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PREFACE

The “Refutation of the Theory of a Self” is an Indian treatise (fourth or
fifth century CE) on the selflessness of persons that was composed by a
Buddhist philosopher known as Vasubandhu. The “Refutation,” as I will
call it, is basically an attempt to refute the view that persons are selves. 
In this book I offer a Translation of the “Refutation,” along with an
Introduction and Commentary, for the use of readers who wish to begin
detailed research on Indian Buddhist theories of persons by making a
careful philosophical study of this classic of Indian Buddhist philosophy.
The Translation is the first into a modern Western language to be made
from the Sanskrit text and avoids errors I believe to be contained in earlier
translations, which were based on a Sanskrit commentary (sixth century
CE) by Ya¬omitra, and either the Tibetan translation by Jinamitra and dPal
brtsegs (twelfth century CE) or the Chinese translations by Paramårtha
(sixth century), and by Xúanzàng (seventh century CE).

In the Introduction I provide readers with information and explanations
that will introduce them to the main three kinds of Indian Buddhist theories
of persons and enable them to do a careful philosophical study of the
“Refutation.” In the Translation an attempt is made both to translate terms
in a way that will promote a better understanding of the theses and argu-
ments it contains and to help readers through its more difficult passages
by indicating in brackets key unexpressed parts of the theses and argu-
ments it contains. The notes to the Translation explain the translation and
call attention to problems I believe to exist with previous modern transla-
tions. In the Commentary, the theses and arguments contained in the
“Refutation” are explained and assessed.

In the “Refutation” Vasubandhu first argues that we are not selves, which
are persons who can be identified without reference to the collections of
aggregates that comprise their bodies and minds, and that, nonetheless, we
do ultimately exist, since we are the same in existence as the collections of
these aggregates. Then he presents a series of objections to the theory 
of the Pudgalavådins, who belong to the Indian Buddhist schools in which
it is claimed that, even though we are not independently identifiable, we
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ultimately exist without being the same in existence as collections of such
aggregates. Then Vasubandhu replies to their objections to his own theory
of persons. Finally, he replies to objections raised by the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas,
non-Buddhist Indian philosophers who claim that we are selves in the 
sense that we are substances that exist independently of our bodies and
momentary mental states.

Vasubandhu not only discusses and rejects the theories of persons put
forward by the Pudgalavådins and Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas, but also dismisses, in
a single sentence, the thesis of Någårjuna, the founder of the Mådhyamika
school of Indian Buddhism, that no phenomena ultimately exist, as an
adequate basis for a theory of persons. In Någårjuna’s extant works (second
century CE) a Buddhist theory of persons is not presented in any great
detail. But in the seventh century CE Candrak⁄rti worked out the implica-
tions of Någårjuna’s thesis for the interpretation of the Buddha’s theory 
of persons. This interpretation became the basis of the only Buddhist
critique, other than that of the Pudgalavådins, of interpretations of the sort
presented by Vasubandhu. The three basic kinds of Indian Buddhist theor-
ies of persons are those presented by Vasubandhu, the Pudgalavådins, and
Candrak⁄rti. Since one of my objectives in the Introduction and Commen-
tary of this book is to provide readers of the “Refutation” with an intro-
duction to the three different kinds of Indian Buddhist theories of persons,
I have intermittently included brief discussions of Candrak⁄rti’s interpreta-
tion of the Buddha’s theory and his opposition to the interpretations of
Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins. At some point I hope to provide
readers with a translation of Candrak⁄rti’s discussion of the selflessness of
persons, along with an introduction and commentary of the sort presented
here. What I have to say in this book about Candrak⁄rti’s objections to the
sorts of theories of persons held by Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins,
therefore, may have to be revised in the light of my further research on his
discussion. But my portrayal of his own theory, I believe, is on the mark,
and will serve the purpose of a presentation of the three main Indian
Buddhist theories of persons.

Elaborate explanations of the other parts of the philosophies of the
Pudgalavådins, the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas, and Candrak⁄rti are not presented in
this book because they would have unnecessarily lengthened and compli-
cated my discussion and because they are not needed for the sort of
examination of the theses and arguments in the “Refutation” undertaken
here. The exact nature of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons, I believe,
has not yet been explained by scholars. Although I think that I have 
here correctly explained the nature of their theory, much more needs to be
done to ground this explanation in more detailed examinations of the
Buddhist sources than could be included in a book primarily devoted to
an account of Vasubandhu’s “Refutation.” The theories of persons of the
Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas and Candrak⁄rti are generally better understood, and my
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accounts of them owe a great deal to the work of Indian, Tibetan, and
Western scholars.

For the sake of readers unfamiliar with the Sanskrit language I have
attempted to keep the use of anglicized Sanskrit words and names to a
minimum. However, since readers who are new to this subject and wish 
to continue their study of Indian Buddhist theories of persons need to
become familiar with at least some of the most common and/or important
Sanskrit words and names used in our source materials, I have retained
Sanskrit names of Indian philosophers, philosophical schools, and many
texts, as well as a few well-known Buddhist Sanskrit technical terms (such
as nirvån. a, sam. såra, s≠tra, etc.). I have also added, in parentheses, after
the first occurrence of my translations of the most important technical
terms, the Sanskrit terms being translated. Since there do not exist stan-
dardized translations of Buddhist Sanskrit terms into English, readers
without a familiarity with these Sanskrit terms need to learn them in order
to negotiate the secondary literature and English translations of Sanskrit
philosophical texts. Readers who need help in the task of mastering the
recognition and pronunciation of Sanskrit terms are encouraged to read
the Introduction to Monier Williams’ A Sanskrit–English Dictionary (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1899, esp. xxxvi). For readers who also require a
general introduction to Indian Buddhist thought I recommend The Founda-
tions of Buddhism, by Rupert Gethin (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998).

P R E FA C E

ix



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I wish to acknowledge the help I received from the University of Iowa,
which provided me with semester sabbaticals in 1988 and 1993, and from
the Fulbright-Hays Foundation, which in 1993 provided me with a
Fulbright Senior Scholar Research Grant in India, so that I could find the
time and resources needed to work on this book. I also wish to thank 
the publishers of The Journal of Indian Philosophy for permission to 
draw freely from my articles on the “Refutation” published there, which
include “Vasubandhu’s ‘Refutation of the Theory of Selfhood,’” vol. 17,
1989, pp. 129–35, “A Translation of Vasubandhu’s ‘Refutation of the
Theory of Selfhood’: A Resolution of Questions about Persons,” vol. 17,
1989, pp. 137–87, “Reductionist and Nonreductionist Theories of Persons
in Indian Buddhist Philosophy,” vol. 21, 1993, pp. 79–101 (reprinted in
Essays in Indian Philosophy, ed. Roy Perrett, Duckworth), “Vasubandhu’s
Philosophical Critique of the Våts⁄putr⁄yas’ Theory of Persons (I),” 
vol. 25, 1997, pp. 307–35, “Vasubandhu’s Philosophical Critique of the
Våts⁄putr⁄yas’ Theory of Persons (II),” vol. 26, 1998, pp. 573–605, and
“Vasubandhu’s Philosophical Critique of the Våts⁄putr⁄yas’ Theory of
Persons (III),” vol. 28, 2000, pp. 1–46. Much of what I wrote in these 
articles, however, has been superseded in the present book.

I also wish to thank Professors Panyot Butchvarov, Richard Fumerton,
Paul Hackett, Michael Myers, Jonardon Ganeri, James Powell, and David
Stern for their comments on earlier drafts of the Introduction. Professor
N. H. Samtani met with me regularly in Sarnath, India, in February and
March 1993 to check my translation of the “Refutation.” His attention to
detail and concern that my English renderings of Sanskrit words be faithful
to their Abhidharma definitions provided me with the opportunity to
rethink many of my attempts to render Vasubandhu’s technical terminology
into a suitable philosophical idiom. His kindness in this matter is a good
example of his Buddhist practice. I wish to thank Mr Michael Olson, who
worked with me as a research assistant for two years, during which time
he made detailed criticisms of the first draft of my translation of the
“Refutation” and translated for me numerous passages from the Chinese

xi



translations of the “Refutation” and their Chinese commentaries. I am
grateful to Mr Yoshi Iwai, who provided valuable bibliographical and
editorial assistance, to Dr Aydeet Mueller, who assisted me in consulting
secondary source materials in German, and to my wife, Evelyn, who
graciously tolerated my absences during the times I worked on this project.
I take full responsibility for whatever errors remain in this work, since I
have not always heeded the advice of the scholars who were kind enough
to comment on it.

Finally, I wish to express my appreciation to all of the Tibetan Buddhist
scholar-monks and their Western students with whom I have had the oppor-
tunity to study Buddhism over the years. It is to them that I dedicate this
volume.

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

xii



1

INTRODUCTION TO 
THE TRANSLATION

Vasubandhu’s “Refutation” and the central 
philosophical questions about which Indian 
Buddhist theories of persons are concerned

The text translated in this book is a Buddhist treatise on “the selflessness
of persons” (pudgalanairåtmya) composed by Vasubandhu, who is gener-
ally regarded as one of the most important philosophers of the scholastic
period of Buddhist thought in India.1 The treatise, which I will call the
“Refutation,” after its full title, “Refutation of the Theory of a Self,” deals
with philosophical questions about persons that are different from, but
closely related to, a number of important philosophical questions about
persons discussed in the West. For this reason it should be of considerable
interest not only to Buddhists and scholars of Buddhism, but also to those
who are familiar with the relevant discussions in Western philosophy.
Although not all of the philosophical questions discussed by the Indian
Buddhists are explicitly raised in the “Refutation,” I believe that a careful
study of this treatise is the best way to gain initial access to them. To facili-
tate this access this Introduction begins with a sketch of these questions
and how they are related to the study of Vasubandhu’s treatise.

According to the Indian Buddhists, when we conceive ourselves from 
the first-person singular perspective and ascribe attributes to ourselves in
dependence upon our bodies and minds,2 we create a false appearance of
ourselves as selves, the acceptance of which appearance is the root cause
of our suffering. Vasubandhu agrees with the Pudgalavådins, his Buddhist
opponents in the “Refutation,” that the selves we falsely appear to be are
persons who can be identified independently of our bodies and minds. His
chief non-Buddhist opponents, the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas, believe that we are
selves of this sort, since they claim that we are substances that exist apart
from our bodies and minds. The most basic philosophical issue Vasubandhu
addresses, therefore, is whether or not we are selves. Whether or not the
acceptance of a false appearance of ourselves as selves is the root cause of
our suffering is a further issue, of course, but it is not an issue Vasubandhu
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discusses. Nor does he discuss whether or not we actually create such an
appearance when we conceive ourselves from the first-person singular
perceptive and ascribe attributes to ourselves. An issue he does raise,
however, concerns in what form we ultimately exist if we do not exist as
entities that can be independently identified. In the “Refutation,” discus-
sion of this issue takes the form of a debate with the Pudgalavådins.
According to Vasubandhu, our ultimate existence – the existence we possess
apart from being conceived – is the existence of the bodies and minds in
dependence upon which we are conceived. According to the Pudgalavådins,
we ultimately exist without being the same in existence as our bodies and
minds and without being separate substances.

There are, in addition, Indian Buddhists who believe that we do not ulti-
mately exist. The most articulate of these Buddhists, Candrak⁄rti, thinks
that we suffer because we give assent to our false appearance of existing
by ourselves, apart from being conceived. So another issue that is discussed
by the Indian Buddhists is whether or not we ultimately exist. This issue
is only alluded to in the “Refutation,” but it is important to a proper assess-
ment of the central issue it does concern, which is whether or not, if we
cannot be identified independently of our bodies and minds, we can still
exist independently of our bodies and minds.

Because Candrak⁄rti believes that nothing ultimately exists, he thinks that
first-person singular reference to ourselves does not depend upon a reference
to something that ultimately exists. This does not mean that he thinks that
“I” is not a referring expression. Rather, it means that it refers to a mentally
constructed “I” and to nothing else. Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins
believe that first-person singular reference to us is possible because it is also
a reference to something that ultimately exists. So another issue that arises
from a consideration of Indian Buddhist theories of persons is whether or
not first-person singular reference to ourselves is possible if we are not the
same in existence as something that exists apart from being conceived.

These disagreements about whether or not we ultimately exist, and if we
do, in what form we ultimately exist, and if we do not, whether reference
to ourselves is possible, cannot be settled without an answer to the more
general question of what it means to exist. Although most Indian Buddhist
philosophers agree that what exists can enter into causal relationships with
other things, they do not all define existence in this way. Different concep-
tions of existence play a crucial role in Buddhist debates about the existence
of persons. One view is that to exist is to be a substance or an attribute
of a substance, and another is that it is to be either a substance or a collec-
tion of substances conceived for practical purposes as a distinct entity of
some sort. A third view is that it is to exist apart from being conceived,
and a fourth is that it is to exist in dependence upon being conceived.

There is also a set of issues that arise from the arguments used by 
those who propound the different theories of persons presented in the
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“Refutation.” Among these are questions about how exactly appeals to 
our conventional ascriptions of attributes to ourselves are to count for 
or against theories concerning our mode of existence and/or identity.
Vasubandhu’s opponents seem to believe that his theory, that we are the
same in existence as our bodies and minds, should be rejected because it
fails to account for our intuitions concerning the subjects of the attributes
we ascribe to ourselves. Such attributes include our being the same at dif-
ferent times (and in different lives), being single entities rather than many,
remembering objects experienced in the past, having perceptions, feelings
and other mental states, being agents of actions who experience the results
of our actions, etc. At issue here is whether or not the form in which we
ultimately exist undermines these ascriptions of attributes. Vasubandhu
argues that the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas’ theory, that we are separate substances,
cannot be used to explain ascriptions of these attributes to ourselves, and
that the Pudgalavådins’ theory, that we ultimately exist without being either
separate substances or the same in existence as our bodies and minds, is
both logically incoherent and contrary to the teachings of the Buddha. He
believes that the intuitions upon which the objections to his theory are based
are expressions of our mistaken view of ourselves.

An issue raised by Candrak⁄rti concerns whether or not, if we ultimately
exist, our ascriptions of these attributes to ourselves can be explained. He
believes, following the lead of Någårjuna, the founder of the Mådhyamika
school of Buddhist philosophers, that if we ultimately exist, we possess
natures of our own by virtue of which we exist, and so, cannot enter into
causal relationships with other phenomena, for which reason we could 
not come to be, cease to be, change, or perform any of the functions we,
as persons, are believed to perform. This issue, although not discussed 
in the “Refutation,” is relevant to an assessment of the debate between
Vasubandhu and his opponents concerning the form in which we ultimately
exist.

Finally, there are different views concerning knowledge of our existence.
The Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas think that we are known to exist as separate sub-
stances by means of inference. In the “Refutation,” Vasubandhu attempts
to show that a number of these inferences are incorrect. Vasubandhu
believes that knowledge of our existence apart from being conceived is
knowledge of the existence of our bodies and minds. The Pudgalavådins
think that by means of perception we are known to exist apart from being
conceived without being separate substances or being the same in existence
as our bodies and minds. In the “Refutation,” Vasubandhu challenges their
account of how we are known to exist if we exist in this way. Candrak⁄rti
thinks that we are known to exist only as part of the conceptual scheme
that creates us. However, both Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins can 
ask how, if we do not ultimately exist, knowledge of our existence is even
possible, and if so, how.

I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  T H E  T R A N S L AT I O N
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This is a very brief statement of the central philosophical questions to
which a study of the “Refutation” gives rise. In this Introduction and in
the Commentary I will explain how they arise when the treatise is care-
fully read and its theses and arguments are carefully assessed.

The Sanskrit text and its translation

Vasubandhu probably composed the “Refutation” as a separate work, and
then added it, as a ninth chapter or appendix, either to his Treasury of
Knowledge (Abhidharmako¬a), which I will call the Treasury, or to his
Commentary on the Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharmako¬abhå‚ya),
which I will simply call the Commentary.3 Although many scholars have
assigned to this treatise the title, “An Examination of the Person”
(Pudgalavini¬cåyaª), which was used by Ya¬omitra, one of the Indian
Buddhist commentators of the Treasury, the title that Vasubandhu himself
uses is “Refutation of the Theory of a Self” (åtmavådaprati‚edha).4 The
Treasury, its Commentary, and the “Refutation” were composed in India
during the fourth or fifth century CE. In the Treasury the theses (siddhånta-s) 
that typify those held in the Vaibhå‚ika (Exposition follower) schools of
Indian Buddhism are explained. In the Commentary these theses are eval-
uated from the point of view of the teachings of the Buddha in his s≠tras 
(discourses) and on the basis of independent reasoning. The Vaibhå‚ika
schools are the schools named after a work called the Mahåvibhå‚å (Great
Exposition), a second century CE compendium of Indian Buddhist philoso-
phy.5 The school of Indian Buddhist philosophy from whose point of view
Vasubandhu composed most of the Commentary and the “Refutation” is
called the “Sautråntika” (S≠tra follower) school.

Sanskrit copies of the Treasury and its Commentary, which included the
“Refutation,” were discovered in Tibet in 1936 by Rahula Samkrtyayana.6

Before that time modern scholars were in possession only of a Sanskrit
copy of Ya¬omitra’s commentary (sixth century CE) on the Treasury, called
Gloss of Full Meaning on the Treasury of Knowledge (Sphu†årthåbhi-
dharmako¬avyakhyå), which I will hereafter call the Gloss.7 The manu-
scripts found by Samkrtyayana were first edited in 1967 by Prahlad
Pradhan,8 and then in 1970–3 by Dwarikadas Shastri.9 For my translation
of the “Refutation” I consulted the editions of both Pradhan and Shastri,
as well as the corrected reprint of Pradhan’s edition made by Aruna 
Haldar in 1975,10 Ya¬omitra’s Gloss, and the careful work done by Akira
Hirakawa, et al.11 and Yasunori Ejima12 on the Sanskrit text of Pradhan’s
edition. My Translation is an extensive revision of a translation I did that
was first published in 1988.13

The “Refutation” was translated once into Tibetan14 and twice into
Chinese.15 Ya¬omitra’s Gloss is the only commentary that seems to have
survived in Sanskrit. There are three Chinese commentaries on the Chinese

I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  T H E  T R A N S L AT I O N
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translations, composed by Pû-guâng, Fâ-bâu, and Yuán-huî,16 that still
exist. There were commentaries on the Treasury and/or Commentary
written in Sanskrit by Sam. ghabhadra, Sthiråmati, P≠rn. avardhana, ¡amatha-
deva, Dignåga, and Vin⁄tadeva. Although the original Sanskrit texts have
been lost, they exist in Tibetan translation. Among these commentaries,
those composed by Sam. ghabhadra, Sthiråmati, and Vin⁄tadeva do not deal
with the “Refutation.” Since the commentary of ¡amathadeva deals
primarily with the identification of the s≠tras quoted in the “Refutation,”
and Dignåga’s commentary on the “Refutation” is brief and merely quotes
some of its arguments, they do not provide useful information pertinent 
to the present study, which concerns its philosophical import. The commen-
tary on the “Refutation” composed by P≠rn. avardhana has not been con-
sulted, since I first learned of it after my own work on the treatise had
been completed.

In reliance upon Ya¬omitra’s Gloss and the Tibetan translation, Theodore
Stcherbatsky composed an interpretative English translation, entitled “The
Soul Theory of the Buddhists.”17 A French translation, by Louis de La
Vallée Poussin18 is based on Ya¬omitra’s Gloss, the Chinese translations by
Paramårtha and by Xúanzàng, and the commentaries by Pû-guâng, Fâ-bâu,
and Yuán-huî. (The commentary of P≠rn. avardhana, which in the Tibetan
translation is included as the last portion of the commentary on the eighth
chapter of the Treasury, is not mentioned by Stcherbatsky or by La Vallée
Poussin. It may have been overlooked by them, as it was by me, because
it is included as part of his commentary on the eighth chapter of the
Treasury.) There is also a complete English translation of La Vallée
Poussin’s translation made by Leo Pruden.19 However, these earlier trans-
lations, which were not based on the Sanskrit text, do not in my opinion
always accurately convey the meaning of important theses and arguments
in the Sanskrit original. Although I disagree on many substantive points
with these translations, I have not taken readers through all of the tedious
details about where, how, and why I disagree, except for crucial pas-
sages. My major disagreements with these translations are for the most
part included in my notes to the Translation, although some are also
discussed in the Commentary on the Translation. The pioneering work of
Stcherbatsky and La Vallée Poussin was a great achievement, but our under-
standing of Indian Buddhist philosophy has now advanced to the point at
which its errors need to be corrected. Nonetheless, I gratefully acknow-
ledge that without the help of their work I might easily have gone astray
in my reading of the text in numerous passages. Relatively little has
appeared in print more recently to advance our understanding of the
“Refutation” as a Buddhist treatise on the selflessness of persons.20

Vasubandhu’s abbreviated style of composition in the “Refutation” is
suitable for study by scholarly monks steeped in Buddhist doctrine 
and privy to oral traditions of commentary, but it creates difficulties of
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translation for a Western readership. These difficulties, along with the
apparent absence in modern times of an oral commentarial tradition on
the text, are surely two of the reasons this very important work of Indian
Buddhist philosophy has not received the detailed philosophical attention
it deserves. In my Translation I have often in brackets included words,
phrases, and sentences that I believe will help readers to grasp unexpressed
parts of the theses and arguments presented in the text. The additions most
often are made in reliance upon information supplied by Ya¬omitra’s Gloss,
though I also rely on the commentaries of Pû-guâng, Fâ-bâu, and Yuán-
huî when their views seem reasonable and helpful, but at times I simply
supply what the context of argument seems to demand or our current
knowledge of Indian Buddhist philosophy seems to require. Readers may
read the text without my bracketed additions because I have translated the
text so that it can stand alone and be read without them. To make gram-
matical sense of the unembellished Translation readers need to reinterpret
punctuation and capitalization required for the readability of the expanded
translation.

Because the argument of Vasubandhu’s treatise is often presented in an
abbreviated debate style, Stcherbatsky and La Vallée Poussin chose to trans-
late it as a philosophical dialog between proponents of different schools of
Indian philosophy. But translating the “Refutation” as a dialog of this sort
creates the impression, which I believe to be false, that Vasubandhu meant
to compose a dialog instead of a treatise in which brief statements of
opposing theses and arguments are alternatively presented. My Translation
does not reproduce every question and answer that occurs in the text, since
many add nothing to the course of the argument. But I have retained the
question and answer format when the question raises a significant point.
When direct discourse is used to have the opponents put forth an objec-
tion, reply or question, we may assume that the words used are being
attributed to the opponents. When indirect discourse is used to have the
opponents put forth an objection, reply or question, the words may be
Vasubandhu’s paraphrase. Although my unembellished translation slightly
alters the literary style of the text, I believe that it accurately captures its
philosophical nuances and shows its character as an Indian Buddhist
polemical treatise on the selflessness of persons.

Throughout I have tried to avoid distortions engendered by the use of
special Western philosophical terms and theories that have often been used
to translate Indian Buddhist philosophical terms and to explain Indian
Buddhist philosophical views. The use of this terminology and explana-
tions of this sort, in my opinion, have in the past seriously compromised
our attempts to understand clearly the indigenous philosophical concerns
of the Indian philosophers. This purging of special Western philosophical
terminology and theory I assume to be necessary in a genuine effort to
understand the “Refutation” in the way it was understood by the Indian
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Buddhist philosophers themselves. I have not, however, restricted myself to
the use of traditional Indian Buddhist classifications and explanations. I
believe that the terminology I introduce is easy to understand and not based
on a special Western philosophical prototype, and that the classifications
and explanations I employ, which are grounded in careful analyses of 
the theses and arguments presented in the “Refutation,” are needed for a
better analytical understanding of the philosophical issues it raises. So
readers will not find in the Introduction and the Commentary a mere
summary of the theses and arguments employed in the “Refutation.” It has
been my intention to give readers of Vasubandhu’s treatise an opportunity
to consider some of the actual issues with which it is concerned from an
Indian Buddhist point of view. Although I have surely not dealt with all of
these issues and perhaps only scratched the surface of those with which I
do deal, I hope to have provided a platform from which further work on
them can be done.

The use of unfamiliar English and Sanskritized English expressions to
translate technical philosophical Sanskrit terms is also avoided. Such trans-
lations, which are seldom carefully explained in terms Western readers 
can easily understand, I believe to have unnecessarily obscured the mean-
ings of their Sanskrit originals and to have overly complicated the attempt
of those without a knowledge of Sanskrit to do a careful study of Indian
Buddhist philosophical texts. In addition, section headings are supplied,
numbered according to related issues raised in the “Refutation,” as an aid
to reference and to comprehension of the twists and turns of Vasubandhu’s
argumentation. For the purposes of spoken reference to sections the
numbers may be orally cited without mention of the periods. So Section
2.1.1, for instance, would be cited as two one one, and so on. The sequence
of numbers used to mark the subsections of each major section usually
indicates, in order, the introduction of a new objection or reply, different
arguments devoted primarily to the same objection or reply, and disagree-
ments about these arguments. The numbering depends upon my own
interpretation of the significance and place of an argument within the
course of the argumentation of which it is a part. To obtain an overview
of the argumentation of the “Refutation” readers need only to read the
section headings in the order presented.

Readers who seek information about the scriptural sources of quotations
in the text and about philological matters may consult the extensive notes
La Vallée Poussin added to his French translation, which were translated
by Pruden. I do not attempt to reproduce the work he has done on these
matters. The notes of Stcherbatsky that deal with questions of meaning are
sometimes helpful, but they are brief and of little help for close philo-
sophical analysis. The notes to my Translation include explanations of
translations and additions, sources consulted for the additions, or clarifi-
cations of the meanings of theses and arguments.
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The Buddha formulated his theory of persons as a part of his theory
about what causes suffering and how to destroy this cause. His theory is
that the root cause of suffering is that persons give assent to a naturally
occurring false appearance of themselves as selves and that they can elim-
inate this assent by meditating on the selflessness of persons. Section 1 of
the Translation contains a brief statement of Vasubandhu’s interpretation
of the Buddha’s theory of persons. According to his interpretation, persons
are not “selves” in the sense that they are not persons who can be identi-
fied independently of the phenomena that comprise their bodies and minds.
He argues that, nonetheless, persons ultimately exist, since they are the
same in existence as these phenomena, which do really exist.21 Section 2
contains Vasubandhu’s objections to the interpretation of the Buddha’s
theory of persons put forward by the Pudgalavådins. The Pudgalavådins,
I believe, may be characterized as the Indian Buddhist philosophers 
who, while agreeing that persons are not selves in the above sense, deny
that persons are the same in existence as the phenomena that comprise
their bodies and minds, since they can exist by themselves without possess-
ing any character or identity at all.22 According to Xúanzàng, a Chinese
monk who traveled to India in the seventh century CE, about a quarter 
of the monks in India belonged to the Såm. mit⁄ya school, which is one of
the Pudgalavådin schools. Vasubandhu, following tradition, calls the
Pudgalavådins the “Våts⁄putr⁄yas” (followers of Våts⁄putra).23 Section 3 is
primarily concerned with Vasubandhu’s replies to the Pudgalavådins’ objec-
tions to his own interpretation of the Buddha’s theory. In Section 4
Vasubandhu replies to the objections of the non-Buddhist Indian philoso-
phers he calls the “T⁄rthikas” (Forders).24 These philosophers claim that
persons are selves in the sense of being substances that exist apart from
their bodies and minds. In Section 4, Vasubandhu also presents objections
of his own to their arguments for the existence of selves of this sort, which
we may call “separate substances.” The only non-Buddhist Indian philoso-
phers whose views Vasubandhu considers in Section 4, I believe, are those
of the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas.

The theories of persons of the Pudgalavådins 
and the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas

It seems clear that Vasubandhu composed the “Refutation” primarily for
the purpose of purging Buddhism of what he took to be the Pudgalavådins’
heretical interpretation of the Buddha’s theory that persons are not selves.
For this purpose, in the greater part of the “Refutation” he presents objec-
tions to their interpretation and replies to their objections to the sort of
interpretation he himself accepts. He then devotes the last part of the work
to replies to the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas’ objections to his theory. Although his
purpose in the “Refutation” is to purge Buddhism of the Pudgalavådins’
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heresy, he includes replies to the objections presented by the Nyåya-
Vai¬e‚ikas, I suspect, because he believes that it may have been their
objections that led the Pudgalavådins to reject the sort of interpretation of
the Buddha’s theory of persons presented by Vasubandhu and to substitute
a theory that, as we shall see, closely resembles the one held by the Nyåya-
Vai¬e‚ikas. The ways in which the theory of the Pudgalavådins resembles
that of the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas are explained later in this Introduction and
in the Commentary.

Our knowledge of the theories of persons presented by the Pudgalavådins
and the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas is not exhausted by what Vasubandhu reports in
the “Refutation,” and a consideration of our other sources of information
would be helpful in understanding Vasubandhu’s critique of their theories.

One text that scholars believe to be composed from the viewpoint 
of a Pudgalavådin school and to contain information about its theory of
persons is the Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra, a pre-sixth century CE treatise
preserved only in Chinese translation.25 Since Ya¬omitra identifies the
Pudgalavådin school with which Vasubandhu contends in the “Refutation”
as the Åryasåm. mit⁄yas, Vasubandhu’s opponent in the “Refutation” could
be the school from whose point of view the Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra was
composed.26

The Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra is basically a discussion of two questions,
one concerning Buddhist views about the existence of persons and the other
concerning Buddhist views about the possibility of a transitional state of
persons between rebirths. In its discussion of the first question, seven opin-
ions are considered and rejected concerning the existence of persons. The
persons concerning whose existence different opinions are considered are
“persons conceived from a basis” (å¬rayaprajñaptapudgala), which seems
to be equivalent to the idea that they are persons who are “conventional
realities” (sam. vr. tisatya-s).27 That the Såm. mit⁄yas assume that persons are
conventional realities does not mean, however, that they assume them to
be conventional realities in the sense in which they are defined in the
Treasury and Commentary. Indeed, in Section 2.1.1 of the “Refutation”
the Pudgalavådins are made to deny that persons are conventional reali-
ties in that sense. Later in this Introduction I shall take up the question of
the sense in which the Såm. mit⁄yas, and indeed, all Pudgalavådins, believe
that persons are conventional realities. The seven rejected opinions about
the existence of conventionally real persons are (1) that although the aggre-
gates exist, persons do not, (2) that persons neither do nor do not exist,
(3) that persons really exist (i.e. exist as substances), (4) that persons and
their aggregates are the same, (5) that persons and their aggregates are
other than one another, (6) that persons are permanent phenomena, and
(7) that persons are impermanent phenomena.

After rejecting the above-mentioned seven opinions about the existence
of persons conceived from a basis, the Såm. mit⁄yas distinguish persons of
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this sort from persons conceived from transition and from persons
conceived from cessation. Since the basis upon which persons are conceived
are the “aggregates” (skandha-s), the fact that these aggregates, which are
impermanent, form a causal continuum over time enables persons to be
conceived as the same persons at different times. Since, as well, the causal
continuum of the aggregates that are the basis upon which persons are
conceived ceases to exist when “final release from sam. såra” (parinirvån. a)
is reached, persons are conceived, even after the continuum of their aggre-
gates has ceased, by reference to the cessation of that continuum. In the
“Refutation,” the Pudgalavådins are represented as holding the view that
persons are conceived in reliance upon aggregates that belong to them, are
acquired by them, and exist in the present. How exactly this view is related
to the view, expressed in the Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra, that there are these
three kinds of persons, will be explained below.

Another work that contains information relevant to an understanding 
of Indian Buddhist theories of persons has been attributed to the
Pudgalavådins by Thích Thiên Châu.28 This work, whose Sanskrit name
was probably the Tridharmaka ¡åstra, seems to have survived only in two
fourth century CE Chinese translations. It contains a summary of Buddhist
views composed by Vasubhadra and a commentary on the summary
composed by Sanghasena. The work as a whole is divided into three parts,
which are divided into three sections, which are divided into three topics,
etc. Of the basic nine sections, three are concerned with positive qualities
the acquisition of which facilitates the attainment of “nirvån. a” (release
from sam. såra), three are concerned with negative qualities the retention of
which keeps us in “sam. såra” (the rebirth cycle), and three are concerned
with the basic phenomena the knowledge of which enables us to attain
nirvån. a. Among the negative qualities the retention of which keeps us in
sam. såra the following are mentioned: ignorance of phenomena that are
“inexplicable” (avaktavya),29 and doubt concerning the three “realities”
(satya-s).30

Inexplicable phenomena, the ignorance of which keeps us in sam. såra,
are persons who are conceived in dependence upon (1) the fact that they
acquire aggregates, (2) the fact that the aggregates they acquire exist in the
past, present, and future, or (3) the fact that they have ceased acquiring
aggregates.31 If these persons are inexplicable in the sense that persons are
said to be inexplicable in the “Refutation,” they are persons who are
neither other than nor the same as the collections of aggregates in depen-
dence upon which they are conceived. The aggregates are the substances
of which the bodies and minds of persons are composed. The three ways
inexplicable persons are said to be conceived are comparable to the three
kinds of persons mentioned in the Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra.32 We may also
assume, I believe, that the Pudgalavådins think that the persons who are
conceived in these three ways are conventional realities.
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That persons, just insofar as they are conceived, are thought to be
conventional realities is not contradicted by the claim, made in the
Tridharmaka ¡åstra, that doubt concerning the three realities prevents us
from escaping sam. såra. Among the realities mentioned there are conven-
tional reality, which is equated with worldly convention, ultimate reality,
which is equated with the causally unconditioned phenomenon called
nirvån. a, and the reality that includes all of the causally conditioned
phenomena that comprise suffering, the origin of suffering and the path to
nirvån. a. This third reality, which seems to have been called “the reality of
phenomena that possess defining characteristics” (laks.an. asatya), and ulti-
mate reality, so conceived, include all of the substances (dravya-s) that are
called ultimate realities by those who belonged to the closely allied
Vaibhå‚ika schools.33 It seems that in order to retain the motif of dividing
topics into three divisions, the doctrine that there are two realities, ulti-
mate and conventional, is redescribed in the Tridharmaka ¡åstra as three.
According to this threefold division of realities, persons will be conven-
tional realities, which are unlike other conventional realities insofar as they
are inexplicable.34

In addition to the Såm. mit⁄yanikåya ¡åstra and the Tridharmaka ¡åstra,
there are a number of works composed by the Buddhists in which the
theory of persons of the Pudgalavådins is presented and criticized. The
works included, in addition to the “Refutation” of Vasubandhu, are
Moggaliputta-tissa’s Kathåvatthu (second century CE),35 Deva¬arman’s
Vijñånakåya (second century CE),36 Harivarman’s Satyasiddhi ¡åstra
(third century CE),37 Asaṅga’s Mahåyånas≠tralam. kåra (fifth century CE),38

Bhåvaviveka’s Madhyamakahr.dayavr. tti, along with its commentary, the
Tarkajvålå (sixth century CE),39 Candrak⁄rti’s Madhyamakåvatåra and
Madhyamakåvatårabhå‚ya (seventh century CE),40 ¡åntideva’s Bodhicar-
yåvatåra (eighth century CE),41 and ¡åntarak‚ita’s Tattvasam. graha, along
with Kamala¬⁄la’s Pañjika commentary on ¡åntarak‚ita’s work (eighth
century CE).42 Among these sources, the Kathåvatthu, the Vijñånakåya and
the Satyasiddhi ¡åstra were composed before Vasubandhu’s “Refutation”
was composed. So it should be to them that we look for antecedents of
Vasubandhu’s critique of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons.

In the first chapter of the Kathåvatthu, an extensive and very stylized
debate between the proponents of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons
and the Theravådin theory is presented. Since it was not composed in
Sanskrit, it is not a likely source upon which Vasubandhu draws in the
“Refutation,” but it does seem to represent the Pudgalavådins’ theory of
persons more or less in the form in which Vasubandhu represents it.43 In
the first chapter of the Kathåvatthu many of the same arguments used by
Vasubandhu in the “Refutation” appear, albeit in a peculiar form, devised
to facilitate memorization.44 The major thrust of the Kathåvatthu critique
of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons is that conventionally real persons

I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  T H E  T R A N S L AT I O N

11



do not, as they claim, ultimately exist, since they do not exist in the way
ultimate things exist, and are not known to exist in the way other ultimate
things are known to exist. To exist in the way ultimate things exist, the
Theravådins seem to assume, is to exist in the way a substance exists. The
Pudgalavådins, of course, do not think that persons exist as substances,
but in the way substances exist, which is apart from being conceived. To
exist ultimately is to exist apart from being conceived. The Theravådins,
apparently, do not think that anything possesses ultimate existence other
than substances.

The Theravådins themselves surely also believe that in some sense
conventional realities ultimately exist. But the ultimate existence of conven-
tional realities, they think, is the existence of the collections of substances
in dependence upon which they are conceived as single entities. From this
point of view, their main criticisms of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons
are that if conventionally real persons are neither other than nor the same
in existence as collections of substances, they do not possess ultimate exis-
tence, since they are neither substances nor collections of substances, and
are not known to exist since they are not known to exist in the way
substances are known to exist. So understood, their main objections to the
Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons are basically the same as those put
forward by Vasubandhu in the “Refutation.” Their objections, however,
are more difficult to understand because of the convoluted form in which
they are presented.

The other major issue taken up in the Kathåvatthu concerns how, if 
inexplicable persons ultimately exist, they can be, as the Pudgalavådins
claim, neither the same nor different in different lives. Vasubandhu does
not discuss the Pudgalavådins’ claim, that persons are neither the same nor
different in different lives, but he does criticize their claim that the only
way to explain the convention that persons are reborn is to suppose that
they are inexplicable phenomena.

In the second chapter of the Vijñånakåya a debate between the
Pudgalavådins and their opponents is represented. The arguments of this
chapter are similar to, but simpler than, the arguments of the first chapter
of the Kathâvatthu. If Vasubandhu studied the Vijñånakåya, however, 
his study did not have much influence on his argumentation in the
“Refutation,” which is much more extensive and more carefully articu-
lated. In the Vijñånakåya the arguments primarily turn on questions about
whether or not the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons is consistent with the
Buddha’s different classifications of persons, about whether or not it can
explain the relationship between persons in one of their rebirths and these
same persons in another rebirth, and about whether or not it is consistent
with the Buddha’s classifications of phenomena. In the “Refutation”
Vasubandhu totally ignores arguments of the first kind, but does include
arguments of the second and third kinds. He first concentrates upon 
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questions of the internal consistency of the Pudgalavådins’ theory, and then
upon scriptural refutations, after which he takes up their objections to his
own theory.

The arguments in Sections 34 and 35 of the first chapter of the
Satyasiddhi ¡åstra are much more like those in the “Refutation” in a
number of important respects. The English translation and paraphrase by
N. Aiyaswami Shastri contains some of the same basic arguments used by
Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins in the “Refutation,” although they are
formulated slightly differently and occur in a slightly different context and
order. In fact, some of the same quotations from the Buddha’s s≠tras are
employed. In Section 34 a series of scriptural objections is advanced against
the Pudgalavådin theory that a person is inexplicable, some of which
Vasubandhu employs in the “Refutation.” Then in Section 35 a number of
Pudgalavådin arguments for the existence of an inexplicable person are
presented and objections to these arguments are posed.45 But the arguments
in these sections are not so rigorously formulated as they are in the
“Refutation.” Nonetheless, the strong similarities between some of the
arguments in these sections and arguments in the “Refutation” suggest
either that Vasubandhu was familiar with the Satyasiddhi ¡åstra, that the
author of the Satyasiddhi ¡åstra was familiar with Vasubandhu’s exami-
nation in the “Refutation,” or that both examinations were based on an
earlier examination that has been lost.

The later polemical treatments of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons,
for the most part, seem to draw upon Vasubandhu’s “Refutation” or upon
these other earlier treatments. Indeed, La Vallée Poussin often calls atten-
tion in the notes to his translation of the “Refutation” to similarities
between its arguments and the arguments in these later works. Except for
the arguments in Candrak⁄rti’s Madhyamakåvatåra, which are directed
against theories of persons of the sort held by Vasubandhu and the
Pudgalavådins, and for the arguments in ¡åntarak‚ita’s Tattvasam. graha,
along with Kamala¬⁄la’s commentary on them, which call attention to the
most basic issue involved in the dispute between the Pudgalavådins and
their Buddhist critics concerning the existence of inexplicable persons, I
will not be concerned here with these later developments, which is a topic
that cries out for special study.

Among more recent secondary sources, relatively brief discussions of 
the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons are presented by Edward Conze,
Nalinaksha Dutt, S. N. Dube, and L. S. Cousins.46 More extensive treat-
ments of the Pudgalavådins’ theory of persons are to be found in Thích
Thiên Châu’s The Early Literature of the Personalists and Leonard
Priestley’s Pudgalavåda Buddhism. Although I have consulted all of these
secondary sources in my attempts to clarify the debate between Vasu-
bandhu and the Pudgalavådins, and I have found all helpful in different
ways, I failed to find in them what I consider to be clear philosophical
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accounts of the theories of persons of the Pudgalavådins and their Buddhist
critics, and hence, a clear philosophical understanding of what exactly the
debate is about.

The key to understanding their different theories of persons and the
philosophical issues involved in the dispute between them, I believe, is that
Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins actually agree that persons are conven-
tional realities that ultimately exist, but disagree about the form in which
persons ultimately exist, and so, about what can and cannot be a conven-
tional reality. That they agree that persons are conventional realities I
concluded from my study of the surviving works of the Pudgalavådins
themselves and their early Buddhist critics. I found Priestley’s Pudgalavåda
Buddhism to be especially helpful to me in the process of arriving at this
conclusion.47 That Vasubandhu and the Pudgalavådins agree that conven-
tionally real persons ultimately exist was finally called to my attention when
I realized that the major criticism of their theories by the philosophers
belonging to the Mådhyamika (middle way follower) schools of Indian
Buddhist philosophy is that they assume that persons ultimately exist.48

The only non-Buddhist theory of persons Vasubandhu seems to discuss
explicitly in the “Refutation” is that of the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ika school of
philosophy. Although nominally distinct, the Vai¬e‚ika and Nyåya schools
of philosophy are usually treated as a single school, the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ika
school, whose metaphysical views are most often presented by the
Vai¬e‚ikas and whose epistemological and logical views are usually
presented by the Naiyåyikas. The root texts of this school are Kan.åda’s
Vai¬e‚ika S≠tras (sixth century BCE) and Gotama’s Nyåya S≠tras (sixth
century BCE).49 Vasubandhu is likely to have studied the theory of persons
presented in these seminal works, as well as the elucidation of the Vai¬e‚ika
theory of persons by Pra¬astapåda in his Padårthadharmasam. graha (second
century CE)50 and the elucidation of the Nyåya theory of persons by
Våtsyåyan. a in his Nyåya Bhå‚ya (second century CE).51 In Gotama’s Nyåya
S≠tras the principal arguments for the existence of a self occur in Book I,
Chapter 1 and in Book III, Chapter 1. In Kan.åda’s Vai¬e‚ika S≠tras the
principal arguments occur in Book III, Chapters 1 and 2.52 Readers will
find a study of these texts very helpful for an assessment of Vasubandhu’s
replies to the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ika school objections to his theory of persons
and his own objections to their theory. There are, moreover, a number of
later treatises that develop the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ika arguments for the exist-
ence of the self that may be consulted for elaborations of the objections 
of the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas to the sort of theory of persons presented by
Vasubandhu.53

The Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas claim that, from the point of view of their ultimate
reality, persons are “selves” in the sense of being permanent and partless
separate substances, and that, through contact with an internal organ
(manas), these selves become conceivers of objects. By means of becoming
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conceivers of objects, they acquire characters of a kind only such entities
can possess and begin to function as agents of bodily motion. The existence
of selves is known by means of a correct inference from the existence of
the characters and agency they possess. In Section 4 of the “Refutation” a
variety of arguments used by the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ikas to prove the existence
of selves are presented, many of which are made the basis of objections to
Vasubandhu’s theory of persons. Although consciousness of objects is made
a proof of the existence of selves, it is not thought that selves are by their
own natures conscious of objects. The practical goal of the practice of 
the Nyåya-Vai¬e‚ika philosophy is to free persons from consciousness 
of objects, since suffering is the inevitable consequence of consciousness of
objects. But in India, among those who identify selves with owners or pos-
sessors of consciousness and agents of bodily motion, the essentialist view-
point predominates. The Jains, P≠rva M⁄måm. sås, Vi¬i‚tådvaita Vedåntins,
and Dvaita Vedåntins all hold versions of the theory that selves by their
own natures are conscious of objects and are agents of bodily motion.

Another non-Buddhist theory of persons to which Vasubandhu alludes,
according to Ya¬omitra, is that of the Såm. khyas. The basic text in which
the Såm. khyas’ theory of persons is presented is the Såm. khyakårikas (fifth
century CE), which is attributed to Û¬varakr. s.n. a. In verses 17–20 of this
work, proofs of the existence, nature, and number of selves are presented.54

Although this text may have been composed about the time Vasubandhu
composed the Treasury, the doctrines it contains are quite ancient. So we
may assume that Vasubandhu is familiar with the theory of persons it
contains, even if he does not openly criticize it in the “Refutation.” The
Såm. khyas claim that there are just two basic kinds of substances. The first
kind is a “self” (puru‚a or åtman), which they believe to be a permanent
and partless consciousness that is a subject that can exist without an object,
that can exist without an owner or possessor, and that cannot itself be
made an object of consciousness. The second kind of substance is an
unmanifest form of “matter” (prakr. ti) that, for the enjoyment of selves,
causes itself, by combining its three causally inseparable fundamental
“constituents” or “qualities” (gun. a-s) in different ways, to evolve into
different kinds of objects for subjects to witness. The first of these evolutes
is an agent “intellect” (buddhi), which causes itself to evolve into “a mind
that conceives an I” (aham. kåra), which mind, in dependence upon how its
own causally inseparable three constituents are combined, causes itself to
evolve into many other kinds of objects for selves to witness. The practical
goal of the Såm. khya philosophy is for persons to become free from the
illusion that they are objects of consciousness. The Såm. khyas’ pluralistic
version of selves as permanent and partless instances of pure conscious-
nesses is later transformed by the Advaita Vedåntins into a theory according
to which every self is in the last analysis one universal permanent and 
partless consciousness that is identical to “absolute reality” (brahman).
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The Indian Buddhist philosophical schools 
and the two realities

The traditional Buddhist classification of the Buddhist philosophical 
schools is to some extent an artificial creation of later Buddhist scholars.
But the classification does serve the purpose of placing the theses and argu-
ments contained in Vasubandhu’s “Refutation” into an Indian Buddhist
philosophical context without getting bogged down in difficult questions
concerning the interpretation of the views of particular philosophers. 
The four major philosophical schools are called the “Vaibhå‚ika” (Expo-
sition follower) school, the “Sautråntika” (S≠tra follower) school, the
“Cittamåtrika” (Mind Only follower) school,55 and the “Mådhyamika”
(Middle Way follower) school.56 Each of the four Buddhist philosophical
schools is in fact a collection of two or more schools whose most 
fundamental theses are very similar.

In the Indian Buddhist philosophical schools, it is clearly asserted or
implied that all phenomena known to exist are classified as either “conven-
tional realities” (sam. vr. tisatya-s) or “ultimate realities” (paramårthasatya-s),
even though the distinction between these realities may not be stressed in
their extant literature. The distinction needs to be incorporated into the 
theories set out in the different schools because it is made in the Buddha’s
s≠tras. The two realities, in general, may be characterized as two ways in
which objects known to exist possess reality. The etymology of sam. vr. ti
in sam. vr. tisatya suggests that a conventional reality, or perhaps the mind 
that apprehends it, conceals or hides an ultimate reality. In a generic sense,
I suggest, a conventional reality may be said to be the conventional nature
of an object established by conventional means, apart from the use of the
sort of analysis that reveals its ultimate nature or reality, which is known 
by means of such an analysis. This is not a very informative account, but it
is about all that can be said about the general meaning of the terms. In all
schools it is agreed that we need to rely upon both conventional realities and
ultimate realities in order to traverse the path to nirvån. a. It is important to
rely on conventional realities, for instance, for the purpose of explaining
what the problem of suffering is and how to solve it. In particular, the
Buddha taught his disciples to rely on conventional realities in their practice
of morality. Although we are not agents of actions or subjects of experience
in the domain of ultimate realities, for instance, we are such agents and 
subjects in the domain of the conventional realities, which are the founda-
tion of the practice of morality. We are to rely on ultimate realities in the
practice of wisdom on the path, he taught, insofar as direct yogic percep-
tion of ultimate realities is the means by which we can effectively eliminate
the mistaken view of a self, which is the root cause of suffering in sam. såra.
Different interpretations of the exact natures of the two realities are 
presented in most of the Indian Buddhist philosophical schools. The
Pudgalavådins’ interpretation, however, will need to be reconstructed on 
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the basis of what is said in the Tridharmaka ¡åstra about the three realities
and the fact that many of their theses are comparable to those held in other
Vaibhå‚ika schools.

In all Indian Buddhist philosophical schools other than the Pudgalavåda
schools, phenomena known to exist are also classified as either “causally
conditioned” (sam. skr. ta) or “causally unconditioned” (asam. skr. ta), as “im-
permanent” (anitya) or “permanent” (nitya), as one of the twelve “bases of
perception” (åyatana-s) and as one of the eighteen “elements” (dhåtu-s).57

The Pudgalavådins claim that there are, in addition, phenomena that are
“inexplicable” (avaktavya). According to most Vaibhå‚ika schools, and
perhaps to the Sautråntika school from whose perspective Vasubandhu
composed the bulk of the Commentary, there are four kinds of phenomena
that are causally conditioned and impermanent: “bodily forms” (r≠pa-s),
“minds” (citta-s), “mental factors” (caitta-s), and “causal factors not asso-
ciated with minds or mental factors” (viprayuktasam. skåra-s). Moreover,
there are three kinds of phenomena that are causally unconditioned and
permanent: space, cessations not brought about by analysis, and cessations
brought about by analysis. Nirvån.a, which is included as one of the cessa-
tions brought about by analysis, is the cessation of all suffering and sam. såra.

In the Indian Buddhist philosophical schools it is believed that the twelve
bases of perception are six kinds of organs of perception, five of which are
sense-organs and one of which is a “mental organ” (manas), and six kinds
of objects of direct perception, each of which consists of different kinds of
objects directly apprehended by means of one of the organs of perception.
When the minds that directly apprehend these objects by means of these
organs are added to the list, one mind answering to each of the six organs,
the resultant eighteen phenomena are called “the elements.” The same
phenomena are contained in both the classification into twelve bases of
perception and the classification into eighteen elements, since the six minds
included in the latter classification are counted in the former classification
as objects directly apprehended by means of the mental organ.

A classification of causally conditioned and impermanent phenomena
that is accepted in all schools is employed in the context of an analysis of
the phenomena of which bodies and minds are composed. It is the classi-
fication of causally conditioned and impermanent phenomena into the
following five “aggregates” (skandha-s): “bodily forms” (r≠pa-s), “feeling”
(vedanå), “discrimination” (sam. jñå), “volitional forces” (sam. skåra-s), and
“consciousness” (vijñåna).58 The aggregate of bodily forms includes all of
the most basic bodily phenomena in dependence upon which the Buddha
believed we conceive bodies. If these bodies are the bodies of persons, the
aggregate of bodily forms includes the sense-organs. The remaining aggre-
gates include all of the most basic mental phenomena in dependence 
upon which he believed we conceive minds. A more detailed account of
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Vasubandhu’s explanation of the aggregates will be presented later in this
Introduction.

Most Indian Buddhist scholars have distinguished eighteen different
Vaibhå‚ika schools.59 For our purposes these may be divided into fourteen
orthodox Vaibhå‚ika schools and four Pudgalavådin schools.60 According
to the orthodox Vaibhå‚ika schools, what we normally call bodies are
collections of elements that are “substantially real” (dravyasat). There are
two sorts of elements of bodies, those that are themselves “substances”
(dravya-s), which always exist together in differently configured insepar-
able combinations, and the combinations themselves, of which it is said
that they cannot be physically or mentally broken down into their
constituent substances. In all bodies other than the sense-organs, the most
basic configuration of inseparable elements is that some, the “primary
elements” (mahåbh≠ta-s), provide an underlying support (å¬raya) for
others, called the “secondary elements” (bhautika-s). The sense-organs, by
contrast, are differently configured inseparable combinations of subtle
forms of the four primary elements known as earth, air or wind, fire, and
water. In addition, what we normally call minds are composed of tempor-
ally partless mental substances. These mental substances also exist together
in inseparable combinations. One of them, called “mind” (citta), is the
underlying support for the others, called “mental factors” (caitta-s).

We need not here explore any further the orthodox Vaibhå‚ika account
of the elements of which bodies and minds are composed or attempt to
pursue the many the questions it raises.61 Nor do we need to explore
Vasubandhu’s critique of this account. However, since to my knowledge
Vasubandhu does not explain what is meant by “substantially real”
(dravyasat) and “substance” (dravya) and these terms play an important
role in the argumentation of the “Refutation,” we need to employ an inter-
pretation of their meaning if we are to get a clear understanding of that
argumentation. The interpretation that I believe explains their use in the
“Refutation” is (1) that substantially real phenomena are phenomena that
possess natures of their own by virtue of which they exist and can be iden-
tified independently of one another, (2) that substances and inseparable
combinations of substances are substantially real phenomena, (3) that
substances are the basic kinds of phenomena that exist, and (4) that among
substances, those that are causally conditioned exist in inseparable combi-
nations with others, and those that are causally unconditioned do not.62

Among the substances that the orthodox Vaibhå‚ikas believe to exist are
seventy-two kinds of causally conditioned phenomena and three kinds of
causally unconditioned phenomena. The seventy-two kinds of causally
conditioned phenomena are the phenomena that are included in the five
aggregates of which bodies and minds are composed. The causally uncon-
ditioned phenomena are, as mentioned above, space, cessations occasioned
by analysis, and cessations not occasioned by analysis.63
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Substantially real phenomena, which are also called phenomena that
possess substantial reality (dravyasiddhi), are to be distinguished from
phenomena whose reality is substantially established (dravyasiddha).
Substantially established realities are entities whose identities are mentally
constructed, but exist by reason of being composed of different kinds of
substances in dependence upon which their identity is constructed.64 They
are unlike inseparable combinations of substances insofar as they lack 
separate identities. On the basis of Vasubandhu’s account of their views in
the Treasury, I believe, it may be inferred that the orthodox Vaibhå‚ikas
think that all and only substantial realities are ultimate realities, while all
and only substantially established realities are conventional realities.

In verse 4 of Book VI of the Treasury, the orthodox Vaibhå‚ika schools’
interpretation of the Buddha’s doctrine of the two realities is presented.
The interpretation, which Vasubandhu endorses in the Commentary,
consists of a pair of definitions in which we are given the means by which
to determine whether an object known to exist is a conventional reality or
an ultimate reality. It is said that an object of knowledge is a conventional
reality just in case it is no longer conceived to be what it is conceived to
be if analyzed or broken into parts. The implication is that a conventional
reality is an object of knowledge that does not possess an identity by itself,
but instead possesses an identity in dependence upon possessing parts the
collection of which is the basis of its being conceived as a single entity of
some sort. It is not implied that a conventional reality does not exist apart
from being conceived, since what has been shown is only that the mind
has superimposed an identity upon a collection of phenomena conceived
by that mind as its parts. The standard example of a conventional reality
is a pot, since when subjected to analysis or breakage it is no longer
conceived as a pot. A person is another example. If the phenomena in a
collection of phenomena upon which an identity is superimposed lose their
identities when analyzed into parts or broken into parts, they too are
conventional realities. This process of analysis or physical breakage of the
object continues until the mind arrives at phenomena whose identity is not
lost when analyzed or broken into parts.

An ultimate reality, by contrast, is an object of knowledge whose identity
is retained if analyzed or broken into parts. Because ultimate realities 
are substantially real phenomena, they exist and have identities apart 
from being conceived. Although Vasubandhu himself seems to reject the
Vaibhå‚ikas’ view that the ultimate realities of which bodies are composed
are spatially unextended, he does accept the idea that there are, in some
sense, minimally sized phenomena of which they are composed and that
they are ultimate realities. Since in Section 4.8 of the “Refutation” he
implies that the five aggregates in their uncontaminated forms are sub-
stances, in Section 2.1 that bodily forms, which are included in the collec-
tion of aggregates, are substantially real phenomena, and in Section 2.1.5
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that the four primary elements are substances, I assume that he accepts the
Vaibhå‚ika view that the aggregates and the four elements are substances,
and so, are ultimate realities.65

The Pudgalavådin schools do not accept the orthodox Vaibhå‚ika iden-
tification of ultimate realities with substantial realities, or of conventional
realities with substantially established realities. In Section 2.1.1 of the
“Refutation” the Pudgalavådins are in effect made to deny that persons
are either substantial realities or substantially established realities. This
denial, however, does not mean that they deny that persons are conven-
tional realities. Rather, the reason for their denial is that they believe that
conventional realities may be either substantially established or inexplic-
able, and that persons are of the second kind.66 What is inexplicable,
therefore, is basically what ultimately exists without being a substantial
reality or a substantially established reality. Since substantial realities and
substantially established realities exhaust the entities that possess separate
identities, it is clear that ultimately existent inexplicable phenomena are
entities without separate identities.

In the “Refutation” the idea of inexplicable persons is usually conveyed
by the statements that persons neither are nor are not the aggregates, and
that persons neither are nor are not other than the aggregates. But “are
the aggregates” and “are not other than the aggregates” in these statements
mean “are the same in existence as collections of aggregates,” and “are
not the aggregates” means “are other than collections of aggregates as a
separate substance.” The assumption is that what exists is either a collec-
tion of aggregates (which are substances) or a substance. This “logic” of
being and not being the aggregates and of being other and not being other
than the aggregates is grounded in the orthodox Vaibhå‚ika belief that
everything that exists is a substantial reality or a substantially established
reality. The Pudgalavådins are basically claiming that this “logic” excludes
the existence of entities without separate identities, and so, excludes the
existence of persons.

When the Pudgalavådins say in the “Refutation” that persons exist, they
are assuming that persons are inexplicable phenomena and that the exis-
tence they possess is ultimate existence. This is the existence, I believe, that
the Pudgalavådins of the Kathåvatthu called “existing in the way an 
ultimate thing exists.” We need to be clear, however, what this means. 
The meaning is that although inexplicable persons, insofar as they are
conceived, exist in dependence upon aggregates, they do exist apart from
the aggregates and from being conceived in dependence upon aggregates
as entities that lack separate identities. So inexplicable persons are conven-
tional realities insofar as they are conceived in dependence upon collections
of aggregates, but ultimately exist insofar as they exist apart from being
conceived, as entities without separate identities. We do exist by ourselves,
in other words, but insofar as we do, we cannot be conceived. Because we
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