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INTRODUCTION

The conference on which this volume is based was titled “Consciousness and 
Fundamental Reality.” This contribution concerns the view that consciousness 
is fundamental reality, a view that I will be calling “idealism” and that was 
advanced in India by the branch of Buddhism known as YogƗcƗra or VijñƗnavƗda.

A dominant theme of both the conference and this volume is panpsychism, 
so I will start by pointing to three points of contrast between idealism and 
panpsychism. (1) Although both claim that “consciousness is everywhere,” 

Consciousness as the 
Fundamental Reality of 
the Universe: A Master 
Argument for Buddhist 

Idealism
ALEX WATSON

CHAPTER SIX

I have the pleasurable task of naming and thanking an unusually large number of colleagues who 
kindly gave me feedback on this article. It substantially improved as a result: Dan Arnold, Christian 
Coseru, Georges Dreyfus, Sonam Kachru, Birgit Kellner, Martin Lin, John Nemec, Roy Perrett, 
Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, James Reich, Raja Rosenhagen, Serena Saccone, Kranti Saran, Robert 
Scharf, Mark Siderits, and Davey Tomlinson.
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144 CROSS-CULTURAL APPROACHES TO CONSCIOUSNESS

panpsychism is compatible with pan-physicalism and dualism, for it can assert 
that everything that exists is both mental and physical. Idealism I am defining 
for the purposes of this article as the denial of the existence of anything external 
to consciousness. This is clearly not compatible with physicalism or dualism 
(whether of the mind-body or consciousness-world type). (2) Panpsychism is 
primarily an answer to the question of the place of consciousness in the world—
where it stands in relation to the body and the rest of the physical world. 
Idealism is primarily an answer to the question of the status of the objects we 
take to be external to us. (3) Panpsychism asserts the existence of consciousness 
as one of the fundamental constituents of the universe. Idealism asserts the 
existence of consciousness as the only fundamental constituent of the universe.1

We will now focus our attention on the philosophical world of mid-to-late 
first-millennium India, where three clearly differentiated views regarding the 
nature of the objects of our experience had emerged.

1. Direct Realism

According to the direct realists, the content2 of outward-directed perception is 
an externally existing object. The external object is perceived directly, without 
the aid of an intermediary—an image or a representation—intervening between 
the subject and the external object.

2. Representationalism/Indirect Realism

According to the representationalists, what we directly perceive are images, 
internal representations that are caused by external objects. We can know 
external objects to exist through inference, but can never perceive them directly.

3. Idealism

The idealists agree with the representationalists that what we directly perceive 
are images internal to consciousness, but they deny that the images are caused 
by external objects. There are no external objects; the images are caused by 
vƗsanƗs, latent impressions in the mind-stream.3

The differences between the three can thus be depicted by Figure 6.1.4

These three views were held, respectively, by three different branches 
of Buddhism: VaibhƗৢika,5 SautrƗntika, YogƗcƗra. They were also held, 
respectively, by the following groups of non-Buddhists: (1) NyƗya, VaiĞeৢika 
and BhƗ৬৬a MƯmƗূsƗ; (2) SƗৄkhya; (3) Non-dualistic ĝaivism.6 Perhaps it would 
not be misleading to assert that they resemble the views in Early Modern 
European Philosophy put forward by, respectively, Reid, Locke, and Berkeley.

The main proponents of the three views in our period of Indian Philosophy 
were those shown in italics in Figure 6.2. By our period—second half of the 
first millennium—the VaibhƗৢikas, VaiĞeৢikas, and SƗৄkhyas had ceased to 
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CONSCIOUSNESS AS THE FUNDAMENTAL REALITY 145

have the importance they earlier had, and the non-dualistic ĝaivas had not yet 
come to prominence. In this article we will thus be concerned with YogƗcƗra 
Buddhist idealists, SautrƗntika Buddhist representationalists, and NaiyƗyika 
and MƯmƗূsaka direct realists.7

THE OVERALL STRUCTURE OF THE 
IDEALIST’S ARGUMENT

The article aims to give a sense of how Buddhist idealism was argued for in our 
period—against the rival theories of direct realism and representationalism. 
It does so by drawing on the argument of the YogƗcƗra Buddhist speaker in 

Internal image

Direct realism

Representationalism

Idealism

External object

Figure 6.1 The Three Views.

Buddhists Non-
Buddhists

Early
Modern

Europeans

Direct realists VaibhƗৢikas
NaiyƗyikas,
VaiĞeৢikas,

MƯmƗۨsakas
Reid

Representationalists SautrƗntikas SƗৄkhyas Locke

Idealists YogƗcƗras Non-dualistic
ĝaivas Berkeley

Figure 6.2 Representatives of the Three Views.
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146 CROSS-CULTURAL APPROACHES TO CONSCIOUSNESS

Jayanta’s Blossoms of Reasoning (NyƗyamañjarƯ, 890 CE).8 What we find there 
is a two-stage master argument, which brings together earlier arguments found 
in KumƗrila (c. 550–650 CE) and DharmakƯrti (c. 550–660 CE). Some aspects 
of these arguments are developments of what we find in DignƗga (c. 480–540 
CE or slightly earlier).

The period of Indian Philosophy that ran from KumƗrila and DharmakƯrti’s 
time to that of Jayanta was extremely fertile. By choosing an author from the 
end of this period, we are afforded a view of how the Buddhist idealist ideas 
of DignƗga and DharmakƯrti came to be received by, and articulated within, 
the surrounding environment of the rival theories on offer. Buddhist idealism 
taken not in isolation, but as part of the mosaic formed by the interplay of it 
and the two rival explanatory strategies, is what I hope will come across below.

Jayanta, who has been referred to as one of India’s three greatest philosophers, 
along with KumƗrila and DharmakƯrti (Shah 1972: 3), is famous for the strength 
of the arguments he puts into the mouths of his opponents (pǌrvapak܈as) (see 
Watson forthcoming a). But bearing in mind that both he and KumƗrila, who is 
the immediate source of some of the arguments that he attributes to Buddhism, 
were neither Buddhists nor idealists, but rather Brahmanical direct realists, it 
should be remembered that what is presented as Buddhist idealism in this article 
is not necessarily Buddhist idealism, but rather Jayanta’s Buddhist idealism. I 
have traced most of the elements of Jayanta’s Buddhist idealist arguments to 
Buddhist sources, but not all of them.9

The first stage of Jayanta’s Buddhist idealist argument consists of a refutation 
of direct realism; the second stage consists of a refutation of representationalism. 
In stage 1, the issue is: Do the forms I perceive (e.g., colors, tastes, smells) 
belong to cognition/consciousness or to an external object? The idealist holds 
the former, the direct realist the latter. In stage 2, the issue is: Can we infer the 
existence of external objects that cause the forms within our consciousness? For 
the representationalist we can, for the idealist we cannot.

What I will be referring to as the idealist “master argument,” then, consists 
of: (1) arguments against the direct realist to the conclusion that forms we 
perceive belong to cognition; (2) arguments against the representationalist to 
the conclusion that those forms are not caused by external objects.10

I will not here enter the debate about whether the combination of these 
two conclusions is still not fully fledged idealism, and is better termed 
phenomenalism for it leaves open the possibility that there are external objects 
that neither feature in, nor cause, our perceptions.11

STAGE 1: IDEALISM VERSUS DIRECT REALISM

In stage 1 the idealist seeks to establish, as said above, that the forms we perceive 
belong to cognition, not an external object.
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CONSCIOUSNESS AS THE FUNDAMENTAL REALITY 147

First a word is in order about the use in this article of the word “cognition.” 
It does not refer to one subdivision of the totality of mental states/events, 
a subdivision that distinguishes itself from perceptions, or emotions, or 
sensations, on the grounds that cognitions involve an element of “thinking,” or 
“knowing” that is not present in these latter. No, “cognition” here covers all 
mental states, including perceptions, emotions, sensations. The reason for my 
adopting this usage, which is common in English-language discussions of Indian 
philosophy but may sound strange from the point of view of other branches of 
philosophy, is that we need an English word to stand for such Sanskrit terms 
as jñƗna, vijñƗna, vijñapti, citta, caitanya, pratyaya, pratƯti, buddhi, which in 
this Buddhist context include all awareness events, whether we are dealing with 
awareness of a thought, an object of perception, a sensation, or an emotion.12 
“Cognitions” in the plural should be understood to mean “awareness events” and 
“cognition” in the singular should be understood to mean simply “awareness” 
or “consciousness.”

The idealist’s thesis that the forms we perceive belong to cognition may 
sound very strange. The blue color that I perceive surely belongs to an object 
that exists at some distance of separation from my body. It belongs to an object 
that I can walk over to and touch. How can something “out there” belong to 
cognition? How can I touch something that is within cognition?

This apparent strangeness of the idealist’s thesis disappears if we consider 
what happens when we dream. The tiger I dream of is experienced at some 
degree of separation from my body. The blue object I dream of is something 
I can walk over to and touch (in my dream). Yet dream objects are agreed by 
all sides to be within cognition, this being entailed by the fact that, when the 
dreamer sees the tiger, an observer awake next to the dreamer sees no tiger in 
the vicinity. So there is no incompatibility between being within cognition and 
being experienced as at some distance from the subject.13

The difference between the direct realist’s and the idealist’s theses implies 
no difference in the way we experience objects of perception. Both agree that 
we experience objects as external to us, but we are dealing with two competing 
accounts of this seeming externality. For the idealist it is the result of cognition’s 
ability to project outwards, an ability attested to in dreams. For the direct 
realist it is a result of mind-independent objects impinging on us from beyond 
cognition.14

The task of the idealist in stage 1, then, is to establish that any form we 
experience belongs to cognition, not to an external object. To speak of “form 
belonging to cognition” is equivalent to speaking of “cognition having form” 
or “taking on form,” and this highlights an important difference between the 
idealist and the direct realist. For the idealist cognition has form (sƗkƗra);15 
for the direct realist cognition is formless (nirƗkƗra) and transparent, all form 
belonging to external objects.
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148 CROSS-CULTURAL APPROACHES TO CONSCIOUSNESS

In considering whether perceptible form belongs to an external object or to a 
cognition, we should first ask: Could it not be that we perceive two forms, one 
belonging to the external object and one—an image of the external object—
within cognition? If that were the case, we would be experiencing an object 
separate from cognition, the existence of which is precisely what the idealist 
denies: The direct realist’s contention that there are objects outside of cognition 
would be established.

But as it happens, the idealist, the direct realist, and the representationalist 
all agree that, on perceiving blue, only one form appears to us, not both a 
representation and an external object.16 This admission on the part of the direct 
realist and the representationalist that we only perceive one form is crucial. 
Without it, there would be nothing to discuss: Idealism would be a nonstarter. 
It gives the idealist the handle they need.17 It means it is an open question 
whether this one form, that we all agree to be what we perceive, belongs to 
cognition or an external object. So now let’s turn to the arguments that the 
idealist gives for the position that form belongs to cognition, not an external 
object.

1.1 Argument from Parsimony

Attributing form to cognition involves less postulation. Both sides agree that 
cognition exists; both hold that its existence is indisputable. If form belongs to 
an external object, we have to postulate not only cognitions, but also external 
physical things. Since postulating one kind of thing is preferable to postulating 
two, it is better to assume that form belongs to cognition.18

Or to put the same argument, but from a different starting point: The realists 
postulate insentient physical objects, but if only insentient physical objects 
existed, they would remain uncognized, and since it’s indisputable that (some) 
objects are cognized, realists have to postulate a second kind of thing: cognition. 
The idealist postulates half as much: one kind of thing rather than two.19

So much for the argument;20 what are we to make of it? (1) It has already 
been subject to philosophical evaluation by John Taber. He claims that the 
idealist is not postulating less because they’re postulating a complex power of 
cognition that the realist is not postulating: the power of latent impressions 
(vƗsanƗs) to “produce the vast experienced world” (2010: 289). But this can 
be questioned. The realist also postulates latent impressions as creators of 
images within cognition in the context of memory and dreaming.21 In the case 
of dreaming, these latent impressions endow consciousness with the power to 
project a world of objects outward, fooling us into thinking we are observing a 
world beyond ourselves. So the idealist is not postulating anything more than 
features in the realist’s explanation of dreaming. The idealist just extends this 
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CONSCIOUSNESS AS THE FUNDAMENTAL REALITY 149

already accepted power from dreaming (and memory to the extent that it is 
present there) to perception.

(2) Jayanta responds to this argument with the claim that external objects 
are not postulated, they are directly perceived.22 So accepting them in addition 
to cognition involves no more postulation than just accepting cognition. This 
is a statement of the direct realist position. It is helpful for reminding us of the 
different presuppositions of that position from those of idealism. But it does 
not carry any argumentative force against the idealist, for they will say that 
external objects are not perceived. Whether what is perceived is external or not 
is exactly what is in question, so the idealist will think that the direct realist is 
prematurely helping themself to the conclusion.

(3) This argument would not work against a physicalist. A physicalist does 
not share the view (of the YogƗcƗra idealist, the SautrƗntika representationalist 
and the NaiyƗyika or MƯmƗূsaka direct realist) that if there was only a physical 
world there would be no perceivers and hence none of the experiences that 
are undeniably part of the world. So a physicalist can stick to just postulating 
one kind of thing—a physical world—and assert that form belongs to that. We 
have three kinds of views: idealism, with its one kind of—non-physical—thing; 
physicalism, with its one kind of—physical—thing; and dualism, with its two 
kinds of things. The idealist and the physicalist can both mount arguments from 
parsimony against the dualist, but they cannot do so against each other. It is 
only because the idealist’s opponents here—NaiyƗyika and MƯmƗূsaka direct 
realists—are dualists that this argument is employable.

(4) Out of two competing theories, the one that involves less postulation is 
to be preferred only if the two have equal plausibility and equal explanatory 
power. Solipsism requires less postulation, but it does not provide such a 
satisfying explanation of the fact that we seem to share the world with other 
subjects. It is thus open to the realist to challenge this idealist argument on the 
grounds that postulating cognition alone does not provide such a satisfying 
explanation of the fact that I seem to share the world with external objects—
things that seem to be the objects of cognitions of other cognizers too.23 The 
realist could accept that they are postulating more, but maintain that this is 
justified in order to provide a convincing explanation. The idealist will respond 
that cognition alone, since it is all that is involved in dream experiences of a 
seemingly external and publicly shareable world, does provide a convincing 
explanation of waking experience. So this realist move of appeal to plausibility 
and explanatory power as justification for extra postulation will have to be 
accompanied by arguments establishing relevant differences between dreaming 
and waking—differences that indicate the need to postulate a different 
substrate of form perceived while awake from that of form perceived while 
dreaming.
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(5) It is worth noting that in Bertrand Russell’s account of the debate between 
idealism and realism in Problems of Philosophy, he sees considerations of 
parsimony and simplicity as weighing against idealism and in favor of realism:

The way in which simplicity comes in from supposing that there really are 
physical objects is easily seen. If the cat appears at one moment in one part 
of the room, and at another in another part, it is natural to suppose that it 
has moved from the one to the other, passing over a series of intermediate 
positions. But if it is merely a set of sense-data, it cannot have ever been in 
any place where I did not see it; thus we shall have to suppose that it did not 
exist at all while I was not looking, but suddenly sprang into being in a new 
place. If the cat exists whether I see it or not, we can understand from our 
own experience how it gets hungry between one meal and the next; but if 
it does not exist when I am not seeing it, it seems odd that appetite should 
grow during non-existence as fast as during existence. And if the cat consists 
only of sense-data, it cannot be hungry, since no hunger but my own can be a 
sense-datum to me. Thus the behavior of the sense-data which represent the 
cat to me, though it seems quite natural when regarded as an expression of 
hunger, becomes utterly inexplicable when regarded as mere movements and 
changes of patches of color, which are as incapable of hunger as a triangle is 
of playing football.

But the difficulty in the case of the cat is nothing compared to the difficulty 
in the case of human beings. When human beings speak—that is, when we 
hear certain noises which we associate with ideas, and simultaneously see 
certain motions of lips and expressions of face—it is very difficult to suppose 
that what we hear is not the expression of a thought, as we know it would 
be if we emitted the same sounds. … Thus every principle of simplicity 
urges us to adopt the natural view, that there really are objects other than 
ourselves and our sense-data which have an existence not dependent upon 
our perceiving them.

(1912: 14–5)

I return to Bertrand Russell’s arguments at the end of the chapter.

1.2 Argument from the Object-Specificity of Cognition

If cognition lacked form, it could not be object-specific. Lacking form, it itself 
would be no different when confronted by a red object from when confronted 
by a blue object. Unless it takes on form from these objects, it is not affected 
by them. If it is not affected by them, how could a cognition of red be felt as 
different from a cognition of blue? So if cognition lacks form, we can provide 
no satisfactory explanation of how a cognition of red differs from, or is felt as 
different from, a cognition of blue.24
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We can detect the following principles in the argument:

If a subject S experiences an object O, then S must be affected by O.
For S to be affected by O, some change must occur in S’s form.
If no change occurs in S’s form, O’s presence can make no difference to S.

The argument appeals to what is uncontroversially accepted by both sides: 
that there is a difference for a subject between a cognition of blue, say, and a 
cognition of red. It claims that a direct realist account (as depicted in Figure 6.3) 
is unable to account for this difference.

To avoid the problem, the direct realist assumption that the two cognitions 
themselves are qualitatively identical, all difference falling outside of cognition 
on the side of the external object, must be dropped. The situation must rather 
be characterized as in Figure 6.4: Cognitions take on form from their objects.

Note that it is the representationalist’s position that is depicted in Figure 6.4, 
not the idealist’s. That is because we are now in stage 1. All the idealist needs 
to establish in stage 1 is that cognition contains form. It is the task of stage 2 to 
then establish that external objects need not be postulated, so that we arrive at 
the situation depicted in Figure 6.5. In arguing against the direct realist in stage 
1, the idealist need not establish anything more than representationalism.25 
This idealist argument effectively says to the direct realist: Even if you are 
somehow able to establish that an external object must be postulated, you will 

Figure 6.3 The Direct Realist View.

Figure 6.4 The Representationalist View.
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also have to postulate form within cognition, for otherwise you will not be able 
to establish specific relationships between cognition and the various external 
objects—not be able to establish how a cognition is focused on one particular 
object and distinguishable from cognitions of other objects.26

The direct realist could say that cognition is like a mirror: Although it itself 
never changes as different objects pass in front of it, these different objects are 
reflected in it. The factor that explains how cognition can in one moment be 
of blue, and in another of red, is just the proximity of blue in the first moment 
and the proximity of red in the second.27 But the idealist will point out that 
there can be many things at once in the presence of cognition (different objects 
in the visual field, sounds, tastes, smells, and so on); how can we explain that 
cognition can be of one of these to the exclusion of others if proximity is all that 
determines what it is of? For cognition stands in the same relation of proximity 
to all the things within its range; proximity alone cannot explain a specific 
connection with one proximate object at the same time as non-connection with 
other proximate objects. To avoid this problem we have to assume, argues the 
idealist, that cognition takes on the form of the one thing it is of, and does not 
take on the form of the other things in its proximity.

Note that the object-specificity problem—the proposed solution to which 
is form-containing cognition—has two aspects: diachronic and synchronic. (1) 
How does a cognition of one object in one moment differ from a cognition 
of another object in the next moment? (2) How can we explain that when we 
are in the proximity of many potential objects of perception, we focus only 
on one?

The direct realist denies that form-containing cognition is the necessary 
solution to this twofold problem by appealing instead to causation. A particular 
cognition can be of a red object and not of a blue object because it is caused by 
the red object and not by the blue object. That cognition has a specific object 
does not have to be explained by cognition having the form of that object, for 
it can rather simply be caused by that object (tajjanya).

Figure 6.5 The Idealist View.
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We are thus dealing with two competing explanations of cognition’s object-
specificity. That it is of a blue object is explained by the idealist as resulting 
from its having a blue form (the “form view”), and by the direct realist as 
resulting from the fact that it is caused by a blue object (the “causation view”).28

Here are three ways in which the idealists can defend their form view against 
the direct realists’ causation view. (1) The way the idealist speaker responds 
in Blossoms of Reasoning is by pointing out that cognition is caused by other 
things in addition to its object. A visual cognition of blue has among its causes 
the faculty of sight and the presence of light, yet neither of these two features 
as its object. Thus being a cause of a cognition is not a precise determinant of 
what turns out to be  the object of that cognition. If cognition were of whatever 
causes it, it would also have to be of the sense-faculty, but it is not. Causation 
is not specific enough to restrict it to the blue object.29 If the direct realists 
are going to avoid appealing to form within cognition as the explanation of 
its object-specificity, by appealing instead to causation, then the burden is on 
them to explain why one cause of a cognition, and not others, features as the 
cognition’s object.30

The direct realist responds by distinguishing different kinds of causes.31 
Blue, say, is the “object cause” (karmakƗraka); the faculty of sight and light are 
instrumental causes; the self is the agentive cause, etc. It is just the case, says 
the direct realist throwing up their hands, that whatever is the object cause—
and none of the other causes—becomes the object of the cognition. The direct 
realist admits that they cannot give any further explanation of this fact; but they 
point out that the idealist will also have to throw up their hands when asked 
why it is the object cause—and none of the other causes—that becomes the 
form of the cognition (and hence its object). It cannot be held against the direct 
realist that they have no explanation for why the object cause, and none of the 
other causes, becomes the object of the cognition, because the idealist also has 
no explanation for something similar: why the object cause—and none of the 
other causes—becomes the form within cognition (and thereby the object of the 
cognition).32 In both cases we have reached a base-level primitive that cannot 
be grounded in anything more fundamental. There are some things that can be 
explained by other features of a system, and there are other things of which it 
is only possible to say: That is just the way it is.

Where does this leave us? Has the direct realist succeeded in showing that 
both positions are on an equal (lack of!) footing? I do not think so. For in 
answer to the question of why blue only, and not also the faculty of sight, 
features as the object of a cognition, the idealist has a more satisfactory answer 
than the direct realist. The idealist has a firmer criterion for singling out the 
blue: It is the form within cognition, the sense-faculty is not. The direct realist, 
for whom both are causes, neither being a form within cognition, admits they 
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cannot say why it is that one and not the other features as the object. They 
can, it is true, point to something the idealist cannot say: why the object cause, 
blue, becomes the form within cognition. But the idealist’s appeal to simply 
“the way things are” comes further along the chain than the direct realist’s, 
which occurs at the very beginning of the chain. The direct realist’s occurs 
immediately on being asked why blue, and not the sense-faculty, is the object. 
The idealist has an answer for that, and, only on being further asked why blue 
becomes the form of the cognition, has to appeal to the way things are. When 
a child responds to every answer we give with “why,” then we will eventually 
have to say “that is just the way things are.” But hopefully we do not have to 
resort to that in answer to the very first question.33

(2) Even if the causation view could be saved from the problem that a 
cognition is caused by other things as well as its object, the idealist will still see 
the causation view as subject to a dilemma. Does the causal impact of the object 
produce some qualitative change in cognition itself or not? If so, then this 
qualitative change amounts to a change in form, which goes against the direct 
realist’s claim that cognition is formless. If not, cognition’s nature remains the 
same whether it is perceiving blue or perceiving red, so the difference between 
the two has not been satisfactorily explained, and it remains mysterious how the 
subject could experience the two objects as different. The original diachronic 
and synchronic problems still apply: (i) If blue is perceived in the first moment, 
it would be impossible to perceive red in the next: Blue would continue to be 
perceived until there is some qualitative change in cognition. (ii) If two objects 
are simultaneously within range of a subject, nothing explains the ability to 
focus on one to the exclusion of the other.

(3) The direct realist wants all qualitative change to occur outside of 
cognition on the side of the world of external physical objects. But then how 
could the direct realist explain a gestalt switch, where we look at a duck-rabbit 
drawing and change from seeing it as rabbit to seeing it as a duck, despite no 
change in the external world? Does this not show that the duck-form and the 
rabbit-form must belong to cognition? How could they belong to the external 
world when that stays exactly the same as we pass from perceiving the rabbit 
to perceiving the duck?34

Space permits only a brief mention of the two main remaining stage 1 
arguments given by Jayanta, but I will provide references to other treatments 
of them.35

1.3 Argument from Necessary Co-Perception (sahopalambhaniyama)

If we compare the idealist view, depicted in Figure 6.5, with the direct realist 
and representationalist views, depicted in Figures 6.3 and 6.4, we can see 
that idealism challenges the way that we are used to thinking of experience as 
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consisting of two distinct entities: a cognition and its object/content. Idealism 
collapses these into one: The object or content of the cognition becomes the 
form of the cognition, something that constitutes the cognition itself. In the 
present idealist argument we see the same thing—that idealism takes what are 
often thought to be separate, cognition and its object, and argues that they are 
in fact one. The argument was put forward by DharmakƯrti, and is known as 
that from “necessary co-perception” (sahopalambhaniyama):36

Premise 1:  If two things are necessarily co-perceived, they are not different 
(i.e. not numerically distinct)

Premise 2:  Blue and cognition of blue are necessarily co-perceived
Conclusion:  Therefore, blue and cognition of blue are not different

What does DharmakƯrti’s talk of two things being “co-perceived” mean? I argue 
(Watson forthcoming b) that it is perhaps best understood—best both in the 
sense that it is what DharmakƯrti intended in the PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya,37 and in the 
sense that it makes premise 1 maximally defensible (though at the cost of making 
premise 2 more vulnerable)—as follows. X and Y are necessarily co-perceived 
if and only if perceiving X necessarily involves perceiving Y, and perceiving Y 
necessarily involves perceiving X. The most thorough philological study of the 
argument and its history is Iwata (1991).38 Philosophical evaluations have been 
given by Chakrabarti (1990), Taber (2010: 292–4), Arnold (2015: 175–83), 
Westerhoff (2018: 170–1), Taber (2020), and Watson (forthcoming b).39

1.4 Argument from the Reflexivity of Cognition and the  
Perception of Only One Form

The following complex argument does not occur exactly in a Buddhist source 
known to me, but it is attributed to Buddhism by KumƗrila and Jayanta, and 
contains elements that clearly derive from DignƗga and DharmakƯrti. Its overall 
structure is as follows.

Premise 1:  Cognition is perceived by itself/is self-aware
Premise 2:  Since cognition is perceived, it must have form
Premise 3:  Only one form is perceived
Conclusion:  Therefore the one form that is perceived must belong to 

cognition and cannot belong to an external object40

Premise 1 is justified by a considerable body of supporting arguments,41 
including one that derives from DignƗga’s argument from memory for the 
self-awareness of cognition,42 and one that involves the following oft-cited 
contention of DharmakƯrti: If cognition were not perceived, its object would 
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not be perceived either.43 For only if cognition is perceived can the object within 
it appear. The contention is further justified by the slightly more general claim 
that an enabler of knowledge can only enable knowledge if it is perceived: 
Light, if invisible, would not be able to illuminate. The reason property (hetu) 
in an inference, if unapprehended, would not enable knowledge of the target 
property. Two immediate direct realist rejoinders suggest themselves. (1) to say 
“only if cognition is perceived can the object within it appear” is to assume that 
the object is within cognition—to prematurely assume the idealist conclusion 
that the object is within, rather than external to, cognition. (2) There are 
counterexamples to the general claim that enablers of knowledge must be 
perceived. A sense-faculty enables perceptual knowledge, but is held by both 
sides to be imperceptible. There is now an extensive literature on what could be 
called the “CC” claim—that cognition of an object necessarily entails cognition 
of its cognition. An important early landmark was Matilal (1986: 148–60). For 
Jayanta’s insightful discussion of CC in Blossoms of Reasoning, see Watson and 
Kataoka (2010: 304–10, 325–39) and Watson (2014).

Premise 2 asserts that if—as claimed by premise 1—cognition is perceived, 
then cognition must have some form. If cognition were formless we would see 
straight through it; it would lack any features that could be picked up by any 
sense-faculty, whether one of the five external sense-faculties or the inner sense.

Premise 3 reminds us of what was agreed at the outset by both the idealist 
and the direct realist, that we perceive only one form. It is thus ruled out that 
we perceive one form of cognition and one of an object. So the only possibility 
remaining is that the one form we perceive belongs to cognition, not to an 
external object outside of cognition.

The argument has been discussed in the following places: Taber (2010), 
Watson and Kataoka (2010), and Watson (2014).44

STAGE 2: IDEALISM VERSUS REPRESENTATIONALISM

Having looked at idealist arguments against the direct realist in stage 1, we now 
turn to the idealist attempts to overcome the representationalist in stage 2.

The representationalists agree that the forms we perceive belong to 
cognition. They thus do not disagree with anything that the idealist asserts 
in stage 1. Disagreement begins when we reach the question of the genesis 
of the forms that belong to cognition: How did they get there? For the 
representationalist they are taken on by cognition from an external object—in 
the sense that the presence of an external object causes an image or form to 
arise within cognition, this form resembling the form of the external object. 
The representationalist postulates external objects as the best explanation of 
the forms in consciousness that we directly experience; without them the latter 
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become mysterious. The issue that thus separates the representationalist and 
the idealist is whether there is a sound inference from forms within cognition 
to external objects. The task of the idealist in stage 2 is to show that no such 
sound inference exists.

The idealist argumentation relies on an admission on the part of the 
representationalist that external objects are not directly perceived, but only 
inferred. (It may be that not all forms of representationalism on offer in our 
period conceded this. Even restricting ourselves to SautrƗntika positions, and not 
including SƗৄkhya ones, it may be that some articulations of representationalism 
regarded the external object as directly perceived by means of the representation 
within consciousness.45 But when DharmakƯrti and his followers argue from an 
idealist perspective against SautrƗntika representationalism, they are arguing 
against a position that regards external objects as only inferred (anumeya), 
never perceived (grƗhya).)

I give two arguments that the idealist uses against the representationalist.

2.1 Argument from the Impossibility of Establishing Causation

The inference of an external object as the cause of a form in cognition will be an 
inference of a cause from its effect (as is the inference of fire from smoke). The 
inference of a cause from an effect can obviously only get going after a causal 
relationship has been established. But it is not possible to establish causation 
between an external object and a form within cognition. When we are able to 
establish a causal relation between two things, say fire and smoke (such that we 
can subsequently infer instances of fire from instances of smoke), the following 
at the very least are necessary: (1) a plurality of perceptions of the co-presence of 
fire and smoke; (2) a plurality of perceptions of the co-absence of fire and smoke. 
Without these two we would not even be able to establish correlation, let alone 
causation. We would have no reason for thinking that whenever smoke occurs, 
fire occurs, and whenever fire does not occur, smoke does not occur. Now we 
cannot have a plurality of perceptions of the co-presence of an external object 
and a form within cognition, in fact we cannot even have one such perception, 
because we cannot, ex hypothesi, perceive external objects. The power of this 
argument derives from the fact that it is not just an expression of the idealist’s 
own position: It appeals to what the representationalists themselves maintain—
that external objects cannot be perceived but only inferred. The idealist points 
to two representationalist claims that are hard to reconcile: External objects are 
never perceived, and an external object can be inferred as a cause.

The best the representationalist can do is propose an inference of external 
objects as causes that does not appeal to perception of co-presence, and is based 
only on perception of co-absence: When no external object is there, we don’t 
perceive a form within consciousness.46 For an inference to be based only on 
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co-absence does not disqualify it; both sides accept certain such inferences, so 
the idealist must take this possibility seriously and provide good reasons for 
rejecting it. The impossibility of perception of co-presence is not fatal.

I give two examples of such inferences that both sides accept. (1) When no 
colored object is placed next to a crystal, the crystal looks colorless. Therefore 
when a crystal looks colored, we can infer that a colored object has been placed 
next to it.47

(2) In the absence of a functioning sense-faculty, perception does not take 
place. Therefore, when perception does take place, we can infer the existence 
of a functioning sense-faculty. Here is a little more elaboration. When a blind 
man stands with eyes open in front of a painting, he sees nothing. This means 
that despite several causes of perception being present—proximity of an object, 
open eyes, undistracted attention—there must be some further cause that is 
lacking in this case but present in successful cases of perception. This further 
cause is a functioning sense-faculty.48

The representationalist’s inference and these two all have the following 
structure. They begin with the assertion that when one crucial cause is lacking 
(external object, colored object next to the crystal, functioning sense-faculty) 
the effect is absent (perception of, respectively, a form, a colored crystal, the 
painting); and they then infer from the presence of the effect to the presence of 
that crucial cause. They are all valid, being cases of modus tollens. And the first 
two are also sound. The question mark hanging over the representationalist’s 
inference is whether its major premise is true.

Its major premise—the claim of co-absence—is that when an external object 
is not there, then despite all other causes of perception being present (light, 
functioning sense-faculty, etc.), no form appears in consciousness. There are 
at least six slightly different ways in which we can gloss this claim. (i) When 
no external object is there, we experience a cognition without form. (ii) When 
no external object is there, we do not experience a cognition with form. Then 
the hypothetical (H) equivalents of those two: (i-H) If no external object were 
there, we would experience a cognition without form. (ii-H) If no external 
object were there, we would not experience a cognition with form. Then a third 
alternative and its hypothetical equivalent: (iii) When no external blue object, 
say, is there (but rather an external yellow object), we do not experience a blue 
form in cognition (but rather a yellow form). (iii-H) If no external blue object 
were there (but rather an external yellow object), we would not experience a 
blue form in cognition (but rather a yellow form).

(i) and (i-H) appeal to the experience of a cognition with no form and 
content. Such an experience was not held by either the representationalist or 
the idealist to have been within the reach of non-Yogins or the non-awakened. 
So insofar as commonly accepted phenomena will be preferred as examples in 
this debate, it will not serve the representationalist well. Both sides hold that 
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all worldly cognition, at least, has form (sƗkƗravƗda); a formless cognition is a 
potential threat to that shared theory.

So this might lead the representationalist to phrase the major premise as (ii). 
Rather than appealing to the presence of a certain experience (one without 
form and content), they appeal to the absence of an experience (one with 
form and content). But when do these absences of experience take place? Are 
we not always having an experience? In which case how can we verify the 
purported absences of cognition when no external object is present? So that 
might motivate the move to (ii-H), where the absence of experience becomes 
merely hypothetical, or to (iii) or (iii-H), where there is no appeal to absence of 
form-containing experience per se, only to the absence of an experience with a 
particular form.

The problem with (ii-H) will be explored below, in the context of a 
discussion of the crystal inference. What evidence can the representationalists 
provide in favor of (iii)? By their own admission, all we have perceptual access 
to in the case described is a yellow form within cognition—not also a yellow 
external object. So they cannot assert what the characteristics of the external 
object are that is supposedly causing the form. To know that it is not a blue 
object but a yellow one would require a means of checking the features of the 
external object, something they themselves deny. How about (iii-H)? How can 
we assume that there is a relation of “same color” between external object and 
form if we cannot observe the color of the external object in even a single case? 
What firm reasons for correspondence are there? How do we even know that 
the external objects are things that have color?

(i), (ii), and (iii) begin with “When no external (blue) object is there.” But 
given the representationalist’s admission that external objects are perceptually 
inaccessible, how could we know when or if no external (blue) object is there?

If everything apart from cognition and the forms within cognition lies 
beyond a veil of perceptual ignorance, then we are unable to perceptually 
verify not only co-presence but also co-absence. Yet the inference can only go 
through if one of these is known. Prior to the inference, if all we have to go on 
is perception, and if perception can tell us nothing about external objects, then 
not only can we not know that an external object is present: we cannot know 
that an external object is absent either. Perception is no more able to help us 
establish co-absence than co-presence.49

But perhaps perception is not all we have to go on. The representationalist 
can admit that perception cannot help to establish the co-absence, and so 
give up on the non-hypothetical formulations, (i), (ii), and (iii), and opt for 
a hypothetical formulation that could be supported by reasoning rather than 
perception. Some difficulties with (i-H) and (iii-H) have been given above. 
(ii-H) will be addressed below.
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2.2 The Superior Candidacy of Latent Impressions over External Objects

The representationalist argues that the best candidate for the cause of forms 
within cognition is an external object. But the idealist argues that there 
is a better candidate: “latent impressions”/“traces of earlier experiences” 
(vƗsanƗs). These latent impressions are not ad hoc entities imported here by 
the YogƗcƗra to enable argumentation in favor of idealism. They are appealed 
to by the representationalists too (and the direct realists) in at least three 
domains: memory, karma, and dreaming. What is it that enables us to recall 
an experience at some separation of time from the experience itself? The 
experience, if significant enough for the subject, lays down an impression of 
itself in the subject, which remains latent unless and until it is triggered by 
something, for example, a present experience similar to the earlier one. This 
results in the activation of the trace, which causes a memory. What is it that 
explains how an action that has long since ceased causes a karmic result? The 
action laid down a trace, which becomes activated later. What explains the 
appearance to consciousness of a dream image, when nothing in the external 
world around the dreamer corresponds to the image? The activation of a latent 
impression. These latent impressions are stored in an unconscious part of the 
self for the non-Buddhists, and in an unconscious part of the mind-stream for 
the Buddhists.

On the one hand the representationalist attributes to latent impressions the 
power to produce images within consciousness both in the context of dreaming 
and of memory. On the other hand, the representationalist’s claim that external 
objects are forever imperceptible prevents him from claiming knowledge that 
external objects can produce images within consciousness. Given these two, 
it appears that for the representationalist the best candidate for the producer 
of images within consciousness, when we are awake and perceiving, should 
be latent impressions. The representationalist asserts that, when remembering 
and dreaming, X produces images within consciousness; so surely it is more 
reasonable to assert that, when perceiving too, X produces images, than that 
some imperceptible Y produces those images.50

2.3 The Difference of the Representationalist’s Inference from the Sense-
Faculty Inference and the Crystal Inference

Those are the two interlocking idealist arguments—that from the impossibility 
of establishing causation and that from the superior candidacy of latent 
impressions over external objects—against the representationalist’s inference 
of external objects. Let us finish by considering the salient differences between 
the representationalist’s inference and the two abovementioned, similar but 
sound inferences.
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The inference of the existence of the sense-faculties notes that despite all other 
causes of perception being present, perception does not arise in the absence of 
a functioning sense-faculty, so that the rise of a perception entails the existence 
of a functioning sense-faculty. Similarly the representationalist’s inference of 
external objects notes that despite all other causes of perception being present 
(light, functioning sense-faculty, etc.), no form appears in consciousness in the 
absence of an external object, so that the rise of a form in consciousness entails the 
existence of an external object. Sense-faculties were regarded as imperceptible, 
so the fact that external objects are imperceptible for the representationalist 
does not mark the representationalist’s inference as different or objectionable. 
Why, then, is the representationalist’s inference different? Because, in these 
inferences of something imperceptible, it is crucial that the inferred is the best 
explanation of the phenomenon in question. In the case of the sense-faculty 
inference, no one doubts that the presence and absence of a functioning sense-
faculty is the best explanation of occurrence of perception in the non-blind and 
its nonoccurrence in the blind. But there is doubt over whether the presence 
and absence of an external object is the best explanation of the occurrence 
and nonoccurrence of a form within consciousness. A rival explanation is the 
presence and absence of an activated latent impression—I perceive a table when 
a table-latent-impression is activated, and not when one is not. And as we have 
just seen, there are reasons for supposing an activated latent impression to 
actually be a better explanation than an externally existing table.

Now let us consider the crystal inference: When no colored object is placed 
next to a crystal, the crystal looks colorless. Therefore, when a crystal looks 
colored, we can infer that a colored object has been placed next to it. The 
representationalist’s inference looks exactly parallel: When no external object 
is placed next to a sense-faculty, no form will appear in cognition. Therefore, 
when a form appears in cognition, we can infer the presence of an external 
object.

But in the case of a crystal, we can perceive both the presence and absence 
of a colored object placed next to it. We might not always be able to do so. But 
an occasion on which we see only the colored crystal—the colored object being 
hidden from us—will enable us to infer the presence of the colored object only 
because of numerous past perceptions of a colored crystal in the presence of 
a colored object, and of a colorless crystal in the absence of any object in the 
vicinity. The parallel perceptions of co-presence and co-absence (of external 
object, and form within cognition) are not available to the representationalist.

Now the representationalist may reply along the following lines. (1) It is not 
fair to criticize me for not being able to perceive the co-presence (of external 
object and form), because my inference is based only on co-absence. (2) I admit 
that the co-absence cannot be perceived, but it can be arrived at through the 
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hypothetical consideration expressed by (ii-H), namely: If no external object 
were there, we would not experience a cognition with form.

The representationalist will need to provide justification for this hypothetical 
claim, which he can do by claiming that cognition in its true nature is clear and 
transparent (svaccha), like a colorless piece of glass or crystal. If that were the 
case, then it would be true that in the absence of external influence, no form 
would appear in cognition, just as when no colored object is placed in the 
vicinity of the crystal, there is no appearance of color in the crystal. Form in 
cognition, like color in crystal, could only be inherited from outside.

Where have we got to? The representationalist has admitted that they 
can perceive neither the co-presence nor the co-absence, but claimed they 
can establish the co-absence by stating it hypothetically and supporting that 
hypothetical claim by appealing to cognition’s intrinsic formlessness and 
transparency. So far so good. But now the difficulty comes: How will they 
support the claim that cognition is intrinsically clear and transparent, like a 
crystal? The disanalogy between cognition and a crystal mentioned above 
presents itself here again as an obstacle. We can inspect the area around the 
crystal, but we cannot perceptually inspect the area “around cognition,” by 
the representationalist’s own admission. We are able to perceive not only 
the crystal and its color, but also external objects close to it. And because 
we can perceive external objects close to it, we can determine that when 
we do not perceive them, they are not there. We can then correlate both 
situations—presence and absence of external objects—with, respectively, 
color in the crystal and non-color in the crystal. Thus we can arrive at the 
view that when unaffected by external objects, the crystal is colorless. But 
how can the representationalist arrive at the view that when unaffected by 
external objects, cognition lacks form?

All the representationalist can perceive are cognition and its forms. 
Parallelism would thus dictate that all we can perceive are the crystal and its 
colors. It has different colors at different times, but we have no way of knowing 
when an object is placed next to it, or what color such an object may be. If that 
were the situation, we would not know if the changes in the crystal’s color were 
produced by its own nature or something extrinsic to it. We would not know 
that it is intrinsically colorless.

The crystal inference is sound because we can perceive the relevant co-
presence, the relevant co-absence, and we can easily establish that the crystal is 
transparent in its intrinsic nature. The representationalist can perceive neither 
the relevant co-presence, nor the co-absence, nor establish the transparent 
nature of cognition which could enable him to infer the co-absence.

But it needs to be pointed out that the idealist agrees with the 
representationalist that cognition is transparent in its true nature. In claiming 
that cognition is like a crystal in that respect, the representationalist is not 
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asserting anything that the idealist will object to. So if the idealist grants to 
the representationalist that cognition is clear and formless in its true nature, is 
the representationalist not home and dry? They can then use that to support the 
hypothetical statement of the co-absence, which can serve as the major premise 
in their inference of external objects. The problem is that what the idealist and 
the representationalist mean by “clear and formless in its true nature” differs.51 
For the representationalist cognition is clear and formless in the absence of 
external objects; only if that is true will the presence of form in cognition entail 
the presence of an external object. For the idealist it is not clear and formless in 
the absence of external objects, as it can be muddied by latent impressions. So 
what the idealists mean when they assert that cognition is clear in its true nature 
is: clear in the absence of latent impressions.52 If that is what is meant by the 
purity and clarity of cognition in its own nature, then we cannot say that in the 
absence of an external object there is no cognition with form (for the form can 
be derived from a latent impression even in the absence of an external object). 
And if we cannot say that, then the representationalist’s inference fails: We can 
conclude nothing from the presence of form in cognition.

There is one additional consideration—embarrassing for the 
representationalist in its simplicity—that discredits the major premise of the 
representationalist’s inference, thus distinguishing it from the two sound ones. 
It is not true that in the absence of external objects cognition lacks form, for 
cognition has form in such cases as remembering, dreaming, and imagining, 
when no external object is exerting causal influence.53

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This article has considered arguments in favor of the two halves of Buddhist 
idealism: (1) What we directly perceive are forms within consciousness. (2) 
There is no good inference from those forms to external objects, as they are 
better explained by latent impressions. What it has not done is consider how 
Buddhist idealists would then respond to objections such as the following, that 
are provoked by their idealist conclusions.

(1) They explain waking perception as caused by the same mechanism as 
dreaming and remembering: latent impressions. But there is no mystery as 
to the provenance of the latent impressions that are active in dreaming and 
remembering: They can be explained as laid down by earlier perceptions. 
What, however, is the provenance of the latent impressions that, according to 
the Buddhist idealist, cause our perceptions? The problem seems particularly 
acute in the case of something perceived for the first time—something, say, that 
has only just been invented (so impressions laid down by perceptions in a past 
life cannot be appealed to).54
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(2) The Buddhist is not a solipsist, believing rather in the real plurality of 
individual streams of consciousness. So this brand of idealism might escape 
Bertrand Russell’s arguments about the difficulties posed to idealism by cats 
and other people. If a cat is not just my own sense-data, but a separately 
existing being, albeit one consisting ultimately only of a mind-stream, then 
perhaps its hunger and its movement across the room pose less of a problem 
for the idealist? And if the noises we hear when we take it that a human being is 
speaking do indeed emanate from another sentient being, then Russell’s point 
about the implausibility of these not being the expression of a thought can be 
neutralized.

But if cats and people are nonphysical mind-streams, why and how do I 
experience them as moving and speaking? And if the world I experience is 
projected by my own latent impressions, how can anything enter that world 
from outside of me, and be experienced by me, whether it is a physical object 
or a mind-stream?55 Perceiving each other and communicating with each other 
looks to be impossible for two different mind-streams without abandoning the 
principle that everything I perceive is the result of the maturation of a latent 
impression within my own mind-stream. As long as that principle is adhered 
to, it looks like the only two brands of idealism available are ones that are 
disavowed by the Buddhist: (i) the solipsistic view that I am the only mind-
stream in the universe, everyone I meet being only figments in my dream-world; 
(ii) the assertion of a plurality of mind-streams combined with the claim that 
they can never encounter one another or communicate. How can the Buddhists 
defend their version of idealism according to which different mind-streams can 
meet and interact, without compromising the above-mentioned principle?

If it seems hard to make sense of the possibility of one Buddhist mind-stream 
perceiving another, it seems even harder to make sense of one mind-
stream perceiving objects projected by the latent impressions in another 
mind-stream. But if I cannot see anything that another mind-stream sees, how 
can we communicate successfully?56

(3) If the Buddhist idealist denies the existence of a physical spatio-temporal 
world, so that different mind-streams cannot be assigned to different bodies or 
different locations, how can we differentiate mind-streams? How, in principle, 
could they be individuated? And what, in practice, keeps them separate from 
one another, such that one does not experience the latent impressions produced 
by the perceptions and actions of another?57

There are many possible accounts of the story that has been told in this 
article. One, not the only, is as follows. The stage 1 arguments show that 
there are difficulties with direct realism that may motivate a move to 
representationalism. The stage 2 arguments show that representationalism will 
be forced to slide into idealism. The representationalist middle ground is not 
stable, for its own presuppositions render problematic the move from mental 
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representations to the existence of external objects that purportedly cause the 
representations. The difficulties with idealism pointed to in the concluding 
remarks have not been explored in this article. But if further exploration were 
not to lead to satisfactory solutions, this could motivate four possible moves. 
(1) Attempt to modify idealism in such a way as to make room for satisfactory 
solutions. (2) Resuscitate direct realism. (3) Seek a kind of representationalism 
that asserts that we do have perceptual access to external objects. (4) Retain 
the representationalist admission of perceptual access only to forms within 
cognition, but argue for the existence of external objects by means of abductive 
reasoning to the best explanation (arthƗpatti), rather than through a deductively 
valid modus tollens inference (anumƗna) that aims at certitude.58

NOTES

1 In the light of these three differences, I regard it as surprising that Duckworth 
(2017) uses “panpsychism” rather than “idealism” for the view of YogƗcƗra 
Buddhism.

2 Some may be used to “content” being used of internal representations and 
“object” being used of external objects. I resist that usage for it leaves us with no 
common term that can be used by all three of these groups to refer to whatever 
it is that is the immediate object of perception, which makes it very difficult for 
them to talk to each other and for their views to be articulated in non-question-
begging ways. I thus use “content” and “object” synonymously to refer to the 
immediate object of perception, which for the direct realist is an external object, 
and for the other two groups is an image internal to consciousness. This also 
accords with Sanskrit articulations of these debates, where words like grƗhya are 
used in this neutral sense to refer to whatever it is that is the immediate object of 
perception, whether an internal image or externally existing object.

3 For further elaboration of what these “latent impressions” are, see p. 160.

4 Cf. Matilal (1986: 223–7) and Ram-Prasad (2002: 238–40).

5 The common characterization of the VaibhƗৢikas as direct realists in fact requires 
a significant qualification. Although for them the five sense consciousnesses 
indeed make direct contact with an external object, the mental consciousness 
(manovijñƗna) that sits above them and recognizes or discerns the physical object 
is presented only with a representation: It thus perceives the external object not 
directly but indirectly. I owe this qualification to Robert Sharf (2018), who deals 
with the VaibhƗৢika theory at length; see especially pp. 830–52.

6 Advaita VedƗnta is not straightforward to place. It is true that for it there is 
nothing real other than consciousness, which makes it look like idealism, but 
its proponents make a firm distinction between the objects or contents of our 
experience and consciousness; they never claim that objects are just consciousness 
taking a certain form, or that objects are of the nature of consciousness, as the 
Buddhist idealist and the non-dualistic ĝaiva assert. Indeed Advaita VedƗntins 
argue firmly against Buddhist idealists on this point. Buddhists collapse the 
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distinction between objects and consciousness; for Advaita VedƗntins that 
distinction is fundamental. Without it, their view of the unreality of objects but 
reality of consciousness would be harder to maintain.

7 For a particularly well-expressed description of NaiyƗyika direct realism, see 
Matilal (2002: 105–6).

8 The passage of the NyƗyamañjarƯ that this article discusses was edited by Kataoka 
(2003), translated into Japanese by Kataoka (2006), and translated into English by 
Watson and Kataoka (2010).

9 For which of Jayanta’s Buddhist arguments go back to which earlier author, 
see Watson and Kataoka (2010) and Watson (2014: 401, note 1). KumƗrila, as 
mentioned, was not a Buddhist idealist, but rather a MƯmƗূsaka direct realist, 
so the idealist arguments that go back to him are found in passages where 
his Buddhist opponent is speaking. KumƗrila preserves a stage of Buddhist 
argumentation that falls between DignƗga and DharmakƯrti in its level of 
development and sophistication: See Taber (2010), Watson and Kataoka (2010: 
292–8, 303–11), Watson (2014: 405), and Watson (forthcoming, b).

10 One slight falsification or “tidying up” in my presentation is that the arguments 
in Blossoms of Reasoning are not as neatly divided into stage 1 and stage 2 as they 
are in this article. Some stage 1 arguments are presented as not only capable of 
establishing that the forms we perceive are not external objects, but as capable 
of discrediting the existence of external objects altogether. This is true not 
only of Jayanta’s Blossoms of Reasoning, but also of many other sources—both 
non-Buddhist and Buddhist—that present stage 1 arguments (such as that from 
necessary co-perception).

11 There are two questions here, not always clearly distinguished. (1) Do the 
arguments given by YogƗcƗra Buddhists, if successful, yield the conclusion of the 
non-existence of any objects external to consciousness, or merely the nonexistence 
of external objects that are the content of, or cause the content of, perception? 
(2) Did YogƗcƗra Buddhists take their arguments to establish the non-existence 
of any objects external to consciousness, or merely the nonexistence of external 
objects that are the content of, or cause the content of, perception? See Hayes 
(1988), Kapstein (1988), Oetke (1992), Lusthaus (2002), Schmithausen (2005), 
Arnold (2008), Kapstein (2014: 128ff.), Kellner and Taber (2014), Ratié (2014a), 
Kellner (2017), Perrett (2017: 62ff.).

12 On Vasubandhu’s explicit naming of citta, manas, vijñƗna and vijñapti as 
synonyms at the beginning of the ViۨĞikƗ, see Kachru (2021: 26–9).

13 On the precise use to which Vasubandhu puts dreaming in his proof of idealism, 
see Kachru (2021: 43–84).

14 Just as it is mistaken to think that the idealists’ thesis commits them to the view 
that objects are experienced “in the head” or “inside the subject,” so too it is at 
best misleading and at worst mistaken to attribute to the idealist the view that 
objects exist “in the head.” If one makes the mistake (from the idealists’ point 
of view) of thinking that cognition/consciousness is spatially located within the 
head/body, then one will take the idealists’ thesis to commit them to the view 
that objects exist inside the head/body. In order to enter the view of the idealist, 
one should rather think of cognition as filling the space between one’s body and 
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the object, and indeed as comprising the nature of one’s body and the object and 
everything else in the universe.

15 Here and for the rest of the article I am setting aside the complication of the 
existence of a YogƗcƗra Buddhist idealist nirƗkƗravƗda, such as that held by 
RatnƗkaraĞƗnti.

16 PrƗbhƗkara MƯmƗূsakas held that we perceive both cognition and an object 
outside that, but they are not involved in the particular debate that I am writing 
about—between NaiyƗyika and BhƗ৬৬a MƯmƗূsaka direct realists, SautrƗntika 
representationalists, and YogƗcƗra Buddhist idealists.

17 To avoid sexist language I use “they,” “their” etc. to refer to “the idealist,” “the 
representationalist” and “the direct realist.” Third-person pronouns, plural 
in form but singular in meaning, have been a part of English since at least the 
sixteenth century.

18 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.1.3. Numbers following § refer to the section numbers 
given both in Kataoka’s (2003*) edition and Watson and Kataoka’s (2010) 
translation.

19 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.1.1. For other appeals to parsimony (or “simplicity” or 
“lightness”) in proofs of idealism, see Siderits (2007: 157–8) and Perrett (2017: 
62ff.). Siderits, Finnigan (2017: 182–3) and Kachru (2021: 145ff.) all take 
Vasubandhu to be using parsimony as an argument against external objects at 
ViۨĞikƗ 6–7. Although Vasubandhu does not name parsimony (kalpanƗlƗghava) 
as the principle involved in his argument, that is indeed a reasonable way to 
interpret it.

20 Jayanta takes the argument from KumƗrila’s ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 10–20. 
DharmakƯrti does not give an argument for idealism from parsimony; thanks to 
Birgit Kellner for this piece of information (email June 2nd, 2019).

21 For more on what these “latent impressions” are, see p. 160.

22 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 4.7.1.

23 Siderits (2007: 173) considers a realist response to idealist claims of parsimony 
that partly resembles this, and partly resembles Taber’s abovementioned 
response—that there is a complexity to the idealist theory that means it is not 
actually more parsimonious.

24 This argument comes from DharmakƯrti. Cf. PramƗ۬avƗrttika 3:301–19 (on which 
see Kellner 2017: 108–9 and Taber 2005: 197–8, note 98) and PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya 
1:34–7. Jayanta’s YogƗcƗra Buddhist exponent of the argument cites 
PramƗ۬avƗrttika 3:302: tatrƗnubhavamƗtre۬a jñƗnasya sad܀ĞƗtmanaۊ | bhƗvyaۨ 
tenƗtmanƗ yena pratikarma vibhajyate || “A cognition [focused] on a [particular 
blue object] (tatra), having a similar nature [to other cognitions of other objects] 
insofar as it is [like them] a mere cognition, must have a nature in virtue of which 
it is differentiated in accordance with its object.” See Watson and Kataoka (2010: 
313) for some evidence that Jayanta’s formulation of the argument has also been 
influenced by Dharmottara’s NyƗyabinduܒƯkƗ.

A particularly rich, and as yet completely unstudied treatment of the argument 
is found in the NareĞvaraparƯk܈ƗprakƗĞa (pp. 17,3–26,19; see Watson 2006: 
333, note 2) by RƗmaka৆৬ha (c. 950–1000), who like Dharmottara and Jayanta 
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was writing in Kashmir. A precursor of the argument is found in ĝlokavƗrttika, 
ĞǌnyavƗda 19–20 (see note 26).

25 In the PramƗ۬avƗrttika verses from which this argument derives (3: 301–19), 
DharmakƯrti is clearly arguing for a representationalist view against a direct 
realist one. See Kellner’s (2017: 108) description of those verses as defending “a 
SautrƗntika-style theory of perception based on causation and resemblance against 
Brahmanical interlocutors.”

26 A precursor of this point is found in ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 19–20: tasmƗd 
ubhayasiddhatvƗj jñƗnasyƗkƗrakalpanƗ | jyƗyasƯ bhavatas tv arthaۨ kalpayitvƗ 
bhaved iyam || tadasiddhƗv aĞaktatvƗt, tenaivaۨ viprakܒ܈܀atƗ | pratyƗsannaۨ 
ca sambaddhaۨ grƗhyaۨ mama bhavi܈yati ||. [Idealist:] “Therefore because 
it (i.e. cognition) is established for both of us, it is better to postulate a form 
belonging to cognition. [The difference between us is just that] for you [realists] 
this [postulating of form in cognition] is something you have to do after 
postulating an external object, because if a [form within cognition] were not 
established [cognition] would be incapable [of perceiving the object]. On the 
view that [cognition lacks form], the [thing to be perceived] is far away [from 
cognition]. [But] on my view the thing to be perceived is very close and connected 
[it being internal].” Jayanta echoes this wording in his formulation of the 
argument (§ 3.3.1).

27 Though not occurring in Blossoms of Reasoning, this is effectively the move 
that the BhƗ৬৬a MƯmƗূsaka direct realist makes at Tattvasa۪graha 244–5 (citing, 
with minor variation of wording, ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞabdanityatƗ 406–7). See Ratié 
(2014b: 77–9, 288).

28 For more on the opposition between the form view and the causation view, see 
Watson and Kataoka (2010: 313).

29 This point was already contained, in condensed form, in the 
AbhidharmakoĞabhƗ܈ya (p. 134,5–7): kiۨ punar asya sƗd܀Ğyam? tadƗkƗratƗ. ata 
eva tad indriyƗd apy utpannaۨ vi܈ayaۨ vijƗnƗtƯty ucyate, nendriyam. “What then 
is [cognition]’s similarity [to its object]? It is the fact that it takes on the form of 
[its object]. That is why although [cognition] arises from a sense-faculty it is said to 
perceive the object, not the sense-faculty.” For similar but slightly different remarks 
about sense-faculties in this same context of Buddhist rejections of direct realism 
because of considerations of object-specificity, see PramƗ۬avƗrttika 3:303–305 and 
PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya ad 1:34, p. 31, 10ff. (On PramƗ۬avƗrttika 3:305, see Kellner 
2009–2010: 187–91). Those remarks are different insofar as here sense-faculties 
feature as a counterexample to causation as a possible explanation of object-
specificity, whereas there sense-faculties are being discussed as themselves the 
explanation of object-specificity.

30 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.3.2.

31 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 4.8.1.

32 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 4.8.2.

33 My thinking here was helped by an exchange with Birgit Kellner (email August 
25th, 2021). She also pointed me to the following passage where DharmakƯrti 
makes fun of the direct realist’s position on similar grounds (it remains shrouded 
in mystery insofar as it does not provide any feature of cognition that accounts for 
object-specificity): PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya ad 1:34, pp. 31,13–32,3.
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34 I am here adapting an argument used by the Buddhist ĝƗntarakৢita against a BhƗ৬৬a 
MƯmƗূsaka direct realist. The latter, while defending a MƯmƗূsƗ conception of 
the self, asserts that cognition is permanent and one, all diversity falling on the 
side of external objects (Tattvasa۪graha 242, citing ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞabdanityatƗ 
404). The Buddhist responds by pointing to the case of seeing a patch of ground 
first as an elephant and then as a horse (Tattvasa۪graha 249 and -pañjikƗ ad loc.). 
See Ratié (2014b: 76, 80, 286–7, 290–1).

35 There is a fifth stage 1 argument that I will have to skip altogether, that from 
the impossibility of incompatible properties residing in an external object: see 
NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.7 and Watson and Kataoka (2010: 321–2).

36 PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya 1:54ab: sahopalambhaniyamƗd abhedo nƯlataddhiyoۊ.
37 See, for example, PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya p. 40,2–3: na hy anayor ekƗkƗrƗnupalambhe 

’nyopalambho ’sti.

38 See also Matsumoto (1980), Kellner (2017: 113–15) and Saccone (2018: 106–11, 
279–92).

39 See also brief remarks by Finnigan (2017: 188–90) and Kachru (2019: 66ff.).

40 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.2.4.

41 NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.2.1–3.2.3.

42 PramƗ۬asamuccaya 1:11cd. See Watson and Kataoka (2010: 308–10) on the 
evolution of this argument as it passes from DignƗga to KumƗrila to Jayanta. On 
the argument in DignƗga, see Kellner (2010) and (2011).

43 PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya 1:54cd: apratyak܈opalambhasya nƗrthadܒ܈܀iۊ prasidhyati; “For 
someone who does not perceive a cognition, the perception of its object is not 
established [either].” See also PramƗ۬avƗrttika 3:443ab and 3:446 for the point 
that perception of an object necessarily entails perception of cognition.

44 Taber (2010) focusses more on the argument as articulated by KumƗrila; the 
other two publications on the argument as articulated by Jayanta. I disagree with 
two features of Taber’s interpretation of KumƗrila’s argument. When KumƗrila’s 
Buddhist idealist speaker states that cognition must be perceived before the object 
is perceived, I take this to be an unwanted consequence (prasa۪ga) that follows 
from realist presuppositions (see Watson and Kataoka 2010: 311–12; Watson 
2014: 405). It is contradicted by Buddhist presuppositions: Since cognition and 
object are non-different for the Buddhist, cognition clearly cannot be perceived 
before the object is perceived. The fact that Taber does not keep in view that this 
is a consequence of realist presuppositions is a significant factor in his dismissal 
of the argument: “Moreover, the notion that cognitions arise by themselves prior 
to cognizing their objects seems gratuitous and dogmatic as well and presents 
the spectacle of a kind of double event. First the cognition, aware of itself and 
its specific form, arises, then it ‘apprehends’ an object, which apprehension has 
exactly the same structure as the initial self-apprehension of the cognition—for 
the form that is evident when the object is apprehended supposedly belongs to the 
cognition!” (2010: 290). I think the argument is not as flawed as he sees it. It is 
not that it postulates two events with the same structure; rather it claims just that 
if an object existed outside of cognition, cognition would have to perceive itself 
before perceiving that object. (Vaۊ in ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 21b, meaning “for 
you [realists who hold that cognition illuminates an external insentient object],” 
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underlines that what follows is a consequence that falls undesirably to the realist, not 
something seriously asserted by the Buddhist.) As to why it follows that cognition 
would have to perceive itself before it could perceive an external insentient object, 
see Watson and Kataoka (2010: 306, 308) and Watson (2014: 408).

Secondly, Taber (2010: 286) takes na copalabdhir astƯha nirƗkƗrƗsu buddhi܈u 
(ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 31cd) to mean: “Moreover there is no perception [of an 
object] when cognitions are without form.” I understand it rather as: “Moreover 
there is no perception with respect to (i.e. perception of) cognitions that are 
without form.” On the first understanding cognitions are featuring as the subject 
of perception, on the second they are featuring as the object. The argument comes 
out as significantly different depending which of these two understandings one 
goes for. And if the second is correct, then support for one of Taber’s historical 
theses (p. 292) is removed.

These two ways in which I understand KumƗrila are how Jayanta understands 
KumƗrila. But that is of course not sufficient in itself to decide the matter.

45 See ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 40–55 and NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.6 for a SautrƗntika 
view according to which the form we perceive does not belong exclusively to 
cognition, but rather jointly to both cognition and the external object, being 
produced by their contact.

46 See PramƗ۬aviniĞcaya 1:58c’d: bƗhyasiddhiۊ syƗd vyatirekataۊ, “External [objects] 
could be established from co-absence.” This is cited at NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.4.1. For 
the text and translation of DharmakƯrti’s commentary on it, see Krasser (2004: 
142–3) and Kellner (2017: 115–16, and note 62).

47 See NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.4.1–3.4.2.

48 See AbhidharmakoĞabhƗ܈ya, p. 36,7–11: sati kƗra۬e kƗra۬ƗntarasyƗbhƗve 
kƗryasyƗbhƗvo dܒ܈܀o bhƗve ca punar bhƗvas tadyathƗ۪kurasya. saty eva 
cƗbhƗsaprƗpte vi܈aye manaskƗre ca kƗra۬e vi܈ayagraha۬asyƗbhƗvo dܒ܈܀aۊ 
punaĞ ca bhƗvaۊ, andhabadhirƗdƯnƗm anandhƗbadhirƗdƯnƗۨ ca. atas tatrƗpi 
kƗra۬ƗntarasyƗbhƗvo bhƗvaĞ ca niĞcƯyate. yac ca tat kƗra۬Ɨntaraۨ tad indriyam. 
“When [most] causes are present [but] one further cause is absent, the effect is 
found to be absent, and when [that further cause is also] present, [the effect], for 
example a sprout, is then present. Now when a manifest object and a [second] 
cause, attention [on the part of a perceiver], are present, perception of the object 
is found not to occur for the blind or deaf etc., but to occur for the non-blind, 
non-deaf etc. Therefore in this case too the absence and presence [respectively] of 
a further cause is determined. And that further cause is the sense-faculty.”

49 Cf. Ratié (2014a: 363): “… a causal relationship presupposes the invariable co-
presence (anvaya) and co-absence (vyatireka) of the two related entities; but in the 
case at hand, we cannot ascertain that whenever there is an external object, there 
is a cognition bearing a particular objective aspect, and that whenever there is no 
external object, there is no such cognition, because we cannot experience these 
two entities separately.”

50 See Manorathanandin’s PramƗ۬avƗrttikav܀tti, p. 220: ko hi viĞe܈o bƗhyo vƗ 
niyƗmakaۊ pratibhƗsasya prabuddhavƗsanƗviĞe܈aۊ samanantarapratyayo vƗ. tatra 
vƗsanƗyƗۊ sƗmarthyaۨ svapnƗdƗv upalabdhaۨ na tu bƗhyasya, nityaparok܈atvƗt. 
Ratié (2014a: 358) translates: “For what is it that determines the appearance [of 
cognition]: a particular external [entity], or rather, a particular imprint (vƗsanƗ) 
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that has [just] been awakened [and functions as an] immediate and similar 
antecedent (samanantarapratyaya)? Among these two [candidates, we] see that 
the imprint has this capacity in a dream for instance, but [we do] not [see] that 
an external [entity may have this capacity,] since it is forever imperceptible.” 
(I have removed a small misprint. And perhaps worth considering is that 
prabuddhavƗsanƗviĞe܈aۊ is a bahuvrƯhi.) Ratié discusses how her interpretation of 
this and the following passage differs from that of Arnold (2008).

51 See NyƗyamañjarƯ § 3.4.4.2.

52 See Tomlinson (2021: 277–8).

53 See, for examples of the idealist making this point against the representationalist 
but in a slightly different context, ĝlokavƗrttika, ĞǌnyavƗda 51cd and 
NyƗyamañjarƯ end of § 3.6.

One way the representationalist could respond is by availing himself of a claim 
made more commonly by direct realists (see e.g., ĝlokavƗrttika, nirƗlambanavƗda 
108ab): Cognition has form in dreaming and imagining only because of previous 
encounters with external objects; so it remains true that cognition would lack 
form if there were no external objects. Thanks to Birgit Kellner and Mark Siderits 
for suggesting this move to me.

54 Here are two possible Buddhist idealist answers. (1) Since the background 
cosmology accepted by not only Buddhists but also many of their non-Buddhist 
opponents was that the universe is beginningless and cyclical, anything “newly 
invented” can always have been invented in a previous cosmic cycle. (2) An 
invention is necessarily partite. Its ultimate parts can have been cognized earlier, 
so that what one newly learns is just the convention for conceptualizing this 
collection of parts as a single entity. I thank Roy Perrett and Mark Siderits for 
these two suggestions.

55 See the last sentence of the v܀tti on ViۨĞikƗ 10: itarathƗ hi vijñapter api 
vijñaptyantaram arthaۊ syƗd iti vijñaptimƗtratvaۨ na sidhyeta, arthavatƯtvƗd 
vijñaptƯnƗm.

56 Some sources to be consulted in considering YogƗcƗra solutions to these 
problems are: ViۨĞikƗ, especially verses 18ab, 19, 21, and the v܀tti thereon, 
SantƗnƗntarasiddhi, SantƗnƗntaradǌ܈a۬a, Yamabe (1998), Moriyama (2010), 
Perrett (2017), Tzohar (2017a) and (2017b: 268–75), Prueitt (2018), Kachru 
(2019). The common Buddhist idealist appeal to shared karmic seeds stored 
in the ƗlayavijñƗna seems only capable of establishing that I can see something 
qualitatively similar but numerically distinct from what another person sees. 
For each mind-stream has its own separate ƗlayavijñƗna with its own separate 
karmic seeds, and I can only see what is projected by my own karmic seeds. As 
Garfield (2019: 85) puts it, shared karma enables parallel subjectivity but not 
intersubjectivity.

57 See Oetke (1992: 220).

58 See Siderits (2020: 294–6) for the view that the inference of the sense-faculties 
(to which I compared the representationalist’s inference of external objects) is 
best seen as abductive reasoning to the best explanation (arthƗpatti). See Watson’s 
(2021: 498–9) remarks on the way that Indian inferences (anumƗna) were 
typically but mistakenly presented and understood as either yielding certainty or 
as fallacious.
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