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In the history of Indian philosophy, three major figures that contributed to the
theory of non-cognition can be identified. They are the Mimamsaka Kumarila, the
Buddhist ISvarasena and his student Dharmakirti. Whereas we have plenty of
materials for Kumarila and Dharmakirti, sources on ISvarasena are very limited.

The present paper will discuss some concepts and materials that may be linked to
the ISvarasena tradition. These include the concept of feiliang ?FFE! as found in the
writings of Dharmapala, Asvabhava, Jinaputra and their Chinese counterparts, and
apramanata (or apramanatva), as found in the works of Dharmakirti and his
commentators. | shall demonstrate that the two concepts in many ways mirror the
theory of three pramanas, proposed by I$varasena.

As most of these materials are from the sixth or seventh century, they are
extremely helpful for clarifying the early development of the theory of non-cognition
and the interactions between these three figures. This is especially true when
compared with the post-Dharmakirti commentaries and later Tibetan sources, which
constitute the main focus of research for many scholars. In this paper, the author
hopes to fill gaps in our understanding of the early development of this theory, and
respond to Prof. Steinkellner’s call for such a study made more than a decade ago.

I. A Third Pramana

In her recent article, Birgit Kellner identified three major intellectual trends in
the study of non-cognition in the history of Indian philosophy.' All of them, curiously,
were active around the seventh century. The first is Kumarila, a Bhatta Mimamsaka,
who left us the voluminous Slokavarttika, which contains a chapter on non-cognition
(abhavapramana)—presumably the earliest systematic treatment of such a concept in
the history of Indian philosophy.> This chapter in turn was criticized by the Buddhist
scholar Santaraksita in the eighth century. As most of Kumarila’s works discussing the
theory of non-cognition are extant, Kellner (1997a) and Taber (2001) went through a
careful study of these sources. Kumarila, a non-Buddhist and vocal critic of Dignaga,
was obviously not bound to his admitting only two means of knowledge (pramana),
i.e., perception (pratyaksa) and inference (anumana). In contrast, he proposed six
means of knowledge, namely perception, inference, verbal testimony (sabda), analogy
(upamana), presumption (arthapatti) and non-cognition (abhava).’

* My thanks to Funayama Toru for comments and suggestions, and to Corey Bell for helping improve
my style.

' See Kellner 2003: 121.

? Based on the available sources, we can roughly assure that Kumarila was an elder contemporary of
Dharmakirti. I§varasena, being the teacher of Dharmakirti, was certainly earlier than the latter. But we
do not know for sure whether he was earlier than Kumarila, or whether he was influenced by the latter.
Neither can we sufficiently explain why the issue of non-cognition attracted so much attention in the
seventh century.

3 This sixfold classification of pramdna was known to the seventh century Chinese scholar Kuiji % ﬁl



The second is the Buddhist philosopher Dharmakirti, who developed the concept
of anupalabdhi in his various works, and left us the most sophisticated account of
non-cognition in the history of Buddhism. Dharmakirti strictly follows Dignaga in
admitting no more than two means of knowledge. In contrast to some Nyaiyayikas
who tend to reduce non-cognition to perception, he includes it under inference.
According to him, we have to know that there is nothing there through inference
instead of simply seeing or hearing. In Dharmakirti’s view, the fact that “there is no
pottery on the table” is known through an inferential judgment that is based on the
perception of the table instead of the pottery. He further understands non-cognition
(anupalabdhi) as one of the three evidences (hetu) that ensure necessary inferences,
and classifies it into various types, in some works up to eleven.”

A detailed study of this concept in Dharmakirti and post-Dharmakirti
commentators has been conducted by various scholars, most notably Kellner (1997a,
1997b, 1999, 2001, 2003). According to Kellner (2003), Dharmakirti did not develop
his understanding of non-cognition from scratch. Rather, he was gradually
“integrating” this concept into his system as if it was an idea alien to him. Most
probably, he was responding to the third trend as represented by his teacher I§varasena,
who, in contrast to the other two figures, unfortunately left us no writings, although
fragments of his ideas can be found in Dharmakirti’s works. According to Steinkellner
(1966) and Katsura (1992), one salient feature of ISvarasena’s view on non-cognition
is that he takes it as a separate pramana “over and above” perception and inference,
which is exactly the view that Dharmakirti went to great lengths to refute. Because of
his great effort and subsequent influence, we do not see any evidence that this
somewhat “heretic” view was held by post-Dharmakirti Indian Buddhist philosophers.
Therefore, we know very little about this third pramana except that it is referred to as
the mere absence of cognition (uplabdhyabhavamdtra) or merely not-seeing
(adarsanamatra).

Katsura (1992) and Yaita (1984, 1985b) further identified some sections of
Dignaga’s works that mark an early development of this theory. According to Katsura
(1992), the fact that Dignaga knew about the idea of non-cognition is indicated in two
passages, in Chapter five of the Pramanasamuccayavrtti and in the Nyayamukha
respectively. The first passage is in a context of a discussion of Dignaga’s philosophy
of language—the apoha theory, where I§varasena’s sense of the term adarsanamatra
is used to state that negative concomitance (vyatireka) can be determined on the basis
of merely not-seeing (adarsanamatrena). The second passage, on the other hand,
contains the term anupalabdhi, which was commonly used by Dharmakirti. This
passage, in turn, is referred to and discussed at length in Dharmakirti’s
Pramanavarttika Svavrtti.

It seems that no further progress has been made to trace pre-Dharmakirti sources
on non-cognition, although, as pointed out by Steinkellner (1992: 403 n.27), there is a
strong “need” for such a study. Somewhat surprisingly, little attention has been paid to
the many extant Chinese sources that make mention of the three pramanas, whose
predominance owes to the influence of pre-Dignaga Buddhist logic texts. These works,
attributed to Nagarjuna, Asanga and Vasubandhu, usually admit more than two
pramanas, the third of which, however, is given as agama or sabda. When Dignaga’s
logic works were introduced to China by Xuanzang Y5 and others in the seventh

who rendered the sixth pramana non-cognition as wu-ti-liang %TL?EE'I, see Taisho 1840: 95b.
* The other two evidences are effect (kdrya) and identity (svabhava), both of which guarantee the
necessity of affirmative judgments.



century, scholars started to realize that dgama or sabda should not stand out as an
independent pramana. Thus there was a movement to recognize only two kinds of
pramanas, and this position can be seen, most naturally, in the commentarial tradition
of Dignaga’s works.

But soon after or around this time, a new set of three pramanas emerged. In this
set, besides the usual members of perception and inference, we find a third one called
feiliang, or literally non-pramana. Even before introducing how this concept was
understood and its possible Sanskrit equivalent, one would realize that it has to do
with I§varasena’s theory of three pramanas and his concept of non-cognition. We are
thus given a gleam of hope that we may be able to find the traces of this lost tradition.

II. Feiliang

Feiliang, as a member of the set of three pramanas we introduced above, needs

some explanation. FeiZ[E denotes a sense of negation, meaning “no” or “non.” Liang

E! literally means “to measure,” and is used to translate the Sanskrit term pramana,

which is a technical term in Buddhist epistemology and logic. When used in a
non-technical sense, feiliang means immeasurable or unlimited, and its Sanskrit
equivalent is apramana. Even in its technical usage, the term feiliang could have two
meanings. The first simply indicates a negation of being a pramana, thus meaning
“not a pramana,” and its Sanskrit equivalent is also apramana. This usage is
frequently seen in the works of Dharmakirti; for instance in the Pramanavarttika (PV)
11.89, III. 335, IV.3 and IV.237.°

The other meaning of feiliang is as we have discussed above, namely being a
third pramana “over and above” perception and inference. At this point, we are not
sure about its Sanskrit equivalent as most of the sources for this usage are only extant
in Chinese. As a matter of fact, Buddhist scholars in East Asia have never attempted to
make a connection between this concept and its likely Indian sources, and have
instead followed the traditional view of Kuiji who defines feiliang in terms of
pseudo-perception (pratyaksabhdasa) and pseudo-inference (anumanabhdasa).

Pseudo-perception here refers to those types of cognition, such as recollection,
erroneous cognition, desire etc., that are not considered valid means of knowledge,
but only appear as perceptions (pratyaksa-abhdsa). Post-Dignaga commentators had
extensive discussions on the causes of pseudo-perception; some hold that it is due to
the interference of mental consciousness, which is capable of conceptual construction,
in the functioning of the sense consciousness, while others see it to be caused by
defects in the sense organs themselves.® Pseudo-inference refers to those erroneous
inferences that violate the rules for proper inferences. Both of them are considered
erroneous, and thus called feiliang—non-pramana or not a pramana. “Non” or “not”
here implies a sense of “erroneous” or “mistaken.”

But this understanding contradicts the fact that feiliang is listed as one of the
three pramanas, where it is considered a valid means of knowledge rather than an
erroneous cognition. Moreover, pseudo-perception and pseudo-inference consist of
several different types of cognition that are difficult to be covered by the single
concept feiliang. More importantly, in Sanskrit and Tibetan sources, we never see a
concept like non-pramana that covers the scope of pseudo-perception and
pseudo-inference, and is listed as a third pramana. 1t is true that in the Nyayapravesa

> According to Miyasaka 1971-9.
® See Chu 2004: 113-15.



by Saikarasvamin, pseudo-perception and pseudo-inference are listed, for the first
time, side by side with perception and inference.” Kuiji, in his commentary on this
very text, elaborates the view that both pseudo-perception and pseudo-inference are
included under the concept of feiliang, which is therefore understood to be a third
pramana in addition to perception and inference. He says: “Both pseudo-perception
and pseudo-inference are covered by feiliang. Therefore, perception is included in
neither inference nor feiliang, and inference is not included in feiliang either.”®

Although Kuiji offered us the most explicit definition of feiliang, one that came
to dominate the later history of East Asian Buddhism, he was not the first one to come
up with this concept. One of the sources he relied on could have been the
*Vijiiaptimatratasiddhi, a collection of commentaries on Vasubandhu’s Trimsika by
ten Indian scholars including Dharmapala. In this text, the term feiliang appears three
times in the context of a discussion of Dharmapala’s theory of the four divisions of
cognition. When arguing that the cognition of self-cognition (*svasamvittisamvitti)
has to be established in addition to the other three divisions of cognition, namely
self-cognition (svasamvedana), the seeing portion (darsana) and the seen portion
(nimitta), Dharmapala mentions the term feiliang.” Here the term feiliang appears in
the same context as perception and inference, which, as is held by Kuiji and other
commentators, implies the parallel status of the three. At the same time, they
understood feiliang to be pseudo-perception and pseudo-inference, both of which are
listed side by side with the two pramanas in the Nyayapravesa. As a result, we have a
list of three pramanas: perception, inference and feiliang.

Examining carefully the commentarial work in this area in seventh or eighth
century China, we can detect a complex that comprises of at least three different,
possibly independent Indian sources. A subtle synthesis of the three contributed to the
formation of a rather unique concept of feiliang among East Asian Buddhists. These
three sources are: 1) Sankarasvamin’s emphasis on pseudo-perception and
pseudo-inference, both of which are listed side by side with perception and inference;
2) Dharmapala’s concept of feiliang and its possible parallel status to the two
pramanas; 3) The proposal, from an unknown origin, of a third pramana, which is
called feiliang.

The third of these sources, as we assumed earlier, might have to do with
I$varasena’s concept of adarsanamatra or upalabdhyabhavamatra. If this is the case,
“fei” in the concept feiliang should not mean ‘“erroneous.” Rather it should be
understood literally as “non” or “absence.” Feiliang therefore would come to mean
the absence of pramana or non-cognition—very close to the concept proposed by
ISvarasena.

Il. Apramanata (apramanatva)

7 See the Nyayapravesa p. 7: atmapratyayandrtham tu pratyaksamanumdanam ca dve eva pramane //
tatra  pratyaksam kalpanapodham  yajjiianamarthe rvipadau namajatyadikalpanarahitam /
tadaksamaksam prati vartata iti pratyaksam // anumanam lingadarthadarsanam / lingam
punastriripamuktam / tasmadyadanumeye ‘rthe jianamutpadyate ‘gniratra anityah Sabda iti va
tadanumanam // ubhayatra tadeva jianam phalamadhigamaripatvat / savyaparavatkhyateh
pramanatvamiti //  kalpandajiiamarthantare pratyaksabhasam / yajjiianam ghatah pata iti va
vikalpayatah samutpadyate tadarthasvalaksanavisayatvat pratyaksabhasam // hetvabhasapirvakam
jianam anumanabhdasam / hetvabhaso hi bahuprakara uktah / tasmadyadanumeye ‘rthe
Jjiianamavyutpannasya bhavati tadanumanabhasam //.

S IR SE T ZERE EIILFBPJ%%JEHEE—E?JE]EE" o Fgi+F-RLZE/EEI k- - Taisho 1840: 95c.

? See Taisho 1585: 10c. La Vallée Poussin’s French translation reconstructs feiliang into Sanskrit as
*apramana.



As none of ISvarasena’s works are extant today, we cannot prove our assumption
with any “direct” evidence. But his views were introduced and criticized in some of
the works of Dharmakirti, and it is likely that these criticisms, in addition to a partial
integration of his views, eventually came to inform Dharmakirti’s own theory of
non-cognition (anupalabdhi). Dharmakirti’s criticism of ISvarasena’s view of
non-cognition is found mainly in Verses 198-212 of the Pramanavarttika Svavrtti,
which have been translated and studied by Yaita (1984, 1985a, 1985b). The
integration of such a concept into Dharmakirti’s system is divided by Kellner (2003)
into three main steps, which are indicated respectively by three different groups of
texts. Her study carefully analyses each stage of the integration, and remains the most
comprehensive study of Dharmakirti’s theory of non-cognition.

Nevertheless, both scholars (and, for that matter, all contemporary scholars)
neglected another important section of PV, namely Verses 85-100 of the Pratyaksa
chapter (Chapter II). The importance of this passage lies in the fact that the terms
apramanatva and apramanata are used on several occasions. Differing from their
usual meaning of “not-a-pramana-ness” and the term apramana (meaning “not a
pramana’), as found in various places of PV, the two terms in this section seem to
refer to some kind of “non-cognition-ness.”'’

According to Tosaki (1979), the section PV I1.85-100 focuses on the issue of
“negative inferential cognition” within the context of a discussion regarding the
number of pramanas, where Dharmakirti criticizes the view that admits only one
means of knowledge, i.e., perception, and also the view that accepts more than two
pramanas. Being a follower of Dignaga, he refutes these views mainly by arguing for
the validity of inference as a means of knowledge. But discussing negative inferential
cognition in the context of the enumeration of pramanas, would Dharmakirti yield
any information of his teacher’s theory of the third pramana?

In this section, Dharmakirti states, first of all, that “negation (pratisedha) in all
cases is established through non-cognition (anupalambhata).”'' To make a negative
statement, one is observed to take the following steps: “Whatever [affirmative]
statement of something contrary [to the negandum] or of [something contrary to] its
cause is found in a negative inference, implies the non-cognitionness of that
[negandum].”'? For instance, if one feels cold, it implies that he or she does not sense
fire, therefore the existence of fire is negated. Similarly, trembling also implies that
one does not sense fire, because trembling is caused by coldness. As a result, the
existence of fire is negated, as shown in the following diagram:

non-existence of A (fire)

1

existence of B (coldness or trembling) — non-cognition of A (fire)

"9 According to Ono 1996, apramanatva appears three times and apramanatd eight times in the extant
Sanskrit works of Dharmakirti. But their meaning in PV II. 86, 89, and 99 is apparently different from
that found elsewhere.

"' PV I1.85ab: pratisedhas tu sarvatra sadhyate ‘nupalambhatah /.

2 PV 11.86: drsta viruddhadharmoktis tasya tatkaranasya va / nisedhe yapi tasyaiva sa
‘pramanatvasiicand //.



As 1s generally understood, the non-existence of A (fire) can be inferred directly
from the existence of B (coldness or trembling) without the intermedium of the
non-cognition of A (fire). This is because fire is contradictory to coldness and its
result (e.g., trembling), so they cannot co-exist with each other. But according to
Dharmakirti, their contradiction or impossibility of co-existence has not been proved
yet, and cannot act as the basis for proper inference. The non-cognition of A is a
necessary step for inferring the non-existence of A from the existence of B. This is
why Dharmakirti holds that all negative inferences are established through
non-cognition. In other words, non-cognition is “the prover (prasadhika) of
non-existence.””> He further remarks that this point is so obvious that even an
ignorant cowherd could understand: “We answer that the very absence of cognizing
(apramanata) a thing is a mark (/inga) of its absence. This [needs to be explicitly
stated] only for very stupid people, as it should be clear even to a cowherd.”'*

What interests us here most is the usage of apramanatva or apramanata. 1t is
evident that both are used interchangeably with anupalabdhi or anupalambhata, all
meaning ‘“non-cognition.” In his Pramanavattikavrtti (PVV), Manorathanandin
explicitly treats apramanata, pramanarahitata (absence of pramana), and
anupalabdhi as synonyms, stating: “Whatever is non-seeing (adarsana), that is
non-cognitionness (apramanata), absence of pramana (pramanarahitata), and
non-cognition (anupalabdhi).”"> Moreover, he explains apramanatva in terms of the
absence of pramana (pramanarahitata), and apramanatd in terms of the
non-operation of pramana (pramananivrtti).'®

If the concept feiliang in Chinese sources has to do with the apramanatva or
apramanata as used by Dharmakirti in this section, then it may also be interpreted as
the absence of pramana, the non-operation of pramana, or mnon-cognition
(anupalabdhi), and its Sanskrit equivalent could thus be apramanatva or apramanata.
As the concept feiliang is discussed in the context of a theory that proposes the third
pramana non-cognition “over and above” perception and inference, we can assume
that apramanatva or apramanata in Dharmakirti’s usage was adopted from ISvarasena,
who is evidently the only one upholding such a theory. Sources from Dharmakirti thus
can serve as indirect evidence for the relationship between I$varasena tradition and
relevant Chinese sources.

I'V. Non-cognition and Non-existence

In Dharmakirti’s discussion on apramanatva or apramanatd, an important
feature is that it functions as the “prover” (prasadhika) of absence. He then goes on to
stress that this principle only applies to perceptible things (drsya). Their absence is
proved if and only if they are not perceived when all the conditions for perception are
sufficient. As for imperceptible things (adrsya), such as ghosts (pisaca), their
non-perception or non-cognition cannot determine whether they exist or not. In his
view, non-cognition (apramanata) is the non-perception (darsanabhdava) of the
perceptible (drsyasya),'” as he says: “We have already shown that non-cognition of

3 PV I1.89b: sa ‘bhavasya prasadhika /.

" PV 11.99: yad apramanata ‘bhave lingam tasyaiva kathyate / tad atyantavimiidhartham agopalam
asamvrtteh //.

'S PVV 11.86: yadevadarsanam sa ‘pramanata pramanarahitata ‘nupalabhir ... //.

' See PVV 11.86, 99.

7 See PV 11.88cd: drsyasya darsanabhavad iti cet sa ‘pramanata //.



this sort [of super-sensory objects] decides nothing. Thus in regard to absolutely
invisible things, one cannot determine whether they exist or not.”'®

To distinguish objects of non-cognition into the perceptible and imperceptible is
one of the innovative contributions of Dharmakirti. It is on the basis of this point that
he criticizes his teacher I§varasena for taking non-cognition to be an independent
means of knowledge regardless of the status of its object. To my knowledge, such an
explicit distinction is not found in any pre-Dharmakirti thinkers. Dignaga, for instance,
never distinguished perceptible and imperceptible objects of non-cognition when
discussing the concepts of anupalabdhi or adarsanamatra. Instead, the object of
non-cognition under discussion are usually imperceptible by nature, e.g., the first
cause (pradhana) in the Nyayamukha, or the words (sabda) in the
Pramanasamuccaya. In the eyes of Dharmakirti, however, the non-cognition of the
first cause does not in itself prove its non-existence. Dignaga himself probably
realized this problem, and in a later work, the Pramanasamuccayavrtti, we find this
statement regarding the non-cognition of the first cause had been excluded. "’

As a matter of fact, in many pre-Dharmakirti texts, non-cognition or anupalabdhi
simply stands for absence. This fact even inspired Lamotte to attempt to render the
term anupalabdhi as “non-existence.”*’ Steinkellner, who disagreed with his proposal,
singled out a few examples to support a similar view to that of Dharmakirti, namely,
that the object of non-cognition is not simply non-existent, but resides in the “middle
way,” between existence and non-existence.”’ This observation particularly makes
sense when considering the so-called “positive” Buddhist concepts of nirvana, prajia,
sunyata, etc. For instance, it is repeatedly stressed that “prajiia is non-cognizable” in
the Perfection of Wisdom literature. This does not mean that prajiia does not exist, but
that it is rather beyond the reach of words and thought, and thus non-cognizable to the
conventional mind.

In the case of those concepts or views that Buddhists deny, however,
non-cognition becomes the only basis for negating them. Dignaga’s argument against
the Samkhya concept of first cause (pradhana), which we discussed earlier, is such an
example. Another example is found in Asanga’s *Madhyamakanusara. When
explaining the reason for Nagarjuna’s argument against the Sarvastivada view that
space exists, Asanga says: “Space is eventually something non-cognizable (bukede 7

f"#4, *anupalabdhi), just like a rabbit’s horn that, in the end, cannot be cognized by

any of the six senses. Space is also non-cognizable in the same way, therefore it is
known that [space] does not exist.” 22 The Chinese term bukede here can be
reconstructed into Sanskrit as anupalabdhi, the word used frequently by Dharmakirti

PV 11.94: aniScayakaram  proktam  idrk[s]anupalambhanam /  tatratyantaparoksesu
sadasattaviniscayau //. Corrected after Tosaki 1979: 169.

1 See Katsura 1992: 231. The relevant passage in the Nyayamukha reads: A F 3% EVERI] ii £,
PR e AT B S O T < UL T g 45
P HAT o 1S HPsE - R Tj'ir:si%%ﬁr% AR R
TR f\_ﬁ ~,Tf FE|EE o Taisho 1628: 1. But in the Pramdnasamuccayavrttz Chapter I11, it is
revised as follows: chos can yang des min / chose kyi(s) chos can yang bsgrub pa ma yin te (/) dper na
gtso bo gcig yod pa yin te / khyad par rnams la rjes su ‘gro ba mthong ba’i phyir ro zhes bya ba Ita
bu’o // de ni khyad par rmans kho na rgyu gcig pa can nyid du bsgrub par bya ba yin te / der yang gyo
mo la sogs pa’i rgyu gcig pa nyid dper byed pa yin no // de’i phyir chos gzhan kho na bsgrub par bya
ba yin no // Peking 5702: 128b6-8.

%% See Steinkellner 1992: 398-9.

! See Steinkellner 1992: 410.

2 gh»gg.l?@qu\ e ;FWDPH o E"?’W[‘f}_ o Tf‘LFﬁ ﬁﬁj Fj:fg o YURLAE o F P - iL_FL]sr
1= o Taisho 1565: 48a.



and in a few occasions by Dignaga, as it is evident that this Chinese word was
consistently used to translate anupalabdhi in Dignaga’s texts or nopalabhyate in the
Perfection of Wisdom literature. Here Asanga clearly defines anupalabdhi as implying
“non-cognizable by the six senses,” which include not only the five sensory organs,
but also the mind. Therefore, anupalabdhi here should be understood as
“non-cognition” rather than “non-perception.” It is exactly through the non-cognition
that one knows the absence of space or a rabbit’s horn. The rabbit’s horn, according to
Kumarila’s classification, belongs to “absolute absence” (atyantabhava), one of the
four types of non-existence.” For Asanga, space also belongs to this category. The
non-cognition of both space and a rabbit’s horn, in Dharmakirti’s understanding, is the
non-cognition of the imperceptible (adrsyanupalabdhi), and thus cannot decide their
absence. But for Asanga, this non-cognition knows exactly their absence, and it is a
definite way to acquire knowledge with regard to the absence of something.

Interestingly enough, in the *Buddhadhatusastra, a work attributed to
Vasubandhu, a similar argument is attributed to an opponent to deny the existence of
dharmakdaya. The opponent argues: “Dharmakaya is definitely non-existent, because
it cannot be cognized. If a thing cannot be cognized by the six consciousnesses, then it
is definitely non-existent. This is like a rabbit’s horn that cannot be cognized by the
six consciousnesses and thus does not exist. The same is true for dharmakaya,
therefore it is definitely non-existent.”** Here the basic reason for the denial of the
existence of dharmakaya 1is that it cannot be cognized by the five sense
consciousnesses and mental consciousness. The rabbit’s horn, being in absolute
absence, exemplifies the non-existence of dharmakaya. According to the Buddhist
teachings, however, dharmakaya must be something existent, otherwise many
foundational Buddhist doctrines would not stand. Vasubandhu attempts to prove the
existence of dharmakaya by facing the challenge of this non-cognition argument. He
replies: “You hold that dharmakdaya is non-existent because it cannot be cognized by
the six consciousnesses. It is not correct. Why? One can realize nirvana through
upaya. Updya is thus named because it corresponds to right action. Dharmakaya is
known through this upaya. This is like the transcendental mind of the noble can be
cognized by the [supernatural power] of knowing others’ minds.”* What interests us
here is that Vasubandhu does not challenge the non-cognition argument itself as does
Dharmakirti, but instead tries to prove that dharmakaya can be cognized through a
certain kind of wupdya just as the transcendental mind is known through the
supernatural ability of knowing others’ minds. His emphasis on the “cogniziblity” of
dharmakaya, ironically, strengthens the non-cognition argument of the opponent,
namely, the cognizable is existent, while the non-cognizable is non-existent.

A similar view to that of the opponent is found in the *Mahayanasamgrahatika
(MST) of Asvabhava. Believed to be a follower of Dignaga, he appears to be the first
one to use the term feiliang in the correct sense of non-cognition.”® He says: “As for

3 See the Slokavarttika TX.4-5. The rest three are prior absence (pragabhava), posterior absence
(dhvamsa), and mutual absence (anyonyabhava). This way of classification is also referred to by
Santaraksita in his Tattvasamgraha XIX.1650-4.
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% For different opinions regarding the date of Asvabhava and his relationship to Dignaga, see
Tsukamoto et al 1990: 291-2. One of the major evidences for Asvabhava being a follower of Dignaga is
that he mentioned the famous theory of Dignaga that cognition is divided into three divisions: “There



‘those appearing non-existent,” [such as] self, dharma, object and subject, their
substance is non-existent because of non-cognition (zshad ma med pa, feiliang).”’
According to the Yogacara teachings, subject, object, self and dharma are considered
illusory, and thus do not really exist. Asvabhava adds something new to this statement
by utilizing the epistemologically oriented concept “non-cognition” to explain their
non-existence via a method similar to that of Asanga and Vasubandhu’s “opponent.”
Importantly, the fact that the term feiliang or tshad ma med pa is used here in the
sense of non-cognition further corresponds with Dharmakirti’s using apramanata or
apramanatva interchangeable with anupalabdhi. Elsewhere in the text, Asvabhava
indicates a similar caution as that of Dharmakirti, that is, something’s being
non-cognizable does not necessarily confirm its non-existence. He says: “Therefore,
here ‘alambana 1is non-cognizable’ only means that [alambana] is not fully
apprehensible, not non-existent. For it is not the case that nothing exists, rather,
something exists but is not fully apprehensible.”*® Alambana, or object of cognition
according to the Yogacara teachings, cannot be completely non-existent, therefore the
discussion on the non-cognition of alambana could only yield an ambiguous result.

As we see, authors like Asanga, Vasubandhu, Dignaga and Asvabhava are taking
very different views from that of Dharmakirti with regards to the relationship between
non-cognition and non-existence. The former holds that the non-operation of sensory
and mental consciousnesses, i.e., non-cognition, may determine or “know” the
absence of things, both perceptible and imperceptible, which include abstract
metaphysical entities. Dharmakirti, on the other hand, holds that non-cognition can
only determine the absence of the perceptible, but not the imperceptible. Detailed
discussions in the works of Dharmakirti, in addition to the ambiguous attitude of
Dignaga and Asvabhava on this issue, seem to suggest that Dharmakirti’s view, which
is later historically, is more convincing.

V. Non-cognition as the Third Pramana

Returning to I$varasena’s views on the subject, another source that may have
been influenced by his theories is Jinaputra et al’s commentary on the Yogacarabhiumi.
In a passage discussing the relationship between various kinds of consciousnesses and
different pramanas located in this source, it is stated: “The five [sense]
consciousnesses are grouped together and explained first because they are all included
under perception, whereas the other consciousnesses [i.e., mental consciousness,
manas, and alaya consciousness] are uncertain, for they can be included under
perception, inference or non-cognition (feiliang). So they are grouped separately and

are multiple aspects within the unity of consciousness: self-awareness, subject and object. These three
aspects....” (Shes pa gcig nyid rnam pa mang por rang gis rig go / rtog pa rnam pa ‘di gsum rnam
par.... Peking 5552: 298b.) The Chinese reads: ~ %>~ = f1Z5 o El’??V'FJ“JE‘VE FIREST G802 A o

Taisho 1598: 415b.
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explained secondly.”*® As a commentator of a foundational Yogacara text, Jinaputra is,
however, concerned with the relationship between consciousness and pramana, which
implies that he has been influenced by Dignaga and his school. More importantly, it
seems that he admits the third pramana non-cognition in addition to perception and
inference. Although he does not clearly define this non-cognition (feiliang), he has
explicitly listed it side by side with the two pramanas. With the support of evidence
found in the works of Dharmakirti and Asvabhava, we can count this passage as
another piece of evidence for ISvarasena’s paradigm of three pramanas.

Now reexamining the passage from the *Vijiiaptimatratasiddhi that was
elaborated extensively by Kuiji and his followers, we can now see the possibility of an
alternative interpretation. If we disregard Kuiji’s interpretation of feiliang as implying
pseudo-perception and pseudo-inference, and render feiliang literally as non-cognition,
then this passage by Dharmapala would be another source that lists non-cognition side
by side with perception and inference, thus revealing another link to ISvarasena’s
theory of three pramanas. As a matter of fact, this alternative interpretation can be
found in the Chinese commentarial works of the seventh and eighth centuries, and it is
only because of the dominant influence of Kuiji and his followers that this position
came to be neglected by subsequent scholars. One of the figures who upheld such a
view was Dunluny/fi fﬁ, a Korean monk in Chang’an-=-". In his commentary on the
Yogacarabhumi, he says: “There are five arguments to refute the existence of particles.
First, if it is observed that particles (paramanu) are not cognized by various pramanas
such as perception and inference, then they are certainly non-existents, just like a
rabbit’s horn. Although the opponent holds that they are cognizable by perception, the
proponent thinks that they are known by non-cognition (feiliang). Perception can only
perceive ripa beyond the level of anu. Particles, accordingly, are not [above this
level].”? His view comes very close to that of Asvabhava, except for him
non-cognition knows the absence of external objects such as particles rather than
metaphysical entities like self or dharma.

Another example of this alternative interpretation of feiliang can be found in the
writings of Tankuang 4%, an eighth century monk-scholar who became known to us

only after the discovery of the Dunhuang $v”E manuscripts in the early twentieth

century. In the following passage he offered a clear definition of the third pramana
called non-cognition (feiliang):

There are three types of pramana that correspond to eight kinds of
consciousnesses. The first is the pramana of perception. Perception is meant [to
perceive] what is present; pramana is what measures. That which is devoid of
the conceptual construction of names and genres, and can know non-erroneously
the vividly present rijpa etc. as clearly as looking into a mirror, is called
perception. Perception is pramana; this is a karmadharaya compound.

The second is the pramana of inference. Inference means to infer from similar
cases. Pramana’s meaning is identical to [that given] before. The right
knowledge that arises from the various characteristics of what is perceived, and
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It is believed that seven particles (paramanu) constitute one anu.
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knows the size or impermanence of the object that is not present, is inference.
Inference is pramanas; this is also a karmadharaya compound.

The third is non-cognition (feiliang). If an object cannot be clearly perceived, nor
can it be inferred on various grounds, it is actually non-existent and
non-cognizable. That which knows the non-cognizable is called non-cognition
(feiliang). It cannot be interpreted as any of the six types of compound.™'

Here feiliang is explicitly defined as the non-cognition of absence, which is the
third pramana over and above perception and inference. Elsewhere Tankuang
discusses the object for each pramana. He says: “The awareness (jiiana) attained after
[liberation] embraces three kinds of pramana: that which takes particulars as object is
the awareness called perception; that which takes universals as object is the awareness
called inference; that which takes the past and the future as object is the awareness
called non-cognition (feiliang).”** Buddhist scholars after Dignaga commonly held
the view that particulars and universals are the objects of perception and inference
respectively. What about the object of the third pramana non-cognition? According to
our earlier discussion, it seems to be absence. But why does Tankuang say that
non-cognition takes the past and the future as object? If we recall Kumarila’s fourfold
classification of absence, namely prior absence (pragabhava), posterior absence
(dhvamsa), mutual absence (anyonyabhava) and absolute absence (atyantabhava), we
will realize that the past and the future here refer to the first two types of absence.
Therefore, Tankuang does not contradict himself: non-cognition still takes absence as
its object.

VI. Conclusion

Among the above mentioned references to the notion of non-cognition by
Asanga, Vasubandhu, Dignaga, Asvabhava, Jinaputra, Dharmapala and Dharmakirti,
the term feiliang or apramanata (apramanatva) in the sense of non-cognition appears
only in the works of the last four authors. This may imply that these scholars took
non-cognition (anupalabdhi) as an independent pramana called, ironically,
a-pramanata or a-pramanatva. It also appears that they did not do so intentionally; in
the least, we know that Dharmakirti opposed such an idea. Hypothetically, as an
explanation for this discrepancy, we may propose the following: these scholars were
exposed to what was at that time an influential theory, and some simply followed it,
while others attacked it. This “influential theory” was I§varasena’s paradigm of three
pramanas, the third being adarsanamatra or apramanata (apramanatva).

On the Chinese side, Kuiji, who understands feiliang as pseudo-perception and
pseudo-inference and lists it side by side with perception and inference, probably
conformed to Sankarasvamin, who put the four under the same list. Tankuang, on the
other hand, explicitly took the non-cognition (feiliang) of absence to be the third
pramana over and above perception and inference. It is evident that Tankuang and
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other Yogacara scholars active in the Dunhuang area at the time were associated with
the tradition of the Ximing["if¥] temple, the leading voice of which was the Korean
monk Wonch’ uk[EfHH]]. Owing to a lack of textual sources, however, we do not have
any evidence supporting the assertion that he holds this view on the issue of
non-cognition. At least, in the eyes of Kuiji’s followers, this issue was not a focal
point for the debates between the Ci’eng& &l and Ximing schools. We are also unable
to determine the actual source from which Tankuang developed a view on
non-cognition that differed from that of Kuiji, but came very close to that of Indian
scholars such as Asvabhava, Jinaputra, Dharmakirti, and most importantly
I$varasena. >> Tankung’s works offer us the most convincing evidence that
ISvarasena’s theory of three pramanas left some traces in the history of Chinese
Buddhism, despite the fact that we cannot determine with certainty the actual channel
for such diffusion.
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