptiness, cannot be described. As ex-
plained above, such apophasis becomes problematic when there is a need to talk or
write about ultimately real things, and when theorizing about perception and other
topics in epistemology, there often is such a need. Dignaga and Dharmakirti solved
this problem in two ways. First, they provisionally adopted an ontology as a way of
speaking about ultimate reality but ultimately rejected that ontology. Second, they
avoided making positive or kataphatic claims about things in ultimate reality by
means of their apoha theory, according to which the conceptual construction and
classification (kalpana) of phenomenal appearances proceed by means of exclusion
(anyapoha).

Dignaga argued that there are only two instruments or sources of knowledge
(pramana): perception (pratyaksa) and inference (anumana).”" Perception, in his
definition, is free from (or prior to) conceptual construction (kalpanapodha). Our
conscious awareness of things, however, is of phenomenal conceptual constructs.
Such verbal cognition (sabda) is not pratyaksa by definition, because pratyaksa is
non-conceptual, but is not a separate pramana cither. Rather, it is a kind of infer-
ence. In Pramanasamuccayavrtti 5.1, Dignaga states that “verbal cognition is not a
means of cognition separate from inference. That is, a [word] denotes its own refer-
ent (svartha) by exclusion (anyapoha) of other [referents].”™

Direct perception gives rise to a pmtibhdsa, a pre-conscious mental response to
the object. According to Dignaga, every pratibhasa necessarily accords with its ob-
ject because it is, and can only be, caused by that object. Dharmakirti, who further
developed Dignaga’s logic and epistemology, disagreed. Sometimes, due to various
circumstances and disturbances, an object can fail to cause a genuine pratibhasa.
Only a non-contradictory or coherent (avisamvadin) pratibhasa is genuine.* Con-
sequently, non-contradictoriness became an important topic in Yogacara epistemol-
ogy after Dharmakirti. We'll return to that topic in the next chapeer.

A pratibhasa, genuine or not, is the raw material for a pratibhasa-pratici, the con-
scious and conceptual experience of a thing as something. The unconscious cogni-
tive process in which a pratibhasa-pratiti, a determinate perception, is produced
out of the raw data of the pratibhasa is conceptual construction, or kalpana. This

98 See, for examp]e, WV.O. Quine, “I, You, and It: An Epistemological Triangle‘“ in Knowledg(’, Language
and Logic: Quesrionsfor Quine, eds. Alex Orenstein and Peter Kotatko (Dordrecht: Springer, 2000),
1—6.

99 Donald Davidson, “Indeterminism and Antirealism” (1997), SIO: 69-84, at 83.

100 See the section “Yogacara Realism” in this chapter.

101 Dignaga, Pramanasamuccayavrtti (6th ¢.), Chﬂpter 1.

102 Translation, with minor changes: Ole Holten Lind, Dignaga’s Phi/osophy ofLanguage:
Pramanasamuccayavyeei Von Anydpoha (Vienna: OAW, 2015)~ 2.

103 Mainly in his Pramanavarttika and especially his own commentary thereon.

104 See, for examp]e, S.R. Bhatt and Anu Mehrotra, Buddhist Epistfmo/ogy (Westport: Greenwood, 2000),
20.
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conceptual construction, according to Dignaga and Dharmakirti, proceeds through
exclusion, apoha or anyapoha. In an unconscious inferential process, the raw data of
the pratibhasa is compared with the conceprual categories in our memory, but rather
than fitting the raw data into any of those categories, we exclude it from all but one
of them. We recognize something that is not a non-cow, or not a non-table, or not a
non-tree, and so forth.

This idea may not make much sense at first, and unsurprisingly, there is an on-
going debate on how to understand the apoha theory. One key notion needed to
understand the theory and its purpose is Quine’s “ontological commitment.” An on-
tological commitment is an implication of a view or theory that something exists.
As Quine explained:

We commit ourselves to an ontology containing numbers when we say there are
prime numbers larger than a million; we commit ourselves to an ontology con-
taining centaurs when we say there are centaurs; and we commit ourselves to an
ontology containing Pegasus when we say Pegasus is. But we don not commit
ourselves to an ontology containing Pegasus [...] when we say that Pegasus [...] is
not.'”

Similarly, the recognition that “something is a cow” would ontologically commit
us to cows, that is, it would imply that cows exist as cows, and that is not an ac-
ceptable implication from a Yogacara point of view. In that view, any conceptually
determinate ontological commitment must be avoided because such a commitment
would imply that we can describe something in ultimate reality, which is exactly
what Yogacara denies. This is the point of apoha: explaining conceptual construction
and classification without ontological commitments to conceptually determinate
ultimately real things. Unfortunately, how it is supposed to do so is less clear.

According to the theory, when we sce something as a “cow,” what we really rec-
ognize is that something is not a non-cow. Obviously “not non-" cannot be a double
negation because then “not non-X” means the same thing as just “X,” and therefore,
“something is not a non-cow” is equivalent to “something is a cow,” and the latter,
again, is what Dignaga and Dharmakirti aimed to avoid.

In Western classical logic “non-X” refers to a class complement (i.c., the class or
collection of things that are not X), and consequently, “something is not a non-cow”
can be read as involving a negation (“not”) and a class complement (“non-"). Un-
fortunacely, if “non-" is understood this way, the sentence is logically equivalent to
“something is a cow” again,”® so this interpretation cannot be right cither.

An apparent third option is that “non-" refers to an open class of alternative
classifications. Hence, “non-cow” means “horse, or pig, or flower, or ....” Obviously,
such a class of alternative classifications would be extremely large, much larger than
what our limited mental processing capacity can handle in the short time we need to
classify something as a “cow.” But there is an even more serious problem: “non-cow”
interpreted like this does not ontologically commit us to cows, but it does commit us
to horses, pigs, flowers, and so forth instead. One could try to avoid this by defining
the class of alternative classifications without mentioning specific examples — by
appealing to the set of properties that no cow has, for example — but this leads to

105 WV.O. Quine, “On What There Is” (1948), FLPV: 1-19, at 8.
106 Technically, “somerhing is not a non-cow” is the obverse ()f“‘something is a cow.”
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other problems. Then non-dragons are non-unicorns because the set of properties no
dragon has is identical to the set of properties no unicorn has, namely, all proper-
ties. But even more problematic is that “something is a non-cow” would then mean
“something has a property that no cow has,” which would ontologically commit one
to properties or universals, while Yogacara is nominalist (i.c., it rejects the existence
of properties or universals)."”?

These problems for the third interpretation are related to the assumption that
“non-cow” must exclude all possible alternatives, but the exclusion of the “fHlower”
classification probably rarely plays a role in recognizing something as a “cow,” even
if it might matter in some exotic cases. Instead of referring to all possible alternative
classifications, “non-cow” could also be understood as referring just to the contextu-
ally subjectively salient alternative classifications. To say that something is “not a
non-cow,” then, is to say that it is not a horse, or a pig, or anything clse that crosses
one’s unconscious mind when looking at the thing in question or when processing
its pratibhasa. This still implies an ontological commitment to horses and pigs, and
so forth, but that is a consequence of a mistake this interpretation inherits from the
third interpretation.

Apoha does not proceed by comparing the pratibhasa to actual things out there
but by comparing it to memories of previous word use connected to previous sen-
sory data. Hence, to say that something is “not a non-cow” is not to say that it is not
a horse and so forth, but that it is not like things one remembers to have classified as not
a non-horse before, and so forth. This final interpretation is only ontologically com-
mitted to memories of horses but not to the horses themselves, but that is a commit-
ment a Yogacarin acceprs.

Whether this interpretation is right is hard to say —neither Dignaga nor
Dharmakirti is sufficiently clear. Because of that, there is lictle certainty about how
the apoha theory is to be understood and many interpretations have been put for-
ward. Mark Siderits, for example, has proposed an interpretation based on Bimal
Matilal’s distinction between “nominally” and “verbally bound negation” found in
Hindu philosophy, but as Siderits admits himself," there is no clear evidence for
that distinction in Buddhist philosophy. Moreover, it is not immediately clear either
how Siderits’s two kinds of negation relate to “exclusion” and “difference.” Anyapoha
literally means exclusion (apoha) of what is different (anya), and any plausible inter-
pretation of the theory should take this term seriously. What it should explain is how
conceptual construction or concept formation works by excluding what is different.

The “final” interpretation given above succeeds in this respect, I think."" Accord-
ing to that interpretation, “something is not a non-cow” means that that thing is not
like things one remembers to have classified as a horse before,™ nor like things one
remembers to have classified as a pig before nor like anything else that is contextu-

107 See the section “Realism (1) — Universals and (Anti-)Essentialism” in chnpter 7.

108 In any sensible interpretation, the :Lpoha the()ry is also (mmlogica]ly commirtted to an external, inef-
fable cause of the pmribhﬁsa, which implies that the theory is realist.

109 Mark Siderits, Indian Philosophy of Language (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1991)~ and Bimal Matilal, Episremo/‘
o0gy. Logic, and Grammar in Indian PhilosophicalAna/ysis (The Hague: Mouton, 1971).

110 Mark Siderits, “grughna by Dusk,” in Apoha, eds. Siderits, Tillemans, and Chakrabarti, 283-304.

11 No exp]:marion is ever final, of course. It is just the final interpretation given here. Hence, the scare
quotes.

2 Or as not a non-horse, stricr]y speaking
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ally and subjectively salient. Hence, conceptual construction and classification is
exclusion of what one believes to be different in that context.

Furthermore, this interpretation has some important implications. First, con-
ceptual classification depends on memory; to interpret some raw sensory data as a
“cow” involves the largely unconscious recognition that that data “is not like things
one remembers to have classified as (not non-)® before,” where “©” stands for all che
things or classifications that are contextually and subjectively salient.

Second, and closely related to this first implication, because everyone has differ-
ent memories of cows, horses, or whatever else is salient to a person in some situa-
tion and because different memories affect what exactly is salient in the first place,
there are subtle differences in the classifications by different people of something
as a (not non-)‘cow.” And therefore, what one person means with the word “cow” is
subtly different from what another means. As Davidson put it,

what a person’s words mean depends in the most basic cases on the kinds of ob-
jects and events that have caused the person to hold the words to be applicable;
similarly for what the person’s thoughts are about. [... Wlhatever she regularly
does apply them to gives her words the meaning they have and her thoughts the
contents they have.™

An implication hereof is what Davidson called the “primacy of the idiolect™ what
people mean does not depend on some thing called “a language” but on their own
individual experiences with word use. And consequently, languages depend on idi-
olects (personal ways of using language) and not as it usually assumed the other way
around. Or more provocatively:

There is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like what many
philosophers and linguists have supposed. There is therefore no such thing to be
learned, mastered, or born with. We must give up the idea of a clearly defined
shared structure which language-users acquire and then apply to cases.™

Third, in conceptual construction and classification, whatever is salient in the
pratibhasa is compared to whatever is or becomes salient in memory," and salience
is likely to be determined partially by the kind of being. Dogen was almost certainly
right when he pointed out that fish and other non-human creatures see and remem-
ber water differently than how we see it. And if pretas or dragons exist, they'll see
water differently as well. Because of this, two similarly intelligent creatures belong-
ing to very different species living in very different circumstances might never be
able to communicate with each other because whart is salient to them differs so much
that they can never know whether they are talking about the same thing.

113 Donald Davidson, “Knowing One’s Own Mind” (1987), SI10: 1538, at 37.

114 Donald Davidson, “A Nice Derangement ()fﬂEpitaphs“ (1986), TLH: 89-107, at 107. Davidson’s argu-
ment for the primacy of the idiolect in this paper does not start from the same premise. Rather,
he argues that we do not need pre-existing linguistic conventions, or languages to make ourselves
understood but can always create new temporary and local conventions on the spot. Davidson’s
quote and the relevance of its point for moral theory are discussed in the section “Maps for and of
Behavior” in chapter 14.

115 Some thing, property, or memory is salient if it catches the person’s or animal’s attention.
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Fourth, if we can only classify something as (not non-)“cow” by excluding what
is different, then we can only have a concept of “cow” if we have concepts of at least
some of those different but related things. Hence, we cannot have isolated concepts;
we cannot have a concept “red” and no other color concepts; we cannot have a con-
cept “warm” without having a concept “cold™; and so forth. Davidson made a very
similar point, albeit not for exactly the same reasons."

Fifth, this interpretation blurs or even erases the line between conceprual con-
struction and concept formation, which is significant as both are assumed to be
based on apoha. If conceptual classification of perceptual stimuli depends on one’s
memories of previous word use in relation to previous stimuli, then new experiences
change future conceptual classifications and constructions, provided that those new
experiences are remembered, and thereby the meaning of one’s words. Similarly,
when a child learns a word, and thereby a conceprual classification, the word’s mean-
ing is increasingly refined in response to the child’s observations and experiences
of the word’s use, which will be observations of word use by others at first. In this
way, the child gets gradually attuned to the conceptual constructions, and thus the
phenomenal world, of its language teachers. This is more or less how I understand
Dharmakirti’s rather underdeveloped theory of concept formation. But this is also
one of the key points of Davidson’s theory of triangulation.

Triangulation, Kalpana, and Kataphasis

Donald Davidson introduced the notion of triangulation as an analogy in licu of a
theory in a lecture given in 1981,"7 but it has precursors in his theory of radical inter-
pretation and in Quinc’s notion of radical translation and related ideas, which date
to the 1960s and which employ the same triangle of interpretation.”® From the end of
the 1980s, this analogy developed into a picture of the linguistic interaction between
two or more speakers in a shared environment, which would become the central idea
in much of Davidson’s later philosophy. In different forms and applications, the idea
is used to help explain how we get the notions of truth and objectivity, how we learn
a first language or radically interpret a second, how we get to mean anything by our
words, why private first languages are impossible, how we proceed from no thought
to thought, why skepticism cannot get of the ground, how our beliefs are connected
with reality, and more. Obviously, not all of these extensions and applications are
relevant here. T'll just focus on how the theory helps to clarify the connections be-
tween words and things suggested by Dignaga and Dharmakirti and on what follows
therefrom.

In its most basic from, triangulation is a singular occasion of pointing out some
object by one communicating creature to another by means of some ad hoc sign.

116 See, for examp]e, Donald Davidson, “Interpretation: Hard in The()ry, Easy in Practice,” in Interpreta-
tions and Causes, ed. Mario De Caro (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999), 31—44, At 32.

117 Donald Davidson, “Rational Animals” (1982), SIO: 95-105.

118 WV.O. Quine, Word and Objecr (Cﬂmbridge: MIT Press, I‘)()())‘ and Donald Davidson, “Truth and
Meaning” (1967), ITI: 17-36. Davidson himself mentions Quine’s thesis of radical translation as a
precursor ofvtri:mgulation in “Externalisms” in Interpreting Davidson, eds. Petr Kotatko, Peter Pagin,
and Gabriel. Segal (Stanford: ¢sLI, 2001), 1-16. In the same paper he also suggests that all the key ele-
ments of his theory of triangulation were already present in “Truth and Meaning.” In “Epistemology
Externalized” (199()), S10: 193-204, he also claimed chat the main ingrediems of his phi]()sophica]
ideas all date to the early 1960s.
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Fig. 8.1. The triangle of interpretation.

These two creatures and the shared stimulus are the three vertices of the triangle.
Many of Davidson’s papers employ a less basic form of triangulation; in those the
term denotes a model of a process of word learning by means of repeated similar
signs in the repeated presence of similar stimuli.” In some of these papers the notion
of ostensive learning appeared as a variant denotation of such triangulatory word
learning, and in that form the idea made its final appearance in the last pages of
the posthumously published Truth and Predication.™

Figure 8.1 shows what I call “the triangle of interpretation,” the basic figure
that underlies Davidson’s theory of interpretation as well as its direct precursors
in his and Quine’s philosophy. It is this triangle that “models the primitive situa-
tion in which we take the first steps into language, or begin decoding a totally alien
language.” Creature A responds with response R, which may be a linguistic sign but
also some other kind of behavior, to stimulus S, and creacure B observes all of that.
The different kinds of lines in the figure represent different kinds of relations: obser-
vation (simple lines), reference (double line), and utterance or action (wavy line). If
the response R is a more or less linguistic one — say, uttering the word “table” — and
Sis a table, then what the figure shows is that A says “table” in response to observing
a table, and B observes A, the table, and the word “table” (but B probably sees the
first two and hears the third). From her observations, B might infer that R refers to
or is a response to S, but this leaves still lots of room for ambiguity, as Quine stressed
in his theory of the indeterminacy of translation,” and is insufficient for learning a
first language.

119 The most important are the following: Donald Davidson, “The Conditions of Th()ught,“ in The Mind
ofDona]d Davidson, eds. Joh:mnes L. Brandl and \X/olfgang L. Gombocz (Amsterdam: Rodop, 1989),
193—200; “Epistemology Externalized™; “The Second Person” (1992), SIO: 107-22; “The Social Aspect
ofL:mguage" (1994)‘ TLH: 109-25; “The Emergence of Thought“ (1997), SIO: 123-34; “Seeing through
Language” (1997), TLH: 127—41; “The Irreducibility of the Concept of the Self” (1998), S10: 85—91;
“Interpretation™; and “Externalisms.”

120 An early example of the identification of the two notions can be found in “Meaning, Truth and
Evidence.” Much later, in “Comments on Karlovy Vary Papers,” Davidson wrote that the importance
of ostensive learning was his original inspiration for the idea ofﬂtriﬂngulation. Donald Davidson,
“Meaning, Truth and Evidence” (199())‘ TLH: 47—62. Donald Davidson, “Comments on Kar]ovy Vary
Papers” (2001), in Interpreting Davidson, eds. Kotatko, Pagin, and Segal, 285-308.

121 Donald Davidson, Truth and Predication (Caml’)ridge: Belknap, 2003)

122 Donald Davidson, “Locating Literary Language” (1993)‘ TLH: 167—81.

123 Quine, Word and Obj(’cr, and “Onmlogical Relativity“ (1969), OROE: 26-68.
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Fig. 8.2. Advanced triangulation.

In the end of the 1980s Davidson started to distinguish this “primitive learning
situation” from the more advanced version of triangulation involved in concept for-
mation and language learning.™ This version depends on a repetition of the more
complex situation depicted in figure 8.2. Each repetition of a similar situation is
assumed to involve the same two creatures, A and B (but in principle only the lan-
guage learner or interpreter B needs to be constant and the teacher or interpretee A
can vary), different but similar stimuli S, S,, and so forth, and different but similar
responses Ry |, Ry, and so forth. The indexed numbers represent the different oc-
casions of similar situations. Advanced triangulation involves the following seven
steps or aspects, numbered (a) to (g):

(a) A finds certain stimuli S, S,, and so forth similar. For example, A finds a number
of flat-topped objects that we would call “tables” similar. (And as it will turn ou,
A calls those things “tables” as well.)

(b) B finds the same stimuli S,, S,, and so forth similar, although possibly not at first.
That is, B also finds tables similar, but does not know yet that they are tables and
that they are called “tables.”

(¢) B finds A’s responses Ry ,, R ,, and so forth to those stimuli similar. For example,
A responds to the tables by ﬁttcring something involving the word “table” every
time, and B picks up on that similarity, that is, B recognizes the word “table.” It
should be noted here that, in apparent deviation from (b), B does not necessarily
have to pick up on the subjective similarity between stimuli S, S, and so forth
prior to the triangular learning situation but may develop this awareness of sub-
jective similarity in response to the observed similarity in A’s responses Ry ,, Ry,
and so forth to those stimuli.

(d)A finds B’s responses Rp ,, Ry ,, and so forth to its own (A’s) responses Ry , Ry,
and so forth similar. B responds to A’s utterances of the word “table” in similar
ways; by parroting that word, for example. Note that without this step (d) A
would never realize that B is actually learning the word “table,” and thus that
there would be no reason to assume that B has indeed learned the word. This is an
application of the more general point that without similarity in responses there
is no reason to assume that the creature recognizes a similarity between stimuli.

124 In “The Conditions of Thought” and “The Second Person,” presented in conferences in 1988 and
1989, respectivel}: but pub]ished in 1989 and 1992.
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(¢) B assumes (a) to explain (c). In other words, B (unconsciously) assumes that A
finds tables similar, or that they are similar, to explain the observed similarity in
responses (i.e., the repeated utterance of “table”).

() A assumes (b) and (c) to explain (d). That is, A assumes that B finds tables similar
and that B finds her utterances of the word “table” similar because otherwise the
similarity in B's responses would make no sense.

(g) Both A and B arc aware of (a) to (g), cither directly or by assumption.™

In this way, in a process of triangulation, a concept and a phenomenal appearance
emerge together in mutual dependence. Without the concepe of a “table” one cannot
see tables as tables, and without perceptions of tables one cannot form the concept
of “table.” It seems to me that Dignaga made a similar point in his Alambanapariksa
and its commentary when he argued that the perceived phenomenal object and the
capacity to see that object cause cach other.™

These seven steps, (a) to (g), are not so much a description of how we actually
learn words and concepts but an investigation into what is necessary for it to be
possible to learn words and concepts. Davidson's point is that without this triangu-
lar arrangement, we would not be able to have language and to communicate at all.
Hence, the triangulation thesis can be understood as a transcendental argument.”
In “Three Varicties of Knowledge,” for example, Davidson argues that the thesis helps
solve “three basic problems: how a mind can know the world of nature, how it is
possible for one mind to know another, and how it is possible to know the contents
of our own minds without resort to observation or evidence.”® Thus, the fact that
we can communicate with cach other proves among other things that there must
be other minds that we are communicating with and that there is a shared external
world that we are communicating about.”

In this form and application, triangulation eclipses earlier arguments by David-
son with partially similar premises and conclusions. For example, in “The Method
of Truth in Metaphysics,” he wrote that “successful communication proves the exist-
ence of a shared, and largely true, view of the world.”* And in “A Coherence Theory
of Truth and Knowledge,” he argued that

we must [...] take the objects of a belief to be the causes of that belief. And what
we, as interpreters, must take them to be is what they in fact are. Communication

125 This expl:mation is a lot clearer (1 hope‘ at least) than Davidson’s own. (His style ofwriting is rather
obscure, unfortunately.) Nevertheless, in “The Second Person,” (a) to (c) can be found on 119, (d) is
added on 120, and (e) to (g) on 121.

126 Dignaga, A]ambanaparﬂem and Alambanaparl’k;dvrrri (4—5th c), §§7-8. This text and its commentary
are extremely terse and hard to understand, but it seems to me that Vinitadeva's commentary sup-
ports my interpretation. Vinitadeva, Alambanapariksatika (8ch c.). Translations of all three of these
texts with further commentaries ete. can be found in Doug]as Duckworth et al., Dignaga’s Investiga-
tion of the Percepe: A Philosophica/ Legacy in India and Tibet (Oxtord: Oxford University Press, 2016).

127 Nevertheless, Davidson sometimes expressed doubt that his argument really was a transcendental
argument. See, for examp]e, Donald Davidson, “Reply to A.C. Genova,” in The Phi]osophy ofDona/d
Davidson, ed. Lewis E. Hahn ((3hicag0: Open Court, 1999), 192—94.

128 Donald Davidson, “Three Varieties of Know]edge“ (1991), SIO: 20520, at 208.

129 See also Davidson, “Episremo]ogy Externalized™; “Meaning, Truth and Evidence™; and Ernest Sosa,
“Knowledge of Self, Others, and World,” in Donald Davidson, ed. Kirk Ludwig (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2()03)‘ 163—82.

130 Donald Davidson, “The Method of Truth in Metaphysics" (1977), I'TI: 199—214, at 201.
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begins where causes converge: your utterance means what mine does if belief in
its truth is systematically caused by the same events and objects.”

In these arguments, as well as in triangulation as transcendental argument, the most
basic premise is that there is communication, and therefore, that communication
is possible. Significantly, as Dan Lusthaus has pointed out, Yogacara also “rests on
both the necessity and possibility that there be communication between distinet

"3

minds.”* Where Davidson and Yogacara differ is in what is supposed to follow from
this basic premise. Probably, the most fundamental differences are related to the
question of what exactly is located at § in the triangle depicted above: what is the
shared stimulus that both A and B respond to?

From a Yogicara perspective, an external object (svartha) causes a pratibhasa,
which triggers a process of conceptual construction (kalpana) resulting in a deter-
minate cognition (pratibhasa-pratiti), which in turn triggers response R. Hence, the
direct cause of the response R is this determinate cognition, and therefore, that is
the stimulus S. (Except in case of reflexes and some unconscious responses; then
the stimulus is a pratibhasa and no pratibhasa-pratiti comes into play.) This is also,
more or less, Quine’s point of view,® but Davidson disagreed.”* Concept formation,
language, and communication in general require that the stimulus S is shared, but
whatever is in the mind is private. The only possible shared cause is what is located
at the very start of the causal chain, that is, the external object or ground.

Davidson's argument that it must be this distal cause that is the stimulus because
the proximal cause is not shared makes sense, but one may wonder whether there is
a genuine disagreement here — Quine and the Yogacarin are not likely to deny that
what set the causal chain in motion is indeed the distal cause, or the external object.
Technically, Davidson was right when he pointed out that what is located at S in
the triangle must be the distal cause, but Quine and the Yogacarin where also right
that what directly causes the awareness of the stimulus in A’s and B's minds is some
intermediary proximal cause. Davidson, however, seemed to want to eliminate such
proximal intermediaries altogether.

The triangle of interpretation implies that “in the simplest and most basic cases,
words and sentences derive their meaning from the objects and circumstances in
whose presence they were learned.” Davidson repeated this point in many of his
writings,” but he did not always clearly distinguish weaker from stronger versions
of this externalism. Weaker versions just hold that “what a speaker means is not
determined solely by what is in the head; it depends also on the natural history of
what is in the head.™ According to the strongest version of Davidson’s externalism,
what is in the head plays no role at all, and the contents of beliefs and the mean-
ings of words are their unintermediated causes. In his famous “Swampman” thought
experiment, for example, he argues that if a freak incident would simultancously

131 Donald Davidson, “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge“ (1983), S10: 13753, at 151,

132 Lusthaus, Buddhist Phenomeno/o@g 489.

133 Quine, Word and Obj(’cr.

134 Donald Davidson, “The Inscrumbility of Reference” (1979)‘ ITI: 227-41; “Meaning, Truth and Evi-
dence”; and “Pursuit of the Concept of Truch” (1995)‘ TLH: 63-8o0.

135 Donald Davidson, “The Myth of the Subjective" (1988), SIO: 39-52, at 44.

136 See, for examp]e, Davidson, “Knowing One’s Own Mind,” 37 and“The Conditions of Thought," 195.
See also the block quote from “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge,” above.

137 Davidson, “The Myth of the Subjective,” 44.
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kill him and create an exact replica, then that replica, Swampman, would not mean
anything by his words because those words were not learned in a context that would
give them a meaning.*

This strong version of externalism has rather implausible implications. Consider
the fictional case of Hans. Hans grew up in a Swiss mountain village surrounded by
St. Bernard dogs. In his early twenties, he moved to Japan and had an accident that
made him forget all about his youth in Switzerland. In a conversation, some time
after he recovered, Hans remarked that dogs are about the same size as cats, thinking
about the tiny dogs that are most common in Japanese cities. According to David-
son, however, because Hans learned the word “dog” in the presence of St. Bernard
dogs, when he remarked that dogs are about the same size as cats, Hans meant that
St. Bernard dogs are about the same size as cats. Hence, Hans does not just mean
something else than what he thinks he means, there even is a difference in truth
value between the two. This makes no sense, and Davidson would agree. In one of the
papers in which Davidson seems to appeal to strong externalism at one point, he also
claims that “the presumption that I am not generally mistaken about what I mean is
essential to my having a language.”™ And in the paper that introduced Swampman
he also argues that

it doesn’t follow, simply from the fact that meanings are identified in part by re-
lations to objects outside the head, that meanings aren’t in the head. To suppose
this would be as bad as to argue that because my being sunburned presupposes
the existence of the sun, my sunburn isn't a condition of my skin.*

Davidson's (unconscious?) slide from weaker to stronger versions of externalism and
back again is probably partially due to an oversight and partially due to his rejec-
tion of mental intermediaries between the world and our minds. The oversight is
memory. The noun “memory” and the verb “to remember” occur a few times in Da-
vidson’s writings, but never in a relevant sense. This is odd, given that the recogni-
tion of similarity between stimuli S and responses R in repetitions of the triangular
situation described above depends on memory. Without memory, triangulation does
not make much sense. (Notice also that in the theory of apoha — or at least in the
interpretation presented in the previous section — memory plays a key role.)
Davidson objected to intermediaries between the mind and the world because
they create space for skepticism. If what triggers our responses is something in the
mind like sense data racher than the external causes of that sense data, then it is con-
ceivable that the way that sense data represents or shows the world to us is radically
different from the way the world really is. And if that is a possibility indeed, then it
follows that we cannot know anything about the external world. However, accord-
ing to Davidson, this skeptical conclusion only follows if the supposed intermediary
plays an epistemic role. “Skepticisim rests on the [...] idea that empirical knowledge
requires an epistemological step between the world as we conceive it and our con-
ception of it Starting with “The Myth of the Subjective,” Davidson repeatedly
argued against the idea of a kind of non-conceptual mental content that justifies

138 Davidson, “Knowing One’s Own Mind,” 19.

139 Donald Davidson, “What Is Present to the Mind?” (1989), SIO: 53-67, at 66.
140 Davidson, “Knowing One’s Own Mind,” 31

141 Davidson, “Meaning, Truth, and Evidence,” 56—57
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Fig. 83. A collection of “red” things.

our conceptual beliefs about the world."* In Yogacara terms, what he rejected was
the (non-Yogacara!) idea that a pratibhasa justifies the pracibhasa-prariti it gives rise
to. What he did not object to, however, is the idea that the former somechow causes
the latter.™®

Pratibhasa is a causal intermediary. If Davidson is right and causal intermediaries
are relatively innocent, then the apoha theory should not imply that we are massively
mistaken about the external world. However, as pointed out by Dreyfus in the long
quote in the beginning of the previous section, the Yogacara point of view is that
concepts and conceptual perception orcognition are systematically mistaken.

In Dharmakirti’s perspective, there are two possible distortions between the
world and our conscious minds. The first, relatively innocent distortion is between
external things (svartha) and pratibhasa. Due to darkness or an eye defect, for exam-
ple, the object may fail to produce a genuine pratibhasa. The second is kalpana, the
process of conceptual construction and classification (through apoha), which resules
in the determinate cognition (pratibhasa-pratiti). Kalpana seems to be capable of
producing the kind of systematic deception that Davidson rejects, and Yogacarins
certainly tend to think of it as such, which raises the question: how deceptive can
kalpana really be if both its raw material (i.c., pratibhasa) and the concepts involved
are grounded in or caused by external reality?

In a social process that works something like triangulation, based on real similari-
ties and differences between things, we form concepts, a concept of “red,” for exam-
ple. About this Dharmakirti and Davidson are in agreement. Then, we apply those
concepts when we encounter something new. We unconsciously compare it with our
concepts and previous experiences and if it is not non-red, then we conclude it is red.
Neither the concept of “red” nor our later conclusion implies that all the things we
call “red” have something in common. There is no universal redness that all so-called
“red” things share. (Here Dharmakirti and Quine agree, but Davidson’s position is
less clear.) Rather, according to Dharmakirti, all things are unique, and therefore,

142 “The Myth of the Sul’)jective" is the earliest clear expression of this line argument. The most impor-
tant precursor is: Donald Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a (fonceptual Scheme” (1974), ITI: 183-98.
The most important papers in which Davidson argues against skepticism aside from chese two are:
“Meaning, Truth and Evidence™; “Episremo]ogy Externalized™; “Three Varieties of Knowledge"; and
“Reply to A.C. Genova.”

143 See, for example, Davidson, “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge,” 144.
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subsuming all these different things under one single header “red” is misrepresenting
them.

Consider, for example, the 6 x 6 = 36 “things” in figure 8.3, sorted in a grid from
light to dark and from purple to orange. (You'll have to imagine the colors, as the im-
age is here printed in black-and-white.) One might call the eleven things surrounded
by the thick black line “red,” but aside from that classification, they have nothing
in common and their actual shades are all subtly different. So, does that mean that
these things really are not red? Does it mean that we are being deceived when we
think of them as red?

Perhaps. But look back at the mountain landscape in figure 7.1. By the same stand-
ard we would have to say that the peaks above the dotted line in that figure really are
not mountains either, and that conclusion seems absurd.

What these examples illustrate is that we are or can become quite aware that not
all red things have the same shade, that not all mountains are of the same height, and
that were we draw the line between red and non-red or between mountain and non-
mountain is somewhat arbitrary. And as long as we are aware of that, in what sense
are we deceived by our constructs “red” and “mountain™ What these examples seem
to confirm is Zhiyi's point that language may not be technically correct but is not
entirely mistaken cither, and that, anyway, we cannot avoid it; we do need language,
and as long as we are aware of its limitations, we do not have to be deceived by it.'s
What these examples do not suggest is massive deception.

One might (and should) start to wonder at this point whether massive deception
is even intelligible. Given the Dharmakirtian framework explained above, there are
two possible sources of such deception, or two possible distortions: one is between
the external object and the pratibhasa, the other is kalpana, between pratibhasa and
pratibhasa-pratiti. While it seems likely that two creatures with very different sense
organs perceive the world quite differently, I'm not sure whether it makes sense to
say that a dog is deccived because it sees fewer colors than a mantis shrimp.® The
more important source of distortion or deception is kalpana, conceptual construc-
tion and classification, which raises the question of how our conceptual classifica-
tions map to the real world characteristics of things, and how deceptive such clas-
sifications can be. There are three possibilities, illustrated in figure 8.4.

The rightmost part of the figure shows a “crisp” classification. The things on the
right of the class boundary — the thick black line — are included in one class and the
things on the left of the line are included in another class. Let’s call these two classes
“dark” and “light,” respectively. Obviously, if our classification would be crisp, then
our class boundaries would exactly track real boundaries between things or their

144 Well... technically they are not mountains, of course. They are drawings of mountains at best, but
that is beside the point here.

145 About Zhiyi, Paul Swanson wrote that “affirmation of the use of language tempered by the aware-
ness of its limitations is exactly the position taken by [Zhiyi], who is constantly re/aﬁ‘lrming the
inﬂdequac_v oflanguage to describe reality, yet immediately affirms the necessity to use lzmguage in
the atcempt to describe the indescribable and conceptua]ize that which is beyond conceptualizar
tion” (Foundations of T’ien-Tai Philosophy: The F/owering of the Two Truths Th(’ory in Chinese Buddhism
[Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1989], 23, also quoted in chapter 2).

146 Nevertheless, similariry between creatures matters in triangulation‘ as Davidson occasi(mally ob-
served (e.g., “The Second Person,” 121), because otherwise the creatures might be unable to perceive
the same stimulus. The same point was also made in relation to apoha and Dogen’s kindzspeciﬁc
perspectivism in the Strra ofMounrains and Water above. Very different creatures might have very
different pmribhﬁsu, and therefore, perceive the world very diﬂ‘erendy‘
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Fig. 8.4. Three kinds of conceptual classification.

properties in the external world. The cases of colors and mountains illuscrate that
many of our conceptual classes do not work like that.

Randomness, on the left, is the other extreme. If our conceptual classifications
would be completely random, they would lack any externally real ground or basis.
What we would call “dark” or “light” would be completely arbitrary. What we'd see
as dark or light would indeed be dark or light to us, but there would be nothing in
external reality resembling or grounding that perception. The most important impli-
cation of the theory of apoha or Davidson’s triangulation argument is that this is im-
possible. Conceprual classes are formed in social processes based on real similarities
and differences between things — abour this key point Davidson and Dharmakirti
agree — and consequently, we cannot form completely random conceptual classes.
Conceptual classes must be based on real properties of real things.

This then, leaves only the third, or middle, option: fuzzy classification, the kind of
conceptual classification illustrated by the examples of “red” above and “mountain”
in chapter 7, but as explained before, there are more vague or fuzzy boundaries be-
tween mountains and non-mountains than figure 8.4 suggests."7

The realization that kalpana involves conceptual classes with somewhat arbitrary
boundaries (as in the “fuzzy” picture in figure 8.4) can lead to two responses. One
can look at the middle picture in figure 8.4, compare it to the picture on the righe,
and say, “conceptual classes are not crisp, and therefore, language is deceptive and what we
say about reality is false™ or one can look at the middle picture, compare it to the
picture on the left, and say “conceprual classes are not random, and therefore, language is
not completely deceptive and what we say about reality is at least partially true.” The first is
apophasis; the second is kacaphasis. This is all cthat the apophasis-kataphasis contrast
amounts to — it is a difference in attitude not a substancial difference.

Not all attitudes are equally suitable or productive, however. The apophatic at-
titude demands more from language than it can possibly deliver — a perfect match

with independent/external reality — and then, because it cannot meet that impos-
sible demand, rejects language as a tool to describe reality altogether. The problem is
not language, the world, or the mismatch between the two, but that impossible de-

mand. Giving up that impossible demand opens up a path to the realization of what

147 See the section “Realism (1) — Universals and (Anti-)Essentialism” in ch:lpter 7.

148 In terms of the analogy at the end of the previous chapter, apophasis is saying that the sketch in
ﬂgure 731sa deception because it is different from the photograph in figure 7.2, while kataphasis is
saying that the sketch is parti;l]ly true because it is based on, gmunded in, or a representation of the

photogmph.
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language can do, and what it cannot. Hence, what is more deceptive than language
itself, is the apophatic claim that language is deceptive.

While our concepts and conceptual boundaries do not neatly match external re-
ality, language is not completely deceptive cither. And moreover, in at least some
cases, perhaps even many, we can become aware of the relative arbitrariness of our
conceptual boundaries, such as those between “red” and “orange” or “mountain” and
“hill.” Language is a tool, and as long as we are aware of its limitations, it does not
need to deceive us. This is, more or less, Zhiyi’s view on language. It is a moderately
kataphatic view. But the arguments that got us here are mostly based on Yogacara.
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