H-Net Revit

in the Humanities & Social ¢

Lawrence J. McCrea, and Parimal G. Patil. Buddhist Philosophy of Language in
India: Jnanasrimitra on Exclusion. New York: Columbia University Press, 2010. 216 pp.

$82.50, cloth, ISBN 978-0-231-15094-1.

Reviewed by Vincent Eltschinger

Published on H-Buddhism (April, 2012)

LAWRENCE J. McCREA
A PARIMAL G. PATIL

Commissioned by Daniel A. Arnold (University of Chicago)

The theory of apoha (“exclusion”) represents
one of the Buddhist epistemologists’ most signifi-
cant contributions to Indian and, indeed, world
philosophy. Introduced by Dignaga (fifth-sixth
century CE?), the doctrine was originally meant to
solve difficulties in the theory of inference; in the
hands of Dignaga’s successor Dharmakirti (sixth
century?), it became the heart of Buddhist philos-
ophy. Answering Uddyotakara and Kumarila’s ob-
jections to Dignaga’s formulation, Dharmakirti
turned the theory into a system of human knowl-
edge, language, and practice (anchoring all of
them in an ontology), providing the Buddhist “two
truths” with a sound philosophical foundation.
Since Erich Frauwallner’s unsurpassed work of
the 1930s on Dharmakirti and Dharmottara’s ver-
sions of apoha, little has been done toward under-
standing this complex doctrine from within--a
task necessarily advanced by editing, translating,
and studying notoriously difficult texts in their
entirety. Things are, however, rapidly changing
for the better, and Lawrence ]J. McCrea and Pari-
mal G. Patil’s Buddhist Philosophy of Language in

India is a masterly contribution to recently re-
newed textually based interest in the apoha theo-
ry. Their study of the influential Apohaprakarana
(“Monograph on Exclusion”) of Jfianasrimitra
(floruit 975-1025) is a milestone in every respect:
of a very difficult Sanskrit text, it provides a care-
ful and reliable translation meant to set new stan-
dards of readability and accessibility; it locates
JAidnasrimitra’s version of apoha in the history of
Buddhist linguistic and epistemological ideas
(with special emphasis on his creative indebted-
ness to Dharmottara); and it constitutes a lucid
and accessible introduction to Buddhist episte-
mology as a whole. Moreover, the book abounds
in felicitous English renderings of Sanskrit techni-
cal terms and in useful conceptual distinctions.

In addition to an English translation and a
partially new edition of the Apohaprakarana, the
book comprises a substantial introduction, a very
useful topical outline of the text, and a bibliogra-
phy and general index; there are some forty-five
pages of endnotes to the introduction, translation,
and edition. The authors’ preface expresses a wel-



come plea for the significance of philologically
based philosophical studies in the American aca-
demic environment, “despite the very strong insti-
tutional pressures against philological (and col-
laborative) work.” The following statement is cer-
tainly worth repeating: “We have become increas-
ingly convinced of the need to break down the di-
vide between exegetical and analytical work in
Sanskrit studies. It has become clear to us that it is
simply impossible to properly explain, translate,
or even edit Sanskrit philosophical texts without a
sustained analysis of their arguments and a broad
and far-ranging exploration of their historical and
intellectual contexts. By the same token, responsi-
ble historical and philosophical analysis necessi-
tates systematic engagement with philological and
textual details” (p. ix). There can be little doubt
that the authors have succeeded in writing a
study that elegantly combines philological acu-
men, historical sensitivity, and a high degree of
philosophical penetration--qualities that are in-
deed required for understanding relatively late
strata of a literature that generally lacks both in-
digenous commentaries and Tibetan translations,
and that presuppose more than four centuries of
philosophical development and controversy.

The introduction issues a strong invitation to
go beyond the translation practices inspired by a
too-rigidly interpreted philological model. Togeth-
er with “the linguistic and conceptual complexity
of the works in question and ... the widespread re-
sistance among those educated in the Euro-Ameri-
can philosophical tradition to acknowledge works
from outside this tradition as being properly
philosophical,” these practices have, in the au-
thors’ opinion, “contributed to the neglect of the
[Buddhist epistemological] tradition in broader
Euro-American intellectual culture” (p. 34). If this
rich literature is to be made more broadly accessi-
ble, McCrea and Patil urge, “we must produce
translations and studies of Sanskrit philosophical
texts that can be read and understood by those
with no knowledge of Sanskrit and with little or
no previous exposure to the philosophical tradi-
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tions to which they belong.” Their strategies for
producing “accurate yet readable translations” in-
volve such things as avoidance of brackets “to
supply material that is taken to be implied by the
context”; explicit mention of the antecedents of
pronouns and substantivized adjectives, of the
unstated agents of actions, and of the names of
authors or texts quoted; segmentation of long San-
skrit sentences into several shorter English sen-
tences; and refusal of any rigid commitment to
lexical regularity (p. 35). In this reviewer’s opin-
ion, the authors have through such strategies suc-
ceeded in producing a highly readable, stylistical-
ly fluent, and terminologically consistent transla-
tion of the Apohaprakarana. (However, the ques-
tion whether this laudable effort will ever make
such works accessible to a broader educated audi-
ence remains open--after all, if it is true that cer-
tain translation practices will hamper the read-
ability of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, one can reason-
ably doubt whether any amount of translational
transparency will succeed in making it an accessi-
ble work.)

Before turning to a systematic presentation of
Jiianasrimitra’s version of apoha and its indebted-
ness to Dharmottara, the authors’ introduction of-
fers a short but often illuminating depiction of the
history, nature, methods, and topics of Buddhist
epistemology, and also of Jiianasrimitra’s institu-
tional and doctrinal environment. A few points in
this excellent introduction are debatable. The au-
thors are certainly right in describing the “intel-
lectual and textual practices of Sanskrit philoso-
phers” as a form of scholasticism; the “discursive
practice of Sanskrit philosophy” does indeed in-
volve a strong “commentarial orientation” that
enables the scholiasts to “elaborate, extend, and
revise,” and at times even “radically transform”
the texts’ positions and arguments (pp. 6-7). But
the authors’ concept of “scholasticism” is too nar-
rowly restricted to textual practices, and would
gain from an extension so as to include the prop-
erly religio-philosophical meaning (fides quaerens
intellectum) and institutional aspects of scholasti-



cism; most if not all classical and early medieval
“Sanskrit philosophers” are monastics or Brah-
mins who elaborated on and defended, mostly by
means of highly innovative methodologies, truth-
claims in canonical or paracanonical text corpus-
es that predated them. Also debatable is the con-
clusion that the Buddhist epistemologists’ work is
“directed as much toward criticizing rival Bud-
dhist philosophers working within the Dhar-
makirtian text tradition as it is toward non-Bud-
dhists” (p. 4). While it is true that this text tradi-
tion is replete with intramural polemics, this di-
mension does not exceed, say, 10 to 15 percent of
the polemical endeavors as they appear in our
sources. From Dignaga onward, the Buddhist epis-
temologists’ main opponents are the orthodox
Brahmanical schools of Nyaya and Mimamsa--this
is certainly true of the Apohaprakarana itself,
with  Jiianasrimitra  polemicizing  against
Naiyayikas (Trilocana, Vacaspatimisra, Bhasarva-
jiia) and “Kaumarilas” (i.e., Mimamsaka followers
of Kumarila) much more frequently than against
fellow Buddhists.

Regarding the substance of the Apo-
haprakarana itself, we see that the principal aim
of the text is to elaborate an unambiguously nega-
tive answer to the question: Did the Buddhist epis-
temologists really claim, as their Brahmanical op-
ponents insisted, that the content of verbal, con-
ceptual, and inferential awareness is purely nega-
tive, consisting only of “exclusion of what is oth-
er” (anyapoha)? Arguing his point, Jidnasrimitra
devises “a new and powerful tool for satisfying ...
the need to be both philosophically correct and
exegetically faithful to the tradition’s foundational
texts”: the exegetic-philosophical device of the
“conditionally adopted position” (vyavastha),
which represents (according to McCrea and Patil)
“a kind of ‘white lie,” a statement that is not, strict-
ly speaking, true but contains at least an element
of truth and whose use is indexed to an appropri-
ate purpose” (pp. 34, 29-30). Consider the state-
ment “A person will experience the karmic results
of actions that he now performs”; although it re-

H-Net Reviews

lies on just “a little bit of the truth” (as a Buddhist,
Jiianasrimitra of course holds that there is no re-
ally existent “person”), this statement can be justi-
fied by its purpose (that of correcting or dismiss-
ing annihilationism). Similarly, the fact that “ex-
clusion” is what is revealed by words and concep-
tual/inferential constructs is really a conditionally
adopted position based on the “partial truth ...
that language and inference cannot effectively di-
rect us toward the proper objects of our activities
without relying on exclusion” (p. 31). In other
words, “while we can act only toward positive en-
tities, it is only through exclusion that we can pick
out the appropriate objects for activity by distin-
guishing them from those that are inappropriate”
(p- 28). Although experience (anubhava) suggests
that what primarily appears in awareness is
something positive (vidhi), this conditionally
adopted position “serves as a corrective to the
mistaken view that positive entities alone are ex-
pressed or inferred,” as realists have it (p. 31).
(Jianasrimitra takes Dharmakirti’s causal account
of apoha as a tacit presupposition, a point that, in
this reviewer’s opinion, would have been worth
mentioning in the introduction. According to
Dharmakirti, it is merely because of the common-
ality of their effects that certain real entities,
though irreducibly distinct from one another, in-
directly give rise to conceptually constructed uni-
versals and class properties; conceptual con-
structs are the indirect results of shared function-
al differences, hence “exclusions.” For Dharmakir-
ti, it is on account of this indirect link to real,
“pragmatically efficient” entities that our concep-
tual constructs facilitate interaction with empiri-
cal reality despite the ultimately unreal character
of such constructs.)

According to Jfianasrimitra, two kinds of
things might conventionally be taken as the posi-
tive “semantic value” of a word: the (putative) ex-
ternal object (this is semantic value on the basis of
“determination,” adhyavasaya), or the mental im-
age that is the basis of the exclusion itself (seman-
tic value according to “appearance,” dbhdasa). As



McCrea and Patil clearly demonstrate, this ver-
sion of the doctrine presupposes Dharmottara’s
“epistemological revolution”; like Dharmottara,
Jianasrimitra “repeatedly claims that each mode
of valid awareness must have two objects, one
grasped and one determined” (pp.16, 21). Thus,
while perception has a bare, uninterpreted partic-
ular for its “grasped” object and a universal for its
“determined” object, inference conversely has the
universal for its grasped object and the particular
for its determined object. This follows Dharmot-
tara, for whom “an episode of valid awareness,
whether perceptual or inferential, is ... not a sin-
gle event but a process made up of two stages: in
the first stage, an object is grasped; that is, its im-
age is directly presented to awareness. In the sec-
ond stage, we determine a second and distinct ob-
ject that can be attained, that is, an object on
which one may act” (p. 17). While the notion of
“appearance” raises no particular problem here,
McCrea and Patil explain that “‘determination’ is
generally applied to cases in which one treats a
mental image as if it were an object that we could
act on” (p. 32). In other words, “determination”
consists in the mistaken (but irreplaceably useful)
apprehension of a purely fictitious mental con-
struct as a real object of activity.

What words reveal, then, is either the (puta-
tively external) object as qualified by exclusion,
which is “actionable” (p. 28), does not appear in
consciousness, and is the semantic value accord-
ing to determination; or the mental image that ap-
pears in awareness, which is not actionable and is
the semantic value according to appearance.
These are both conditionally adopted positions.
On the conventional level, Jianasrimitra’s posi-
tion is that “first of all, it is an external object that
is primarily expressed by words. This being the
case, exclusion is understood as an element of
that” (p. 51). In other words, Jiidnasrimitra admits
that verbal, conceptual, and inferential awareness
events have some positive content--but says that
there is “synthetically” added to this a negative
side accruing to it as a qualification (visesana), a

H-Net Reviews

subsidiary feature, or an “element” (guna, a term
that receives no fewer than six interpretations in
the Apohaprakarana; see pp. 52-60). Jianasrimi-
tra’s position is thus neither “negativist” (pratised-
havadin) nor “positivist” (vidhivadin), but “syn-
thetist” (pp. 28, 145n98). According to him, “as far
as the practically oriented person (samvyavahari-
ka) is concerned, it is the appearance that is ex-
cluded from what is other, together with determi-
nation, that leads us to the belief that a really
knowable object is the object of awareness.... For
a mere appearance ... which is devoid of determi-
nation ... is not capable of establishing, for the
person desirous of activity, that something is an
object... Nor is mere determination detached
from an appearance capable.... Therefore, given
that the establishment of something as an object
is pervaded by suitability for activity, it is vitiated
by the absence of a pervading factor if either ap-
pearance or determination is absent.” But Jfia-
nasrimitra emphasizes that “the idea that things
can be expressed either merely by determination
or merely by appearance is just a conditionally
adopted position made with another purpose in
mind” (p. 94).

How, though, are language and conceptuality
to be accounted for on the ultimate level? Jfia-
nasrimitra’s position is unambiguous: “One object
is adopted as expressed on the basis of determina-
tion, another on the basis of appearance. But real-
ly nothing at all is expressed by words” (p. 51; see
also p. 28). Or again: “But neither of these [two
conditionally adopted positions] is said for the
purpose of finally settling on the position that
there is objecthood in either the external object or
the image itself” (p. 94). At the end of his Apo-
haprakarana, he explains: “If the question is,
‘Why are the mental image, or the particular, or
the contingent features not expressed? these
questions are dispensed with in order by saying,
‘This is because of the absence of determination,
the absence of appearance, and the absence of
both™ (p. 96). In other words, neither the particu-
lar that lacks appearance, nor the mental image



that has no mind-independent counterpart, nor
universals in re(bus) qualify as the ultimate refer-
ents of words; to repeat from the first of the fore-
going quotations, “really nothing at all is ex-
pressed by words.”

This conclusion recapitulates the Apo-
haprakarana’s opening statement that the apoha
doctrine is here elaborated “in order to demon-
strate that all properties are inexpressible” (p. 49).
The Sanskrit original of this statement is sadhyate
sarvadharmanam avacyatvaprasiddhaye; else-
where, Jianas$rimitra makes use of the synony-
expressions sarvadharmanabhilapyatva
(pp- 101, 127) and sarvadharmanabhilapyata (pp.
106, 126). Expressions like these are Mahayanistic
topoi expressing the core of Yogacara teachings
on the scope and operation of language. Jiia-
nasrimitra’s use of these is certainly no coinci-
dence, and sheds interesting light on both the con-
tinuity of the Yogacara analysis of language and
the fundamental aims of the apoha theory. To that
extent, it is regrettable that nothing is said about
this important dimension in either the introduc-
tion or the endnotes. Moreover, read against this
traditional background, dharma is better ren-
dered as “(real) thing/factor (of existence)” than as
“property” (cf. pp. 147-148n2).

mous

McCrea and Patil’s translation is nearly im-
maculate, testifying to the translators’ deep philo-
logical and philosophical understanding of a diffi-
cult Sanskrit text. Being unduly punctilious if not
pedantic, one may notice that vastuni (pp. 100, 29)
is left untranslated (p. 49); that abhimate gosab-
danivrttau (pp. 102, 21-22) hardly qualifies as a
locative absolute (as rendered at p. 54); and that
“someone who accepts external objects as a condi-
tionally adopted position” (p. 94) is perhaps too
superficial a translation for bahirvisayikaranam
... vyyavasthanamatram grhnatah (pp. 128, 13-14).
More interesting is maybe the translators’ treat-
ment of aha, generally rendered as “I said” (pp.
51, 60) or “I say” (p. 87), but also as “the author
replies” (p. 52). Obviously, this has a bearing on
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the modalities of this text’s authorship; does the
textus receptus of the Apohaprakarana reflect
Jiianasrimitra’s own (written) composition, or
does it consist of (doubtlessly carefully edited)
notes taken by a given segment of the audience of
his teaching? (Regarding such issues, we can look
forward to the results of Helmut Krasser’s ongo-
ing and potentially revolutionary research.) Also
noteworthy is Jianasrimitra’s use of the term
vyakhyatr (pp. 102, 11-13: tavata ca gotve tadvati
va sanketa iti vyakhyatrnam siddhantanuvada
esah, na tu sanketakartfnam upadesakramas
tadrk...), which the authors (correctly!) translate
thus: “And insofar as this is the case, the state-
ment that ‘a conventional association is made
with respect to the universal ‘cow-ness’ or with
respect to what possesses it’ is a commentators’
gloss on the empirically established fact. But this
is not the way that those who impart those con-
ventions teach them” (p. 53). In this reviewer’s
opinion, Jiidnasrimitra’s vyakhyatarah (“commen-
tators”) likely echoes Pramanavarttikasvavrtti,
where Dharmakirti sharply contrasts vyakhyatr
and vyavahartr--i.e., “theoreticians” and people
engaged in (pretheoretical) ordinary practice.[1]
Such passages illuminate the ways in which
philosophers like Dharmakirti and Jfianasrimitra
represented themselves, bringing into relief the
distinction between philosophical theory and
worldly practice.

In this reviewer’s opinion, the book presents
only two (harmless) weaknesses. First, it lacks an
index locorum, which could usefully list at least
all the (duly identified and discussed) quotations
appearing in the Apohaprakarana (most notably
those from Dharmakirti’s works). This would have
been useful to those interested in the reception of
Dharmakirti’s ideas, as well as those working on
other treatises dedicated to apoha (whose authors
often rely on a fairly similar stock of quotations).
Second, one may regret the number of typos left
in the edition of the Sanskrit text (and the bibliog-



raphy)--which, to be sure, are trivial and do not
affect the meaning in any way.

To conclude, McCrea and Patil’s study repre-
sents a brilliant contribution to Buddhist episte-
mology in general and the historiography of apo-
ha in particular. The authors exhibit vast com-
mand, both with respect to doctrine and relevant
philology, of this and other philosophical tradi-
tions presupposed and engaged by Jianasrimi-
tra’s Apohaprakarana. Their translation, as well
as the explicitly formulated principles guiding it,
set new standards of intelligibility-cum-accuracy.
There can be no doubt that this book will prove
extremely useful to all those interested in ancient
Indian linguistics, ontology and psychology, as
well as to those dealing with later Brahmanical
critiques of the Buddhist apoha theory.

Note

[1]. Dharmakirti makes this distinction in his
autocommentary to chapter 1 of the
Pramanavarttika; see Raniero Gnoli, ed., The
Pramanavarttikam of Dharmakirti: The First
Chapter with the Autocommentary: Text and Crit-
ical Notes (Rome: Istituto Italiano Per il Medeo ed
Estremo Oriente, 1960), 39, lines 5-6.
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