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A Gateway to Indian Philosophy and Its Explication in Tibet


“Gorampa’s Light of Samantabhadra is fundamental reading for anyone wishing to understand Pramāṇa, or valid cognition. Kilty’s translation of the first two essential chapters of the Tibetan text affords contemporary English readers access to this important work for the first time.”


—KHENPO JORDEN, director, International Buddhist Academy, Kathmandu


“Light of Samantabhadra is a groundbreaking success for introducing in a learned and comprehensible way the amazing realm of Indo-Tibetan logic and epistemology as the indispensable basis of spiritual progress on the path to the scientific omniscience that is the Buddhist awakening. Studying this book is like climbing a high mountain: hard to scale but with a life-changing view from the summit! I highly recommend it.”


—ROBERT THURMAN, Jey Tsongkhapa Professor Emeritus, Columbia University


“It is said that successful practice of the Buddhist path cannot come simply from faith, however admiring and devoted. It requires conviction that can only come from faultless reasoning. In this endeavor, Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika has been studied and commented on by generations of Tibetan scholars to probe such important topics as the reliability of the Buddha and of his teaching and the logical justification of past and future lives. We are fortunate that Gavin Kilty has provided us with a translation of the first two chapters of a commentary by the celebrated Gorampa Sonam Senge, which upholds the position of the great Sakya Paṇḍita, who revised the translation of the Pramāṇavārttika and interpreted it in line with the Nālandā tradition of his master Śākyaśrībhadra.”


—WULSTAN FLETCHER, Padmakara Translation Group


“Light of Samantabhadra is an astoundingly clear presentation and translation.”


—JEFFREY HOPKINS, emeritus professor, Tibetan and Buddhist studies, University of Virginia
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Foreword





AMONG THE FIVE MAJOR sciences, pramāṇa, or valid cognition, is the key to understanding Buddhist philosophy. The works of the great Indian logicians Dignāga and Dharmakīrti are together known as the “Seven Treatises and the Sūtra on Valid Cognition.” Because Dignāga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition, or Pramāṇasamuccaya, is the essential source of all later works on pramāṇa, it is referred to as the Pramāṇa Sūtra. Dharmakīrti later composed his Seven Treatises as commentaries to Dignāga’s writings. Of these treatises, the most important is the Commentary on Valid Cognition, or Pramāṇavārttika.


I am delighted that the first two chapters of Gorampa Sönam Sengé’s Light of Samantabhadra, a commentary on the Pramāṇavārttika, are now going to be accessible to a new audience of non-Tibetan readers. In the first chapter of the Pramāṇavārttika, Dharmakīrti introduces the principles of valid cognition, and in the second chapter, he uses logic to prove the validity of the Buddhist path. Gorampa’s writings are based on the teachings of the Five Sakya Founding Masters, interpreting them with exceptional clarity, and thus, in this case, providing us with an excellent way to understand Dharmakīrti’s most influential work. 


This translation is the first volume of the Khenpo Appey Collection of Sakya Classics, a series of translations of important works focusing on the primary topics of philosophical study in the Sakya tradition. All of the texts in this series were selected by the late Khenchen Appey Rinpoche (1927–2010) as being of particular importance to translate into English. Khenchen Appey Rinpoche was a wise, compassionate, experienced, and humble teacher. He always imparted his knowledge without reservation, according to the level of the audience. Whenever he gave teachings, he always made preparations carefully and circumspectly. Even with difficult content, he was always able to give explanations in a concise, easy-to-understand way.


Aside from being one of the previous century’s most eminent Tibetan Buddhist teachers, the Most Venerable Khenchen Appey Rinpoche was also one of my own teachers. It is for this reason that I am encouraged that Wisdom Publications, in association with Khenpo Appey Foundation, is publishing this series that will help to realize Rinpoche’s wishes.


I pray that this translation, as well as the whole Khenpo Appey Collection of Sakya Classics series, will be of immeasurable benefit to its readers and all beings, fulfill the wishes of Khenchen Appey Rinpoche, and become a cause not just for the continuation but for the flourishing of the Buddha’s teachings.
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Ratna Vajra Sakya


The 42nd Sakya Trizin


Patron, Khenpo Appey Foundation


28 June 2022











Preface





I WAS HONORED to accept this commission of translating Commentary on Valid Cognition and its commentary. I am a great advocate of reasoning as the path to knowing, and I had studied the root text during my studies at the Institute of Buddhist Studies in Dharamsala in the late 1970s.


A translation project on the pramāṇa genre of Buddhist studies is one that requires full attention for a few years. It is a vast area of research and study. The various philosophies and epistemological views that pervaded India and Tibet require detailed unpacking. The piecing together of the historical narrative around epistemological development demands time-consuming research. I feel therefore that my translation may well be inadequate. However, my desire and love for the material has outweighed these other considerations. I apologize therefore for the errors and deficiencies that scholars greater than myself will notice.


I am very thankful to the Khenpo Appey Foundation for sponsoring and asking me to translate this work, as well as to my old friend Christian Bernert, who first approached me.


In Dharamsala I was able to approach the geshes involved in producing the Tibetan editions of the Science and Philosophy in the Indian Buddhist Classics series conceived by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. They worked every day in their office at Namgyal Monastery. Whenever I walked in, always unannounced, they were always willing to answer any questions I had on this translation. I refer primarily to Geshé Chisa Drungchen Rinpoché and Geshé Lobsang Khechok. Their combination of learning, humility, and friendliness is one I happily bow to and remain in deep gratitude for. 




I also am very thankful to my friend and senior editor at Wisdom Publications, David Kittelstrom. He is a careful, precise editor, with a keen eye. But more than that he offers thoughtful suggestions on content, style, and format. This was especially true for the composition of this introduction.


I am grateful to Alexander Yiannopoulos, who cast a critical eye over the translation, especially for his comments on the meanings of terms in the original Sanskrit.


I often compared this commentary with that composed by the Geluk master Gyaltsab Darma Rinchen and with the annotations of the Sakya scholar Kunga Wangchuk. As they both relied upon the Indian commentaries, Gorampa and Gyaltsab often, though not always, comprehended the stanzas similarly. Therefore it seems that the syntax, and sometimes the grammar, of the root text was glossed and rendered to follow the meaning given by a particular Indian commentary, or by the Tibetan commentator’s understanding of the Indian commentary. This was necessary because the root text is so terse. Therefore the translation of the root text as it appears in stanzas between the commentary and in bold type within the commentary is influenced by Gorampa’s glosses and explanations.


Given that, I wonder if it is at all possible to produce a translation of the root verses that is not somehow influenced by an Indian or Tibetan commentary. Commentaries explain and clarify, but different commentaries explain differently. This is not a problem if the basic grammatical and syntactical meaning of the root text is consensually agreed upon, because then the student can compare the various glosses by the commentators and make up their mind accordingly. But if the grammar and syntax itself of the root text is not evident to begin with, then any explanation of the root text will be influenced and flavored by the commentary. 


For Tibetan commentators there is the added difficulty of the Pramāṇavārttika being a translation from the Sanskrit. If the commentator does not know Sanskrit, there will always be a linguistic barrier that prevents them seeing the original text. However, as Sanskrit scholars have said, even in Sanskrit the Pramāṇavārttika is difficult to understand. Maybe Dharmakīrti had a point when he said in the colophon that his work would dissolve into his body like a river flowing into the sea. 


Although the subject matter of this work is much favored in Buddhist academia, my introduction below does not conform to the standard and format expected by the contemporary academic world. My intended readers are not specialists but ordinary people—Buddhist or non-Buddhist—who are interested in understanding the means and process of knowing, in the sense of encountering something that approaches the definition of truth. If indeed truth will set you free, then the path of knowing, as opposed to the path of gathering information, is one we should all walk. 


The root text of this work, composed by the great Indian scholar and practitioner Dharmakīrti well over a thousand years ago, was not accessible to ordinary people of that time, who were mostly illiterate and uneducated. However, there is no reason why that should be the case today. We live in a world where literacy and education are enjoyed by large swaths of the world’s population and remain a priority in those places where they are not. I believe it is incumbent on Buddhist translators and scholars to ensure that difficult and complex philosophies found in the Buddhist teachings are accessible to all those who demonstrate an interest. Buddhist philosophy, epistemology, ontology, and so forth are not dry subjects with no soteriological intent. They are intended as provisions to sustain us as we walk the path to freedom and happiness. 












Translator’s Introduction






THE IMPORTANCE OF KNOWING



Knowing is essential in Buddhist practice. Its faith is built on knowing, its path is built on knowing, and its practices are built on knowing. But why should that be, and what is “knowing”? Moreover, how can we be sure that what we know is valid and reliable?


Base reality


Buddhist doctrine can be divided up into base reality,1 path, and result. Base reality is the actuality of our existence—of our being, our mental and physical form, and the external world. It is the natural state of affairs, without exaggeration, deprecation, or deception. Therefore knowledge of this base reality is not a judgment or an evaluation based upon a predetermined and embedded religious or political ideology but an unbiased and nonpartisan knowledge resting on a sound foundation. Buddhism is a religion, and its only reason for existing is to provide its followers with a path to happiness and a freedom from suffering. Therefore, in Buddhism, the pursuit of knowledge is a means to an end that aids and supports us in the achievement of these goals. Otherwise, the pursuit of knowledge would be endless because it is simply not possible to know everything. Therefore the concept of omniscience expressed in some traditions of Buddhism does not literally mean knowing everything that exists. Buddhism is necessarily selective in what it says we need to know. 


What is the base reality that is intimately connected with our search for peace and happiness? Answering this involves looking at our state of being, our place in the world, our mind, our sense of who we are, and so on. Is our natural state one of happiness, suffering, something in between, or a blend of both? Do the world and ourselves actually exist as they appear to us? Will what we perceive as happiness bring us happiness? Is there anything in the world that endures? What is this little life that “is rounded with a sleep”? What is achievement when death comes to us all? 


These investigations are soteriological insofar as they are followed with a salvation from suffering in mind and are not the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. They provide the impetus for a spiritual pursuit, whether based upon an established religion or not. The pursuit of a religious path based only upon fascination, fashion, or some prevailing culture will not be driven by these big questions, and enthusiasm can easily dissipate or be lost in a sterile repetition of ritual or creed.


Therefore a knowledge of base reality is as pragmatic as knowing how to drive before you turn the ignition key, realizing that you are unwell and then going to the doctor, or knowing that the world is threatened with environmental disaster before becoming an activist to try and prevent that. It is the driving force or motivation for a spiritual quest. Therefore, for Buddhist practice, the knowledge of base reality is essential.


In Buddhism, base reality includes the nature of suffering, the types of suffering, and the causes of suffering. It involves asking, for instance, whether we recognize suffering for what it is, and whether suffering has deeper levels we don’t recognize. It also involves asking whether the causes of suffering are inside us, external, or a combination of both. Base reality in Buddhism also includes the ultimate nature of existence. Is the way the world appears its final reality, or is there something deeper? Is our experience of life valid in the sense that we can rely upon it? The most important base reality in Buddhism is the mind. What is consciousness? What is the function of mind? What are the types of mind? Is it one with or separate from the physical body? Can it continue without its physical support after death?


Base reality, therefore, as its name implies, forms the basic building block of our world of experience. It is heavily focused on the inner world of mind. To know it is to gain valid and unmistaken knowledge, which will yield conviction and enthusiasm for pursuing a path leading to relief from all unsatisfactory states.


Path


Buddhism speaks of paths leading to destinations. In essence these paths are new and unvisited states of mind, and the way we achieve them is through practice. To travel these paths, therefore, means to transform our minds from harmful and unproductive attitudes and states into those that are beneficial. 




Any journey to new places requires a map, or advice from someone who has been there. While it is perfectly adventurous to set out without either and with no concern for where the journey will lead, such a trip is only fun if it is not dangerous and the destination unimportant. The spiritual path is of great importance because it is a journey to happiness—something we all want—and there is limited time to accomplish it. It is also a journey that should be treated with caution because the mind is uncharted territory for us and its exploration is not without risk.


Therefore, a knowledge of the base reality may spur us to travel our path, but before we set out, we need knowledge of the path. In Buddhism, knowledge of the path is gained by study and by listening to teachers with experience. When we talk about a great guru, a true master, and a highly realized lama, it is the experience of the spiritual path they have walked that gives them that title, not their lineage, fame, charisma, or words. Just as we need a GPS or a guide when we drive somewhere new, we need a guide on our spiritual path, and the best guide is our knowledge accumulated from reliance on study and qualified teachers.


The result


Having a sense in advance of the final result of our spiritual endeavors gives us an aim. Knowing how far away it is gives us perspective and helps to regulate practice. In Buddhism the goals can be called nirvāṇa or enlightenment, and knowing that they can be attained is a great inspiration. The final result of Buddhist practice is produced through the causal process of the path. Therefore, if you know the path and what its potential is, you know the result, and you know that it is attainable. 


Faith


Faith essentially means “belief” or “trust.” Generally, faith by definition focuses on something not immediately apparent to the senses and has no doubt of its existence. Is faith therefore blind? Being convinced of the existence of something without knowledge, good reason, and evidence is blind faith, but according to Buddhism that is a lower kind of faith. Knowing produces faith because knowing produces certainty. This “knowing” is not always the direct experience of the senses or some kind of extrasensory intuition, but it can be a conceptual cognition and what Buddhism calls a valid cognition (pramāṇa). The reason why it is valid is a focus of Buddhist epistemology and is a primary topic of this book.




Buddhist faith therefore is produced—or should be produced—by way of knowledge, and that knowledge in turn springs from penetrative analysis of basic reality and the path based upon that reality, as taught by the Buddha. If in our examination of basic reality we discover that we are being deceived, that what we always took for a flawless comprehension of the nature of life, the way it appears, does not really correspond to the way it exists, then we need to change that. We need to correct that wrong cognition and build a life and a way forward based upon that corrected view. This leads to a path based upon that knowledge, a journey with the goal of complete transformation of the mind. Since such an undertaking is dependent upon knowing, what then is this knowing?



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO KNOW?



On a basic level knowing can just mean to be conscious or aware. If we have a mind, we are aware of whatever is presented to that mind. The animate world of living beings is differentiated from the inanimate world of stones and rocks by the presence of an awareness that can be described as a consciousness. Living beings know, while stones do not. There may be an ongoing debate about whether plants and trees have consciousness, but the general Buddhist view is that they do not. 


Knowing in this basic sense is not necessarily correct or valid knowing. Someone with a high fever who hallucinates a wind blowing outside is conscious of “wind.” There is no wind, but there is a conscious experience of it. However, this is not the kind of knowing described above. The knowing of base reality and so forth is a knowing that can be relied upon and, more importantly, acted upon. It is a knowing not deceived by the object that appears to it or by internal mental and physical factors present at the time. The “wind” is hallucinatory, and the feverish experience of it cannot be relied upon to produce a valid certainty that there is a wind blowing outside, even though the fever-possessed patient may not immediately recognize that.


Therefore valid knowing cognizes its object without the distortion that deceives the cognizer. In other words, the object appears to the cognition as it is conventionally and consensually accepted to exist. Such a cognition will be a reliable support for subsequent action. Knowing can take place through the senses, as in the case of seeing an object, or conceptually, as in the case of understanding or comprehending something, but in either case, if that knowing is undeceived about its object, it becomes a knowledge that can be relied upon. To validly know something is to comprehend its reality.




Therefore this kind of knowing is incontrovertible, undeceiving, reliable, authoritative, and trustworthy. The Tibetan term for such reliability (mi bslu ba) is used in other contexts to describe a good friend who will not let you down. It is this kind of knowing that is referred to in the opening paragraph above. Validly knowing the reality of our state of being, our minds, the causes of suffering, the causes of happiness, the true nature of existence, of our experience, of self, and so on provides the basis for any kind of spiritual path we follow. The pursuit of such a path will be backed up by this knowledge, which has become a conviction and will stand strong in the face of adversity. On the other hand, spiritual paths that lack such knowledge—motivated only by attraction toward a doctrine, a goal, or a teacher—may have no foundation to sustain them if doubts surface later.



WAYS OF KNOWING



Knowing can take place through the senses. Consciousness is aware of objects such as sounds, forms, tastes, smells, and physical sensations by way of the sensory faculties of the ears, eyes, tongue, nose, and body. Such knowing is experience. In Buddhism this experience is a case of these objects appearing to the sensory consciousness in the way that an object appears to a mirror. The consciousness takes on the aspect of that object in the same way as a mirror takes on the reflection of the object in the form of an image. Our everyday experience is testament to this kind of knowing.2 


For much of the time sensory experience is valid and understood as valid, and we act upon it with more or less success. The sight of smoke induces the comprehension of fire, and we react accordingly. We see dark clouds approaching, and we reach for the rain gear. However, as noted above, sensory experience can be deceiving. Looking out the window of a moving train, the scenery appears to rush by. Every day the sun appears to rise, move across the sky, and set in the west. Mirages appear as water, colors change when we put on sunglasses, and so on. Most of the time we self-correct and are aware of the deception because of acquired knowledge, contextual clues, and past experience. But not always. Children and animals can be foxed by an image in a mirror. People used to believe the sun moves across the sky. Sensory experience can mislead us. It will need the confirmation of discernment or acquired knowledge, which of course is not direct sensory experience. 


Buddhism accepts two ways of validly knowing. The first is the sensory experience described above. The other is conceptual. Conceptualization, as used here, is cognition that is not a direct experience by one of the senses. It may have direct, sensory experience as a concomitant cause, but it does not have direct contact with an external object such as a sound or a visible form. Therefore it does not directly rely upon the sensory faculties of the ear, eyes, and so on. It is mental. For example, when we think and analyze, we may conclude or recognize that this is this and that is that. When we look at something or listen to some sound, we discern that it is this or that. Such cognition is conceptual because the object or conclusion of such thought is a mental construct. It has been conceived. When I think of chocolate, the mental construct of chocolate that appears within that thought is not actual chocolate. I can’t taste it or eat it. It is a conceptualization of chocolate. In the language of Dharmakīrti, the author of this work, it is a universal,3 one that in this case corresponds to an actual bar of chocolate that I can eat. 


But not every mental construct corresponds to a reality or existent that can be verified by a valid cognition. The conception of a self that is separate from and in charge of our body and mind, Buddhists say, is a concept with no corresponding real existence. Buddhism does not generally assert that self does not exist whatsoever; it is not a nihilist doctrine. However, the mental construct of a separate, self-existing I that sometimes appears when we think of ourselves has no counterpart in reality. 


With conceptualizing, therefore, the object that appears has been conceived from within. However, Buddhism accepts that conceptual thought—especially inference—can be a valid means of knowing. Direct experience and conceptual cognition make up the two ways of knowing. There is no third way of knowing, and as explained above, knowing is essential in Buddhism. The task therefore is to be able to separate valid cognition from erroneous cognition. Erroneous cognition cannot be a successful support for subsequent action or practice, and it can even be destructive.



KNOWING THE UNKNOWN



Much of the base reality that needs to be comprehended as a support for faith and practice is not immediately accessible to the direct experience afforded by direct sensory perception (pratyakṣa). The deeper nature of self, the deeper nature of happiness and suffering, and the deeper nature of existence in general do not naturally arise to our senses like the full moon rising in the sky. Direct sensory experience, as mentioned above, is akin to a mirror reflecting the image in front of it. If we have sight, we see. If we have hearing, we hear. On its own sensory perception does not seek out or analyze. Those tasks are carried out by mental factors such as the ability to analyze, concentrate, discern, remember, and so on, which occur while the sensory faculty is engaged in reflecting its image. Therefore, to know any deeper realities that lie beyond the realm of the senses, we must rely on conceptual knowledge. Buddhism divides existence into the evident and the hidden. It is these hidden phenomena that are to be accessed, verified, and understood. In so doing, erroneous misconceptions are recognized and discarded. Therefore, in the beginning, valid conceptual knowledge is more important than direct valid experience, even though the latter is often the starting point for the former. 


Buddhism, like other religions, posits phenomena that are inaccessible to the senses, but to accept the existence of these hidden phenomena on faith alone is not sufficient. Such blind trust is not valid cognition. The only pathway to validate or repudiate these phenomena involves a penetrative mental process that arrives at ascertainment one way or another. Because this process does not have any final ascertainment of the hidden phenomenon in its immediate purview, it must begin with something accessible and, at least conventionally, accepted. Therefore the process of conceptually knowing something often begins with evident sensory phenomena. 


When Buddhism speaks of these hidden phenomena, they often refer to the deeper nature of our immediate world. Therefore, in the Buddhist doctrines of emptiness or ultimate truth and impermanence, it is evident phenomena within our experience that are deemed to be empty and impermanent. When non-Buddhists speak of a primordial nature or substance that pervades all existence, it is evident phenomena that are said to possess this deep nature. Therefore it is said that reasoning begins with evident phenomena.



ANALYZING 



Sensory perception does not analyze. It does not conceptually dissect the evident phenomenon that appears to it into its constituent parts and examine them. The human ability to analyze and investigate is a process of reasoning. The beauty of reasoning is that it can isolate the more abstract facets of an evident phenomenon for the purpose of evaluation. To use the phenomenon of a pot—which is often used as an illustration in Buddhist epistemological works—a pot is a product, it is transient, it is a cause, it has parts, and so on. These facets, or features, can be isolated out during the process of conceptual investigation. In Buddhism they are known as isolates (vyatireka, ldog pa). A single phenomenon like a pot can have multiple isolates. In pramāṇa this is known as “the one becoming many.” 


The purpose of isolating is to learn more about evident phenomena than meets the eye. It is a way into their deeper nature. In reality these isolated features or aspects possess the same nature because, outside of the conceptual arena, they cannot be separated. The pot as a cause and the pot as an effect are aspects of the same pot. As said above, that which appears to conceptual cognition is conceived from within; they were not created by the potter. However, such conceptual separation is valid as long as every aspect has correspondence with the real world of pots. If that is the case, this analytical process can be used to gain valid knowledge of the pot’s deeper nature. This is especially true when one aspect of the pot is understood and ascertained to exist but another is not. For example, it is possible to comprehend that the pot is a product. It is reasonable to conclude that anything produced is also transient. Therefore, because it is a product, the pot must be transient. The transience of the pot is inferred through reasoning that relies upon another of its aspects, such as its being a product. 


In the conceptual world, not only does one become many, but many become one. The many specific and individual instances of phenomena that qualify as “trees” cannot all appear at once to the direct visual consciousness. However, the innate human ability to conceptualize means that all such phenomena can be conceived under a single universal “tree.” As noted above, this kind of universal (sāmānya, spyi) is accepted by Dharmakīrti, and much of his first chapter is spent validating it. This “tree” universal is conceived by conceptual cognition and has no substantial reality because it is a mental construct encompassing all instances of actual trees.


Therefore, when someone says “tree” or “trees,” a listener who knows the language and the main characteristics of a tree will understand what the other is referring to, and thus communication takes place. This communication happens because a conceptual cognition and verbalization of “tree” eliminates everything that is not a tree, thereby reducing it to an isolate or a universal that subsumes instances or specifics of trees. This “elimination of other,” or exclusion (apoha, gzhan sel), is a conceptual way of validly knowing because knowing means that an object of knowledge conceptually appears in perfect correspondence with the reality. The reality of trees does not include non-trees, and the conceptual knowing eliminates phenomena other than trees. The topic of exclusion is dealt with in Dharmakīrti’s first chapter, and is the topic with the largest number of verses. It is treated as a distinct topic in monastic studies, but for Dharmakīrti it is a continuation of the explanation of the indispensable same-nature relationship that exists between reason and predicate. Therefore this topic and others, such as universals, are given their own chapters and headings in the translation, but such division is not always replicated by Gorampa. 



LOGIC



How can we know if our reasoning and analytical process is tainted with error, thereby resulting in an erroneous conclusion? By using logic. The conclusion we seek is not self-evident, and any hidden existence or lack of existence must be revealed through cognition that is in essence inference. Logic leads us to conclusions that are inescapable, where there can be no other possibility, and thus produces conviction. If we are certain that what we see is smoke, and we know smoke is necessarily produced by fire, we will be convinced that fire exists somewhere in that place, even though it is hidden from view.


Therefore logic is all about relationships among phenomena—more specifically between an evident phenomenon and a hidden phenomenon. Dharmakīrti states that this relationship is either one of being the same entity or one of cause and effect. For the first of these, a single phenomenon, as mentioned above, can be conceptually isolated into features that are conceptually distinct even though they are one entity in reality. The heat of the flames of a fire and the luminosity of those flames can be distinguished by the analytical mind. Conceptually, they are distinct features of individual characteristics. But they are features of the same phenomenon and cannot in reality be separated. Where one is, the other will be also. Of course, heat may remain after the flames have died away, but that heat is the heat of the coals and not the heat concomitant with the flames themselves. Therefore, in this type of logic, where there is the one phenomenon, the other will be too, even if it is not directly cognized via sense perception. We do not need to put our hands in a flame to see if it is hot. 


Dharmakīrti states that making use of this natural relationship among features sharing the same entity is logic that establishes the existence of hidden phenomena. The example he uses is of the subtle impermanence of sound. He first conceptually isolates the feature of sound as something that has been produced. This feature of sound—that is, it arises from the coming together of certain causes and conditions—is evident to a discerning mind. A phenomenon that is produced must also be subject to destruction. It has a period of duration, after which it will cease to exist. 


Dharmakīrti points out that this transient nature is not something that only comes into play when some outer force causes the destruction of that phenomenon, as when a hammer destroys a pot. It is a feature inseparable from a phenomenon at all times of its existence because it came into existence through production. These two features of “being a product” and “transience” are inseparable even though they are distinguished conceptually. Where one is, the other will be. This is a relationship where either feature is “indispensable” as Dharmakīrti calls it. They are mutually inclusive. 


Therefore, with the natural existence of this relationship within phenomena, hidden features can be inferred by the presence of other, more evident features of the same entity. In higher Buddhist philosophy the subtle and hidden existence of the “no-self” of phenomena, including persons, can be inferred by the more evident existence of the dependence innate in a phenomenon by way of its dependence upon its causes, its parts, and its apprehension by cognition. 


Conversely, the nonexistence of a particular feature will imply the nonexistence of another feature that shares its entity. For example, if I do not possess the full range of cognitive powers to know that something is not present, I cannot be certain of its nonexistence. Lack of appearance does not prove nonexistence. However, if there is a situation in which all conditions for something to necessarily appear are present and complete, and yet that something does not appear, its nonexistence can be inferred. The present Dalai Lama used this latter type of reasoning to refute the existence of Mount Meru, the huge cosmic mountain at the center of our world according to ancient Buddhist and Hindu mythology. According to that cosmology, daytime and nighttime are determined by the sun’s passage around Meru. When traveling behind Meru it is nighttime for the part of the world in front of Meru on the other side. This is because Meru blocks the light of the sun and nighttime is the shadow cast by this giant mountain. Therefore Meru must be coarse form of the type visible to the naked eye. If that were so, it must appear to those whose vision is unhindered, but it does not. Therefore it cannot exist. Generally, nonappearance does not prove nonexistence, but in the particular circumstance where logic determines that it should appear, it does prove nonexistence.


The second kind of relationship that occurs within the phenomenal world is that of cause and effect. Cause and effect is a natural law; it is not exclusive to Buddhists. Nothing arises from no cause or from itself. If the effect is present, a cause must have preceded it. The cause can be inferred by the effect, as with smoke and fire. We “know” we have great grandparents even if we have never actually seen them, by the logic of cause and effect. This logic is put to great effect by Dharmakīrti in his second chapter where he uses effects, such as deeds of the Buddha, to infer causes hidden within the mind of the Buddha, and to infer prior causes of the enlightened mind of the Buddha. The same logic is often employed in Buddhist philosophy to infer the existence of a past life or past-life instances of consciousness. 


However, some religious philosophies use the presence of an effect to infer the existence of a divine creator. How could the beautiful rose with its unique aroma arise without a divine creator? Does its very presence not indicate the existence of an intelligent design? The world itself is an effect and must have an efficient cause. Creation is the movement of particles, which on their own do not move. The world is sustained, and the world is destroyed. Unintelligent causes can do none of these. There are moral laws governing the universe. These must be divine and have divine causes (see Sharma 1997, 209–10). Even though they subscribe to the logic of a cause being inferred by an effect, Buddhist logicians reject the logic of divine creation. In ancient India logicians from opposing religious philosophies would debate each other, each using logic to assert their contrasting positions. Therefore logic on its own is not enough. Even in Tibet it is said that a skilled debater can prove anything. Logic must be flawless and not tainted with erroneous proofs if it is to produce a valid outcome. Logical thought must be free from distorted deductions. Otherwise, though they may be held with conviction, conclusions reached will be wrong. 


In his first chapter Dharmakīrti sets out how the process of logical thought can be pure and free of error. There is a subject or phenomenon about which something must be proved or disproved. These form the subject and predicate of a thesis. Then there is the reason that does just that. For the reason to produce a correct inference, (1) the reason itself must be validly known or proven to be within the subject itself. In the argument “Sound is impermanent because it is a product,” it must be known and accepted by the person considering the argument that sound has the feature of being a product. In other words, sound must be a product, and in reality it cannot exist without that feature. Sound as the possessor of features can be conceptually cognized as possessing the feature “being a product.” Sound and product, as mentioned above, can be conceptually isolated but are of one entity in reality.


(2) The reason of being a product must be known as being inseparable from being impermanent. Wherever impermanence exists, or in every instance of simpermanence, being a product will be concomitant. (3) Likewise, it must be known that in every instance of non-impermanence, being a product will not be present. If these latter two are established, it can be validly asserted that whatever is a product must be impermanent. It is not enough to just not see it. It must be validly established. Saying that sound is impermanent because it exists is faulty logic because it is not the case that in every instance of non-­impermanence existence will be lacking. Some existence is permanent.4


These three processes must be gone through and validly established in order to make the process of logical thought pure and free of error. These are the three modes or criteria (trairūpya, tshul gsum), and Dharmakīrti spends most of his first chapter describing them. 



INFERENCE



Buddhist philosophy asserts that there are two ways of validly knowing. One is direct perception, and the other is valid conceptual knowledge. Inference belongs to the latter. Logic that follows the correct path of the three criteria induces valid inference. This is because throughout the process of logical thought, great care is taken to ensure that the process does not fall foul of erroneous conclusions and assertions in establishing convictions within the three criteria. If this is done, a valid conviction must arrive. Sound is impermanent. This conviction ascertains the thesis with no room for error, and this is valid cognition (pramāṇa, tshad ma). It is valid cognition because it apprehends without being deceived as to the object that appears to it. It can therefore be trusted and relied upon, even though that object does not appear to the perceiver nakedly. If we need convincing, we should use reasoning.


Reasoning is like shining a light on an apparent reality, one that until that moment we took to be true and self-evident. It does not in itself dispel our habit to conceive that untruth, but it does illustrate the contradiction between apparent reality and actual reality. It is a knowledge that supports progress on the path by way of meditation, which is the actual dispeller of the appearance of that falsity. Therefore reasoning must be applied to the mind. Logic is ineffective if not applied.


Such a process of logical thought can also be a kind of meditation because it is in essence a pursuit of hidden and profound existence, vital for progress along the path. As mentioned above, much of what constitutes basic reality is not evident to the senses and must be comprehended by other means. In Buddhist philosophy, the root cause of suffering is the ignorance of the true nature of self and other phenomena. Therefore that ignorance must be made known. This is done by revealing the reality of self and phenomena. However, that reality is covered or veiled by that very ignorance and is therefore difficult to recognize. Logic and its resulting inference is employed in meditation to conceptually cognize that reality. Eventually this conceptual cognition is burned away by the fire of experience, and the practitioner gradually eradicates the causes of suffering. Such a process when completed is nirvāṇa.


All the above is the subject matter of chapter 1 of Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Valid Cognition. It is considered by many in the Tibetan tradition to be the most important chapter because it is the basis and source material for the logical medium by which the great classic Buddhist works are comprehended in the monastic curriculum.



THE SOTERIOLOGICAL QUALITY OF LOGIC 



The above establishes the soteriological function of reasoning. Nevertheless, there were many in Tibet, and many today, who hold that logic is not part of the process of becoming free from suffering and gaining lasting happiness. David Jackson in The Status of the Pramāṇa Doctrine describes the debate in twelfth-century Tibet on whether the pramāṇa genre was secular or had soteriological utility. Logic is often regarded as being abstract, divorced from reality, and lacking the embodied passion needed to advance on the spiritual path. Of course, logic pursued solely for self-aggrandizement produces nothing but foolish pride, but when pursued in the search for the truth that will set you free, it is invaluable. The user must be aware to keep the process of logical thought applied to a soteriological goal. This is logic that confronts and challenges one’s own established views and positions. No other person is involved in this solitary analytical meditation. Appearances are challenged; especially the appearance that seems to be one and the same as actuality. Even scriptural authority is not submissively accepted but is put under the microscope of logical reasoning to test its validity. In this sense logic can be life-changing, because it can reshape how we view the world. Rather than living under the sway of prevailing views and attitudes, or by various ideologies and emotionally charged prejudices thrust into the public domain, pure logic can become our guide.


Nevertheless, logic does sometimes take the form of a public debate with opponents. Such debates took place in ancient India, with one philosophy pitted against another. These were contests and, as such, followed rules. They were not arguments that driven by emotion and anger, and if one side tried to prevail with irrational or deceptive assertions, they were soon snuffed out with rational argument. Listeners to these debates could be swayed toward one side or the other. Winning, therefore, was important for promoting a particular philosophy, and for Buddhists at least, the authority of scripture was not sufficient to accomplish this.


In Tibet, except during the early transmission of Buddhist teachings, Buddhism had no opponents. Tibet was a Buddhist country. Therefore a system of monastic debate developed in which the questioner tested the knowledge of the respondent using a stylized formula of logical presentation designed to produce contradiction in the other’s position. These debate sessions focused on whatever topic was being studied in the monastic classroom at that time. They were designed to sharpen the mind and to ensure that students knew the philosophical content from all sides. 


Therefore the expression of logical thought takes place in the private arena of the mind and in the public arena of formalized debate. These two uses of logic are encapsulated in the first and fourth chapters of Commentary on Valid Cognition—“Inference for Oneself” and “Inference for Others.”



DHARMAKĪRTI



Not much is known about the life of this great Indian logician. According to Tibetan sources such as Butön and Tāranātha (encapsulated in Dungkar 2002, 841), he was a contemporary of the eighth-century Tibetan emperor Trisong Detsen. However, others (Tillemans 2020) state that he could have been born as early as the sixth century because it is recorded that he received his ordination from the sixth-century monk Dharmapāla. Stcherbatsky (1930) places him in the seventh century. Tibetan sources go on to say that he was born in South India in Trimalaya into a brahman family and studied the scriptures well so that, by the age of eighteen, he had become proficient in non-Buddhist tenets systems. He then became so interested in the philosophy of Buddhism that he stopped adhering to non-Buddhist tenets. This caused his parents to eject him from their home, and consequently he traveled north, where he finally arrived at the great Nālandā Monastery and took monastic ordination.


In Nālandā he studied Buddhist tenets under the tutelage of Īśvarasena, who had been a student of the Nālandā master Dignāga (480–540). Dharma­kīrti received three separate explanations of Dignāga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition (Pramāṇasamuccaya). Consequently, he realized that Īśvarasena had not fully understood the thinking of Dignāga. This induced him to compose his own commentary to Compendium of Valid Cognition, in which he formulated ideas as a reaction to Īśvarasena’s own commentary to Dignāga’s work (Tillemans 2020). This of course is Commentary on Valid Cognition. In total Dharmakīrti is credited with nine compositions on logic and epistemology in the catalogue of Tibetan translation of Indic commentaries and treatises known as the Tengyur.


Tibetan sources go on to say that Dharmakīrti defeated many non-Buddhist philosophers who visited Nālandā in debate. He then traveled to the east and south of India, where he propagated Buddhism and constructed many temples and centers. Although he had many disciples, he was never accompanied by more than five. He passed away in South India.


There are different assertions on what Buddhist tenets Dharmakīrti actually adhered to. Tibetan sources say that he was either a follower of the Sautrāntika tenet system or of the Cittamātra school. The first chapter on logic and inference for oneself has been adopted by Tibetan epistemological thinkers as illustrating the realism of Sautrāntika tenets. There he seems to accept an external reality possessing an intrinsic existence, and therefore ultimately true, while asserting that the inner world of universals and conceptual constructs has no such intrinsic existence, that these are only “false truths.”


However, the third chapter, “Perception” (pratyakṣa), has been understood to portray Yogācāra idealism, with its denial of phenomena being external to the mind. Therefore, according to Tillemans (2020), he was a nominalist who accepted that a certain class of phenomena was intrinsically real, but his final position, alongside that of Dignāga, was Yogācāra idealism.


Some Tibetan masters state that Dharmakīrti was a follower of Madhyamaka (van der Kuijp 1983, 39). However, the term Madhyamaka has been defined differently over the centuries in Tibet. 


Tāranātha (1970, 229–30) states that Dharmakīrti also entered the tantric path and took Heruka as his meditational deity. 


Tāranātha (1970, 234) and Butön (1999, 154) both cite a verse attributed to Dharmakīrti where he likens himself to Dignāga in his wisdom, to Candragomin in his purity of speech, and to Śūra in his prosody. They cite another verse where Dharmakīrti opines that if his words were to disappear, the teachings of the Buddha would decline, and false doctrines would follow. In the homage of his Commentary on Valid Cognition, he candidly states that he doubts that the work will be of much benefit to others because most people “are attracted to the ordinary and do not possess the skill of wisdom” and that they are “resentful and envious.” He states that he therefore composed it to familiarize his own mind with its tenets. In the colophon he also laments that his work will disappear when he passes away.


Some commentators have used these citations to pass judgment on his personality, sometimes in a negative light. However, the expression of confidence with unbridled joy is not uncommon among great Buddhist masters, and it may be that the first two citations are merely that. It cannot be inferred that they are a product of pride. Such inference, according to that presented by Dharmakīrti himself, would be based on uncertain reasoning. Moreover, the statement that he wrote it for himself and that his teachings would die with him can be seen an expression of resignation. In his own life he saw that his own teacher, Īśvarasena, had not understood Dignāga’s thinking, and when he reviewed a commentary to Commentary on Valid Cognition written by his own disciple Devendrabuddhi, he was not satisfied. The high regard in which he has been held for centuries in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist circles illustrates that his thinking was indeed profound and influential. So maybe his comments were just reflecting, sadly, that most people would not comprehend the profundity of this composition.


Dharmakīrti’s inspiration, the great master Dignāga, was according to Tibetan sources born near Kāñcī in South India of brahman parents. He was said to be a contemporary and student of the great fifth-century Abhidharma master Vasubandhu. He was ordained as a monk by a follower of the Hīnayāna and became proficient in the tenets of that school. Under Vasubandhu he studied the Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna. For many years he lived in retreat in a cave in eastern India. Once he was invited to Nālandā Monastery to debate with a non-Buddhist philosopher, but after returning to his cave, he remained there for the remainder of his life. He is credited with seven compositions on logic and epistemology in the Tengyur. 



EPISTEMOLOGY IN INDIA 



In his Commentary on Valid Cognition, Dharmakīrti attacks, sometimes by name, the philosophies and assertions of the prevailing religions of the day. Alongside Buddhism, these religions were influential and active. With contrasting epistemologies and ontologies, they often criticized each other in compositions or in public debate. Religion was important—life was ruled by it. 


Ancient India hosted at least eleven distinct philosophical schools, orthodox and heterodox, and many more subsets besides. Tibetan sources, such as the genre of texts presenting tenet systems, list many of them. There are many well-researched books written on these philosophical schools. Below are the non-Buddhist schools that Dharmakīrti concentrates on. 


The Cārvāka were materialists, denying many of the cornerstones of other spiritual traditions. They espoused no design or purpose to the world. They asserted no immortal creator, no abiding soul, and no law of karma. Happiness and suffering for them is random. Consciousness is solely a byproduct of the body and not separate from it, as a mural is essentially part of the wall. Therefore, there can be no past or future existence, just as a mural ceases when the wall is destroyed. Moreover, for the Cārvāka, sense perception alone is valid. For them, seeing is believing. 


The Nirgrantha were wandering Jain mendicants who were puritanical in their observance of an ethical code, often going to great lengths to protect all forms of life, even that within the plant kingdom. Like the Buddhists they denied the monism of other Indian philosophical systems, who assert that an eternal and unchanging primordial substance pervades all existence, but they did assert a permanent substance that was subject to change and temporary expression. Tibetan sources state that the Jains posit a self that inhabits the entire body and whose entity is permanent but temporarily transient and that there is a dualism by which phenomena share a common entity but are manifestly distinct. On this point Dharmakīrti was especially harsh on the Jains, saying that if that were true, why don’t they run off and drink a camel when looking for curd! (1.182), calling them bewildered by ignorance and incoherent. 


Jainism accepted a law of karma and a doctrine of good and evil, asserting that ascetic practice is purificatory and eventually leads to liberation from saṃsāra. They adhered to at least three ways of validly cognizing—direct perception, inference, and scriptural testimony. Jainism still counts millions of adherents today.


The Mīmāṃsā (“critical examination”) school was founded by Jaimini, who is estimated to have lived in the fourth century BCE. Followers of this school were orthodox adherents to the Vedas, and the name reflects their contemplation or examination of Vedic texts. For them the Vedas were eternal sounds, not words produced by humans. Higher rebirth could be gained through sacrificial rites, but omniscience was impossible because mental afflictions were intrinsic to the mind and could not be removed. Their prime focus was epistemological, and they paid little attention to deity worship or the idea of a creator and were essentially nontheistic. Including the various subschools, six ways of validly knowing can be ascribed to them: direct perception, inference, scriptural testimony, postulation, negation, and analogy. In his first chapter, Dharmakīrti spends a considerable amount of time refuting the Mīmāṃsā assertions around the Vedas.


The Sāṃkhya (“enumeration”) school was mainly nontheistic and enumerated twenty-five realities, of which two are singled out as of prime importance. The first of these is prakṛti, which has been translated as “primordial matter,” “universal” or “first principle,” and so on. It pervades all existence but is hidden. In its natural state, it is in an equilibrium of three qualities (guṇa). Nevertheless, it manifests as the world of experience. It is a cause but not an effect and is eternal and unchanging. 


The other principle of importance is puruṣa, which can be rendered as “self,” “person,” “soul,” and “consciousness.” Like the primordial matter, it is absolute, but it is neither cause nor effect. The dualistic relationship between these two is fundamental in the Sāṃkhya pursuit of liberation. Not realizing that the world of experience is the manifestation of the primordial matter is an ignorance that binds sentient beings to suffering. Through the direct teachings of a guru, the Sāṃkhya practitioner understands that experience is the manifestations of prakṛti and that self is separate from it. This causes a lessening of attachment to the world. The practitioner develops a meditative concentration that is able to perceive the primordial matter. This brings about a withdrawal of its manifestations. All conventional appearance has subsided, and only the absolute truth of prakṛti stands alone. This withdrawal of consciousness is the path to liberation. A person wishing to engage in the world stimulates the all-pervading primordial matter to materialize. Therefore prakṛti is deemed to be a prime universal, and its manifestations are particulars of that universal. It is this concept of all existence sharing the same nature that Dharmakīrti attacks in detail in Commentary on Valid Cognition. 


The Sāṃkhya accepts perception, inference, and scriptural testimony as ways of validly cognizing.


The Vaiśeṣika and Nyāya philosophies are said in Tibetan sources to be very similar with only a few differences. The Nyāya school developed a detailed system of logic. Its name could be translated as “reasoning.” They held the Vedas to be infallible. Although it seems they were nontheistic, later Nyāya scholars produced logic for the existence of a divine creator (Sharma 1997, 209–10). 


Tibetan sources say that alongside ritual activities such as washing, fasting, and sacrifice, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika path to liberation is similar to the Sāṃkhya in that the self is understood to be separate and independent. This is the seeing of reality. Therefore valid knowledge is also essential. The opening statement of the Nyāya Sūtra says that only the true knowledge leads to salvation (Chattopadhyaya 1986, 163). Where Naiyāyikas accept four means of valid knowledge, Vaiśeṣikas, like Buddhists, only accept direct perception and inference (Bhawuk 2011, 172).


It is generally accepted that Dignāga and Dharmakīrti invigorated the science of logic and epistemology in Buddhist studies and practice. Vasubandhu, who may have been a teacher of Dignāga, was also a great master of logic, and his assertions are cited by Dignāga (Stcherbatsky 1930, 29).



THE SPREAD OF PRAMĀṆA5 STUDIES TO TIBET



It may be that the invitation of the great Indian master Śāntarakṣita to Tibet in the eighth century sparked an interest in Buddhist logical studies among followers of the nascent Buddhist doctrine there. He was a great logician and had already composed a landmark work6 on Buddhist philosophy before he arrived in Tibet (Sadhukhan 1994, 8). He also aided a Tibetan translator to render a work on logic by Dignāga into Tibetan.7 


His disciple Kamalaśīla was also an erudite Buddhist master. It was he who participated in a famous debate with a Chinese master at Samyé Monastery. The debate centered on whether liberation from suffering is gained through a gradual path built upon an accumulation of knowledge and merit or whether it was sudden and could be effected by simply knowing the nature of the mind. The former position, presenting the Indian Buddhist monastic tradition, was represented by Kamalaśīla, and the latter was the Chan (Zen) position of the Chinese master. The majority opinion is that Kamalaśīla was the winner, although that debate still continues in some quarters. Whatever the case, Buddhist works from India began to be translated into Tibetan by a succession of brave translators who made the arduous journey to India and studied with Sanskrit scholars to bring back texts translated into Tibetan. 


Among those were a number of works on logic and epistemology. Dr. Sanjit Sadhukhan in his Short History of Buddhist Logic in Tibet has meticulously listed these translations. Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Valid Cognition and its autocommentary on the first chapter were first translated by Ma Lotsāwa Gewai Lodrö (1044–89) with the Indian pandit Subhūtiśrīśānti. Eight commentaries on this work are listed in the Tengyur, translated mainly in the later propagation of the Buddhist doctrine into Tibet that began in the eleventh century. However, there are other commentaries extant in Sanskrit that were not translated into Tibetan. Including the nine works by Dharmakīrti and seven by Dignāga found in the Tengyur, sixty-six works on pramāṇa were translated into Tibetan.




As mentioned above, some in Tibet regarded works on logic as outside the Buddhist doctrine. However, gradually the tradition spread. Ma Lotsāwa, as well as translating Commentary on Valid Cognition and two commentaries on it, also propagated the study of logic in central Tibet (Gö Lotsāwa 1976, 70). 


Ngok Lotsāwa Loden Sherab (1059–1109), the great scholar of the Kadam lineage, was also influential in the spread of Dharmakīrti’s and Dignāga’s ideas. He traveled to Kashmir and stayed there for at least seventeen years. There he translated Commentary on Valid Cognition, Prajñākaragupta’s commentary, and Yamāri’s commentary to Prajñākaragupta’s work. In all he translated ten works on pramāṇa and often wrote commentaries to his translated works. He founded Sangphu Monastery in 1073, taught throughout central Tibet, and became known as the progenitor of the new pramāṇa lineage.8


According to Stcherbatsky (1930, 55), the first Tibetan author to compose an independent work on logic was Chapa Chökyi Sengé (1109–69), a follower of Ngok Lotsāwa. Until recently it was thought that not many of his compositions survived. He was responsible for formulating epistemological and other tenets into a system that allowed and encouraged critical examination by way of debate. This began in Sangphu Monastery and gradually spread to other monasteries, where it still plays a vital role in the monastic curriculum. 


The other great luminary in pramāṇa studies was Sakya Paṇḍita Kunga Gyaltsen (1182–1251). He too is considered a founder of a pramāṇa tradition in Tibet. Van der Kuijp (1983, 97) says: 


It can hardly be denied that the principal reasons for the rather sudden emergence of the Sakyapa school of Tibetan Buddhism as an intellectual force capable of challenging the Ngok tradition’s virtual monopoly over the more epistemologically oriented domains of Buddhist philosophy were the sheer vision and critical acumen with which Sakya Paṇḍita assailed the whole of the Indo-Tibetan cultural legacy. 


He studied pramāṇa with the great Kashmiri master Śākyaśrī, from whom he learned Sanskrit, and also had contact with scholars from the Ngok and Chapa tradition. He retranslated or revised Commentary on Valid Cognition with Śākyaśrī, which eventually led to this text eclipsing Dharmakīrti’s Ascertainment of Valid Cognition (Pramāṇaviniścaya) as the main pramāṇa text studied in Tibet. His own compositions include the hugely influential Treasure of Reasoning and its autocommentary, which are explications of pramāṇa theory. He composed these works to bring out the essential meanings of Dignāga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition (van der Kuijp 1983, 100–101). His efforts in the exposition and propagation of pramāṇa led to Sakya Monastery becoming a center for epistemological studies.


After Sakya Paṇḍita the Sakya school became a force for the propagation of pramāṇa studies. Uyuk Rikpa Sengé (d. 1235), a disciple of Sakya Paṇḍita, received teachings on the whole of Commentary on Valid Cognition and Treasure of Reasoning from his teacher. He composed commentaries on both and taught them at Sakya Monastery. A biography of Uyuk claims that the popularity of pramāṇa studies in all monastic traditions these days can trace its cause back to Sakya Paṇḍita and Uyuk. 


Butön Rinchen Drup (1349–1412), the renowned compiler of the Tibetan canon and abbot of Shalu Monastery, composed a commentary on Ascertainment of Valid Cognition. Rendawa Shönu Lodrö (1349–1412), a Sakya teacher of Tsongkhapa, composed a work on the system of Dignāga. 


The Sakya master Rongtön Śākya Gyaltsen Sheja Kunrik (1362–1449) composed a commentary to Dharmakīrti’s Ascertainment of Valid Cognition. One of his disciples was Gorampa, the author of this commentary. Another was Śākya Chokden, or Serdok Paṇchen (1428–1507), also a renowned Sakya scholar, although he was sometimes controversial in his views of Sakya Paṇḍita’s works. He composed an overview of pramāṇa and a work on its difficult points. 


Taktsang Lotsāwa Sherab Rinchen (1405–77) was a prominent Sakya master who criticized Tsongkhapa for categorizing the works of Dharmakīrti and Dignāga, as well pramāṇa studies as a whole, as belonging to the Buddhist praxis of inner transformation, saying that they had no soteriological value in and of themselves. His reasoning seems to be linked to his understanding of the Madhyamaka presentation of ultimate truth. He was not denying the value of pramāṇa studies, and the fact that he felt compelled to launch this criticism indicates how widespread these studies had become.


After the fifteenth century, with the rise and dominance of the Geluk tradition, it seems as if there were fewer great masters who felt compelled to write on pramāṇa within the Sakya tradition. However, Ngawang Chödrak (1572–1641) wrote a large explication of Treasure of Reasoning, and Mangtö Ludrub Gyatso (1523–96) wrote two works on pramāṇa and one on Treasure of Reasoning. In the twenty-first century, Dzongsar Khenpo Kunga Wangchuk (1921–2008) wrote a commentary on Commentary on Valid Cognition that followed Gorampa’s commentary often verbatim. 




Within the later Geluk tradition that arose with Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), figures such as Gyaltsab Darma Rinchen (1364–1432), Khedrup Gelek Palsang (1385–1438), and the First Dalai Lama, all of whom had devoted themselves to Sakya masters early in their spiritual life, composed major works on the pramāṇa texts of Dharmakīrti and Dignāga. Tsongkhapa first heard teachings on Commentary on Valid Cognition from Sengé Ribong, the abbot of Sangphu Monastery. Tsongkhapa wrote very little on pramāṇa, but his appreciation of it is evident from the report in his biography that when he would read Commentary on Valid Cognition, tears of faith would come to his eyes (Jackson 1994, 105). In his very short spiritual autobiography, A Destiny Fulfilled, he also speaks of the soteriological value of pramāṇa studies, and how chapter 2 of Commentary on Valid Cognition gave him complete conviction of the Buddha as a genuine authority for those seeking liberation (Jackson 1994, 102). In the Geluk monastic curriculum, the system of reasoning derived from chapter 1 of Commentary on Valid Cognition and from Chapa Chökyi Sengé is used throughout the monastic studies as a way of opening up the broad range of Buddhist philosophical subjects. The text itself was studied and debated in special month-long winter sessions near Sangphu. 


In this way, the teachings of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti have been preserved, studied, discussed, and contemplated up to the present day. The Tibetan monastic tradition deserves great praise for such an accomplishment. As mentioned above, the pramāṇa tradition is of great soteriological use in Buddhist practice. It is not just an academic pursuit, and to have preserved this great tradition since its beginnings in the seventh century is something of which the Tibetan people can be justly proud.



THE PRAMĀṆAVĀRTTIKA 



The colophon in most versions of the root text tells of three translations of this work into Tibetan. The first was made by Ma Lotsāwa and Subhūtiśrīśānti, the second by Ngok Lotsāwa and Bhavyarāja, and the third by Sakya Paṇḍita and Śākyaśrī. 


Commentary on Valid Cognition has four chapters: (1) Inference for Self, (2) Establishing Valid Cognition, (3) Perception, and (4) Inference for Others. In the Tibetan monastic tradition, the first two chapters are considered the most important, because the first chapter constitutes source material for the dialectical medium of study and analysis in the monastic curriculum, and the second lays out the way to establish the Buddha as an authoritative and valid person on whom those who seek liberation can rely. Consequently, only these two chapters of Gorampa’s commentary are included here, although his commentary covers all four chapters. Dharmakīrti composed his work to explain the thinking of Dignāga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition, which he believed had been misunderstood. However, the order of its chapters does not follow those of Dignāga’s work, which begins with a chapter on perception. Indeed, chapter 1 seems to be an independent work and not a commentary (Gnoli 1960, xv). This irregularity was noticed by Indian and Tibetan commentators. Gorampa comments on this in detail.


As mentioned, chapter 1 establishes inference as a means of valid knowledge, or valid cognition, and sets out the processes of reasoning that lead to a reliable inference. In doing so, Dharmakīrti attacks non-Buddhist ontological assertions that would be incompatible with the organic relationships between phenomena that are the bases for the logical process. The two relationships of cause and effect and shared entity are essential starting blocks for the logical thought process, and he therefore spends most of the first chapter establishing them.


The second chapter establishes generally what it means to become a valid authority, meaning one that is reliable, undeceiving, and trustworthy. He sets about establishing the Buddha as the prime exemplar of this valid authority by way of these two natural relationships. This he does by taking the process of spiritual development in the person of the Buddha from the time he first generated compassion until his culmination in the attainment of enlightenment and tracing its logical inevitability in forward and reverse sequence. He bases this process on the homage in Dignāga’s Compendium of Valid Cognition, which is a praise of the Buddha as being the Compassionate One, the Teacher, the Sugata, and the Protector. These four are in a causal sequence, where each preceding quality becomes an inevitable cause of the following quality. In the reverse sequence, the presence of the succeeding qualities establishes the existence of the preceding qualities as causes. 


The logic in this chapter focuses on the sequential development of the Buddha’s inner qualities, and therefore the existence of past and future lives is also logically established in this chapter. For the same reason, there is an examination of the four truths, which also have their own sequence. In the section on the cause and antidote to suffering, Dharmakīrti focuses on those ascetics who mortify their bodies in order to gain liberation, going to great lengths to establish that body, in the sense of “that belonging to self,” is not the cause of suffering and that breaking off all attachment to it, without applying the antidote of refuting the permanent self, will be an arduous waste of time. 




The second chapter branches off into proofs of past and future lives, because the creation of an enlightened being through cause and effect takes several lives to accomplish. In doing so, Dharmakīrti spends some time establishing that consciousness is not created from the physical body. 


The Commentary on Valid Cognition, or Pramāṇavārttika, is extant in Sanskrit (Miyasaka 1972) and was first edited by Rāhula Sāṅkṛtyāyana in 1938 (Gnoli 1960, xxvii). This intrepid scholar and polymath traveled to Tibet four times, bringing back many texts, and also discovered portions of the Sanskrit manuscript of the autocommentary in Sakya Monastery in Tsang province. 


The Sanskrit text is difficult to understand, and Gnoli (1960, xxxv) describes the language as compact, precise, and excessively brief. The Tibetan is not easy either. Complete thoughts are not encased in neat four-line stanzas, sometimes a thought finishes midway through a line, and referents are often only implied and can’t be determined without a commentary. Tibetan commentators relied upon the commentaries that had been translated into Tibetan. Gorampa refers to the commentaries by Śākyabuddhi, Yamāri, Prajñākaragupta, Śaṃkarānanda, and Devendrabuddhi. 


The work is divided into stanzas; the whole text has 1,452 stanzas, of which chapter 1 contains 340 and chapter 2 contains 285. 



GORAMPA SÖNAM SENGÉ



There probably is no better analysis and description of the life and views of Gorampa in Western literature than that found in José Cabezón’s introduction to Freedom from Extremes, his translation of Gorampa’s Distinguishing the Views. Therefore I recommend the reader to it.


To summarize what has been written there: the author of this commentary was born in Gowo in 1429 and given the name Sönam Sengé. Later he became so erudite that he was known as Gorampa, “the learned one from Gowo.” He was also regarded as an incarnation of the great Sakya scholar Drakpa Gyaltsen (1147–1216). He studied under many Sakya masters, especially at Ngor Ewam Chöden Monastery, where he took ordination from Ngorchen Kunga Sangpo (1382–1456), the well-known founder of the monastery. He twice lived at Dreyul Kyetsal Monastery in Lhasa, where he taught, meditated, and composed. Later he became sixth abbot of Ngor for three years. He founded two monasteries in Tanak, where he established a curriculum of study.


He was very prolific and wrote thirteen volumes of composition. This particular commentary he composed in 1474. He was critical of the prevailing Jonang and Geluk traditions that had taken root in Tibet, and he criticized Tsongkhapa, especially his Madhyamaka teachings. In doing so, he took up the challenge of defending the Sakya tradition that by then had lost some of its authority.


He died in 1469 and remains a great influence in the Sakya tradition.












LIGHT OF SAMANTABHADRA


A Commentary on Dharmakīrti’s
Commentary on Valid Cognition 
(Pramāṇavārttika)


[image: Image]




GORAMPA SÖNAM SENGÉ


(1429–89)











[image: Image]











The Explanation of Chapter 1


Inference for Oneself (Svārthānumāna)












1.  Homage and Introduction





I bow with devotion to the bodhisattva and great being Samantabhadra and to the supreme deity Mañjuśrī.


Through the wide skies, the pathway of the gods


that is the mother-like, nonapprehending compassion for all living beings,


the seven horses of the Teacher who comprehends 


the supreme way and the antidotes to the causes of suffering


pull the sun maṇḍala of the Sugata, endowed with three features; 


with your virtuous light you are the Protector of a multitude of disciples. 


To you, who became a truly valid being, I bow.9


Surrounded by an orange glow rivaling that of the brilliant morning sun,


accompanied by beautiful garlands of lightning flashing, 


their movement emitting the tinkling sounds of cymbals,


mingling with a light matching that of the crown jewels of a hundred gods,


with your garlands and light you are posed beautifully upon a lotus;


supreme deity, fulfill all hopes in my mind.


The Buddha, the sun-like friend, predicted that Dignāga


would have a mind that worked for the welfare of others,


while Mañjuśrī reassured Dignāga that in the future 


he would become the sole eyes of every treatise.10




He walked with the gait of one famous in the world


for destroying all opponents in the town of Sarāvatī.


I bow to him, beautified by the net of the practice of the six perfections


and made radiant with the stainless load of the Buddha’s teachings.


He who turned the Mount Meru of entity-based reasoning 


with the churning rope of the two kinds of perseverance


to produce from the ocean of our and others’ tenets 


the shining drops of nectar that are the Seven Treatises,


their cooling rays of light proclaiming the virtue 


of every part of the profound and vast Dharma, 


nourishing the night lotuses that are the Buddha’s teachings: 


I bow to the moon of orators.


Please open the jasmine flower of my mind.11


Resting on a bed of many excellent and virtuous qualities, 


the ocean of your mind with its vast and profound knowledge, 


its depth beyond fathom and into which flow the four rivers


of grammar and logic from the Manasarovar mind of four pandits,


the abode of a mighty nāga of intellect without fear, 


uttering his long-lasting roar of the logic of repudiating and establishing,


Sakyapa,12 you ocean of qualities, to your billowing waves I bow from my heart.


To the lineage of lion-like masters, propagators of reason, and others,


with their vast powers of reasoning;


to those supreme scholars who, with the glories of the speech of the Buddha,


sport within the teachings of Buddha;


to those who hold the victory banner of the Śākya teachings of him


born within the race of the Śākyas;


and to the supreme tutor who provides a glorious feast 


of limitless classic works to limitless beings, I bow.


To hear it is music to the ears of those with endeavor and interest,


like the sound of thunder to little birds who wish for the rain. 


To contemplate it is like lightning, illuminating many wise beings, 


beautiful on the tip of newly grown shoots of grass.




To meditate upon it is like a thunderbolt cracking the rock 


of the conceptualizing of apprehender and apprehended.


From the clouds of analysis in the skies of this scriptural tradition,


may I satisfy all beings with the rains of excellent explanation. 


Having washed away all the stains of the perverse orator opponents of the perfect Buddha, the Teacher and sole friend, sole source of all temporary and ultimate happiness for all beings, as well as of his teachings, Ācārya Dignāga composed many fragmentary works on valid cognition so that his disciples would be able to follow by way of the path of certainty. Later, he compiled these works and composed his Compendium of Valid Cognition. There were many subsequent works explaining this composition, but the one who comprehended it perfectly was the great being and master scholar and practitioner, the glorious Dharmakīrti. As predicted in the Mañjuśrī Root Tantra:


A monk with the letter dha,


proclaimed in the south,


having defeated the opponents,


this monk will likewise practice mantra.


He composed seven commentarial treatises known as the Seven Treatises. The extensive Commentary on Valid Cognition (Pramāṇavārttika) presents the extensive refutation of others’ positions and the extensive establishment of our own position, as a way to easily understand valid cognition. The intermediate-­length Ascertainment of Valid Cognition (Pramāṇaviniścaya) presents our own tradition extensively and concisely refutes the positions of others. The short Drops of Reasoning (Nyāyabindu) presents an abridged presentation of our own position. These are known as the three main-body texts. 


None of the seven expand on the “Direct Perception” chapter of Dignāga’s composition, but two works do expand on the “Inference for Oneself” chapter: Drops of Proof (Hetubindu), which sets out to determine the general meanings of “property of the subject” and “pervasion,” and Analysis of Relations (Saṃbandhaparīkṣā), which determines the difficult topic of the connection with imputed phenomena. The last two works expand on the “Inference for Others” chapter: the Principles of Debate (Vādanyāya), which is a presentation of how to question and respond in a debate along with an ascertainment of what it means to be defeated and so on, and Establishing the Minds of Others (Saṃtānāntarasiddhi), which teaches that even for the Cittamātra tradition it is not contradictory for the minds of others to be conventionally known from speech. These four works are the branch compositions.


From these seven, this present work will be an explanation of the extensive treatise, Commentary on Valid Cognition. There are three main outlines:


1.The translation: The significance of the front matter


2.The composition: The significance of this worthy text


3.The completion: The back matter


The translation: The significance of the front matter


1.The meaning of the title


2.The translator’s homage


The meaning of the title


1.Translation


2.Explanation of the title


3.Reason for the title 


4.Need for a title


Translation


In Sanskrit, from the four great languages of India, pramāṇa means “valid cognition,” vārttika means “commentary,” and kārikā means “in verse.”


Explanation of the title


Generally, “valid cognition” refers to the topic of valid cognition, or correctly knowing, as well as to the Compendium of Valid Cognition, which is the expression of this topic. Here it refers directly to the latter and indirectly to the former. This is because explaining the Compendium of Valid Cognition actually facilitates the understanding of what it means to know perfectly. Because it comments extensively on this topic, it is a “commentary.” Because it is written in anuśtubh meter, it is “in verse.”


Reason for the title 


“Valid cognition” refers to the topic. “Commentary” denotes the function of the work. “In verse” refers to the style of the text.




Need for a title


There are two reasons for mentioning the title in Sanskrit, two reasons for mentioning it in Tibetan, and two reasons for mentioning it in both languages. These reasons are those found in treatises in general. 


The translator’s homage 


This is “I prostrate to the youthful Ārya Mañjuśrī.”


According to the decrees followed by the lotsāwas and paṇḍitas, this is to show that this work belongs to the basket of Abhidharma. Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way states, “Presentation of the ultimate Abhidharma.”13 This present work determines the view of reality according to the Cittamātra and Sautrāntika schools.


If this work is deemed to be a commentary based on the general topics of all three baskets, then the lotsāwa is simply paying homage to a deity of his choosing. The homage is necessary to ensure the completion of the translation.


The composition: The significance of this worthy text


1.Virtue at the beginning: The supplementary material 


2.Virtue in the middle: An explanation of the actual text


3.Virtue at the end: The greatness of this text


Virtue at the beginning: The supplementary material 


1.The homage to develop faith


2.The reason for this composition


The homage to develop faith


1.The necessity of the homage


2.A synopsis of the homage


3.A word-by-word explanation


The necessity of the homage


There are three necessities. Realizing that the composer himself is a great being, others will engage in a work composed by him. Because the homage teaches the result that is the three ultimate enlightened bodies as well as enlightened activity, others will engage with a treatise whose topic is the cause of that result. When disciples listen to and teach this work, they will recite these verses of homage, thereby pacifying all hindrances and enabling them to complete their accumulation of merit.




A synopsis of the homage


The homage consists of praise and prostration. The praise consists of the needs of self and the purposes of others and is made to all three enlightened forms.


A word-by-word explanation 


I prostrate to the one in whom


the web of conceptions has completely disappeared,


who possesses profound and vast forms,


and whose light rays of that 


which is good in every aspect


radiate everywhere. 


The homage begins with the line “I prostrate to . . .” To whom? To the Buddha, who has perfectly fulfilled the two needs. What are they? The needs of self are fulfilled by possessing the three enlightened forms: (1) By the power of the antidote applied to the web of conceptions of attachment to self and mine, or to apprehender and apprehended, they completely disappear—never to return—into an entity that is the enlightened form of natural purity. (2) The enjoyed form, which is profound because it dwells only in the realm of Akaniṣṭha and teaches only Mahāyāna Dharma to tenth-level bodhisattvas, who are its sole entourage. (3) The manifested enlightened form, which is vast because it teaches all three types of disciples14 in a form that is suitable for them. 


The needs of others is “good in every aspect.” This refers to high rebirth and to the permanent goodness of nirvāṇa, which is taught by the light rays of the sacred Dharma that are radiated everywhere. Alternatively, using the line “Good in every aspect is the incomparable Sage,”15 the phrase “good in every aspect” would refer to the Buddha. Using the line “With the form that radiates the light rays of the various sacred Dharmas” would mean that the light rays of the Buddha refers to his sacred Dharma. The radiating of that Dharma is applied to the term light rays, and so the line becomes metaphorical. 


Some Indian commentators evidently apply the term “good in every aspect” to the bodhisattva Samantabhadra, but the above is correct. 


The reason for this composition


Most previous commentators have stated that the first three lines of the homage explain the reason for not composing for others and that the remaining lines explain the reason for composing this work for his own purpose. That is not correct. In his Ascertainment of Valid Cognition, Dharmakīrti says:


The one to whom Ārya Mañjuśrī appeared and cared for possessed a glorious and stainless mind, and these fools of the world do not understand his profound words. Therefore, even if there is just a little contempt toward him who nourishes and devotes himself to the world, it will bring needless suffering. And so, with compassion, I will clarify this work of his.16 


Thus he states he is composing the work for the sake of others. No one would make the distinction that he composed the Ascertainment of Valid Cognition for the sake of others and Commentary on Valid Cognition not for the sake of others. Therefore there is a need for others and a need for himself.


Need for others


1.Saying explicitly that it will not be of direct benefit to those who are faulty vessels


2.Saying implicitly that it will indirectly benefit them


3.The word “although” implies that it will be of direct benefit to those who are vessels of great quality


Saying explicitly that it will not be of direct benefit to those who are faulty vessels 


Most beings are attracted to the ordinary


and do not possess the skill of discernment.


They do not therefore aspire to these excellent teachings.


Moreover, they possess a resentment, the stain of envy.


With these they are wholly endowed, and therefore,


although I do not have the thought that this will benefit others,


I, Dharmakīrti, do not have the thought that this treatise will be of direct benefit to others—that is, listeners who are vessels possessed of three faults.17 Most of those beings who listen are attracted to ordinary non-Buddhist treatises and so forth and do not possess the skill of discernment to understand the excellent teachings. Therefore, in this way, they possess the fault of not having wisdom. They do not aspire to these excellent teachings, and so they possess the fault of having no aspiration. Moreover, they possess a resentment, which is the stain of envy toward the composers of these excellent teachings, and therefore they possess the fault of prejudice. Thus they are wholly endowed with these three faults.


Saying implicitly that it will indirectly benefit them


Indirectly this composition is of benefit to them because when they have trained their minds and eliminated the three faults, it will directly benefit them.


The word “although” implies that it will be of direct benefit to those who are vessels of great quality 


This composition will be of direct benefit to those listeners who are vessels of three great qualities. This is because some listeners are not “attracted to ordinary” treatises and are “possessed of the skill of discernment.” Therefore they possess the great quality of discernment. They “aspire to these excellent teachings” and so possess the quality of aspiration. Not only that, they do not have “a resentment, which is the stain of envy” toward the composers of these excellent teachings, and therefore they possess the great quality of being unprejudiced. Thus the reason is that they are wholly possessed of these three great qualities of a listener.


The essential meaning is that these lines explicitly state that this work will not be of benefit to those who are vessels possessed of the three faults and that therefore these three faults should be eliminated. The word “although” teaches that it will be of benefit to those who are vessels for the three great qualities.18


The above citation from the Ascertainment of Valid Cognition illustrates the prejudice and teaches that those vessels possessed of the three faults will be taught indirectly, while directly teaching the motivation of compassion. 


The above can be summed up by these lines from Treasure of Reasoning:


With discernment, freedom from prejudice, 


and a mind of compassion for others 


will this be explained.19


Those of the past talked of four faults by positing poor discernment as well as no discernment. However, this is not the intention. 




Need for himself


for a long time, my mind has been acquainted 


with this excellent explanation, 


and in order to eagerly familiarize myself with it,


I take joy in composing this. 


The mind of this composer has been acquainted for a long time with the topic of the excellent explanation, the Compendium of Valid Cognition. Therefore, in order to eagerly, or effortlessly, familiarize myself with an understanding of its meaning, I take joy in composing this Commentary on Valid Cognition. 




OEBPS/images/28_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/x_img01.jpg
s (E)





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE KHENPO APPEY COLLECTION OF SAKYA CLASSICS

LGl G
SAMANTABHADRA

An Explanation of ——————
DHARMAKIRTI'S
COMMENTARY ON
VALID
COGNITION

Gorampa Sénam Sengé
Translated by Gavin Kilty
Foreworp By His HoLiNEss THE 42ND Sakya TriziN













OEBPS/images/27_img01.jpg
2| |GV AR A AN ER S FA AN Y FA
AR A E g AR TR AR IR ||





OEBPS/images/ix_img01.jpg
THE 42N SAKYA TRIZIN





OEBPS/images/ii_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE KHENPO APPEY COLLECTION OF SAKYA CLASSICS

Light of Samantabhadra

An Explanation of Dharmakirti’s
Commentary on Valid Cognition

GORAMPA SONAM SENGE

Translated by Gavin Kiley

Foreword by
His Holiness the 42nd S.
Ratna Vajia Rinpoche






