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Abstract

The Buddha’s conception of the nature of sen-
tient beings being without a substantial and last-
ing core gave rise to interpretations in subse-
quent Buddhist philosophical traditions that
often appear surprisingly modern. In general, his
usage of defined abstract notions was prudently
limited for the most part, however, to those nec-
essary for presenting soteriological and practical
teachings. But this approach proved to be philo-
sophically prolific. Basic concepts and theorems
were soon developed into rich scholasticist sys-
tems of ontology and psychology, which were
followed by a normative epistemology that fo-
cussed on the kinds of cognition that can war-
rant valid knowledge. The relationship between
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mind or mental phenomena and the body was
elaborately discussed with different proponents
of Indian Materialism in order to prove the cor-
rectness of the Buddha’s analysis of the empiri-
cal person. By means of examples this paper will
offer a survey of the concept of the senses, their
nature and function according to a particular
system of mainstream Buddhism, as well as of
the ideas about the relationship between men-
tal phenomena and the material body as can be
seen in the attempt of the influential philoso-
pher Dharmakirti to refute the reductionistic ex-
planation of consciousness.

Introduction

In science, “sensory perception”, is now used
as a cumulative label to describe the activity
of the senses, an activity that consists in the
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transport of information necessary for living
beings, from bacteria to human beings, to
survive and procreate. This nature of the
senses, sensors as transducers, has been ex-
amined in great detail by biologists over the
last hundred years with regard to their physi-
ological and technical aspects, and an in-
credibly differentiated wealth of possibilities
how stimuli from the outer or inner world of
an organism are received and transmitted
has been already discovered (see Chapters |,
1-4 and 11,6 this book).

| should clarify what you can expect in the
following paper. | am neither a scientist nor a
philosopher, but as a philologist and histor-
ian of ideas, a kind of cultural anthropologist
with a focus on Indian and Tibetan thought,
in particular Buddhist thought. Yet | am also
a living being with an interest in the ques-
tions of today. Thus, in conclusion, | will take
this occasion to bother you with some per-
sonal impressions, probably quite innocent
if not even stupid about the so-called prob-
lem of consciousness and the manner of
some of the discourses about it.

It seems to be my charge to present at the
end of this book, as a kind of counterpoint,
the example of a pre-modern view of sen-
sory perception, and, moreover, a view that
is not only pre-modern, but also extra-Euro-
pean, namely, an Indian view.

As in pre-modern Europe, in India sensory
perception was not a topic of the sciences,
e. g., of medicine, but of philosophy. Within
the various intellectual traditions that |
would characterize as “religious” because
they offer solutions for the problems of life,
the last centuries BCE see the development
of a number of philosophical systems in In-
dia: comprehensive and structured concep-
tions and explanations of what there is in
the inside and outside worlds. In my opin-
ion, all of these efforts are much influenced
by their respective social and religious tradi-
tions, Brahmanical, Jinist, Buddhist, or
Materialist, much as medieval European or

“Western” philosophies are mostly held to-
gether by Christian presuppositions. These
Indian systems differ widely in focus and
structure. While some are outside nature-
oriented, most focus on the inside nature of
living beings. Along with the development of
such systems, the practice of debate became
regulated during this period in order to al-
low productive or polemic discussions, both
within the same traditions but also between
competing ones. In the period following this
systematization, the background of these
systems was contested in an ensuing culture
of polemic dispute: proof of the validity of
the respective sources of knowledge was
sought, including aspects concerning the
foundational authority these systems were
built upon. Rich developments in epistemol-
ogy and logic accompanied this trend. While
the conceptual context for the various epis-
temological theories of this period is quite
similar, their emphasis on the sources of
knowledge differs according to their specific
goals. For example, for systems based on
metaphysical principles beyond experience,
inference is considered more important than
perception. If, as in the case of Buddhism,
the systems are based on the truth of a par-
ticular person’s experience, in this case of
course the Buddha, perception is predom-
inant whereas inference receives its validity
only indirectly from its connection with the
results of perception.

In order to avoid further generalizing
statements, | will proceed by presenting two
concrete examples in more detail from this
rich philosophical development which is
quite divergent even within Buddhism. Both
examples are extracted from a specific single
text and may be relevant in regard to differ-
ent aspects of the topic of this book. The
first example is of a more antiquarian char-
acter and is drawn from the “Treasury of
Scholasticism” (“Abhidharmakosa”) by Vas-
ubandhu, a famous teacher of the 5 cen-
tury CE. It will demonstrate Vasubandhu’s
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conception of the nature and function of the
senses as an approach to the topic under
medieval Indian intellectual conditions. The
second example demonstrates the mind-
body question as it is dealt with in the “Com-
mentary on Valid Cognitions” (“Pramana-
varttika”), the first major work of Dharmakirti,
a widely influential epistemologist and logi-
cian of the 7™ century CE. To adequately un-
derstand Vasubandhu’s classical presenta-
tion of sensory perception we need to briefly
look at the Buddhist conceptual background.
According to the Buddha, the nature of sen-
tient living beings — humans and animals
alike? — consists in a collection of five empir-
ically discernible constituents (Fig. 1) that
can clearly be distinguished from one an-
other. These constituents he calls “branches”
(“skandhah”) (cf. Vetter 2000).

The five branches are “body”, “feeling”,
“conceptual awareness or ideation”, “voli-
tional and affective impulses”, and “sensa-
tion” (Vetter 2000, p. 69f.). All five constitu-
ents are conceived of as continua of distinct
factors that are connected only causally.
There is nothing in addition to and different
from these factors, like, for example, a sub-
stantial permanent soul or an observing
master-mind. In the later systematic period,
the body as matter in general is dualistically
opposed to mind, which is accompanied by
various emotional and intellectual phenom-
ena. In the light of the Buddhist interest in

Fig.1 The five “branches” (skandhah)
according to the Buddha

the nature of life and its origin, as well as in
a method of deliverance from life’s frustrat-
ing eternity, the Buddhist point of departure
in the examination of sensory perception
within this dualistic framework is on the side
of perception. This means that sensory per-
ception is not understood as a function of
the senses, but a sensation or awareness
that comes about under the cooperation of
the senses. In the following | extract the
most relevant notions regarding the nature
of the senses from Vasubandhu’s extremely
elaborate system.

Vasubandhu on senses

Vasubandhu’s list of awareness/conscious-
ness-related factors comprises 18 “compo-
nents” (“dhatu”), which are listed in Fig. 2.
There are six consciousnesses? (“vijiiana”);
of these, five are sensory and one is non-
sensory. They correspond to six sensory fac-
ulties or senses proper, namely, the five
human senses (seeing, hearing, smelling,
tasting, and feeling/touching), and mind,
and refer to six corresponding objects (vis-
ible form, sound, smell, taste, tangibles, and
knowables). Leaving aside the mind (“manas”

body (ripa)

feeling (vedana)

ideation (safijiia)

volitional and affective impulses (samskarah)

sensation (vijiana)

1

2

In early layers of Buddhism possibly including even plants (cf. Schmithausen 1991)
| here use the term “consciousness” synonymously with “conscious cognition, awareness, sensation”.

The single Indian term connotes “discriminating or distinct cognition or knowledge”
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consciousnesses senses

visual seeing

auditory hearing

olfactory smelling

gustatory tasting

tactile feeling

mental mind ("inner sense")

support object

eyes visible form (= colour + shape)
ears sound

nose smell

tongue taste

body tangible

"heart" knowables

Fig.2 The eighteen “components””(dhatavah) of awareness/consciousness following Vasubandhu

and its function as a distinct non-sensory
faculty of discrimination, the question per-
tinent to the topic of the present book is that
of the nature of the senses.

First of all, the senses are material in that
they consist of the four “great elements”
earth, water, fire, and wind. But they repre-
sent a subtle kind of matter that is derived
(“rGpaprasada”) from these four elements
(Vetter 2000, 21f.). The elements are the
“support” (“asraya”) of all derived matter
(Abhidharmakosa “AK” 1.12ab, Pradhan 1967);
they are atomically conceived, but are expe-
rienced only in terms of their essential char-
acteristics, for instance, earth as “solidity”,
water as “wetness”, fire as “heat”, and wind
as “motion”. Moreover, the elements are
composite, that is to say, the element earth
for instance contains at least one atom or
more of each of the other elements. It is de-
termined as being earth only because the
earth atoms predominate (Sphutartha
Abhidharmakos$avyakhya by Yasomitra “AKV”,
Wogihara 1971, AKV 33,10-15).2 The same is
true for the derived matter in the form of
the senses. Depending on which aggregation

3

4

Cf. Preisendanz (1994, p 445).

predominates in the senses, they are coordin-
ated to the respective object, following the
principle “like causes like”.

Perhaps intriguing here for biologists is
the term “subtle kind of matter” (“rGpapra-
sada”). This type of matter is said to be de-
rived from the great elements, but it is trans-
parent(“accha”)andthereforesuprasensible.
Like those elements this matter consists of
atoms, and, most impoftantly, is not to be
identified with their respective “seats”
(“adhisthana”). The seats of the senses, the
eyes, ears, nose, tongue and body, carry the
subtle atomic matter of the senses in differ-
ent ways (Abhidharmakos$abhasya of Vasub-
andhu “AKBh” 33, 17-23, Pradhan 1967).%
Because of the senses’ transparency, the ex-
act place they occupy on their seats can only
be inferred. These seats are inferred from
medical experience: if medication is applied
at this spot, it has an effect on the respective
sense.

The sense of vision has its seat on the
pupil of the eye in the form of a cumin-flow-
er, and is covered by a transparent skin.
Hearing sits inside the ear on a cartilage that

On the notion of “predominance” (“bhiyastva”), cf. Preisendanz (1994, 724ff.).
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has a colour like that of a birch-leaf. Smell is
placed in the two nostrils in the form of ar-
row heads. Taste sits on the tongue like a
half moon. In the middle of the tongue there
is a spot the size of the tip of a hair that is
not pervaded by the atoms of this sense. The
sense of feeling follows the body in its ar-
rangement.

Although the systematic explanations are
different, all of this, and there is not much
more to be found on the physiology of the
senses, is also more or less commonly ac-
cepted in the brahmanical traditions, espe-
cially those with a focus on the philosophy of
nature. There is only one point where they
diverge. In general, the brahmanical schools
upheld the requirement that for perception
to occur there must be physical contact be-
tween a sense and its object. Buddhist scho-
lasticists, however, accepted the necessity of
contact only for the senses of smell, taste,
and feeling, as long as their objects were of
comparable size to the sense organs. But in
the case of seeing and hearing they denied
the necessity of physical contact (AK 1.43cd,
Pradhan 1967).

Their main argument concerns the sense
of vision: although we see objects that are
distant from the seat of vision, we do not see
the eye lashes in its nearest proximity. The
requirement of contact and the debate with
the Buddhists generated rich developments
in optical theories in the brahmanical schools.
These culminated in a theory of eye-rays, for
which the Nyaya-Vaisesika school was mainly
responsible.> The reason the Buddhists de-
nied the necessity of physical contact in the
cases of seeing and hearing is, however, not
based on the discovery of specific facts, but

is clearly dogmatic. In the Buddhist tradition
it is said that advanced virtuosi of medita-
tion have special capacities; they are able to
acquire “divine”, suprasensitive sight (“divya-
caksuh”) by means of which they see not
only far in terms of space and time but also
through walls and mountains, as well as “di-
vine”, suprasensitive hearing (“divyasrotra”),
through which they hear sounds over great
distances, even sounds created in other
world systems. Such capacities would not be
possible if physical contact were required.®
If then for Vasubandhu there is no contact
between the senses of seeing and hearing
and their objects, how does he explain the
arising of the respective cognitions? Accord-
ing to an older authority,” the sense of vision
perceives something, i.e. “attains” some-
thing in that it arises in a “state of non-sep-
aration” (“nirantaratva”) with an object
(AKBh 32,10f, Pradhan 1967), by reason of
light. When a visible form is too close to the
sense of vision, the form impedes the func-
tion of light and thus, the sense of vision
does not see. When an object is distant, light
is not impeded, and the sense of vision sees.
The sense of hearing perceives by reason of
space (“akasa”). When a sound is close to
the sense of hearing, it does not oppose the
function of space, which is to impede mat-
ter, and thus, the sense of hearing hears.
But as said above, these quite artificial
constructions are only due to dogmatic con-
siderations. | believe, however, that in order
to get a clear view of the conceptions of the
senses in this system, all considerations
which only accommodate the tradition can
be disregarded here. | would instead like to
examine in more detail the model of the

> For an extensive treatment of these ideas cf. Preisendanz (1989 and 1994, pp 446-449). Cf. also

Mookerjee (1935) and Tillemans (1990).

& AKBh 32,2f: sati ca praptavisayatve divyam caksuhs$rotram iha dhyayinam nopajayeta (Pradhan 1967).

Cf. AKV 83,26-84,2 (Wogihara 1971).

7 Vibhasa 13,7 as quoted in UAbhidharmakosa de Vasubandhu “AKBhV” I. 87, note 1 (La Vallée Poussin,

1971).
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three other senses, those that actually “at-
tain” their objects, namely, smell, taste and
feeling. When, in the case of these three
senses, the sense-atoms “attain” roughly the
same number of object-atoms, conscious-
ness is produced (AKBh 33, 11, Pradhan
1967). But atoms, as the smallest entity of
matter, do not “touch” one another because
they are the smallest entity and thus have no
parts (AKBh 32,13, Pradhan 1967), or be-
cause they would collapse into a single atom,
if they did touch (AKBh 32, 12, Pradhan
1967). But they do touch, in the sense of
non-separation, understood as a “juxtaposi-
tion without anything in the interval” when
they are “agglomerated” (“sanghata”) and
thus have parts (AKBh 32,17f, Pradhan
1967). Such “agglomerates” are either dis-
solved or held together by the element wind,
i.e. by “motion” (AKBh 32,14-16, Pradhan
1967). While it is fine that “motion” keeps
atoms together without their collapsing be-
cause they have resistance (“sapratigha”),
“agglomerates” are still atoms (AKBh 33,4f,
Pradhan 1967), and using such terms as
“touching” or “attaining” can only be con-
sidered metaphorical without reference to
reality (AKBh 33,2f, Pradhan 1967).

In another context, the five elementary
sense-objects are also said to be “resistant”
(“sapratigha”) in the sense of being impene-
trable, as when a hand strikes a rock, it is re-
pelled (AKBh 19,7f,18, Pradhan 1967). But
the senses are also “resistant” in the sense
of “encountering one another” or of “com-
ing together” (“nipata”), which in this con-
text is explained as “an activity with regard
to its specific object” (“svavisaye pravrttih”,
AKBh 19,18, Pradhan 1967). What is meant
here is not that the senses act on their ob-
jects, but that they are “active in mutual as-
sistance” (“sabhaga”). On one hand “mutual
assistance” means “mutual service” (“an-
yonyabhajana”), in which the senses, objects
serve one another as the support and object
of consciousness, and, and in which con-

sciousnesses relies on the senses (AKBh
28,20, Pradhan 1967; AKV 76,27—34, Wogi-
hara 1971); on the other hand, it means
“possessionofanactivity” (“karitrabhajana”),
namely, the acts of seeing, of being an ob-
ject of consciousness or being seen, or of
discerning the object (AKBh 28,20, Pradhan
1967; AKV 76,34-77,2, Wogihara 1971). This
is also expressed in a more meaningful way
as “having the same contact as (their) effect”
(“sparsasamanakaryatva”) (AKBh 28,20, Prad-
han 1967; AKV 77,5-9, Wogihara 1971).

Also “contact” (“sparsa”) does not mean
the same thing here as it does in the brah-
manical schools. In the given context it
means a “coming together, becoming near
to one another” (“sannipata”) of the three:
the sensory faculty, an object and conscious-
ness (AKBh 132,8, Pradhan 1967; AKV 77,8f,
Wogihara 1971). Moreover, it is not a physic-
al contact that is meant, but only a concep-
tual or metaphorical contact. Yasomitra, a
ninth century commentator on Vasuband-
hu’s treatise, expresses this in a manner that
helps to get a clearer picture: “These, sense,
object and cognition, have the same effect.
When cognizing the [sense of the] eye and
the object, visual cognition arises.” (AKV
77,7, Wogihara 1971)

As a historian of philosophy | am compelled
to reveal at this point that Vasubandhu’s sum-
mary of Buddhist scholasticism is comprised
of several layers of consistent theories that
are historically and systematically intermin-
gled with a great number of individual opin-
ions on specific points and problems. His own
views can often be seen as more down-to-
earth alternatives, clearer and more compact,
when compared to the traditions he endeav-
oured to summarize. And at the end of his
career, he abandoned his earlier ontologic-
al position of naive realism altogether and
proposed an idealistic ontology — with a con-
siderable number of similarities to modern
constructivist ideas. Only his proof of the
impossibility of a reality that is external to
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consciousness may be mentioned as being of
interest to our topic. For this proof is basically
a refutation of the conception of atomic real-
ity: atoms are impossible.®

The critical realism, already seen in Vas-
ubandhu’s work that served to reduce the
conceptual extremes of scholasticist causal
theories, was subsequently fully developed
by Dharmakirti in his conceptions of causal-
ity and of the momentariness of anything
caused. Here, the scholasticist’s complicated
structure of six types of causes and five types
of effect is replaced by a theory based on
one major cause and a group of auxiliary
causes that are, in principle, representative
for an unlimited number of auxiliary causes.
These causes produce only one kind of ef-
fect, while at the same time they contribute
to the properties of this effect.

In the spirit of Yasomitra’s succinct re-
mark quoted above,’ | would now like to
briefly sketch Dharmakirti’s theorem (Fig.3)
(Steinkellner 1967, pp 44-55). According to
his conception one has as a starting point

causal complex

phases of different causes that are in prox-
imity to one another, thereby forming a
causal complex (“hetusamagri”). In prin-
ciple, the proximity of these causes is the
effect of a “history” of previous causes that
have no beginning in time, and the causes
belonging to such complexes are unlimited
in the space of each time-phase as well.
Nevertheless, the main causes are easily
discernible: a main cause is distinguished as
having a preceding causal phase that is of
the same type as the effect (“samanantara-
pratyaya”); auxiliary causes (“sahakarin”)
are not of the same type, but they need to
be present to allow the causal complex to
be also sufficient to produce its effect. In
the case of sensory perception, the main
cause is sensation, mind, or consciousness,
and the auxiliary causes are the sensory
faculties, objects, light, etc. What is gained
by the cooperation of the auxiliary causes
with the main cause is that they have a
causal influence on the properties of their
common effect (Fig. 4).

~ = — — —  etc. — etc. — ~

~ = — — —  light \— light — ~

~ —- — | — — object object — ~

~ —> — | > — sense sense — ~

~ = — — — sensation — “'sense perception — sensation — ~
R 3 - — +1 — +2 — ~ phases

Fig.3 Dharmakirti’s theorem (Steinkellner 1967, p 137)

8 Vimsatika 11-15 (Frauwallner 1994).

°  lunderstand this remark as summarizing the earlier interpretation of the process of sensory perception
already under the influence of Dharmakirti’s theory.
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object
(auxiliary cause)

causal complex:

sensation
(main cause)

etc.
(aux. cause)

sense
(aux. cause)

. JJ’/ L

a v a a
effect: sense perception

o g o il

4 a i ! s

a 4 4 4
specific properties: having the being sensation being restricted  etc.

object's form to grasping
a specific object

Fig.4 The empty arrows indicate a causal relationship, the lines the effect’s properties, and the filled
arrows their relationship to the respective causes in the complex (Steinkellner 1967, p 127)

To sum up: What these Buddhist philoso-
phers thought they were able to explain on
the level of material reality as governed by
causal regularity, is the possibility of an
event of consciousness that refers to or
represents reality “as it is” (“yathabhata”).
In Dharmakirti’s definition of perception as
being “non-erroneous” and “free of con-
ception” (Dharmakirti’s Pramanaviniscaya
“PVin” 1.4ab’, Steinkellner 2007 and Vetter
1966, p 41) this is spelled out at the end of
a long development in both a pragmatic
and a Buddhist manner. Since sensory per-
ception is only one type of cognition de-
fined in this manner aside of other events
of cognition like the self-consciousness of
cognitions as objects, even conceptual
ones, or the peak-experience of a medi-
tator, it can be said that these characteris-
tics of perceptions are better appreciated
through what amounts to their psychologic-
al equivalent, namely the subjective feeling

10

of “immediacy” or “clearness” (“saksatva”),
a quality that is exemplarily experienced in
sensory perception.

3.
Dharmakirti on body and mind

The second topic | consider to be of interest
here is the Buddhist position on the relation-
ship between body and mind. Again | can
use Dharmakirti as my source. In the second
chapter of his “Commentary on Valid Cog-
nitions” (“Pramanavarttika”), Dharmakirti
deals at length with views from traditions of
Indian materialism and medicine (Pramana-
varttika “PV” 2. 34-119, Franco 1997)%. His
motivation is obvious: the affirmation of the
Buddhist belief of a re-embodiment of the

Cf. its review by Taber J (2003) Dharmakirti against Physicalism. Journal of Indian Philosophy 31:

479-502, from which | benefitted substantially for this lecture.
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continuum of sensation in beginning- and
endless existences full of suffering, as well as
the possibility to release oneself from this
eternal circle through the development of
moral and intellectual capacities to ultimate
perfection.

As said at the beginning, the Buddha con-
siders a living being to consist of five ultim-
ately different constituents, the body, feel-
ing, ideation, impulses and sensation, which
can be contracted for our purposes to “body
and mind”. They are distinct continua of ex-
istent factors that are connected only caus-
ally, but they cooperate in forming an em-
pirical personality, an ego. There is nothing
substantial and eternal, such as a soul, in ad-
dition to these constituents.

Now, whereas all bodies are visibly imper-
manent because the elements rearrange
themselves, this is not the case with the
mental constituents. Their continua gener-
ate their respective subsequent phases, and,
after the death of the body, impelled by the
heritage of previous activities, namely, by
the karma, attach themselves to new bodies.
It is this conception which makes the belief
in the development of mental capacities
possible beyond specific single life periods in
the direction of final release. This is the basis
of Buddhism as religion. The belief that mind
is different from body is for Dharmakirt,
therefore, a necessary presupposition to be
able to accept the authority of the Buddha in
all the goals of his striving. At the same time
it is ascertained thereby that all experiences,
deposited in the continuum of sensation like
seeds, will bear their fruits in the present or
a future life, so that in general moral norms
can be accepted as meaningful. The exist-
ence of mind beyond the death of the body
is thus crucial.

However, the intention of Dharmakirti is
not to definitively prove the difference of
mind and body, for he sees no purpose in

1 Brhaspatisatra, cf. A3—-AS5 in Namai (1976).

convincing his own group of this. He intends,
just as true philosophical questions are dealt
with, to render his ideas acceptable to all fel-
low rational beings. His aims are more mod-
est, and thus | believe of interest even for
modern discussions of this question: he
shows that the assumption of a mind as in-
dependent of the body, and thus the as-
sumption of re-embodiment, or afterlife, is
not impossible. He does this by supporting,
through his arguments, the doubts regard-
ing the thesis that consciousness necessarily
originates in bodily matter.

For the basic counter position he opposes,
is that of a reductive physicalistic material-
ism, classically expressed in the ancient
metaphor: “Consciousness arises from the
elements just as the power of intoxication
from molasses and other substances when a
fermenting substance is added.”**

Traditionally the Buddhists refute a num-
ber of positions held in the Indian context by
means of aporetic proofs to demonstrate that
the phenomenon of consciousness in new-
borns cannot be caused by something that is
not of the same type, i. e., it must stem from
a previous phase of consciousness. To men-
tion only the most common of these other
positions proposed, these are the theses
(1) that consciousness is newly created by
an eternal creator, (2) that consciousness
arises from the consciousness-continuum
of the parents, (3) that consciousness
springs from the mixture of semen and
menstrual blood, i. e., the elements, and (4)
that consciousness arises spontaneously,
i.e., without a cause.

Dharmakirti examines only the third, the
materialistic thesis that consciousness springs
from the elements. He begins with the ques-
tion what causes cognition, a mental event. |
can only briefly summarize. According to him
only like causes like. Matter such as clay
causes pots, not conscious cognitions. If this
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principle were invalid, anything could come
from anything.

Also different combinations of matter,
particularly organic and living matter, are in-
capable of giving rise to cognitions, for it
otherwise would be inexplicable why not
every combination would be capable in that
respect. There would have to be a surplus to
be responsible for this difference in causal
capacities.

The senses, too, are no option, since al-
though they are needed for the arising of
sensory perceptions, they are not necessary
for mental cognitions such as thoughts,
memories and the internal states of pleas-
ure and pain. In short, even if the body or
the senses can support the arising of cogni-
tion as auxiliary causes this does not mean
that the body is the main cause of cogni-
tion.

But most remarkable in Dharmakirti’s
examination is his repeated reference to the
methodical principle known as Occam’s
razor, according to which the simpler explan-
ation is the better. Since no one can prove
that the body generates consciousness, why
postulate this when the immediately pre-
ceding and, moreover, like phase of con-
sciousness is a sufficiently suitable candidate
for this task? With regard to modern discus-
sions about consciousness it can be asked,
however, what exactly Dharmakirti means
by “like causes like”? He certainly knows that
the type or substantial form of “clay” does
not remain when a pot or a house is prod-
uced, or that effects often have properties
surprisingly different from their causes, such
as ashes from burning wood. He does not
deny that material causes are capable of
producing something that is more complex
or differently structured than them. He only
insists on the dualistic position that some-
thing physical cannot cause something non-
physical.

In this sense, Dharmakirti is on the side of
all those modern philosophers who hold

that consciousness cannot be traced to mat-
ter as its source. No ever-so-detailed de-
scription of the micro-physical states of an
organism can show with certainty that the
micro-physical or macro-physical area can
have some kind of conscious experience.
Even today’s knowledge of the nervous
micro-cosmos of the brain and the hypothe-
sis that this, as a “complex system”, is simply
capable of a “more” than its components or
their sum cannot, as far as | see, answer the
question why such “complex systems” lead
to certain conscious experiences. Since, in
my simplistic opinion, it is not, or at least not
yet possible to explain how they do it, we
also cannot know that they do it.

Dharmakirti’s point is to demonstrate that
aregular causal relationship between mater-
ial states and consciousness cannot be es-
tablished. Certainly, his knowledge about
the physiology of living beings has been long
since outdistanced. Nevertheless, his discus-
sion of the problem underlines the fact that
although biology of today can explain the
conditioning framework for the presence of
consciousness, the existence of regular rela-
tions between physical and non-physical
phenomena, or the assumption of the non-
existence of non-physical phenomena, must
still be treated like a matter of belief in the
sense of a non-established conviction.

Of course, Dharmakirti, too, did not offer
a solution to the question of the presence
of consciousness that one could accept
today. He thought he had successfully at-
tained his aim by showing that the material-
ist is not able to convincingly establish that
consciousness as existing independently of
the body is ultimately impossible. Never-
theless, | believe we can draw a lesson from
Dharmakirti’s exercise and in this way also
make use of our reading of a pre-modern
Indian philosopher for some present-day
problems of discourse.
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4,
Afterthoughts

If, in conclusion, the science’s state of the art
on this issue can still be said to be, provision-
ally, a matter of belief or non-established
conviction, this field of discourse might also
be considered a neutral and open space for a
conventional approach.

If a mono-causal explanation of the two,
body and mind, cannot yet be proven, the
same holds true for a dualistic explanation
as well, because a causal or non-causal exist-
ence of mind as an “inner sense” or of a soul
has also not yet been proven. While scien-
tists are certain that the latter can never be
proven, for the time being they still can only
be hopeful that the former might be.

Then, even if we accept this scientific ex-
pectation as the only reasonable one, and
even if most of us believe that a comprehen-
sive mono-causal explanation will be found
in a not-too-distant future, this is — so it
seems to me at least — not a reasonable basis
for the often polemic opposition against the
dualistic model.

After all, both camps must acknowledge
the fact that cognition or consciousness ex-
ists. What we know about cognition and how
it works, as well as its effects and conse-
qguences in our lives, does not depend on our
knowledge of how it comes about, what
causes it, and how its variations and pro-
cesses are conditioned. Yet, on the other
hand, this life of the mind has long been
studied, will continue to be studied, and will
always be of interest, irrespective of the final
answers to the question of the causes of its
existence.

What | would like to propose, therefore,
is, at least provisionally with the purpose of
allowing the functions of mind to be ob-
served as such, that it would be best if scien-
tists did not brush aside the notion that the
mind is a reality of its own. Even if the mind

is only accepted as a hypothetical entity, a
kind of second-order reality, because of its
usefulness in practical life, the mind’s func-
tions, when seen as the result of evolution-
ary developments, still merit the same at-
tention they have received throughout the
history of humankind.

There is, then, also no need to vote for
one of the opposing positions recently de-
bated with much heat of either “physical-
ism” or “evolution” versus “intelligent de-
sign”. We have to admit, | think, that both
nature and living, sentient beings, look very
much as if they had been designed. Yet “de-
sign” can be understood as the result of an
intelligent directing cause, a creational re-
sult, or as the result of undirected, incidental
evolution.

However, we have to be aware of the fact
that “design” is only in the eye of the be-
holder. It is based on a conceptual judge-
ment that refers to our outer and inner
worlds of experience. We judge these worlds
as “designed”. And we actually need the con-
ception of the world as “designed”, because
for our activities and for finding a way through
the impediments and dangers present “out
there” we have to rely on some guide that
helps us to direct our next moves. Whether
the judgement of the world as “designed” is
further considered to have either evolution-
ary or creational grounds is therefore quite
irrelevant for our survival. Even if we con-
sider the scientifically most likely option as
having the flavour of truth, namely that it is
nothing but the incidentalistic “policy” of
evolution which happened to provide us
with the capacity of conceiving the world as
“designed”, this will not be much of an ad-
vantage, for we already know that we have
this capacity and that we can rely on it.

In this sense it will always be useful and
necessary to differentiate between the study
of the physiological nature of the mind and
the study of the social and epistemological
nature of the mind and its functions useful
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to the species. If the former study explains
the mind’s nature, the latter deals with the
mind’s function. Such a distinction, if con-
sidered as conventional practice, would nei-
ther discredit the progress of science in its
efforts for a natural explanation of the mind,
nor would it discredit ordinary human prac-
tice, which relies on the mind’s functions as
providing one of the best tools in the striv-
ings for survival.
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