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Vasubandhu on the
Mind-body Problem

From Atomism to Idealism

Allison Aitken

A central challenge for dualists in Early Modern European philosophy—
famously epitomized in the correspondence between Descartes and
Princess Elisabeth—concerns how to explain causal commerce between the
mind and body when conceived as substances that are different in kind.
This chapter examines an analogous problem in a different intellectual con-
text: Abhidharma Buddhist scholasticism. Although the mind-body hetero-
geneity problem is not explicitly formulated in classical Sanskrit Buddhist
philosophy, the mechanics of mind-body interaction were a central topic
of dispute among Abhidharma philosophers. In his Autocommentary on
the Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakosabhasya, AKBh, hereafter
Autocommentary), Vasubandhu (4th-5th c.) details debates over explanatory
puzzles concerning body — mind causal interaction in the case of sense
perception (that is, when bodies causally impact our mental states via our
sense faculties) and mind — body causal interaction in the case of inten-
tional action (that is, when a mental act of intention initiates a physical or
verbal action)." Here, 1 focus on body — mind interaction and show how
disagreements among competing Abhidharma schools of thought over the
mechanics of sense perception center on the nature and function of contact
(sparsa).? 1 reveal how Vasubandhu exploits this unresolved “contact problem”

' See Aitken (forthcoming b) for a study of Abhidharma disputes concerning the nature of
intentional action and how this too can be seen to motivate Vasubandhu’s idealist turn in his
Yogacara works, and see Aitken (forthcoming a) for an analysis of Vasubandhu’s account of
mind — mind causal interaction in the absence of matter when he shifts positions to defend
Yogacara idealism.

* It’s worth noting that contact is the crux of the dispute between Descartes and Princess
Elisabeth on this topic, where Descartes suggests that Princess Elisabeth imagines there to be
problems on his view when it comes to mind-body interaction because she erroneously
assumes that mind-body contact conforms to the model of body-body contact. The traditions
under discussion here also take mind-body contact and body-body contact to be disanalogous,
though for different reasons from Descartes, as will be shown.
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among Abhidharmika external world realists when he pivots to defend
Yogacara idealism in the Twenty Verses (Vimsika): puzzles about contact, he
argues, expose the incoherence of the very concept of matter.®

I begin, in section 11, with an introduction to Abhidharma conceptions
of mind, body, and causation as presented in Vasubandhu’s Autocommentary.
I then turn, in section 1.2, to an analysis of Abhidharma causal theories of
sense perception, highlighting the central role of contact, which involves
the meeting of three things: a consciousness, a sense faculty, and a percep-
tible object. Curiously, this sort of contact is classified as a mental activity
(caitta). So, the question arises: how is something mental supposed to do
the job of bridging the mind-body gap? Vasubandhu surveys competing
Sarvastivada Vaibhasika and Sautrantika Abhidharma theories of contact in
sense perception, and although he generally favors Sautrantika views in his
Autocommentary, each of these theories, on his telling, leaves open ques-
tions concerning the precise mechanism by which mind meets world (sec-
tion 1.2.1).* Even the kind of contact that is supposed to take place between

* In this paper, I do not intend to weigh in on, much less settle, the dispute on whether
Vasubandhu gradually changed his view when transitioning from authoring the AKBh to the
Vs, or whether he endorsed Yogacara all along. My observations in this paper are compatible
with either scenario. On a standard narrative, the root verses of Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosa
represent what he took to be the position of the Sarvastivada Vaibhasika, and the places in his
AKBh where he expresses disagreement with this account represent the view of Sautrantika,
though neither of these traditions was univocal. Kritzer (2003a, 2003b, 2005) has argued that
Vasubandhu wrote the AKBh as a covert Yogacarin, using the term Sautrantika to signal claims
that were continuous with Yogacara thought, basing the argument on similarities between pas-
sages in the Yogacarabhiimi and places in the AKBh where Vasubandhu weighs in on a dispute
defending a “Sautrantika” perspective. This may be the case, though the AKBh is a remarkably
complex work, and Vasubandhu does explicitly signal endorsement of other Abhidharma posi-
tions in his autocommentary that are directly at odds with Yogacara as in, for example, his
approval of what I will refer to below as the “spatially continuous” view of atomic composition,
a thesis that he rejects in his Yogacara treatise, the Twenty Verses, as part of his case for ideal-
ism. Cf. Jaini (1958) and Park (2007) for a gradualist counternarratives of Vasubandhu’s philo-
sophical trajectory. See also Hirakawa et al. (1973), Anacker (1972), Skilling (2000), and Gold
(2014) for arguments identifying continuity within Vasubandhu’s corpus signaling the work of
a single author. This body of literature engages in one way or another with the “two
Vasubandhus thesis,” influentially advanced by Frauwallner (1951) and defended in revised
form by Schmithausen (1967), though both these authors ultimately agree that at least the
AKBh and the V§ were written by the same person. Finally, it should also be noted that Yogacara
as the name of the system of thought defending the mind-only (cittamatra), or representation-
only (vijfiaptimatrata), thesis postdates Vasubandhu, and moreover Vasubandhu’s use of
Sautrantika seems to be the earliest instance of the term’s use to signify a distinct Abhidharma
tradition (Kato 1989).

* The use of these labels to refer to text traditions is misleading insofar as it suggests that
they were univocal and static schools of thought to which authors had clear allegiances, when
instead the intellectual historical picture is far more complex and fluid. For the purposes of this
chapter, however, these labels are useful for sketching the conceptual terrain of relevant issues
as portrayed by Vasubandhu, though even the AKBh is far from clear when it comes to identi-
fying who precisely defends one view or another when chronicling debates, often simply not-

» «

ing that “some say x,” “others say y, etc.



366 ALLISON AITKEN

the two material constituents involved in the causal complex of sense
perception—a sense faculty and a perceptible object—proves elusive, and
Vasubandhu ultimately reduces contact between material entities to mere
proximate co-occurrence (section 1.2.2). But how could mere proximate co-
occurrence ground perception? Abhidharma pictures of sense perception
on Vasubandhu’s construal, it seems, leave explanatory gaps on both the
mental and material sides of the equation.

Despite the tangle of disputes surrounding Abhidharma analyses of
body — mind causal interaction, it may seem surprising that one issue which
did not concern these philosophers was the heterogeneity problem. I con-
sider reasons for this, including the possibility that they may be committed
to a regularity theory of causation (section 1.2.3). Moreover, Abhidharma
ontologies are not your standard examples of substance dualism, with some
forms more akin to a trope theory, which may render the mind-matter
distinction less sharp. Nevertheless, Vasubandhu the Yogacarin evidently
thought that Abhidharmikas ought to be worried about a version of the het-
erogeneity problem, a concern he leans on to motivate his case for idealism.

In section 2, I turn to Vasubandhu’s Yogacara work, in which he radically
extends the ontological parsimony that he advanced when defending the
Sautrantika position in the Autocommentary. Where Vasubandhu’s
Sautrantika favored a comparatively lean ontological dualism over
Vaibhasika pluralism, Vasubandhu’s Yogacara endorses a type-monism on
which all that truly exist are mental representations (vijiiaptimatrata).” The
crux of his argument for the “representation-only” theory in the Twenty
Verses is a refutation of atomism, which aims to demonstrate that any con-
ception of matter on which it bottoms out in simple fundamentalia cannot
explain the sort of body — body causal interaction required to account for
the behavior of ordinary objects—including contact between a physical
object and the physical sense faculties. The idealist alternative recasts con-
tact not as a physical meeting but as the mental act of determination
(pariccheda): consciousness being directed upon an object of the same
nature as itself. On this view, mind and world are immediately acquainted.

I suggest that this Yogacara conception of contact—the mental act of a
cognitive subject being directed upon a cognitive object—might be loosely
understood as the property of intentionality in consciousness. Yet, for
Yogacarins like Vasubandhu, the subject-object structure of cognition is an
erroneous conceptual superimposition, a byproduct of the fundamental

* As will be discussed below, no Buddhists accept the category of substance as commonly
conceived (i.e., as a persisting substratum in which properties inhere), but Abhidharma philo-
sophers do accept the ontological category of being “substantially real” (dravyasat).
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ignorance that is the root of existential suffering. As it turns out, then, con-
tact itself represents the cognitive structure of the most basic form of meta-
physical ignorance. Whereas Abhidharmikas treated bodily contact as
merely figurative, Vasubandhu’s Yogacara idealism ultimately demands that
contact relinquish its status as a real feature of not only the material, but
also the mental world. I close by suggesting how this understanding of con-
tact may afford a Yogacara response to residual puzzles concerning mind —
mind interaction in the absence of a shared material world.

1. The Mind-Body Problem in Abhidharma
Theories of Sense Perception

Historically, “Abhidharma” encompassed a remarkable diversity of views.
Though later sources speak of eighteen Abhidharma schools, this oversim-
plifies the landscape. Scholars associated with the same tradition often
defended radically different views on ontology, causation, the mechanics of
sense perception, and the operation of consciousness and its attendant
mental activities. What follows is a sampling of different theories associated
with the Vaibhasika and Sautrantika traditions as presented by Vasubandhu
in the Autocommentary, illustrating the sorts of explanatory challenges that
arose in debates over how to reconcile common Abhidharma commitments
to complex ontologies and causal theories with the mechanics of body —
mind causal interaction in sense perception.

1.1 Abhidharma Conceptions of Mind, Body, and Causation

1.L1 How Abhidharmikas Are and Aren’t Substance Dualists

The mind-body heterogeneity problem poses a challenge for substance
dualists. But Abhidharmikas are not substance dualists in the familiar sense.
First, although these schools of thought defend a substance ontology of a sort,
it is of a decidedly non-standard variety. In non-Buddhist traditions, both
East and West, a substance is commonly thought to be an independent,
enduring, and unitary entity. Although such a substance might be caused
to come into being, it possesses a kind of ontological self-sufficiency that
things like properties lack. On this picture, a substance is a substratum in
which properties inhere. It possesses a strong form of synchronic unity,
tying together multiple properties into a single subject, as well as diachronic
unity, persisting throughout changes in properties over time. A substance is
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also commonly thought to have an intrinsic nature, or essential property,
which accounts for its being the kind of thing that it is. Finally, on this view,
it is substances that are the causal actors in the world; in other words, a
substance has causal efficacy. Versions of this account of substance were live
in the broader intellectual landscape of Classical Indian Philosophy, for
instance, in the non-Buddhist VaiSesika and Nyaya traditions. Yet
Abhidharma Buddhists deny the existence of any such entities and co-opt
the term “substance” (dravya) using it to instead characterize the onto-
logical status of being “substantially real” (dravya-sat), or “ultimately real”
(paramartha-sat), a status that qualifies “dharmas,” which are the funda-
mental furniture of the Abhidharma world.® And these substantial reals
look altogether different from the familiar account of substancehood.

Though the details of the dharma ontology vary from one Abhidharma
school to the next, according to Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika Abhidharma, for
instance, substantial reals are ontologically independent, but they do not
endure. Instead, they are momentary, perishing automatically and immedi-
ately upon coming into existence. For Vasubandhu’s influential argument for
universal momentariness from perishing (vinasitvanimana), see AKBh ad
4.2b-3b. And since they do not persist, they lay no claim to any sort of dia-
chronic unity. They do, however, possess a strong synchronic unity, being
the mereologically simple, fundamental, and irreducible building blocks of
the mental and material worlds.” Moreover, far from looking like substrata in
which properties inhere, the Sautrantika substantial reals are trope-like par-
ticulars akin to property instances.® More specifically, a substantial real is an
instance of the property that is its intrinsic nature. A substantial real is also
essentially active, expressing its respective form of causal efficacy in its one
moment of existence, which then precipitates the origination of the next
substantial real in the causal chain. On this picture, both the substance-
property distinction and the agent-action distinction are merely conceptual
and linguistic, rather than tracking real distinctions in the world.

Common examples of substantial reals include spatially partless funda-
mental material particles, or atoms (paramanu), and temporally partless

¢ On the historical development of the meaning of the term dharma in this context, see
Cox (2004).

7 See AKBh ad 6.4 for Vasubandhu’s claim that composites are merely conventionally real
while only simples are ultimately real entities; see AKBh 9 (161,14-18) for his parallel claim
that composites (samudaya) are merely nominally real (prajfiapti-sat), while only that which is
thoroughly divided (sambhinna) is substantially real. See also AKBh ad 3.100 for an argument
against the reality of wholes (avayavin).

® See, e.g., Goodman (2004) for an analysis of Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika ontology as a kind
of trope theory.
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moments of consciousness. Matter has the intrinsic nature of resistance,
or obstruction, insofar as it obstructs or prevents any other bit of matter from
occupying the same locus,’ so atoms as substantial reals are best understood
as fundamental, momentary acts of resistance, i.e., basic property instances of
obstruction. Similarly, although we might say that a moment of conscious-
ness has the property of cognizance and engages in the act of cognizing,
what it means to be a moment of consciousness as a substantial real just is to
be the momentary act of cognizing.

Thus, the Sautrantika ontology may be more aptly described as a kind of
property dualism than as substance dualism. Indeed, one might reasonably
wonder what it is that makes these fleeting property instances “substantial”
at all. Despite their transience, it is worth emphasizing that each substantial
real nonetheless enjoys (i) ontological independence, (ii) a strong form
of synchronic unity, and (iii) causal efficacy. The features of Sautrantika
Abhidharma substantial reals in comparison to the more familiar account
of substancehood might be summed up as follows:

Common non-Buddhist account of Sautrantika Abhidharma ontological
substance (dravya) status of being substantially real
(dravya-sat)

o ontologically independent o ontologically independent

o enduring © not enduring, momentary

o synchronic and diachronic unity o synchronic (not diachronic) unity

o substratum in which properties inhere o trope-like simple property particulars
© possesses an intrinsic nature © possesses/is an instance of an

o causally efficacious intrinsic nature

o causally efficacious

Abhidharmikas contrast substantial, or ultimate, reals with those things that
are merely nominally real (prajfiapti-sat), or conventionally real (samvrti-sat).

° Vasubandhu surveys several etymologically derived accounts of the defining characteristic
of matter (riipa), the first being that matter is called such because it is something that is able to be
struck (riipyate), or able to be opposed (badhyate), as when some material object is touched by a
hand; AKBh ad 1.13d: uktam bhagavata ripyate rupyata iti bhiksavastasmad-riupopadanasdandha
ityucyate// ... panisparsenapi sprsto ripyata iti vistarah/ ripyate badhyata ityarthah/ (9.10-12);
all citations from the AKK (Abhidharmakosakarika) and the AKBh (Abhidharmakosabhasya)
reference page and line numbers from Pradhan’s 1975 edition. See Hall (1983, 76, fn. 2) on this
etymology; cf. Poussin who reads riipyate as meaning “to be broken” (English trans. Pruden
1988, 70). Vasubandhu explains matter being opposed (badhana) as bringing about change/
transformation (viparinamotpadana). A second, more definitive account of an etymologically
derived defining characteristic of matter that Vasubandhu gives is obstruction (pratighata), inso-
far as one unit of matter obstructs another unit of matter from occupying the same location.
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Nominal reals include the composite ordinary objects of the world such as
tables, chairs, and even persons. These kinds of things earn their qualified
form of reality by being conceptually constructed, or designated (both being
possible translations of prajiiapti), in dependence upon some collection of
substantial reals. It is by being founded in substantial reals that nominal
reals are differentiated from purely fictitious entities, like hobgoblins and
hobbits.”” Thus, nominal reals (i) ultimately refer to the bundles of simple
substantial reals on which they ontologically depend, (ii) possess a unity
that is merely conceptually constructed, and (iii) do not actually participate
in causal processes, but may only figuratively be said to act in the world.
We've seen how Abhidharmikas defend a substance ontology, nonstand-
ard though it may be. But are they dualists in the sense that would make the
heterogeneity problem relevant to them? Many Abhidharmikas, such as the
Vaibhasikas, are not dualists, but pluralists, accepting seventy-five substan-
tially real kinds of things, or dharmas, many of which fall outside the
mental-material dichotomy. These neither-mental-nor-material sorts of
substantial reals include causally “unconditioned things” (asamskrta-dharmay),
such as space, as well as a list of fourteen so-called “constructing factors
dissociated from thought” (citta-viprayukta-samskara), such as acquisition,
homogeneity, duration, impermanence, a principle of life, etc." Vasubandhu’s
more ontologically parsimonious Sautrantika Abhidharma ontology, on the
other hand, does look to be a form of substance dualism; he rejects the
substantial reality of both causally unconditioned things as well as the

'° For an account of how conventional reals are metaphysically grounded in ultimate reals
in Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika, see Aitken (2024).

" The most basic division of dharmas is into those that are causally conditioned (samskrta)
and those that are causally unconditioned (asamskrta), with three unconditioned things that
are neither mental nor material: (i) space (akasa) understood as the mere absence of obstruc-
tion, or the absence of resistance-giving material object, (ii) the cessation of contaminated
dharmas and rebirth, which is attained through analysis (pratisamkhya-nirodha, viz. nirvana),
and (iii) the cessation of the arising of future dharmas, which is not attained through analysis,
but by virtue of the absence of the causes for their arising (apratisamkhya-nirodha). According
to Vaibhasikas, unconditioned things are substantially real due to being indestructible (AKBh
ad 1.38a: asamskrtam hi saratvad dravyam/). Vasubandhu (AKBh ad 2.55d) explains that,
according to Vaibhasikas, unconditioned things cannot have causes or results since they exist
outside of time, but one of them—cessation attained through analysis—can be an effect of a sort,
and all of them can be causes of a sort. And among the causally conditioned things, Vaibhasikas
accept not only matter (riipa), consciousness (vijfiana), and forty-six mental activities (caitta),
but also fourteen “constructing factors dissociated from thought”, each of which is neither
mental nor material: acquisition, non-acquisition, homogeneity, unconsciousness, unconscious
absorption, absorption of suppression, vital faculty, arising, duration, disintegration, imper-
manence, names, sentences, phonemes. On the citta-viprayukta-samskara, see, for instance,
Kritzer (1994) and (1999) and Cox (1995).
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constructing factors dissociated from thought, taking them all to be merely
conventionally real.”” But since all these traditions—whether dualist or
pluralist—take fundamental mental and material constituents to be sub-
stantially real and different in kind, each would seem to owe a response to
the heterogeneity problem.

1.1.2 How Material and Mental Substantial Reals Do and

Don’t Causally Interact

We've said that substantial reals are necessarily causally efficacious, but
what sort of causation do they participate in? According to Vaibhasika
accounts, up to four kinds of conditions (pratyaya) and six kinds of causes
(hetu) are collectively responsible for the arising of a given effect.”” Some of
these forms of causation are beholden to a likeness principle, according to
which the causal relata must be the same in generic kind (viz. material or
mental), while others are not. For instance, the cause(s) principally respon-
sible for the origination, or the coming into being, of some material or mental
substantial real observe a likeness principle: e.g., the material fundamental
particle at ¢ that gives rise to the subsequent fundamental particle in the
same continuum at ¢,, or the moment of consciousness at ¢, that gives rise to
the subsequent moment of consciousness in the same mental continuum at
t,. In this way, the Abhidharma likeness principle might be seen to commit

'? Vasubandhu supplies several arguments against the ultimate/substantial reality of
unconditioned (asamskrta) dharmas, each of which he understands to be a mere negation
(pratiSedhamatra) or non-existence (abhiita). For instance, one of his lines of reasoning says
that no such entities exist since we have neither perceptual nor inferential knowledge of their
existence (AKBh ad 2.55d). He recruits the same line of reasoning to reject the ultimate reality
of constructing factors dissociated from thought (citta-viprayukta-samskara), arguing that
there is no source of knowledge for any of these, and compares them to space (akasa) in that
regard (AKBh ad 2.46b).

" See Vasubandhu’s presentation of the Vaibhasika account of the four kinds of conditions
and six kinds of causes in AKBh ad 2.49-73. The four conditions are: (i) causal condition
(hetu-pratyaya), (ii) immediately preceding condition (samanantara-pratyaya), (iii) cognitive
object condition (alambana-pratyaya), and (iv) dominant condition (adhipati-pratyaya). The
six kinds of causes are: (i) efficient cause (karana-hetu), (ii) coexistent cause (sahabhii-hetu),
(iii) homogeneous cause (sabhaga-hetu), (iv) associative cause (samprayukta-hetu), (v) uni-
versal cause (sarvatraga-hetu), and (vi) resultant cause (vipaka-hetu). There is a partial overlap
in these lists: while all causes are also conditions, not all conditions are causes. The dominant
condition is identified with the efficient cause, and the causal condition is said to include the
remaining five sorts of causes, but the immediately preceding condition and cognitive object
condition—which are restricted to explaining cognitions and mental states—are not subsumed
among the list of six causes. Thus, the six-causes framework is an incomplete taxonomy when
it comes to explaining all the sorts of causation at play. The four-conditions framework is
found in the satras, while the six-causes framework first appears in Katyaniputra’s Sarvastivada
Abhidharma work, Jiianaprasthana.
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them not only to a qualified kind of “causal closure of the physical,” but also
to a qualified sort of “causal closure of the mental™

ABHIDHARMA CAUSAL LIKENESS PRINCIPLE: Whenever an effect is the
origination of a material or mental entity, it has a principal cause that is
the same in kind.

According to Vaibhasikas, more than one type of cause plays this role for
both mental and material things, and some of them are coexistent with their
results. Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika advances a characteristically simpler
account, with just one type of cause/condition playing this role for both
mental and material things."* This more parsimonious picture is achieved
by excluding any sorts of causes that could exist simultaneously with their
results," owing to the Sautrantika dual commitment to (i) the temporal pri-
ority of causes to their results and (ii) universal momentariness.'® On this
view, one can only figuratively say that any cause produces its result in the
present moment, when in fact, at the time that the result occurs, the cause
has already ceased to exist.””

Nevertheless, there are causal interactions between mental and material
substantial reals that do not observe a likeness principle. In the case of sense

' According to Vaibhasikas, material elements cause the origination of other material elem-
ents as their homogenous causes (sabhaga-hetu) and as coexistent causes (sahabhii-hetu), and
mental elements cause the origination of other mental elements as their immediately preceding
conditions (samanantara-pratyaya), coexistent causes, and associated causes (samprayuktahetu).
All of these causes and conditions are beholden to a likeness principle. The coexistent cause
refers to a kind of symmetrical causation (anyo ‘nyaphalarthena) between mutually support-
ing causes that exist simultaneously, such as a cognition (cifta) and a mental activity (caitta) or
the four material elements of earth, water, fire, and air. The associated cause is a subtype of the
coexistent cause that is restricted to explaining the co-arising of a cognition and its associated
mental activity. Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika rejects the coexistent and associated causes and
instead maintains that material elements cause the origination of other material elements as
their homogenous causes, and mental elements cause the origination of other mental elements
as their immediately preceding conditions.

'* On Abhidharma disputes over whether or not cause and effect may be simultaneous, see,
for instance, Siderits (2022, ch. 5).

' See AKBh ad 3.28ab. See also AKBh ad 3.32ab where Vasubandhu explains the
Sautrantika position according to which, for example, fundamental material elements that
exist simultaneously do not cause one another but originate from a preceding set of causes
and conditions: pirvakac ca bhiutabhautikasamudayad uttara utpadyata itisyamane kah
pratisedhah (Pradhan 1967, 145.18-19). See also AKBh ad 2.51d on the Sautrantika critique of
simultaneous and symmetrical causation. Cf. Dhammajoti (2006, 201) who argues that in
cases where Vasubandhu seems to reject simultaneous and symmetrical causation, he is instead
presenting the Sautrntika position of Srilata, but that Vasubandhu himself agrees with the
Vaibhasika in this regard.

7" See AKBh ad 2.59c.
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perception, although a mental cause is principally responsible for the ori-
gination of any fundamental, momentary mental element, a physical cause
may be part of the causal explanation for why it has the particular inten-
tional object that it does.

Abhidharmikas most commonly explain sense perception using the four-
conditions framework, according to which the causal explanation for the
origination of each moment of consciousness in general—and sensory
cognition in particular—necessarily involves the following four kinds of
conditions:** (i) immediately preceding condition (samanantara-pratyaya),
(ii) percept condition (alambana-pratyaya), and (iii) dominant condition
(adhipati-pratyaya), (iv) causal condition (hetu-pratyaya).

First, (i) the immediately preceding condition of a cognition (C, at )
refers to the immediately preceding moment of consciousness in the same
mental continuum (C, at ¢,) together with any operative mental activities at
t,. (i) The percept condition refers to the object on which the content of a
cognition is based. This might be a mental object, as when, for example, we
take a memory as our cognitive object, or a material object, as when, for
example, we take the object of our visual sense perception as our cognitive
object. Both mental and material objects may count as a “percept condition”
since, on this picture, our sense faculties include not only the five physical
senses (visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, and olfactory), but also a mental
sense faculty, which allows for a kind of mental perception by means of
which we are immediately acquainted with a mental object unmediated
by conceptual construction. Accordingly, consciousness too is divided
into six kinds, one indexed to each of the six sense faculties. Next, (iii) the
dominant condition refers to the sense faculty responsible for facilitating
access to the percept condition, i.e., one of the six sense faculties, whether
physical or mental. Finally, (iv) the causal condition refers to the host
of other conditions necessary for the origination of a cognition; in the
case of visual consciousness, for example, the causal conditions would
include light.

The five physical sense faculties are material while the mental sense fac-
ulty is immaterial, and all six consciousnesses are immaterial, regardless of
the sense faculty from which their content derives (AKK 1.9). Thus, in the
case of a mental sense perception, all four of these conditions may be
mental, while in the case of the sensory cognition based on one of the five
physical senses, like the visual sense perception of this page, three of these

'® See AKK 2.64b.
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conditions—the causal condition, cognitive object condition, and dominant
condition—may be material. In what follows, we will focus on the latter
kinds of cases.

1.2 The Contact Problem in Abhidharma
Theories of Sense Perception

We've looked at a common Abhidharma account of the causal processes
responsible for sense perception, but what exactly is the load-bearing link
in the causal chain that explains how the mind-body gap is bridged?
Abhidharmikas of all stripes agree that contact between mind and world is
what makes possible our experience of material objects. But what precisely
is contact? Curiously, most Abhidharma traditions classify contact as a
mental activity (caitta), meaning that it is a momentary mental event that
necessarily arises together with a moment of consciousness, and it is counted
among the substantially real (dravya-sat) building blocks of the world.
What’s more, among the various sorts of mental activities, contact is one of
the so-called mental factors of great extension (mahabhuimika), which is
commonly taken to mean that it is always operative (sarvatraga) in each
moment of consciousness together with other similarly classed mental
activities such as feeling (vedana), intention (cetand), discernment (samjsia),
and attention (manaskara). Collectively, these characterize the complex
mental states that comprise our ordinary experience."”

In the Autocommentary, Vasubandhu provides the Vaibhasika definition
of contact as follows:

Contact is the “meeting” that arises from the encounter among the sense
faculty, object, and consciousness.*

In other words, contact is the component of a mental state by virtue of
which it is acquainted with a cognitive object, and which is precipitated
by the encounter among the first three conditions in the four-conditions

¥ AKK 2.24. The AKK, articulating the Vaibhasika view, lists ten always-operative mental
activities, including the five listed above, as well as: aspiration (chanda), discrimination (prajiia),
mindfulness (smrti), resolve (adhimoksa), and concentration (samadhi). Vasubandhu’s
Paficaskandhakaprakarana (PSk) and Trimsika, by contrast, count only the five listed above
in the always-operative (sarvatraga) category, regarding the remaining five included in the
AKK list of mahabhuimika-s to be mental activities that are restricted to being connected with
certain objects (pratiniyatavisaya).

** AKBh ad 2.24: sparsa indriyavisayavijfianasannipataja sprstih/(54.21-22).
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framework outlined above: (i) the immediately preceding condition, i.e., a
moment of consciousness together with any operative mental activities, (ii)
the dominant condition, i.e., a sense faculty, and (iii) the percept condition,
i.e., the object of perception. Contact is classified as twofold based on whether
acquaintance with the object is facilitated by the physical senses or the mental
sense faculty, and accordingly whether the percept condition is material
or mental:*! (i) The first—contact via the five physical sense faculties—is
referred to as “contact through resistance” (pratighasamsparsa) since, as
discussed above, resistance is the defining criterion for matter. (ii) The sec-
ond sort—contact via the mental sense faculty—is called “contact through
designation” (adhivacanasamsparsa), since it involves some conceptual-
linguistic labeling, or categorization.”” To use the classic example cited by
Vasubandhu, visual consciousness may know, or be aware of, an instance of
blue, but it is only mental consciousness that knows both an instance of
blue and “this is (blue),” where (blue) refers to the concept blue with its
associated linguistic designator, “blue.”*®

Here, we're interested in contact through resistance. Even the name of
this sort of contact raises immediate questions. First, how can a mental
activity consist in contact through resistance when resistance is the defining
characteristic of matter? And what would it mean for something immaterial
like consciousness to meet with resistance when encountering a material
object like an apple or an aardvark? Though not explicitly voiced in the
Abhidharma context, these sorts of questions are lurking in the background
of heated disputes concerning the nature of contact, which, Vasubandhu
remarks, is a contentious point among scholars.** In the Autocommentary,
the above Vaibhasika definition of contact occasions a lengthy debate over
the nature of contact and its role in the mechanics of sense perception.*

1.2.1 Survey of Accounts of Contact in Sense Perception

and Related Worries

The Vaibhasika and Sautrantika Abhidharma accounts of contact in the con-
text of sense perception are constrained by a set of common commitments.

*! There are also said to be six kinds of contact indexed to the six kinds of sensory faculties,
i.e., the five physical senses and the mental sense; AKK 3.30b1: sparsah sat (142.23); AKBh ad
3.30bl: caksuhsamsparso yavan manah samsparsa iti (142.24).

** AKK 3.30cd: paficapratighasamsparsah sastho dhivacanahvaya//(143.25).

* AKBh ad 3.30: yathoktam caksurvijfianena nilam vijanati no tu nilam manovijiianena
nilam vijanati nilamiti ca vijanatiti/(144.2-4).

** AKBh ad 3.30b: atra punaracaryanam bhedam gata buddhayah/(143.6).

** Indeed, before setting out this definition, Vasubandhu signals his disagreement with it
using the expression kila, meaning “so it is said,” which is used to convey skepticism.
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All agree that an account of contact must honor the claim that (i) it in some
way involves the meeting of three things: a consciousness, a sense faculty,
and a perceptible object. Moreover, (ii) contact is a mental activity, and not
only that, but (iii) it is a special sort of mental activity that is omnipresent,
operative in each moment of consciousness. And like all mental activities,
(iv) contact belongs to the ontological category of substantial reality, or
ultimate reality, which means that it is (v) simple, i.e., not analyzable into
proper parts, and (vi) momentary, i.e., lacking temporal proper parts. In
attempting to pin down the mechanics of sense perception, theorists
struggle to simultaneously maintain all these commitments. Below I survey
four different accounts of contact detailed by Vasubandhu and identify their
relative advantages and drawbacks. As we will see, all these views, when
pressed, gives rise to thorny explanatory difficulties and unresolved questions.

The Vaibhasika Account of Contact

As quoted above, according to the Vaibhasika, contact is a mental activity
that arises from the conjunction (samnipataja) of a sense faculty, object, and
consciousness. Here, “arises from” indicates that contact is an effect (karya)
of this conjunction, with the sense faculty, object, and consciousness acting
as its coexistent causes (sahabhii-hetu).*

SIMULTANEOUS EFFECT VIEW: Contact is a mental activity that is an effect
of the coming together of a sense faculty, object, and consciousness, each
of which acts as its coexistent cause.

While this account seems to put contact in the right place in the dharma
ontology as a substantially real mental event, it simply passes the explanatory
buck from contact to the “encounter” that gives rise to contact without
addressing the underlying worry of how it is, precisely, that the mind-body
gap is bridged.

Sautrantika Accounts of Contact

First Pass: MERE ENCOUNTER VIEW.

Vasubandhu’s initial presentation of the characteristically more parsimoni-
ous Sautrantika account of contact reduces it to the mere conjunction,

** AKK 3.30b2; AKBh ad 3.30b: kecit punas cittasamprayuktam dharmantaram eva
sparsa... (143.8-9); AKBh ad 3.30b: samgateh samnipatat samavayaditi pathanti karane va
karyopacaro ‘yam iti bruvanti/(143.22-23).
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or the coming together (samnipata), of a consciousness, a sense faculty, and
an object.”

MERE ENCOUNTER VIEW: Contact is nothing more than the coming
together of a consciousness, a sense faculty, and an object.

A satra quote from the Buddha is adduced in support of this account,
which states:

Contact is the association (samgati), the coming together (samnipata), or
the meeting (samavaya) of these three things.*®
(Samyukta 9.3)

This stripped-down account certainly has parsimony considerations on its
side; contact is no longer a separate meeting produced by the encounter of
the three conditions for sense perception, but is simply the encounter itself.
However, it raises a number of new worries, one of which Vasubandhu
voices from the Vaibhasika perspective: (i) how could a mere encounter of
this kind be a mental activity? In other words, given that contact is classi-
fied in standard Abhidharma ontological taxonomies as a mental factor, or
a “concomitant of cognition” (cittasamprayukta), it ought to be a distinct
entity from the mere encounter among these three material and mental
conditions, since a mere conjunction doesn’t look anything like a mental
activity.”® Moreover, (ii) if contact—as a mental activity—is to be a substan-
tially real dharma, then its nature can’t literally consist in an encounter, or a
meeting, of multiple things since surely that would make it a polyadic prop-
erty/relation or a complex multicomponent event, none of which could
meet the simplicity criterion for substantial reality. Finally, (iii) if, as the
Sautrantikas claim, contact just is an encounter between immaterial and
material things, we are once again confronted with the question of how a
mental event is supposed to bridge the mind-body gap.

Second Pass: SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT VIEW.
One response to this family of concerns is to bite the bullet and deviate
from Abhidharma orthodoxy by simply accepting that contact is not, in

*” AKBh ad 3.30b: keciddhi sakrn nipatam eva sparsa... (143.8).

** AKBh ad 3.30b: ya esam trayanam dharmanam samgatih samnipatah samavayah sa
sparsah iti/(143.6-8).

** AKBh ad 3.30b: kecit punas cittasamprayuktam dharmantaram eva sparsa vyacaksate...
(143.9).
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fact, a substantially real mental activity. Vasubandhu gives voice to such a
view, which instead says that contact refers collectively to instances of a
sense faculty, an object, and a subsequently arising moment of conscious-
ness that stand in a causal relation (karyakaranabhava).*

SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT VIEW: Contact is the meeting of a sense
faculty and an object (= causes) and a subsequently arising conscious-
ness (= effect).”

Given the Sautrantika rejection of simultaneous causation together with their
commitment to the universal momentariness of substantial reals, on this
picture, contact necessarily refers to a temporally extended process, which
could only be conventionally real. For example, when, due to the causes of a
visual sense faculty and a visible object at ¢, a resulting visual consciousness
occurs at t,, these causes and effect are collectively referred to as “contact,”
or “the coming together of the three”

This SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT VIEW has the advantage of being
even more parsimonious than the MERE ENCOUNTER VIEW insofar as contact
is no longer a substantially real entity but is merely conventionally real,
and at the same time it also brings causation back into the picture, which
seemed to be missing from the MERE ENCOUNTER VIEW. Still, issues
remain for this view: (i) Obviously, contact does not occupy the right
place in the standard Abhidharma ontology on this view. But more
generally worrisome, (ii) by eliminating a literal account of contact from
the story, we are left with nothing to bridge the explanatory gap of how a
pair of material causes at t, could jointly give rise to an immaterial, mental
result at t,.

*® AKBh ad 3.30b: na khalu sarve caksuripe sarvasya caksurvijfianasya karanam napi
sarvam caksurvijianam sarvayos caksuriipayoh karyam/ato yesam karyakaranabhavas te
sparsabhave vyavasthapita ityeke/(143.18-20); “According to some: now, it is not the case that
every [meeting of | a visual [sense faculty] and some visible object is a cause for [every instance
of ] visual consciousness, nor is every instance of visual consciousness the result of every
[meeting of ] a visual [sense-faculty] and some visible object. Thus, those instances of [a sense
faculty, object, and consciousness] which have a relation of cause and effect are determined to
be an occurrence of contact.” Vasubandhu does not state whose account this is, but the Vibhasa
(T. 1545: 760a28-b3) attributes this view to the Darstantika; see Kritzer (1999, 112-13) for a
discussion of this position.

> AKBh ad 3.30b: na khalu sarve caksuriipe sarvasya caksurvijianasya karanam napi
sarvam caksurvijidnam sarvayos caksuripayoh karyam/ ato yesam karyakaranabhavas te
sparsabhave vyavasthapita ityeke/(143.18-20).
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Figure 13.1 SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT VIEW of Contact

(Arrows signify causal relations in this and succeeding figures.)

Third Pass: SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW.

Vasubandhu details a third view representing Sautrantikas who recognize
contact as playing a causal role in sense perception but who are unwilling
to go against the standard Abhidharma classification of contact as a sub-
stantially real mental activity. The commitment to universal momentariness
entails that contact must be restricted to a single time slice. So, on this pic-
ture, at ¢, there is an encounter between a sense faculty and its object, and
this causes the occurrence at t, of the consciousness of that object together
with the mental activity of contact.**

SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW: Contact together with a concurrent con-
sciousness are subsequent effects of the coming together of a sense fac-
ulty and an object.

** AKBh ad 3.32ab: tadyatha caksurvijianadinam caksuripadibhir bhitabhautikanam ca
tatrapi purvam indriyarthau pascad vijianam/ ptirvakac ca bhitabhautikasamudayad uttara
utpadyata itisyamane kah pratisedhah//(145.16-19).
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Figure 13.2 SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW of Contact

On the SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW, contact retains its status as a substantially
real, momentary mental activity, but once again worries remain: (i) it leaves
us with a similar explanatory gap to the SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT
VIEW concerning how material causes give rise to an immaterial mental
effect, compounded by the fact that two material causes are now supposed
to give rise to two mental effects (viz. a sense consciousness and a mental
activity of contact). Moreover, (ii) it does not meet the standard account of
contact as “the coming together of the three” in any sense. After all, on this
picture, contact does not occur until the moment after the encounter
between the sense faculty and the object, at which time these two conditions
no longer exist.

This SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW of contact leads to yet further interpretive
puzzles when a second important defining criterion for contact is introduced:
contact with a given object is necessarily the basis for the feeling (vedana),
or sensation, associated with that object, e.g., contact with cool water on a
hot day is the basis for my pleasant sensation associated with the water. Like
contact, feeling is categorized as an always-operative mental activity, and it
comes in three varieties: pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral.** Feelings may

* AKK 3.31: sukhavedyadayastrayah//(144.18); AKBh ad 3.31: sukhavedaniyah sparso
duhkhavedaniyo ‘duhkhasukhavedaniyasca/(144.19).
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be the result of contact with physical or mental objects, and are accordingly
classified as physical or mental feelings, though strictly speaking, all are
mental activities.>* We'll focus on those feelings, or sensations, that occur
on the basis of contact with physical objects.

One related controversy among Abhidharma schools concerns the
question of whether a sensation occurs subsequently to or simultaneously
with the contact that is its basis. The Vaibhasika hold that contact and sensa-
tion occur simultaneously, being co-existent causes (sahabhii-hetu) that
mutually contribute to one another’s occurrence (anyonyajanakabhava).>®
But according to the Sautrantika, who insist that cause and effect cannot
exist simultaneously,’® contact causally contributes to the origination of the
sensation that is associated with the same object and thus necessarily pre-
cedes it. So, for instance, at ts there is an encounter between visual facull‘y1
and a visible object, which gives rise to contact with visible object, at t,,
which in turn gives rise to the sensation associated with visible object, at t,:

Already, this picture looks puzzling and problematic in light of other
Abhidharma commitments. Given momentariness, the object of consciousness

tl tz t3
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Figure 13.3 SUBSEQUENT EFFECT VIEW of Contact and Sensation

** AKK 3.33ab: tajjah sadvedanah parica kayiki caitasi para/(144.24-25).

** AKBh ad 3.32ab: atha kim sparsaduttarakalam vedana bhavatyahosvit samanakalam/
samanakalamiti vaibhasikah/anyonyam sahabhiihetutvat/(145.4-5).

¢ AKBh ad 3.32ab: katham sahotpannayor janyajanakabhavah sidhyati/(145.5-6).
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and contact at ¢, (visible object,), is, strictly speaking, a different entity from
the object of sensation at that same moment (visible object ) (even though
these two objects may belong to the same causal continuum, be the same
kind of object, and be indiscernibly distinct in ordinary experience). But a
mental activity such as sensation ought not have a distinct object from the
consciousness with which it is associated.””

Yet another wrinkle in the story arises when there is a change in sense
modality, as when, for instance, one is attending to a visible object (say, a
tree) but one’s attention is then diverted to an audible object (a bird begins
to sing) (see Figure 13.4). In this case, the causal chain between the contact
and the sensation associated with the visible object is broken, since a mental
activity can’t take an object of a different sense modality from the con-
sciousness with which it is associated; for instance, by Abhidharmikas’
lights, one can’t have a cognition of a G-sharp note that feels like green. But
if a moment of contact does not give rise to a moment of sensation, it fails to
meet one of its defining criteria and could not count as contact after all: if
contact with visible object, at t, is blocked from giving rise to sensation of
visible object, at t, due to the switch in modality of consciousness from vis-
ual to auditory, then contact with visible object, could not in fact be an
instance of contact. Yet contact with visible object, at t, would not be dis-
qualified from counting as contact until the moment after it existed at ¢,.
Worse still, this view entails that neither contact nor sensation are strictly
omnipresent, undermining their classification as “mental activities of great
extension™ at t,, we have a case of consciousness with no associated con-
tact, and at t, we have a case of consciousness with no associated sensa-
tion. While some Sautrantikas are happy to concede the point, offering a
revised account of omnipresent mental activities,”® Vasubandhu himself
seems exasperated by this complicated causal story and its undesirable
implications,* closing his discussion by simply remarking, “Enough with
this excessively digressive discussion. Let’s return to the original subject.”*’

%7 Tt is part of the standard explanation of a mental activity (caitta) that it is associated with
a moment of consciousness in five ways, one of which is that it has the same cognitive object
(alambana) (AKBh ad 2.34): pasicabhih samataprakarair asrayalambanakarakaladravya-
samatabhih/(62.9).

3 For example, Srilata (c. 4th century).

* Despite the fact that Vasubandhu more commonly sides with Sautrantikas, at the conclu-
sion of the controversy over the relation between contact and feeling, he gives the final word to
the Vaibhasikas, which is often an indication of agreement. His thoughts on the dispute, how-
ever, remain less than certain.

*0 AKBh ad 3.32ab: alam atiprasangiya kathaya/ prakrtam evanukramyatam//(146.24).
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In fact, Vasubandhu makes a similar remark when it comes to the dispute
over the very nature of contact. He appears dissatisfied with all these
theories, highlighting their shortcomings, and refusing to weigh in, simply
remarking, “But this discussion has led us too far astray, so enough with
this digression. According to Abhidharmikas, contact is indeed classified
differently”*' He thus moves on with no resolution to the mind-body con-
tact problem in the case of sense perception.

There are clearly a host of explanatory challenges in pinning down the
mechanics of a coherent causal theory of sense perception in this world of
momentary fundamental property instances that are different in kind. In
addition to the question of how contact as a mental activity is supposed to
bridge the mind-body gap, there is the further question of how something
like contact could meet the simplicity criterion for substantial reality.*?
After all, surely contact certainly looks like a dyadic or polyadic property or
relation. Contact is meaningless in the absence of the relata that it brings
together. The very idea of (contact) demands an answer to the question:
contact between what and what? As its most basic definition states, contact
involves the coming together of three things: a consciousness, sense faculty,
and perceptible object. So how can this sort of polyadic property be substan-
tially real? Moreover, why weren’t Abhidharmikas asking this question?
This becomes even more puzzling in light of the fact that they eliminate
contact as a real entity in the material world for precisely this reason, as we
will see in the next section.

1.2.2 Worries about Body-Body Contact as Part of the Causal Story of
Sense Perception

As we have seen, the encounter between consciousness and the physical
conditions for sense perception lies at the center of a tangle of Abhidharma
disputes, but even the encounter between the physical sense faculties
and their respective physical objects is, when pressed, no less vexed. In
Abhidharma ontologies, the sense faculties—which refer to the sense
powers, or capacities for sensory experience, rather than the physical sense
organs of the eye, ear, etc., in which they are based—are classified as a spe-
cial sort of matter, which, though comprised of fundamental material

* AKBh ad 3.30b: atibahuvistaraprasarini tv esam kathety alam prasangena/ anyam eva
sparsam varnayantyabhidharmikah/(143.23-24).

*> Here, we set aside the SEQUENTIAL CAUSE AND EFFECT VIEW, which relinquishes contact’s
status as a substantially real mental activity.
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elements, is subtle and transparent (ripaprasada). After all, the thought
goes, a blind person may very well have eyes but nonetheless lack a func-
tioning visual sense faculty. These faculties act, in turn, as the foundations
(asraya) for their respective modalities of consciousness.*> We've said that
the sort of contact between mind and world that takes place by way of the
five physical sense faculties is classified as “contact through resistance”
(pratighasamsparsa) owing to the fact that the physical sense faculties,
being material, have resistance as their intrinsic nature and serve as the
basis for this sort of contact.** Yet, when the interaction between these fac-
ulties and their objects is examined more closely, the general Abhidharma
account has it that the visual and auditory sense faculties (as well as the
mental sense faculty) “do not directly reach their objects” (aprapta-visaya),
while the olfactory, gustatory, and tactile sense faculties do; your visual
sense faculty can’t be said to reach out and touch its object in the way that
your tactile sense faculty can.*® We might wonder, then, (i) in the case of the
visual and auditory faculties, what sort of encounter could there be between
a physical faculty and an object at a distance that qualifies as contact
through resistance, and (ii) in the case of the remaining three physical sense
faculties that do reach their objects, how is body-body contact explained?
Vasubandhu gives voice to the first question of how visual and auditory
faculties act at a distance on their objects, inquiring, “If the visual faculty
does not directly reach its object, then why doesn’t it see everything that it
does not directly reach, including what is distant and concealed?”*® The
response is a terse argument from analogy in the form of a rhetorical question:
“Why does a magnet not also attract all the iron that it does not reach?”*’
Unfortunately this is all there is to Vasubandhu’s rebuttal, but we might
imagine that the thought is something like this: We shouldn’t find action at
a distance in the case of sense perception so mysterious since we have an
everyday example in the observable world of action at a distance that
behaves in a similarly restricted manner. There are certain conditions that
constrain the scope of a given visual faculty just like there are for the reach
of a magnet’s pull. While this might be an intuitive analogy on its face,

** AKK 1.9cd: tadvijiandsraya rapaprasadascaksuradayah/(5.27).

** AKBh ad 3.30: caksuhsrotraghranajihvakayasamsparsah pasica pratigha samsparsa ity
ucyate/ sapratighendriyasrayatvat/(143.26-144.1).

*> AKK 1.43cd: caksuhsrotramano ‘praptavisayam...trayam anyathd//(32.1; 32.10).

¢ AKBh ad 1.43cdl: yady apraptavisayam caksuh kasman na sarvam apraptam pasyati
duram tiraskrtam ca/(32.3-4).

¥ AKBh ad 1.43cd1: katham tavad ayaskanto na sarvam apraptam ayah karsati/(32.4-5).



386 ALLISON AITKEN

it does not provide any real explanation of how causal interaction at a dis-
tance works in either case.

As for the second question of the nature of body-body contact for those
sense faculties that do directly reach their objects, Vasubandhu defines
“directly reaching” (prapti) as two things being spatially continuous, or
“occurring without interval” (nirantarotpatti), which we might gloss as
proximate co-occurrence.*® This characterization accords with the Kasmiri
Vaibhasika account of how atoms, as the fundamental building blocks of
matter, constitute composite objects. As Vasubandhu explains,

But, do atoms touch one another, or not? According to the Kashmiri
[ Vaibhasikas], they do not touch [one another]. Why is that? If, on the one
hand, the entirety of an atom were in contact with [adjacent atoms], then
[distinct] substantial entities would [absurdly] become merged. On the
other hand, if [an atom were in contact with each adjacent atom] on only
one side, then that would entail its having parts, but atoms [by definition]
do not have parts.*

Here, Vasubandhu runs an argument from dilemma commonly deployed by
Buddhists against atomist views like that attributed to the non-Buddhist
Vaisesika tradition on which the adjacent atoms constituting ordinary objects
are in literal contact with one another, with each adjacent atom sharing the
relational property of conjunction (samyoga). We might reconstruct this as
a destructive dilemma as follows:

P11If the adjacent atoms in a composite are in contact with one another,
then they are either in contact wholly or partially.

P2 Adjacent atoms are not wholly in contact with one another since that would
entail the inadmissible consequence that all the conjoining atoms would be
merged, and the composite would absurdly be the size of a single atom.

P3 Adjacent atoms are not partially in contact with one another since that
would entail the inadmissible consequence that atoms have parts.

»~.C Therefore, the adjacent atoms in a composite are not in contact with
one another.

*® AKBh ad 1.43d2: keyam praptirnama/ nirantarotpattih/(32.12). See Carpenter and
Ngaserin (2021) for a detailed analysis of the problem of body-body contact in the AKBh as
well as the V.

** AKBh ad 1.43d2: kim punah paramanavah sprsantyanyonyamahosvin na/na sprsantiti
kasmirakah/ kim karanam yadi tavat sarvanmana sprseyurmisribhaveyurdravyani/
athaikadesena savayavah prasajyeran/ niravayavasca paramanavah/(32.12-15).
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In sum, contact between atoms is either partial or complete, and neither
alternative is tenable. If contact is complete and an atom does not meet
with each neighboring atom at spatially distinct loci, then all the atoms in
the composite would interpenetrate and collapse into the size of a single
atom. On the other hand, if contact is partial and an atom does meet with
neighboring atoms at spatially distinct loci, then those loci would corres-
pond to distinct parts. That’s because, as discussed above, the criteria for
being partite are not restricted to physical divisibility; analytic divisibility
into spatially distinct regions is sufficient for having parts. As Vasubandhu
comments,

If it is supposed that an atom has spatially differentiable loci, then the

unwanted consequence follows that the atom would have parts, regardless

of whether or not it is [thought to be] in contact [with other atoms].*

Vasubandhu concludes that literal contact between the atoms constituting a
composite is untenable.” Contact is not a real feature of the material world
but is purely a creature of the mind; it is a way of considering x vis-a-vis y in
respect of proximity.

Vasubandhu goes on to endorse this figurative account of contact together
with the “spatially continuous” view of atomic composition, which he
attributes to Vasumitra (the c. 2nd century CE Sarvastivada author of
Mahavibhasa), rejecting competing Abhidharma accounts on which there
is intervening space between adjacent atoms:*

As the Venerable [Vasumitra] stated, “When [atoms] are [continuously
located] without intervening space, there is [merely] the idea that

*® AKBh ad 1.43d2: yadi ca paramanor digbhagabhedah kalpyate sprstasyasprstasya va sava
yavatvaprasangah/(33.6-7).

*! Vasubandhu provides a further argument against the possibility of contact between atoms
according to which contact is incompatible with momentariness: “According to the Venerable
Vasumitra, if atoms were in [literal] contact with one another, then they would persist for a
subsequent moment [i.e., they would arise in one moment and make contact with other atoms
in the next moment]. [But since atoms are momentary,] they are not in contact [with one
another]|”; AKBh ad 1.43d2: yadi paramanavah sprseyur uttaraksanavasthanam syad iti
bhadantavasumitrah/ na sprsanti/(33.2-3).

*> For example, the Kasmiri Sarvastivada-Vaibhasika Sanghabhadra (4th-5th century),
Vasubandhu’s contemporary, interprets Vasumitra differently, agreeing that atoms do not
conjoin with one another, but insisting that atoms do have intervening space between them.
He interprets Vasumitra’s characterization of atoms being “without interval” as meaning
“close” rather than literally “without intervening space” *Nyayanusarasastra, NA (T 29,
372b12).
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[atoms are in] contact” And the Venerable [Vasumitra’s] opinion should
be accepted. For otherwise, what would prevent atoms that did have inter-
vening space between them from moving into that empty space?>

One might think that reducing physical contact to an idea—that is, to
a way of considering one material entity vis-a-vis another in respect
of proximity—is a natural move given certain central commitments of
Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika dharma ontology. Since substantial reals look
something like simple, momentary, monadic property instances, it is dif-
ficult to see how contact could be anything more than nominally real, for
contact understood as a literal encounter between two or more entities would
seem to be necessarily complex.

Moreover, the “proximate co-occurrence” account of body-body con-
tact sidesteps worries about composition confronting atomic theories com-
mitted to literal contact. But it does so only to raise new questions: How is
the behavior of ordinary objects to be explained if they are no more than
bundles of neighboring particles? For instance, competing atomists won-
dered, what holds the bundle of particles that we call a “table” together if
they are not literally conjoined? This is one concern that Vasubandhu
explicitly addresses:

Why, then, does a composite not disperse when struck? Because the air
element holds it together.**

According to Abhidharmikas, the air element (vayudhatu) is one of the four
fundamental elements (mahabhuta) that constitute the material world,
together with earth, water, and fire. Its intrinsic nature is motion (irana),
and it is, thus, the presence and causal activity of the air element that
explains the motion of material objects.”® But given universal momentari-
ness, motion cannot be understood in the ordinary sense. Since nothing
persists, strictly speaking, no numerically identical entity actually moves
from one location to another since that would require temporal extension.

** AKBh ad 1.43d2: nirantare tu sprstasamjrieti bhadantah/* bhadantamatam caistavyam/
anyatha hi santarandm paramanundam Sinyesv antaresu gatih kena pratibadhyeta/(33.3-6);
"As La Vallée Poussin points out, this quote is found in the Vibhasa (V) (T 27, 684a2).

** AKBh ad 1.43d2: katham citam pratyahatam na visiryate/ vayudhatusamdharitatvat/
(32.16-17).

** AKBh ad AKK 1.12d: svabhavastu yathakramam/(8.19) ...irand vayudhatuh/(8.22).
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Still, the air element may be conceived as fundamental mobility instances
insofar as it refers to the basic constituents in a material composite that are
responsible for the successive momentary members of the composite arising
in new locations in a way that conforms to the kinds of patterns that we
experience and describe as “motion”*® Accordingly, Vasubandhu explains
here, it is the air element understood as the primitive mobility property
instances within a given composite that are responsible for “holding it
together;” meaning that they enforce the relative locationality of the other
simultaneous and successive members of the composite. Still, the mechan-
ics of how precisely the air element acts on the other members of a compos-
ite in this way without literally coming into contact with them—and without
literally being in motion itself—are not spelled out. It is worth noting that
the air element also plays a pivotal, though no less mysterious, role in filling
the mind-body contact explanatory gap in the Abhidharma causal story of
intentional action, according to which the mental act of intention stirs the
air element, which in turn brings about bodily movement.”’

A final lingering question for the proximate co-occurence account of
body-body contact is how precisely to understand resistance itself on this
picture—which, after all, is supposed to be the intrinsic nature of matter.
Specifically, how can “contact through resistance” understood as the mere
proximate co-occurrence of the olfactory, gustatory, and tactile sense facul-
ties with their respective objects explain the arising of a sensory conscious-
ness? If only substantial reals participate in causation, then the mere
proximate co-occurrence between, say, a tactile sense faculty (like that
based in my fingertips) and a tangible object (like my mug) cannot do any
causal work in producing a moment of tactile consciousness or its associ-
ated mental activity of contact.

°¢ As Vasubandhu explains, “Motion is that by means of which a [causally connected] con-
tinuum of elements is moved, due to [the successive momentary members of the continuum]
being produced in a different location, like the motion of a flame”; AKBh ad AKK 1.12d: iryate
‘naya bhutasroto desantarotpadanat pradiperanavaditirana/(8.22).

*7 In AKBh 9, Vasubandhu effectively sets out an argument against the existence of an agen-
tial self from causal overdetermination, arguing that a sufficient causal explanation for an
intentional physical action consists in a causally connected series of mental activities which
then stir the wind element, “For, from memory there is interest, from interest there is delibera-
tion, from deliberation effort, from effort wind, and from that action. Thus, what is there for a
self to do here?”; smrtijo hi cchandah cchandajo vitarko vitarkat prayatnah prayatnad
vayustatah karmeti kim atratma kurute/ (476.2-3).
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1.2.3 Regularity Theory of Causation: A Solution to the

Mind-Body Problem?

We have surveyed a variety of puzzles related to body — mind causal inter-
action in Abhidharma systems. In addition to the many questions that
these philosophers were asking among themselves fueling these debates,
there remains the heterogeneity problem. But there is the further question
of why Abhidharmikas themselves did not address this particular worry.
Throughout the protracted and complex disputes over the mechanics of
sense perception, these philosophers show little concern about the differ-
ence in kind between the components in the causal story. It seems safe to
conjecture that they would likely deny that the “mind-body problem” is a
problem at all.

Of course, Abhidharma ontologies are a far cry from your standard
substance dualism. For instance, one may think that “our” heterogeneity
problem gains no traction in the Sautrantika picture of momentary, tropes-
like dharmas. Their commitment to qualified forms of physical and men-
tal causal closure respectively governing the origination of fundamental
material and mental entities appears to derive from conceptual consider-
ations. However, when it comes to mind-body causal interaction in sense
perception and intentional action, Abhidharmikas seem to readily accept
that certain mental events regularly follow or are succeeded by certain
physical states in a law-like manner based on empirical observation.
Perhaps, then, if one were to pose the heterogeneity problem to Abhidharma
philosophers, they may respond that they are committed to a relatively light-
weight account of causation, which some have interpreted as a kind of regu-
larity theory.”® Given the dharma ontology, there can be no real causal
relations, since any such relation—being a complex dyadic or polyadic
entity—would fail the simplicity criterion for ultimate reality. If causation is
no more than regular concomitance, then no causal nexus is required as an
interface between mind and body. Such a causal theory may also obviate the
need for any non-figurative account of body-body contact to explain causal
interactions between ordinary material objects. So perhaps this whole
inquiry has put unwarranted scrutiny on Abhidharma theories of mind-
body interaction; if Abhidharmikas are more Humean than Cartesian
about causation, the allegation of any heterogeneity problem may be utterly
misplaced.

% See, e.g., Siderits 2014 and 2022, ch. 5.
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Nevertheless, there are reasons to doubt that Abhidharmikas are com-
mitted to a Humean sort of regularity theory. It is important to differentiate
between the epistemological question of how we come to know that a
causal relation obtains and the metaphysical question of what causation
is. Abhidharmikas may agree that we come to know that a causal relation
obtains by observing that E is invariably preceded by C, but it does not fol-
low from this that they accept this sort of regularity to be all there is to caus-
ation metaphysically speaking. Even though causal relations find no place
in the final ontology for Abhidharmikas, causation itself looks to be
grounded in the intrinsic natures of dharmas which are expressed via—and
perhaps even identical with—their (effect-producing) actions. It looks as
though dharmas are causally active by their very nature.> For instance, the
action of the earth element is supporting (dhrti), which is the expression of its
intrinsic nature of solidity (khara), the action of the air element is shifting
(vyithana), which is an expression of its intrinsic nature of mobility (irana),
etc.®® To count as conventionally real, a conceptually constructed causal
relation must be well founded; that is, it must ultimately be grounded in
substantial reals. But a causal relation that is grounded in the intrinsic
natures of its relata looks like a necessary connection between cause and
effect in the metaphysical sense, rather than a mere regularity.” Given that
this theory of causation is combined with ontologies involving entities that
are different in kind, questions concerning heterogeneity remain—even if
those different kinds of entities are mere momentary tropes. In particular,
since according to Abhidharmikas, some—and only some—sorts of causes
must observe a likeness principle, an explanation for why other sorts of
causes are not similarly constrained and how precisely the difference in
kind is bridged in those cases is surely a desideratum.

*° Dharmakirti famously formalizes causal efficacy as the mark of what is ultimately real in
Pramanavarttika 3.3. By understanding Abhidharma accounts of the causal relation as
grounded in the intrinsic natures of its relata, which in turn are tied up with their unique sorts
of causal activity, one can see the continuity between these causal theories and Dharmakirti’s
subsequent account of a natural relation (svabhavapratibandha) between cause and effect that
underwrites causal inferences; see, e.g., Pramanavarttikasvavrtti (Gnoli 1960, 2.19-20) and
Nyayabindu 2.19.

% See AKK 12 and AKBh ad 1.12, where Vasubandhu lists the respective activities (karma)
and intrinsic natures of the material fundamental elements and states that the elements are
“established,” “actualized,” or “identified” (samsiddha) in their respective actions (AKBh ad
1.12¢ te punah ete dhatavah kasmin karmani samsiddhah kim svabhavas cety aha/
dhrtyadikarmasamsiddhah// [1.12c] .. .).

°' Still, it is not the case that the existence of any single cause is sufficient for the existence of
a given effect; that’s because Abhidharmikas recognize that the co-occurrence of multiple
causes and conditions are necessary for the arising of a given effect.
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Despite the fact that Abhidharmikas themselves were not wringing
their hands over the heterogeneity problem (whatever their reasons),
Vasubandhu plainly did see it as a problem—or an inconvenient explana-
tory hurdle at the very least—as his argument for Yogacara idealism from
parsimony considerations in the Twenty Verses will show. On Vasubandhu’s
Yogacara view, it’s little wonder that Abhidharma explanations of the place of
contact in the mechanics of sense perception lead to a tangle of interpretive
puzzles: one member of the causal complex—matter—is an untenable entity.
Moreover, no causal theory will address concerns about the very nature of
contact as the lynchpin of Abhidharma accounts of sense perception, in par-
ticular, how to reconcile (i) contact’s status as a seemingly complex mental
property-instance with (ii) the simplicity criterion for substantial reality. As
a Yogacarin, Vasubandhu challenges the Abhidharmikas’ empirically derived
assumptions about how mind meets world, which he contends are the out-
come of a systematic error owing to a thoroughgoing appearance-reality dis-
tinction. Even if we accept a regularity theory of causation (or at least accept
observing invariable concomitance as a guide to knowledge of causal rela-
tions), we cannot count on observation to deliver accurate information
about mind-body causal interaction. Although it certainly seems as though
particular sorts of mental states are regularly attended by particular sorts of
physical states, none of these empirical observations stand up to rational
scrutiny because matter—at least on the Sautrantika Abhidharma picture
that Vasubandhu had previously defended—turns out to be both empirically
inaccessible and conceptually incoherent: he argues that (i) the very exist-
ence of material objects is unverifiable given a temporally extended causal
theory of perception combined with universal momentariness, and (ii)
worse still, strictly speaking, there can be no physical states at all—so long as
we understand “physical” to refer to something founded in material simples.
With matter removed from the picture, the heterogeneity problem is dis-
solved: everything is the same in kind, and all causation is mental causation.

2. Vasubandhu’s Yogacara Idealist Solution
to the Mind-Body Problem: Explaining
Away Matter and Contact

As we've seen, even in the Autocommentary, Vasubandhu begins the work
of problematizing Abhidharma accounts of mind-body causal interaction.
He refrains from weighing in on many of the disputes over the mechanics of
sense perception, at times simply throwing up his hands at the puzzles raised
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by convoluted Abhidharma ontologies. The debates concerning mind-body
and body-body contact in sense perception are indicative of a bug in the sys-
tem: matter. As a Yogacarin, Vasubandhu argues:

it is mental representations alone that arise with the appearance of material
things, etc., but there exists no entity whatsoever that has the defining
characteristic of matter, etc.®®

All that exist are causally connected mental representations (vijiiaptimatrata),
comprising distinct mental continua, or mindstreams (cittasantana). These are
clearly not “representations” in the familiar sense since they fail to actually
represent any real extramental objects. Moreover, “representation” here not
only refers to mental content, but also to the momentary act of cognizance
directed upon that content. For Yogacarins like Vasubandhu, the distinction
between subject and object in experience is a mere conceptual construct
erroneously superimposed onto representations. So, where Abhidharmikas
dispense with real substance-property and agent-action distinctions,
Yogacarins go further to eliminate a real subject-object distinction as well.
The only thing that is ultimately real on this view is non-dual awareness,
i.e., momentary instances of cognizance devoid of a real, metaphysical dis-
tinction between subject and object.

Below I reconstruct Vasubandhu’s case against matter in the Twenty
Verses and reveal how it is motivated by a version of the heterogeneity prob-
lem as well as the contact problems that were exposed in analyzing
Abhidharma theories of mind-body and body-body causal interaction.
Vasubandhu’s case against matter takes as its starting place the premise that
the very reason that external world realists postulate matter is to play a
causal-explanatory role in accounting for sense perception. He first (section
2.1) argues that extramental material objects are not strictly necessary to
explain ordinary sensory experiences, rendering matter causally redundant.
He then points out that the causal story would be explanatorily simpler if
cause and effect were the same in kind. In other words, there are good
reasons from parsimony considerations to do away with the material world
altogether. Next (section 2.2), he picks up Abhidharma debates over atom-
ism and runs with them, arguing that no coherent account of atomic com-
position can get up and running. Atoms conceived as material simples, he
contends, could not constitute extended material objects that behave in the
ways that the ordinary objects of our perceptual experiences do, which

% V§V ad 10b2-d: vijfiaptimatram idam riapadidharmapratibhasam utpadyate na tu
rapadilaksano dharmah ko py astiti...
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means that matter cannot in fact play the explanatory role for the very pur-
pose of which it is posited. Thus, matter—if it did exist—would not simply
be explanatorily redundant, but explanatorily idle. There are, then, no
rational grounds for postulating it. Finally (section 2.3), he raises skeptical
worries for Abhidharma accounts of sense perception on which the objects
of perception are momentary material objects; he argues that even if there
were a coherent account of material objects on offer, there looms an
unbridgeable epistemological gap between mind and material world for his
external world realist interlocutors, leaving their causal theory of sense per-
ception unverifiable. Once the material world is relinquished, contact is
reconceived within a purely mental world. Contact as a mental activity no
longer involves the explanatorily troublesome meeting of immaterial mind
and material world. Instead, it is redefined as simply the mental act of
“determining,” or taking up, an intentional object. Yet, on the final analysis,
contact must ultimately be relinquished even as a real feature of the mental
world, raising new questions concerning the “mind-mind problem,” that is,
how to explain causal interaction between mindstreams in the absence of a
shared physical medium.

2.1 Simplifying the Causal Story: Matter is Dispensable

One way of summing up Vasubandhu’s overall strategy in the Twenty Verses
is that he first sets out to show that idealism isn’t unintelligible, and then to
argue that a material world is unintelligible. He starts by aiming to under-
mine the motivations one might have for believing in the existence of exter-
nal objects, all of which pertain to their purported role as the objects
of sense perception. He argues that we don’t need matter for the reasons
that we thought we did, namely, in order to account for certain features of
ordinary sensory experiences that we commonly take as evidence of their
being caused by extramental objects:

i. spatiotemporal determinacy and consistency of objects in experience
ii. capacity for intersubjective agreement about the objects of experience
iii. causal efficacy of objects of experience

For the external world realist, the presence of these features provides evidence
of the veridicality of sensory perceptions, being indicators that our percep-
tions are linked up the right way causally with some real world of mind-
independent material objects. For instance, the objects of our veridical
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sensory perceptions—like the books on my shelf—don’t pop into and out of
existence but behave in consistent spatiotemporal manners; they remain
where they were in the same order when I turn away and then look back. And
if you were to come look at my bookshelf with me, we could all agree about
which titles we see. Moreover, if I dropped one of those books on your big toe
(accidentally, of course), it would have an actual (painful) effect. By contrast,
the absence of these features is commonly taken to be indicative of non-
veridical or illusory experience—experiences that are not caused in the right
way by extramental material objects of perception. For instance, the appear-
ance of a floater in my visual field lacks spatiotemporal determinacy or con-
sistency—it moves wherever my head turns. Nor is there intersubjective
agreement it—you will not confirm its presence. And a floater cannot actually
reach out and do anything in the world, much like the appearance of a mirage,
which fails to have the causal efficacy to slake our thirst.

Vasubandhu takes it that, according to the external world realist, these
common features of ordinary experience are possible and explicable only if
our sensory cognitions were caused by mind-independent material objects.
His response, then, is to provide counterexamples, that is, cases from the
external world realist’s own framework where these three features are pre-
sent and even they must concede that the content of the sensory cognition
isn’t the result of being hooked up causally in the right way with an extra-
mental object. For spatiotemporal determinacy, he points to the many
instances in which the sensory objects experienced in a dream do behave in
a spatiotemporally consistent manner. For the capacity for intersubjective
agreement, he cites a sort of collective hallucination of individuals with
similar causal histories. And for causal efficacy, he points to the example of
a wet dream. Vasubandhu takes it that even one counterexample for each case
should suffice to show that these features are at least possible in the absence
of being causally connected with mind-independent material objects, and
therefore that the causal connection with real external objects is a not a
necessary condition for any of these features commonly associated with
veridical sensory experiences.

Having taken the justificatory wind out of the sails of the external world
realist, Vasubandhu then begins to stack reasons in favor of idealism,
appealing first to parsimony considerations. Vasubandhu consistently displays
a preference for qualitative ontological parsimony in mediating between
theories (i.e., theories that posit fewer kinds of entities), rather than
quantitative simplicity for its own sake (i.e., theories that posit fewer token
entities). As we've seen, in the Autocommentary, Vasubandhu assumed the
Sautrantika dualist position to critique the ontologically more complex
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pluralism of Vaibhasikas, arguing that a host of neither mental nor material
entities ought to be jettisoned from the final ontology and reclassified as
mere conceptual constructs. Ultimately, as a Yogacarin he argues that there
is just one kind of thing: mental.

In whittling down the Abhidharma ontology, Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika
thus continually shifted explanatory burdens onto mental items by both
reclassifying a variety of entities as mere conceptual constructs and by
eliminatively reducing certain material entities to mental entities. For
instance, when it comes to the paradigmatic case of mind — body causal
interaction, intentional action, Sautrantikas reduce intentional bodily and
verbal actions to the mental act of intention, arguing that matter conceived
as simple property instances of obstruction cannot deliver a coherent
account of intentional action.”” The Sautrantika likewise eliminate the
Vaibhagsika category of unmanifest matter (avijiiapti-ripa), leaning on
mental imprints and the transformation of the mental continuum to fulfill
its explanatory roles. And, as we saw above, Abhidharma philosophers in
general regard contact as merely mental, both in the case of mind-body
interaction (where it is a mental substantial real) and body-body interaction
(where it is the conceptual construct of proximate co-occurrence). Given all
this, it seems that Abhidharmikas—and Vasubandhu’s Sautrantika in
particular—are already on the slippery slope to idealism.

With so much already receding into the mental, Vasubandhu the
Yogacarin presses an argument for idealism from parsimony considerations,

asking Abhidharmikas:

Why not accept that there is simply the transformation of consciousness
due to one’s intentional actions? Why also posit material elements?
Moreover, It is posited [by external-world realists] that the imprints of
intentional action reside in one place and their result [occurs] in another.
Why not accept that the effect [arises] precisely where the imprints are][,
viz. in the mental continuum]? [V§ 7]

In other words, why not simply accept that cause and effect both occur “in
the same place,” namely within the mindstream itself. Vasubandhu reasons
that there’s a sense in which restricting causal interaction to members of
the same ontological type is antecedently more credible. When cause and

% AKBh ad 4.3c. See Aitken (forthcoming b) for an analysis of this argument.

** V§V ad 7 and V§ 7: vijianasyaiva tatkarmabhis tatha parinamah kasman nesyate kim
punar bhitani kalpyante// api ca// karmano vasanany atra phalam anyatra kalpyate/tatraiva
nesyate yatra vasand kin nu karanam//7// (191); all citations from the V§ (Vimsika) and the
VSV (Vimsikavrtti) reference page numbers from Jonathan Silk’s 2016 edition.
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effect occur in the same “place;” i.e., within the same ontological category,
it simplifies the causal story. This remark indicates that, although
Abhidharmikas in general weren’t worried about the heterogeneity prob-
lem, Vasubandhu the Yogacarin evidently was.

2.2 A Material World Founded in Fundamental
Particles Is Impossible

Not only do we not need matter for the reasons we thought we did, and not
only are there good reasons from parsimony considerations to dispense with
material objects altogether, but what’s more, Vasubandhu argues, a material
world turns out to be incoherent and therefore mereologically simple meta-
physically impossible—at least when that world is taken to be constituted by
fundamental material particles.®® And all the external world realists in his
intellectual milieu were atomists of one kind or another. Yogacarins agree
with many Abhidharmikas when it comes to the convertibility of unity and
being, where unity is understood as simplicity and being is understood as
ultimate reality. But in the Twenty Verses, Vasubandhu argues that, given this
premise, matter itself is untenable. He makes a case against atomism aiming
to demonstrate that no account of a material world that bottoms out in sim-
ple fundamentalia is up to the job of explaining the sort of body — body
causal interaction required to account for the behavior of ordinary objects.
Material objects, then, cannot be the objects of our sense perceptions.

Picking up the thread from the Autocommentary where he argued
against the possibility of real contact between atoms, reducing body-body
contact to mere proximate co-occurrence and defending the spatially con-
tinuous view of atomic composition, in the Twenty Verses, Vasubandhu
extends the argument to undermine any account of atomism Vasubandhu’s
case for immaterialism might be reconstructed as a destructive trilemma
(V§11-15):%¢

% What precisely Vasubandhu aims to establish concerning the external world by way of
his anti-atomist argument has been a subject of dispute in the secondary literature. For
instance, Oetke (1992) contends that the argument applies only to objects of experience and
that it leaves open the possibility that material objects exist; Arnold (2008) instead claims that
it is intended to establish metaphysical Kellner and Taber (2014) argue that this section must
be understood within the argumentative context of the entire text, which presents an argumen-
tum ad ignorantiam, and that V§ 11-15 falls under the section in which scriptural testimony
(agama) is precluded from serving as a means by which we can gain knowledge of the exist-
ence of external objects.

% See, for example, Kapstein (2001), Carpenter (2014, 147-50), and Kellner and Taber
(2014) for analyses of this argument.
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P1 If objects of perception are material, they are either (i) unitary
wholes, (ii) pluralities of atoms, or (iii) unified collections of atoms.

P2 Objects of perception are not unitary wholes.

P3  Objects of perception are not pluralities of atoms.

P4 Objects of perception are not unified collections of atoms.

.~.C Therefore, objects of perception are not material.

Vasubandhu takes these three options to exhaust the possibilities for how a
material object could exist. He then argues that none of these three alterna-
tives is feasible, and therefore, perceptible objects are not material.”’

Vasubandhu perfunctorily rejects the first two alternatives based on the
premise that there ought to be some meaningful resemblance—at the very
least some sort of structural resemblance—between the object of a given
sensory cognition and the content of that cognition. After all, external world
realists ordinarily count resemblance between appearance and reality as
theoretical support for their position—surely, if extramental material
objects are what our sense perceptions are about, then the content of our
sensory cognitions ought to be something like them. However, Vasubandhu
insists that the content of our sensory cognitions never includes (i) wholes
that exist over and above their parts,®® nor does it include (ii) mere plural-
ities of atoms.”” For instance, when we perceive a table, the appearing con-
tent of our sensory cognition might include a rectangular slab of wood and
four legs, but, Vasubandhu would maintain, it decidedly does not include
some extra spooky whole—the table—which hovers collocated with these
parts; nor does it consist of a mere plurality of atoms which, after all, are
individually imperceptible. Instead, what appears in the content of sensory
cognitions look to be unified collections of parts. But are those parts really
atoms, as the third alternative would have it?

Vasubandhu rejects this third option on the grounds that the unity—and
thus the substantial reality—of an atom is not established.”” Above (section
1.2.2), we encountered three accounts of how atoms compose extended objects:

” One might point out that just because objects of perception are not material does not
entail that there are no material objects at all. Vasubandhu’s case against atomism is meant to
undermine the possibility of spatially extended, perceptible objects being constituted by
simple partless particles, and he does not consider the possibility that there might be imper-
ceptible, extramental, lone partless particles. Presumably, this is because none of his exter-
nal world realist interlocutors would be satisfied with preserving matter in this epistemically
inaccessible and metaphysically superfluous condition. This is in keeping with Vasubandhu’s
theoretical commitment to rejecting causally redundant entities.

8 V$V ad 11: na tavad ekam visayo bhavaty avayavebhyo ‘nyasyavayaviripasya kvacid apy
agrahanat/.

® V§V ad 11: napy anekam paramaninam pratyekam agrahanat/.

7 V$V ad 11: napi te samhata visayibhavanti/ yasmat paramanur ekam dravyam na sidhyati//.
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i. the “conjoined view” (e.g., Vaisesika), on which adjacent atoms are
in literal contact with one another
ii. the “intervening space view” (e.g., Kasmiri Vaibhasikas including,
subsequently, Sanghabhadra), on which atoms are not in literal con-
tact with adjacent particles and have intervening space between them
iii. the “spatially continuous view” (e.g., Sarvastivadins like Vasumitra,
Vasubandhu in the AKBh), on which atoms are neither in literal con-
tact with one another nor is there intervening space between them.

Vasubandhu first dismisses the conjoined view of atoms with the same
argument deployed in the Autocommentary. Next, to target accounts of
atomic composition that deny literal contact—including the intervening
space view and spatially continuous view—he relies on a destructive dilemma:

P1 If objects of perception are unified collections of atoms (on any of these
three views), then the atoms are either (i) extended, viz. has spatially dif-
ferentiable loci (digbhagabheda), or (ii) unextended.

P2 If atoms were extended, then they would have distinct parts (like a right
side and a left side) and therefore they could not satisfy the simplicity
criterion for being an atom. (V$ 14ab)

P3 If atoms were unextended, then they could not compose extended material
objects with the capacities for obstruction, casting shadows, etc. (Vs 14c)

.~.C Therefore, objects of perception are not unified collections of atoms
(on any of these three possible views).

Note that, in support of P3, Vasubandhu points to the problem of obstruc-
tion in the absence of an account of real contact, indicating that this worry
discussed above—but not explicitly acknowledged in the Autocommentary—
seems to have indeed been lurking in the background for Vasubandhu. In
the Autocommentary, Vasubandhu took the spatially continuous view to
have resolved the problem of obstruction with the help of the air element to
keep composites together, suggesting that atoms conceived as momentary
point-sized obstruction instances might impede other point-sized obstruc-
tion instances from occupying the same spatial location. But, in the Twenty
Verses, he argues that the act of obstruction, or resistance, is impossible
without contact, and contact is impossible without parts. For instance, if
the basic building blocks of material objects each had zero extension, then
how could one object—like your hand—obstruct or block another—like
your coffee cup? Why wouldn’t these objects simply pass right through
each other? The thought is that we can’t make sense of the very idea of
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obstruction in the absence of a real encounter between the obstructor and
the obstructed, and, as Vasubandhu points out in both the Autocommentary
and the Twenty Verses, this sort of real encounter would require that both
participants possess parts—at least one part that is in contact and at least
one that is not—in order to avoid the absurd consequence of merging. And
the problem remains whether one considers atoms acting individually (V§
14c and commentary) or collectively (V$ 14d and commentary). Likewise,
he adds, how could truly simple atoms be illuminated on one side and not
the other without entailing parthood? Since simplicity is incompatible with
non-zero extension, truly simple particles could not exercise the property of
opacity.”!

Having ruled out the third and final alternative in the above trilemma,
Vasubandhu determines that there is no viable account of a material world
founded in simple fundamentalia. The objects of our sensory experiences,
he concludes, are not mind-independent material objects.”

2.3 Sense Perception without Matter: Contact Redefined

Having eliminated matter from the picture, Vasubandhu the Yogacarin side-
steps the heterogeneity problem. This in turn ought to obviate the worries
about contact that cropped up in Abhidharma accounts of sense perception—
both in the case of body-body contact between a physical sense faculty
and its object as well as body-mind contact in the case of this physical
encounter precipitating an associated sensory cognition. On this view,
there need be no literal meeting between mind and material world whose
mechanics must be specified. And physical sense faculties no longer claim
the mysterious status of subtle, transparent matter, but simply refer to
mental capacities for the kinds of experiences that correspond to our dif-
ferent sensory modalities, just as we may have the capacity for multi-
modal sensory experiences in dreams without their being caused by
corresponding material objects.

7! See Kapstein (2001) and Carpenter and Ngaserin (2021) for helpful discussions of
Vasubandhu’s argument for why objects constituted by atoms could not explain the property of
opacity; Carpenter and Ngaserin seem to read Vasubandhu as taking the problem of obstruc-
tion to be solved for atomists, with the problem of opacity serving as the damning worry.

7> Vasubandhu does not consider the possibility that material objects might be “gunky;” or
infinitely divisible, since, as noted above, all the live external world realist views in his intel-
lectual context were atomists.
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Still, one may reasonably worry that this tidier causal story comes at

too great a cost—forfeiting the external world is a steep price indeed.
Vasubandhu presents an objection, evidently from an Abhidharmika critic,
who argues that on the representation-only view, sense perception cannot
fulfill its epistemic role, since perception is supposed to inform us about
what actually does and does not exist in the world. But if there is no external
world, then perception cannot be a bona fide source of knowledge, since
what were perceiving as mind-independent material objects don’t really
exist as such.
This is an especially pressing concern since perception (pratyaksa) is typic-
ally regarded as the preeminent source of knowledge (pramana), based on
the intuition that it is always preferable to know something by means of
immediate, direct perception than by an indirect source like inference
(anumana) or testimony (Sabda), particularly when determining what actu-
ally exists in the world. While we might use inference to grasp abstract rela-
tions between ideas or to do mathematical proofs, matters of fact concerning
the concrete objects of the world are ideally settled by perception. If I want
to know whether there is a fire on the hill behind my house, it is clearly
preferable to verify perceptually than to infer it from the fact that I smell
smoke. Vasubandhu gives voice to an external world realist’s objection
motivated by this line of thought, stating:

[Something’s] existence or nonexistence is ascertained by sources of
knowledge, and among all the sources of knowledge, perception is the
preeminent source of knowledge. Thus, if external objects do not exist,
how can there [sensibly] be the thought, “I have this perception”?”

We may suppose that Vasubandhu’s principal opponent here is a Sautrantika
given the argument that follows, where he shifts the burden of explanation
back to an external world realist who maintains a set of commitments that,
Vasubandhu argues, lead to an unbridgeable gap between mind and world:
(i) universal momentariness, (ii) presentism, i.e., the thesis that only pre-
sent entities can be said to ultimately exist, (iii) a causal theory of percep-
tion, and (iv) the anteriority of causes to their results. These commitments
jointly entail that objects of perception never exist at the moment they are

7 V§V ad 16: pramanavasad astitvam nastitvam va nirdharyate/ sarvesafn ca pramananam
pratyaksam pramanam garistham ity asaty arthe katham iyam buddhir bhavatidam me
pratyaksam iti/ (196).
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perceived, which in turn commits the Sautrantika to a representationalist
theory of perception (sakaravada). As Vasubandhu reasons,

And by the time the idea of the perception occurs, which consists in the
thought, “I have this perception,” the object is not seen. This is because
the determination (pariccheda) [of the object as an object of perception]
is made only by a mental consciousness, and by the time that [the mental
consciousness occurs], the visual consciousness will have ceased. Thus,
how is it maintained that there is the perception of that [object], particu-
larly for a proponent of momentariness, according to whom the material
form, taste, etc., will have in fact already ceased at that time?”*

Recall that on all the Sautrantika accounts of contact in sense perception
surveyed above, the sensory consciousness is caused to arise the moment
immediately after the sense faculty meets the object. So, we have a picture
on which, for example, a momentary visual sense faculty, encounters a
momentary visible object, at t, which causes the arising of a momentary
visual consciousness, of visible object, at t,. But by that time, visible object,
has already ceased to exist, having ceded its place to the numerically dis-
tinct subsequent member in the causal continuum, visible object,. Since the
Sautrantika are presentists, past objects like visible object, do not lay claim
to existence of any sort at . Thus, the content of the visual consciousness
cannot but be a mental representation of visible object. This means, however,
that none of the external objects we perceive exist at the time we perceive
them. The problem is further exacerbated when considering the question of
when we can say that we know that some external object exists because we
perceive it. In other words, when is it, on this account, that perception actu-
ally functions as an epistemic source delivering knowledge of the existence
of an external object? The answer to this question rests on the distinction
between kinds of consciousness: while the first moment of consciousness
cognizing visible object, is a visual consciousness that occurs at £, there is no
determination (pariccheda) of the object as the perceptual object that it is—
and thus as an existent thing—until the object is taken up by mental con-
sciousness, which occurs at .. The visual consciousness of a given object is
the immediately preceding condition for the mental consciousness of that

7* V$V ad 16: yada ca sa pratyaksabuddhir bhavatidam me pratyaksam iti tada na so rtha
drsyate manovijiianenaiva pariccheddac caksurvijianasya ca tada niruddhatvad iti katham
tasya prayaksatvam istam/ visesena tu ksanikavadino yasya tadanim niruddham eva tad
ripam rasadikam va/ (196).
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object. Thus, by the time we think we have knowledge of the existence of
some external object, visible objectl, it will have ceased to exist two moments
prior. Upon examination, Vasubandhu argues, perception on this account
looks to be a source of error rather than a source of knowledge. (See Figure
13.5 for an illustration of how Sautrantika representationalism leads to a
mind-world gap.)

As it turns out, then, even if there were a coherent account of material
objects on offer, their very existence would be unverifiable. On the
Sautrantika external world realist’s theory of perception, not only does per-
ception fail to deliver knowledge of the existence of material objects at the
moment they exist, but given the veil of representationalism, the explana-
tory role of such objects as the causes of our sense perceptions is also
unverifiable. After all, knowledge of a causal relation is supposed to derive
from observing the invariable concomitance of C (material object) and E
(sense perception). But on this theory, we can never step outside our repre-
sentations to directly observe the extramental object that is the purported
cause. One member of the proposed causal relation is therefore epistemic-
ally inaccessible. (Incidentally, even a Vaibhasika direct realist about
perception looks vulnerable to this skeptical worry, given their shared
commitment to momentariness and the role of mental consciousness in
determining the object.)

5} 2] t3
3
s
V
S o° o°
visual consciousness; of —» mental consciousness
L7 visible object, of visible object,
—~ “;\;'
S N
~ .
S visual
g faculty, ; 2 ; E ; é
visible visible visible
object, object, object;

Figure 13.5 Sautrantika representationalism and the mind-world gap
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Vasubandhu’s representation-only theory of sense perception suffers from
no such time-lag worries, despite retaining the commitment to momentariness.
Here, consciousness and its object exist simultaneously, bringing us into
immediate acquaintance with objects of perception. On this simplified theory
of perception, the encounter with a perceptible object is simultaneous with
the cognition that determines the object as such. In other words, it is precisely
the same moment that we are perceiving and determining the object that the
object exists in the only way that it can: as a mental representation.

Notably, in the Yogacara context, the mental activity of contact just is
the determination of an object. In his Treatise on the Five Aggregates
(Paficaskandhaka), Vasubandhu defines contact as the determination
(pariccheda) of an object when there is the co-occurrence of a consciousness,
a sense faculty, and an object.”® Contact is therefore identified with the very
same mental activity—pariccheda—that Vasubandhu previously noted his
opponents take to operate only in mental consciousness and to be neces-
sary for ascertaining an object of perception as such. By closing the mind-
world gap in this way, the representation-only theory not only sidesteps
worries about mind-body causal interaction, but also delivers an account
on which what we perceive is precisely what there is: the object of percep-
tion just is the content of perceptual cognition.

In surveying Abhidharma accounts of contact as a mental activity, we
were left with the puzzle of how such a property could satisfy the simplicity
criterion for ultimate reality given that it looks to be a complex, polyadic
relational property. By defining contact as the determination of an object,
Vasubandhu the Yogacarin effectively characterizes it as the property of
intentionality—the feature of a mental state by virtue of which the cognition
is directed upon an object.”® On this view, contact still appears complex
since the structure of intentionality intimates both a cognitive act (or agent/
subject) and a cognitive object. Yet for a Yogacarin, contact need be nothing
more than figurative or conventional. That’s because, on the final analysis,
there is no real, metaphysical distinction between consciousness and its

75

sparsah katamah/ trikasamavaye paricchedah// (5.4). Here, Vasubandhu closely follows
Asanga’s definition of contact in his Compendium of Abhidharma (Abhidharmasamuccaya):
sparsah katamah/ trikasannipate indriyavikaraparicchedah// (Pradhan 1950, 6.3-4).

¢ We do see claims in Yogacara works that consciousness attends to objects in general
(artha), while mental activities (caitta) attend to the particular characteristics (visesa) of
objects (e.g., Madhyantavibhaga 1.8cd), which suggests that consciousness is intentional all on
its own. Nevertheless, contact is generally considered always operative in Yogacara works, and
we might understand that contact is what accounts for consciousness being directed upon an
object in a determinate sense insofar as it is responsible for consciousness taking up a delim-
ited, or circumscribed (pariccheda), object.
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object, appearances to the contrary. Thus, there is a sense in which the
mental activity of contact lies at the center of the Yogacara account of the
fundamental ignorance that underlies existential suffering: the intentional
structure of cognition corresponds to the dualistic structure of cognition—
the erroneous bifurcation of experience into subject and object. Just as
Abhidharma philosophers held that body-body contact is merely figurative,
Yogacarins maintain that the same is true of mind-world contact—even
when the “world” is reinterpreted as wholly mental in nature.””

Conclusion: New Worries Concerning
Mind <> Mind Causal Interaction

I have suggested that Vasubandhus move to metaphysical idealism is in
keeping with his preference for theories claiming relative qualitative onto-
logical parsimony. However, I propose that this preference is motivated by a
deeper implicit commitment, which might be articulated as follows:

Explanatory Exclusion Principle: If (i) some unobserved entity x is posited
to fill some explanatory role y, but (ii) we can supply a sufficient explan-
ation for y that excludes x and appeals only to observables and/or uncontro-
versial inferables, then (iii) since there are no explanatorily redundant or
explanatorily idle entities, we are entitled to conclude that x does not exist.

Based on the foregoing analysis, we can reconstruct Vasubandhu’s case
against matter in the Twenty Verses in light of this principle as follows: (i)
material objects (x) are posited to fill the explanatory role of serving as the
objects of our sense perceptions (y). However, material objects are unob-
servable entities even on the external world realist’s theory of sense

77 See, for example, Sthiramati’s commentary on Vasubandhu’s Thirty Verses (Trimsika),
where he argues that, strictly speaking, no mental activity could have causal efficacy based on a
temporal analysis of causal activity given the commitments to universal momentariness and
presentism. Causal activity, the thought goes, must be grounded in a real cause and a real
effect, but the purported cause and effect in this scenario could never actually exist at the
same time to ground the causal relation (cf. MMK 1); T$Bh ad 1c: vedanadayo pi
natitanagatas tadakdaravijfianajanaka niruddhajatatvat/ na ca vartamand vartamanajanaka
utpadyamanavasthayam asattvat/ utpannavasthayam vijianasyapi tadakarenotpannatvan
na kificit kartavyam astiti manovijianam apy analambanam evotpadyate/ (Buescher 2007,
45-46). In the Thirty Verses, Vasubandhu claims that all language referring to things (dhar-
mas), which includes mental items like contact, could only ever be figurative, or metaphorical
(upacara); TS lab: atmadharmopacaro hi vividho yah pravartate/ (Buescher 2007, 40). For a
study of Yogacara use of metaphor and figurative language based on the Thirty Verses and
Sthiramati’s commentary, see Tzohar (2018).
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perception: given momentariness and causal theory of perception, material
objects would be epistemically inaccessible, rendering their alleged causal
role in sense perception unverifiable. Moreover, (ii) a sufficient explanation
for sense perception is available that excludes material objects and appeals
only to observables and/or uncontroversial inferables, viz. mental represen-
tations. Since material objects are not strictly necessary to account for sen-
sory experiences (as in dreams), if they did exist, they would be explanatorily
redundant at best. Moreover, since material objects founded in simples turn
out, upon analysis, to be conceptually incoherent, they are not even capable of
fulfilling the explanatory role for the very purpose of which they were stipu-
lated. Thus, if they did exist, they would be explanatorily idle. (iii) Since
there are no rational grounds for postulating unobserved entities that are
explanatorily redundant or explanatorily idle, we are therefore in a position
to conclude that matter does not exist.

By eliminating bodies from the picture, Vasubandhu’s representation-
only theory circumvents the mind-body heterogeneity problem and its
attendant contact problem. But it also raises new questions about how
minds causally interact: in the absence of any shared material medium, how
can the mental states in one continuum communicate with or impact those
in another? Further, how can the representation-only theorist can avoid
solipsism and resolve skeptical worries about the very existence of other
minds—a challenge that will rear its head among Vasubandhu’s Yogacara
successors.”

In the Twenty Verses, Vasubandhu explains that when one mind causally
impacts another through some intentional verbal or physical action, what is
actually occurring is the “predominance” (adhipatya) of the representation
in one mindstream over that in another.”” While this streamlined causal
story once again has parsimony on its side, the mechanics of how one rep-
resentation comes to predominate—and what precisely “predominance”
even means in this context—remain far than clear. A thorough analysis of
the worries concerning mind <> mind causal interaction confronting

’® E.g., Dharmakirti's Proof of Other Minds (Santanantarasiddhi) and Ratnakirti’s
Refutation of Other Minds (Santanantaradiisana).

7 For instance, in his autocommentary to the Twenty Verses (VSV ad 18a), Vasubandhu
remarks: “For all individuals, representations are reciprocally determined due to the predomi-
nance of the representation of one individual over that of another, as is fitting to the circum-
stance”; sarvesam hi sattvanam anyonyavijiiaptyadhipatyena mitho vijiiapter niyamo bhavati
yathayogam/ (197).
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Vasubandhu the Yogacarin lies beyond the scope of this chapter.*® Still, we
might make some brief observations related to the present inquiry that
bear on this “mind-mind problem” As we've seen, for Vasubandhu the
representation-only theorist, contact is merely the determination of an
object that occurs when a moment of consciousness—equipped with the
relevant sensory capacity—is co-present with a cognitive object. And that
cognitive object may well be the appearance of another person’s physical or
verbal actions. We've also noted that, strictly speaking, there is no real
subject-object distinction; thus, contact as the feature of consciousness by
virtue of which it is directed upon an object marks the structure of funda-
mental ignorance. In light of this, inquiring into the mechanics of how my
mind really makes contact with and causally interacts with yours is a confused
question, insofar as it presupposes a genuine subject-object distinction.
Yogacarins, thus, owe only a conventional explanation of the mechanics of
predominance and its role in mind < mind causal interaction—one that
need not withstand the scrutiny of metaphysical analysis or supply a realist
account of contact or any causal nexus between the relata. A more definitive
assessment of whether Vasubandhu’s representation-only theory can suc-
cessfully resolve the mind-mind problem, however, remains a matter for
another day.
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