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1
Introduction

In premodern South Asia, epistemology (pramāṇaśāstra)—​the study of know-
ledge and the means of acquiring it—​was rarely construed as a purely theoretical 
enterprise. Instead, it was a discipline intended to serve practical purposes. A good 
example of this approach to epistemology is found in the philosophical tradition 
called Nyāya. The defenders of this tradition—​the Naiyāyikas—​intended Nyāya to 
be a science of rational inquiry that can assist other sciences, such as economics, 
government, the study of the Veda, and so on. As traditionally conceived, each of 
these sciences is concerned with a distinctive practical aim, including material 
prosperity, political power, and heavenly bliss. However, the Naiyāyikas claimed 
that those sciences cannot promote their practical aims without the help of Nyāya. 
Their reasoning was simple. We can perform successful actions only if we know 
which actions will promote which of our ends. And we cannot gain such know-
ledge without successfully deploying tools of rational inquiry. Therefore, since 
Nyāya gives us a theory of rational inquiry, it indirectly prepares us for all kinds of 
practical success.

These Naiyāyikas were committed to what I will call ‘rationalism’—​the emi-
nently plausible view that rational inquiry can play a positive role in helping us dis-
cover all sorts of practically important truths about ourselves and the world. But, 
although popular in premodern South Asia, this view was not without its critics. In 
this monograph, I will focus on a philosopher who rejected Nyāya rationalism—​
the twelfth-​century philosopher and poet Śrīharṣa. Śrīharṣa agreed with the 
Naiyāyikas that liberation (mokṣa or apavarga) (i.e., complete freedom from suf-
fering) is the highest aim of human existence. He also concurred with them that we 
can achieve liberation by discovering the true nature of the self and its relation to 
the world. But he rejected the Nyāya thesis that rational inquiry can play a positive 
role in that discovery. In this monograph, I show how Śrīharṣa defends that kind 
of anti-​rationalism against Nyāya epistemologists in his only surviving philosoph-
ical work, A Confection of Refutation (Khaṇḍanakhaṇdakhādya, henceforth ‘the 
Refutation’).

In the rest of this chapter, I introduce Śrīharṣa’s anti-​rationalism. I initially 
present him as a non-​dualistic Vedāntin (§1.1), and then outline the philosoph-
ical project he pursues in the Refutation (§1.2). I follow this up with a distinction 
between two varieties of anti-​rationalism—​weak and strong—​suggesting that 
Śrīharṣa’s non-​dualistic predecessors endorsed both varieties (§1.3). I then turn 
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2  The Instability of Reason

to my central claim in this book—​that Śrīharṣa was, in fact, an anti-​rationalist in 
a strong sense—​explaining how the different chapters of this book support that 
claim (§1.4). I close by showing why my argument undermines popular portrayals 
of Śrīharṣa as a sceptic (§1.5).

1.1  Śrīharṣa as a Non-​Dualist

To us, Śrīharṣa is known through two works: (i) his poem, The Exploits of the King 
of Niṣaḍha, and (ii) what he calls its ‘sibling’ (sahaja)1—​the Refutation. Arguably, 
both are part of a single project: articulating and defending a form of non-​dualistic 
Vedānta.

Non-​dualistic Vedāntins adopt a monistic interpretation of the early Upaniṣads. 
These Upaniṣads are traditionally treated as the last part of the Vedic corpus, 
so they are sometimes called ‘vedānta’ or ‘the end of the Veda’. They claim that 
brahman is the origin of the universe, describing it in various places as ‘non-​dual’, 
‘all-​pervading’, and ‘eternal’. And they identify brahman with the self (ātman) and 
consciousness (vijñāna). According to the non-​dualistic Vedāntins, the Upaniṣads 
support the following thesis:

non-​dualism. There is only one entity that ultimately exists (paramārthasat) 
(i.e., exists independently of our attitudes, such as beliefs, desires, and judgments). 
This is brahman, which is just the self (ātman) or consciousness (vijñāna).

As far as I can tell, there was no doctrinally unified view associated with non-​
dualistic Vedānta in the first millennium ce. Early exponents of the view in-
cluded Gauḍapāda (sixth century) and Maṇḍana Miśra (eighth century), who 
drew inspiration from the traditions of Mahāyāna Buddhism, Vyākaraṇa, and 
Mīmāṃsā. Śaṃkara (eighth century) was a later, and perhaps the most influen-
tial, non-​dualistic Vedāntin. He developed the view in a different direction in his 
Commentary on the Brahmasūtra (Brahmasūtrabhāṣya) and his commentaries on 
the early Upaniṣads.2 Śaṃkara’s sub-​commentators then worked out the details 
of the non-​dualistic view that Śaṃkara left unclarified. These sub-​commentators 
were divided into two commentarial traditions begun by Vācaspati Miśra’s (tenth 
century) Bhāmatī and Prakāśātman’s (tenth to eleventh centuries) Pañcapādikāv
ivaraṇa.3

Although Śrīharṣa’s approach to several questions differs significantly from that 
of his non-​dualist predecessors, he agrees with them on two key theses. The first 
is that consciousness, which the Upaniṣads call ‘brahman’, alone ultimately exists. 
The second is that we can gain epistemic access to the non-​dual nature of con-
sciousness only through a kind of direct awareness (sākṣātkāra) that arises in a 
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Introduction  3

state of meditative absorption (samādhi). In both the Refutation and The Exploits 
of the King of Niṣaḍha, Śrīharṣa explicitly endorses versions of these claims.

Take, for instance, The Exploits of the King of Niṣaḍha. In the twenty-​first canto 
of Śrīharṣa’s poem, Nala sings a long hymn to the god Viṣṇu, praising each of his 
incarnations. But the hymn begins with an acknowledgement that the true nature 
of Viṣṇu—​whom Nala takes to be brahman or consciousness—​is beyond both 
thought and speech:

‘Let alone praise, your nature is not an object of speech; our words are a reproach 
to you. So, forgive whatever I prattle on about.’ After this proclamation, Nala went 
on to say the following:

‘Self-​revealing one! Isn’t the desire of this person (i.e., Nala) to describe you—​
foolish as he is—​precisely like the desire of darkness to reveal the light of the sun!

‘You may not be the object of speech and thought. But why shouldn’t those be dir-
ected at you? The clouds may bring contentment to a pair of anxious cātaka birds, 
even though they cannot reach the clouds.’4

This triad of verses acknowledges two claims that we encounter in the Refutation. 
The first is that brahman, which is nothing but self-​revealing consciousness, is be-
yond thought and speech. So, any desire to describe it is like the desire of darkness 
to reveal the radiance of the sun. The second is that although we cannot repre-
sent the nature of brahman through thought and speech without distortion, we 
may want to direct both thought and speech towards it. Our capacities for thought 
and language are, therefore, like a pair of cātaka birds that eagerly look skywards, 
hoping for rain. The clouds are beyond their reach, but the rain that the clouds will 
bring can fulfil their desire.

The first claim is presumably motivated by the idea that our ordinary patterns 
of thought and speech presuppose or entail distinctions (bheda) that do not ultim-
ately exist. These include distinctions between our conscious mental states (e.g. ex-
periences and thoughts) and their intentional objects, between oneself and others, 
between different material particulars (e.g. a pot and a chariot), and between those 
particulars and their properties (e.g. size and shape). Towards the end of his hymn 
to Viṣṇu, Nala states what he takes reality to be:

Nothing real serves as the basis for distinctions, given that they are subject to 
many kinds of refutations and contradictions, which are supported by reasoning. 
Thus, this [world] contains various distinctions that are made manifest insofar as 
they are desired by you. This is the correct description of reality.5

Thus, since consciousness alone ultimately exists, distinctions cannot be ultim-
ately real. How, then, do they appear through our experiences and thoughts? Nala 
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4  The Instability of Reason

answers that they appear only insofar as the god Viṣṇu (who, according to Nala, 
is just consciousness or brahman) desires it. This is just an implicit reference to 
the standard non-​dualistic doctrine that the apparently manifold world of particu-
lars and properties appears to us only through the power of illusion (māyāśakti) 
belonging to brahman or consciousness. Given that the two vehicles of rational 
inquiry—​thought and speech—​presuppose or entail the relevant distinctions, ra-
tional inquiry by itself cannot give us epistemic access to what ultimately exists.

How, then, can we gain access to the true nature of brahman or consciousness? 
Śrīharṣa answers that we can do so only through a kind of direct awareness. In 
a characteristically presumptuous tone, he claims that he himself has undergone 
such an awareness. He describes himself as ‘someone who in states of medita-
tive absorption has directly apprehended the ocean of bliss that is the supreme 
brahman’.6 Although rational inquiry cannot by itself generate that kind of aware-
ness, it can play a useful negative role in paving the way for it. In a crucial pas-
sage from the Refutation, Śrīharṣa claims that his refutations of distinctions 
should rationally compel his Nyāya opponents to place their faith (śraddhā) in the 
Upaniṣadic claim that consciousness alone ultimately exists. Through the medi-
ation of meditative practices, that faith can yield direct awareness of the non-​dual 
nature of consciousness.7 For Śrīharṣa, although rational inquiry cannot give us 
epistemic access to what ultimately exists, it can create the conditions for rational 
faith in such Upaniṣadic claims by ruling out potential defeaters.

Thus, it may be fruitful to turn our thought and speech towards the non-​dual 
nature of consciousness—​in both rational reflection and meditation—​just like the 
two cātaka birds that cannot reach the clouds and yet ardently turn their gaze to-
wards the sky.

1.2  Śrīharṣa’s Project in the Refutation

The Exploits of King of Niṣadha explores the above themes using the device of 
allegory (as we shall see in §10.3). Śrīharṣa’s project in the Refutation, however, 
is to show how rational argumentation can be put to negative use in the service 
of non-​dualism. Śrīharṣa calls his text ‘Khaṇḍanakhaṇḍakhādya’. The com-
pound has two parts: ‘khaṇḍana’ and ‘khaṇḍakhādya’. The first part means ‘refu-
tation’, but the second part is ambiguous. In his erudite introduction to the text, 
Lakṣmaṇa Drāviḍa Śāstrī (1904–​1914, p. 10) offers three interpretations. On 
the most straightforward reading, ‘khaṇḍakhādya’ refers to an edible substance 
(khādya) made from chunks or morsels (khaṇḍa) of crystallized sugar (śarkarā). 
So, on this interpretation, ‘khaṇḍanakhaṇḍakhādya’ just means ‘the morsels of 
refutation’. On a second, but more convoluted interpretation, the word ‘khādya’ 
refers to the epistemological and ontological kinds admitted by the Nyāya and 
Vaiśeṣika thinkers, beginning with ether (kha) (which is one of the substances in 
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Introduction  5

Nyāya–​Vaiśeṣika ontology). So, the compound as a whole can be glossed as ‘that in 
which or by which ether and the like (khādya) are broken down (khaṇḍa) through 
refutations (khaṇḍana)’. Philosophically speaking, the third interpretation is the 
most interesting. As Drāviḍa Śāstrī notes, ‘khaṇḍakhādya’ could refer to a me-
dicinal concoction—​a tonic—​that restores strength to those who consume it by 
dispelling their ailments. This is an appealing idea. It suggests that Śrīharṣa intends 
his refutations to be a form of medicine that disabuses us of our false ontological 
and epistemological commitments, and thereby sets us on the path to discovering 
the nature of ultimate reality. To capture the ambiguity in the title of the text (set-
ting aside the second interpretation), I will call it ‘A Confection of Refutation’.

Śrīharṣa’s principal interlocutor in the Refutation is Udayana. Active in the 
late tenth century (and perhaps also the early decades of the eleventh century), 
Udayana was an important transitional figure in the history of Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika, 
partly responsible for synthesizing those two textual traditions into one coherent 
philosophical system. The Vaiśeṣika thinkers were committed to a polycategorial 
ontology. They claimed that there are many different kinds of ultimately ex-
istent particulars and properties: substances (dravya), qualities (guṇa), motion 
(karman), universals (sāmānya), the relation of inherence (samavāya), and ul-
timate differentia (antyaviśeṣa). Their Nyāya counterparts, by and large, accepted 
this picture but also defended an anti-​sceptical claim: our ordinarily acknowledged 
methods of acquiring knowledge—​such as perception (pratyakṣa), inference 
(anumāna), comparison (upamāna), and testimony (śabda)—​give us access to 
these ultimately existent particulars and properties. In the four centuries preceding 
Udayana, this picture had been attacked by Mādhyamika and Yogācāra Buddhists, 
non-​dualistic Vedāntins, and Cārvāka or Lokāyata thinkers. Across a range of texts, 
Udayana defends and develops the realist ontology and epistemology endorsed by 
his Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika predecessors in light of these challenges.

In one of his most influential texts, An Analysis of the True Nature of the Self 
(Ātmatattvaviveka), Udayana undertakes the ambitious project of refuting 
Buddhist arguments against the existence of a substantial self (ātman)—​a self that 
endures through time and serves as the bearer of our conscious mental states. The 
second chapter of the text—​called ‘The Debate about the Refutation of External 
Objects’ (bāhyārthabhaṅgavāda)—​begins with an objection from a Buddhist 
idealist (vijñānavādin) who denies that our conscious experiences and thoughts 
can grasp external objects (objects that putatively exist independently of such ex-
periences and thoughts). If the idealist is right, then the existence of a substantial 
self that exists independently of our conscious mental states cannot be vindicated. 
In reply, Udayana notes that non-​realists of this kind reject the following thesis:

epistemological realism. Our awareness-​events (jñāna)—​conscious experi-
ences and thoughts—​can yield knowledge about particulars and properties that 
exist independently of those awareness-​events.
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6  The Instability of Reason

Udayana argues that anyone who rejects epistemological realism—​either 
by offering proofs (sādhana) or refutations (dūṣaṇa)—​is caught in a problem 
of self-​refutation. To offer such proofs and refutations, one must accept the 
consciousness-​independent existence of the pertinent inquiry and its compo-
nents. But that attitude of acceptance is in tension with the philosophical ambition 
of rejecting epistemological realism.

In his other commentarial and non-​commentarial works, Udayana engages 
in a constructive philosophical project of fleshing out the details of the Nyāya-​
Vaiśeṣika picture. In his sub-​commentary on the Nyāyasūtra, The Purification 
of the Import of the Detailed Commentary on the Nyāyasūtra (Nyāyavārttikat
ātparyapariśuddhi) and A Supplement to the Nyāya System (Nyāyapariśiṣṭa), he 
develops the realist epistemology that emerges from the Nyāyasūtra and earlier 
commentaries by Vātsyāyana (fourth to fifth centuries), Uddyotakara (sixth cen-
tury), and Vācaspati Miśra (tenth century). In his commentary, An Array of Rays 
(Kiraṇāvalī), on Praśastapāda’s (sixth century) A Compendium of the Properties of 
the Ontological Categories (Padārthadharmasaṅgraha), Udayana reconceptualizes 
the Vaiśeṣika ontological scheme with the goal of reconciling some long-​standing 
disagreements between Vaiśeṣika metaphysicians and Nyāya epistemologists. In 
other texts, such as The Garland of Definitions (Lakṣaṇamālā) and An Array of 
Definitions (Lakṣaṇāvalī), Udayana lays down summaries of both the Nyāya and 
Vaiśeṣika systems through a series of definitions of ontological kinds like substance, 
and epistemological kinds like perception.

Udayana’s reliance on definitions is by no means a coincidence. Across the 
above-​mentioned texts, he aims to show that the Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika lists of epis-
temological and ontological kinds are exhaustive. For Udayana, the Nyāya list of 
epistemological kinds is supposed to be a comprehensive guide to all the tools 
and components of rational inquiry. Similarly, for him, the Vaiśeṣika ontological 
scheme gives us a complete list of irreducible ontological kinds (i.e., all kinds of 
entities that cannot be eliminatively reduced to other kinds of entities). To defend 
this claim of exhaustiveness in the context of both Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika textual tra-
ditions, Udayana relies heavily on definitions. Indeed, definitions play three dis-
tinct roles within his system. First, they serve as tools of distinction: they allow us 
to distinguish instances of a kind K from instances of other similar and dissimilar 
kinds. Second, they serve as tools of fixing linguistic usage: they lay down the 
meaning or application conditions of theoretically significant terms. Third, they 
serve as tools of reduction: if we can define a kind K in terms of other independently 
accepted kinds K1, K2, . . . , Kn, then there is no need to admit K as an irreducible 
ontological or epistemological kind that exists over and above those other kinds.

In offering these definitions of ontological and epistemological kinds, Udayana 
pursues a descriptive project in ontology and epistemology. In this, he takes his def-
initions to be characterizations of ontological and epistemological kinds that we 
are already committed to in virtue of engaging in our ordinary patterns of thought 
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Introduction  7

and speech. Unlike his Buddhist, Vedāntin, and Cārvāka interlocutors, he resists 
any revisionary approach to ontology and epistemology—​any approach that seeks 
to demonstrate that our ordinary assumptions about what ultimately exists and 
how we gain knowledge of it are either false or do not withstand critical scrutiny.8

Throughout the Refutation, Udayana remains Śrīharṣa’s primary partner in con-
versation. The text begins with a response to Udayana’s charge of self-​refutation 
against opponents of epistemological realism. Śrīharṣa argues that to engage 
in inquiry, agents not accept the ultimate existence (paramārthasattā) of inquiry 
and its components (e.g. the methods of acquiring knowledge). They only need 
to endorse those things’ transactional existence (vyāvahārikī sattā). So, an op-
ponent of epistemological realism need not refute themselves after all; for they 
only reject the ultimate existence of certain components of inquiry. However, over 
the course of the text, Śrīharṣa gradually distances himself from other opponents 
of epistemological realism, both Mādhyamika and Yogācāra Buddhists. As 
Śrīharṣa portrays them, the Mādhyamika Buddhists are global non-​realists; they re-
ject the ultimate existence of everything that we can be aware of. As a non-​dualistic 
Vedāntin, Śrīharṣa rejects only the ultimate existence of a world beyond conscious-
ness, but not the ultimate existence of consciousness itself. In fact, he thinks that 
it is impossible to rationally reject the existence of consciousness. Insofar as con-
sciousness is self-​presenting (svaprakāśa), it yields direct awareness of its own ex-
istence at all times. At the same time, unlike the Yogācāra Buddhists, Śrīharṣa does 
not postulate the ultimate existence of a plurality of conscious mental occurrences. 
Rather, he thinks that we should accept non-​dualism by placing our faith in the 
content of the Upaniṣads, which seem to say that consciousness alone ultimately 
exists. According to Śrīharṣa, our ordinarily acknowledged sources of knowledge 
cannot serve as defeaters for this kind of Upaniṣadic testimony, since we have no 
reason to think that those sources accurately represent the world as populated by 
distinctions (bheda).

In the rest of the Refutation, Śrīharṣa engages in a purely negative project. He 
offers refutation arguments (khaṇḍanayukti) against the definitions of epistemo-
logical and ontological kinds that the Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika thinkers (as well as 
other realists) lay down. From Śrīharṣa’s perspective, the point of these refuta-
tion arguments is to show that the world beyond consciousness is indescribable 
(anirvacanīya). It cannot be rationally described as either ultimately existent or 
completely non-​existent. It cannot be described as ultimately existent because any 
attempt to articulate what that world is ultimately like, and how we gain know-
ledge of it, is undermined by Śrīharṣa’s refutation arguments. Nor can we accept 
the view that the world beyond consciousness is completely non-​existent. After all, 
to undertake our everyday activities, we must rely on the assumption that there are 
consciousness-​independent particulars and properties.

Through these refutation arguments, Śrīharṣa exposes the tension between 
two conceptions of philosophy. On one conception, philosophy functions very 
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8  The Instability of Reason

much like a science. And like the other sciences, it has its own proprietary subject 
matter. It constructs substantive theories about that subject matter in order to ex-
plain and accommodate a stock of evidence derived from various sources. And in 
the right circumstances, this exercise of theory-​building yields knowledge about 
the relevant subject matter. In the work of Śrīharṣa’s primary Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika 
interlocutors, such as Udayana (tenth/​eleventh century ce), this conception of 
philosophical inquiry is apparent. Indeed, while employing the method of defin-
ition, Udayana takes into account not only linguistic data but also possible theor-
etical arguments and counterarguments relevant to a specific characterization of 
a theoretically significant kind. On the other conception, philosophy is not like 
the sciences at all. Its task is not to engage in any constructive project of inquiry 
that will ultimately yield substantive theories, or even knowledge, about its subject 
matter. Rather, it aims to reveal precisely where the limits of such inquiry might 
lie. In the global history of philosophy, it is easy to find thinkers across different 
traditions who subscribe to these two very different conceptions of philosophy. 
Śrīharṣa’s sympathies lie squarely with the second one.

Śrīharṣa’s refutation arguments are intended to show that the kind of theory-​
building Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika thinkers pursue is a fool’s errand, since the founda-
tional epistemological and ontological kinds they take for granted in theorizing 
cannot be defined at all. Throughout the Refutation, Śrīharṣa entertains definition 
after definition of such epistemological and ontological kinds. In doing so, he ar-
gues that those definitions cannot be satisfactory by his opponents’ own lights. 
This is either because the definitions are extensionally inadequate, too disjunctive 
or non-​uniform, or suffer from faults such as circularity and infinite regress.

A Nyāya (or Vaiśeṣika) thinker might respond by saying that we do not have 
to come up with non-​defective definitions for all the epistemological and onto-
logical kinds we take for granted in the course of theorizing. Some epistemo-
logical and ontological kinds can be conceptually or metaphysically primitive 
(i.e., non-​decomposable into other kinds of entities). One might think that funda-
mental epistemological or ontological kinds—​such as knowledge, perception, or 
causation—​are like this. But such an answer would not satisfy Śrīharṣa. Suppose 
that we leave the foundational epistemological and ontological kinds our philo-
sophical theories rely on undefined. Śrīharṣa would then argue that we simply have 
no way of showing that our use of expressions such as ‘know’ , ‘perceive’, or ‘cause’ 
are tracking a stance-​independently existing kind—​a kind that exists independently 
of our linguistic practices and attitudes (e.g. beliefs, desires, and judgements). This 
leaves open the possibility that when the Nyāya or Vaiśeṣika thinker relies on such 
ontological and epistemological kinds in their theorizing, they fail to offer any cor-
rect description of how the world ultimately is and how we gain knowledge of it. 
Thus, any constructive philosophical project in ontology and epistemology that at-
tempts to produce a correct account of what ultimately exists and how we can gain 
knowledge of it faces a dilemma. Either it will be subject to a regress of definitions, 
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Introduction  9

or it will fail to show that the epistemological or ontological kinds it describes exist 
stance-​independently.

Therefore, Śrīharṣa’s refutation arguments are not meant to establish any sub-
stantive philosophical thesis. As his commentator, Śaṃkara Miśra (fifteenth cen-
tury), tells us in an insightful passage, Śrīharṣa does not intend to show (a) that we 
cannot talk about the distinction between epistemological or ontological kinds, 
(b) that we cannot talk about the meaning or application conditions of theoretic-
ally significant terms, (c) that we should conclude that ordinary linguistic practices 
lack a basis or are vacuous, (d) that such linguistic practices are based on something 
other than the defining characteristics of the relevant epistemological or onto-
logical kinds, (e) that defining characteristics are unnecessary for bringing about 
such linguistic usage, or (f ) that our linguistic practices are indescribable in some 
substantive sense. Rather, the point of Śrīharṣa’s refutations is negative. He aims 
to put an end to the enterprise of constructing a metaphysical or epistemological 
theory which attempts to explain—​by means of definitions—​what ultimately exists 
and how we gain knowledge of it. ‘What is intended’, says Śaṃkara Miśra, ‘is the 
cessation of the activity of articulating a classificatory system (vyavasthā) of things 
to be defined and their defining characteristics on part of both participants of a 
debate’.9

Śrīharṣa’s arguments remained influential in the centuries that followed. His ar-
guments shaped the trajectory of non-​dualistic Vedānta through figures such as 
Citsukha (thirteenth century) and Madhusūdana Sarasvatī (sixteenth to seven-
teenth centuries), who adapted his arguments in their independent treatises.10 
Some non-​dualistic Vedāntins—​such as Anubhūtisvarūpa (thirteenth century), 
Citsukha (thirteenth century), and Ānandapūrṇa Vidyāsāgara (fourteenth cen-
tury)—​wrote commentaries on the Refutation, seeking to integrate Śrīharṣa’s argu-
ments into a more orthodox version of non-​dualistic Vedānta.11 At the same time, 
his criticisms of Nyāya epistemology inspired theoretical innovations in later Nyāya 
through figures such as Gaṅgeśa Upādhyāya (fourteenth century).12 Prominent 
Naiyāyikas—​such as Vardhamāna Upādhyāya (fourteenth century), Śaṃkara 
Miśra (fifteenth century), Pragalbha Miśra (fifteenth century), and Padmanābha 
Miśra (sixteenth century)—​composed commentaries on the Refutation, exposing 
the assumptions that Śrīharṣa makes about his Nyāya opponents.13 Others—​
such as Vācaspati Miśra II (fourteenth/​fifteenth century), Śaṃkara Miśra, and 
Gokulanātha Upādhyāya (seventeenth century)—​wrote critical responses to the 
Refutation, diagnosing where Śrīharṣa purportedly goes wrong.14

Despite the Refutation’s influential status among Sanskrit philosophers in the 
second millennium ce, there has not been much engagement with the text among 
contemporary historians of South Asia, specifically South Asian philosophy. Apart 
from Phyllis Granoff ’s (1978) pioneering translation of, and commentary on, 
Śrīharṣa’s long preamble to the Refutation, only a handful of articles and book chap-
ters have been written about the text.15 In particular, what is missing is a unified 
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10  The Instability of Reason

treatment of Śrīharṣa as a thinker—​a treatment that engages with the Refutation 
as a whole rather than conveniently selected parts of it. Although far from being a 
discussion of all the topics covered in the Refutation, this book seeks to offer such 
a unified treatment. I argue that Śrīharṣa is an anti-​rationalist; that is, someone 
who does not acknowledge a positive role for rational inquiry in discovering what 
ultimately exists. By focusing on the first and the fourth chapters of the Refutation, 
I show (a) how Śrīharṣa resists epistemological realism through his refutation 
arguments, (b) how this stance connects with his commitment to non-​dualism, 
and (c) how both those aspects of Śrīharṣa’s enterprise support my interpretation 
of him as an anti-​rationalist and undermine the standard portrayal of him as a 
sceptic.

1.3  Two Kinds of Anti-​Rationalism

To pin down the precise nature of Śrīharṣa’s philosophical position, it is worth dis-
tinguishing two kinds of anti-​rationalism: weak and strong.

weak anti-​rationalism. When unconstrained by scripture, rational inquiry 
cannot play any positive role in helping us discover what ultimately exists.

strong anti-​rationalism. Irrespective of whether it is constrained by scrip-
ture, rational inquiry cannot play any positive role in helping us discover what 
ultimately exists.

Even before Śrīharṣa, non-​dualists had expressed sympathy for both forms of anti-​
rationalism. Śaṃkara, for instance, defended weak anti-​rationalism, while 
some of his earliest followers, such as Sureśvara (eighth century) and Padmapāda 
(eighth century), subscribed to strong anti-​rationalism.

In his commentaries on the Upaniṣads and the Brahmasūtra, Śaṃkara distin-
guishes between two uses of reason or argumentation (which he variously calls 
‘yukti’, ‘tarka’, ‘nyāya’, and ‘anumāna’): (i) reasoning unconstrained or unaided by 
scripture (śruti) and (ii) reasoning constrained or aided by scripture. According 
to Śaṃkara, the first cannot help us answer questions about how the world really 
is; only the second can.16 Consider a half-​verse from the Kaṭha Upaṇisad where 
Death (Yama) teaches young Naciketas how to gain knowledge of the self: ‘This 
awareness cannot be obtained (āpaneyā) by argumentation; yet, it yields proper 
understanding when it is taught by someone who is in fact different, dear boy.’17 
In his commentary,18 Śaṃkara claims that an accurate awareness of the self, which 
arises from authoritative testimony, can be neither obtained (āpaneyā) nor dis-
pelled (apanetavyā) through argumentation alone. A reasoner (tārkika) who is un-
acquainted with authoritative testimony (anāgamajña), but who seeks to figure 
out the true nature of the self through such arguments alone, is limited by their 
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Introduction  11

own intellect. They can only postulate what is fabricated by their own intellect 
(svabuddhiparikalpita). Thus, only authoritative testimony—​specifically the tes-
timony of the Veda (which lacks a human author)—​can help us transcend the cog-
nitive limitations of the human mind. When reasoning is properly constrained and 
aided by this kind of testimony, it can help us discover the true nature of the self.

This idea is made more explicit in Śaṃkara’s commentary on the Brahmasūtra. 
The Brahmasūtra offers an interpretation of the early Upaniṣads and a unified 
philosophical account of what they teach us about the nature of brahman, the rela-
tionship between brahman and the self (ātman), the method of gaining knowledge 
about brahman, and the path to liberation. The second chapter (adhyāya) of the 
Brahmasūtra addresses a Sāṃkhya philosopher who seeks to show by argument 
alone that the cause of the universe is primordial matter (prakṛti), which is non-​
conscious (jaḍa) and distinct from the self (puruṣa). Brahmasūtra 2.1.11 argues 
that such a project is unlikely to succeed:

This is also because arguments are unstable. Suppose [it is objected] that things 
should be inferred in a different manner. Even if this were the case, there would be 
the undesirable result that there would be no escape [from this problem].19

Śaṃkara expands on the first sentence in this passage as follows:

And, for the following reason, with respect to things that are to be known on the 
basis of authoritative testimony, one shouldn’t offer a counterresponse on the 
basis of arguments alone. This is because arguments, when unaccompanied by 
any authoritative testimony and based on human imagination alone, are un-
stable; for imagination is unconstrained. To explain: it is observed that argu-
ments that have been imagined with effort by certain skilled people are turned 
into fallacies (ābhāsyamāna) by others who are more skilled. And those other ar-
guments, insofar as they have been imagined by those latter reasoners, in turn are 
turned into fallacies by reasoners other than them. So, the stability of arguments 
cannot be relied upon, given that the human intellect is subject to variation.20

Here, Śaṃkara is appealing to something that the Sanskrit grammarian Bhartṛhari 
(fifth to sixth century) says in Of Sentences and Words (Vākyapadīya): ‘Even some-
thing that has been inferred with effort by skilled reasoners is accounted for simply 
in some other way by even more skilled [reasoners].’21 The point is simple. Since 
human beings’ intellectual powers vary, the imagination of a single inquirer, or 
even a group of inquirers, cannot be trusted to devise arguments that are invul-
nerable to rational undermining. One group of inquirers can be more skilled at 
reasoning than another. So, even if a group of skilled inquirers devises a set of ar-
guments for a position with the help of their imagination, there is no guarantee 
that those arguments will not be refuted by another group of inquirers who are 
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12  The Instability of Reason

even more skilled at argumentation. In gist, arguments that are purely fabricated 
by human imagination are liable to be rationally undermined. Thus, argumenta-
tion is unstable unless it is unconstrained by something else.

For Śaṃkara, the only way out of such instability is to rely on scripture (śruti)—​in 
particular, the Veda. Following the Mīmāṃsakas, he accepts two theses. The first is 
that the Veda is eternal (nitya) and authorless (apauruṣeya). Since it has no human 
author, it is not subject to the defects that render ordinary pieces of testimony in-
accurate or unreliable (e.g. erroneous beliefs of the speaker, their desire to deceive, 
and so on). Since the Veda is not subject to such faults, no method of knowledge-​
acquisition, such as perception or inference, can indicate or suggest that the tes-
timony of the Veda is inaccurate or based on defective causes. The second thesis 
is what I shall call ‘intrinsicalism about epistemic status’ (svataḥprāmāṇyavāda). 
This is roughly the view that if an agent judges that p, then—​absent any source 
of knowledge indicating that their judgement is inaccurate or based on defective 
causes—​they are entitled to judge that they have come to know that p. So, if an 
agent makes a judgement on the basis of Vedic testimony, given that their judge-
ment cannot be defeated by any other source of knowledge, they can rationally 
treat the relevant judgement as a source of knowledge with respect to its content. 
Insofar as it is indefeasible, such a judgement will be stable, unlike judgements 
based purely on philosophical reasoning.22

Although Śaṃkara maintains that argumentation by itself cannot take us very 
far, he does not think that rational inquiry has no use whatsoever. There is room for 
argumentation that is assisted by scripture (śrutyanugṛhītatarka). Elsewhere, he 
considers the sage Yājñavalkya’s advice to his wife Maitreyī in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka 
Upaniṣad: ‘The self is to be seen, heard about, reflected upon, and meditated upon, 
Maitreyī.’23 How should we make sense of this prescription of rational reflection 
over and above that of listening to testimony about the self ? Śaṃkara writes:

It has also been said that testimony itself—​in prescribing rational reflection sep-
arately from listening—​shows that argumentation too should be pursued. It is not 
possible, on this pretext, that dry argumentation should arise in this case; for ar-
gumentation that is in fact assisted by scripture is accepted here to be a necessary 
condition for experiencing [the self ].24

For Śaṃkara, there is a stark contrast between dry argumentation (śuṣkatarka) 
and argumentation aided by scripture. What distinguishes the latter from the 
former is that it is supported by a text whose reliability is beyond doubt, and it 
therefore cannot be refuted as easily as the other form of argumentation. Moreover, 
and perhaps more importantly, only the latter kind of reasoning can play a role in 
generating an unmediated experience of the self.

In fact, this is precisely how Śaṃkara motivates the project of the Brahmasūtra. 
The Brahmasūtra undertakes a project of rational inquiry into questions about 
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Introduction  13

what the early Upaniṣads teach us about the nature of brahman, how brahman and 
the self are related, what methods can yield knowledge of brahman, and how one 
can attain liberation. What makes this kind of rational inquiry necessary over and 
above what we learn from Upaniṣadic testimony? Śaṃkara’s answer goes like this. 
Even though we may be committed to the existence of the self that the Upaniṣads 
speak of, there is little agreement about the nature of the self.25 Is it identical to the 
living body, the senses, or just the inner sense? Is it a subject distinct from the body, 
one who experiences pleasure and pain? Is it an agent who performs actions? Or 
is it some combination of the above? And is there a divine self, an omniscient and 
omnipotent God-​like being—​the Lord (īśvara)—​who is distinct from ordinary 
subjects of experience? Philosophers who disagree about these questions offer all 
kinds of arguments and testimony in favour of their views, both good and bad. 
Thus, to adjudicate among their views, there must be an investigation to decide 
which of them is right. Without such an investigation, the nature of the self will re-
main undiscovered. But all these philosophers agree that discovering the nature of 
the self is the only way of attaining the highest aim of human existence, namely, lib-
eration. So, if we were to arbitrarily pick any one of these views without engaging 
in any inquiry, then we might either fail to attain liberation or, worse, entrench 
ourselves in a way of life that perpetually brings us suffering. This, according to 
Śaṃkara, shows why it is rational for us to inquire into the specific characteristics 
of brahman.

This does not tell us whether Śaṃkara accepts strong anti-​rationalism. Two 
aspects of his view are, however, clear. First, when rational inquiry is properly con-
strained by scripture, it can play an important role in our path to liberation. It puts 
us in a position to figure out the significance of Upaniṣadic testimony by resolving 
substantive disagreements about the nature of the self. This leaves open the pos-
sibility that the role of rational inquiry (whatever it might be) could be positive—​
that it could help us establish positive theses about the nature of the self. Second, 
Śaṃkara seems to think that Upaniṣadic testimony alone, or rational inquiry based 
on such testimony, is necessary but not sufficient to generate knowledge of what 
ultimately exists. In fact, he repeatedly emphasizes the importance of experience 
(anubhava) as a way to discover the nature of brahman.26

Later followers and commentators further developed Śaṃkara’s views and 
seemingly endorsed versions of strong anti-​rationalism. While they acknow-
ledged that rational inquiry of some kind is indispensable for discovering the na-
ture of brahman, they were careful to emphasize that the role of such inquiry in 
that discovery is a negative one. To illustrate, I will consider two early non-​dualists, 
Sureśvara (eighth century) and Padmapāda (eighth century), who are traditionally 
regarded as Śaṃkara’s disciples.27

Like Saṃkara, Sureśvara warns us against the perils of relying on reasoning 
alone when drawing conclusions about how the world ultimately is. To illustrate 
this, he cites the case of the Buddhists: ‘Not caring for scripture, the Buddhists 
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14  The Instability of Reason

who dwell in darkness ended up—​with inference alone as their eye—​with the 
theory of “no self ” as a result of their delusion.’28 For Sureśvara, the nature of the 
self must be known based on certain identity statements found in the Upaniṣads, 
sometimes called the ‘great statements’ (mahāvākya). These are statements such 
as ‘Consciousness is brahman’,29 ‘I am brahman’,30 ‘You are that’,31 and ‘This self 
is brahman’.32 By identifying both consciousness (vijñāna) and embodied selves 
(jīva) (e.g. you and me) with brahman, these statements support non-​dualism.

For Sureśvara, we can gain knowledge of the true nature of the self on the basis 
of Upaniṣadic statements alone. Reasoning is indispensable only insofar as it pre-
pares the ground for such knowledge by ruling out false conceptions about the 
self. Such conceptions include the view that the self is the body (as the Cārvāka or 
Lokāyata materialists would claim) or that it is a stream of mental events (as the 
Buddhists would claim). Through inference (anumāna), we can arrive at an aware-
ness of the distinction (vivekabuddhi) between the self and what is not the self. But, 
insofar as such an awareness is directed at an ultimately unreal distinction (bheda) 
between the self and a multiplicity of other objects (e.g. the body and the stream 
of mental events), it is also an error in the final analysis. Nonetheless, although 
this awareness is directed at ultimately unreal distinctions, it is useful for someone 
who wishes to free themself from the endless cycle of birth and death (saṃsāra). 
Sureśvara writes:

By rejecting everything that is not the self by means of the lamp of inference, 
through an awareness that is directed solely at the cycle of birth and death 
(saṃsāra), [a person who desires liberation] strives for the absence of that cycle.33

Once we have set aside false conceptions of the self through reasoning, we can con-
tinue to ask ‘Who might I be?’ At this point, Upaniṣadic statements, which sur-
pass all methods of knowledge-​acquisition, can come into play: they reveal the true 
nature of the self to us.34 Thus, for Sureśvara, inference plays a negative role in 
our discovery of the nature of the self. Inference undermines our background be-
lief in the apparent multiplicity of objects in the world—​a belief that binds us in a 
cycle of birth and death—​even though inference itself is directed at precisely such 
a multiplicity.

Śaṃkara’s other well-​known disciple, Padmapāda, claims that arguments 
(tarka) or reasoning (yukti) are necessary insofar as they provide stability to the 
knowledge that Upaniṣadic statements yield. Take the following Upaniṣadic state-
ment: ‘You are that.’ In the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, this statement was uttered by the 
sage Uddālaka Āruṇi in a conversation with his son, Śvetaketu. Prima facie, it iden-
tifies an embodied being (the addressee) with brahman, thus implying the non-​
dual nature of the latter. For Padmapāda and his commentators like Prakāśātman, 
such statements can—​under the right conditions—​yield an experience of 
brahman’s non-​dual nature.35 Yet someone who hears such a statement—​even if 
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Introduction  15

they undergo the relevant experience—​need not necessarily determine the con-
tent of that statement to be true. As Prakāśātman explains, they might wonder: ‘I 
am subject to endless suffering, so how could I be identical to brahman that has 
the nature of unsurpassed bliss?’36 Under these circumstances, even if the hearer 
of such a statement directly grasps brahman’s non-​dual nature, they might not 
determine that brahman is non-​dual. Thus, the knowledge of brahman—​insofar 
as it is destabilized by doubt—​will be ‘as it were, unattained’ (anavāptman iva).37 
Argumentation or reasoning is necessary to make it stable. Exploiting the ambi-
guity in the word ‘tarka’, Padmapāda seems to suggest that the relevant kind of 
argumentation is similar in function to what the Naiyāyikas called ‘tarka’. For the 
Naiyāyikas, tarka is a kind of suppositional awareness or reasoning that assists the 
methods of knowledge-​acquisition by helping us determine whether the contents 
of such methods are epistemically possible or stand to reason.38 Padmapāda goes 
on to offer a similar characterization of tarka:

It involves an awareness that consists in discriminating a method of knowledge-​
acquisition (pramāṇa), its capacity, and its intentional objects, as well as the pos-
sibility and impossibility of those [three].39

When it comes to Upaniṣadic statements, the relevant kind of reasoning consti-
tutes a proof of possibility. It shows that it is possible for the content of an Upaniṣadic 
statement to be true. In doing so, it removes an impediment (pratibandha) that 
prevents the hearer of the Upaniṣadic statement from determining it to be true.40 
Once again, on this picture, the role of reasoning is negative. Reasoning cannot 
function as a method of knowledge-​acquisition when it comes to the nature of 
brahman. Instead, reasoning enables another method of knowledge-​acquisition—​
Upaniṣadic testimony—​to yield that knowledge.

By presenting these examples, I do not wish to imply that all non-​dualists be-
fore Śrīharṣa were strong anti-​rationalists—​that they denied the idea that ra-
tional inquiry can play any positive role in our discovery of what ultimately exists. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that for some early non-​dualists, such as Sureśvara and 
Padmapāda, reasoning or argumentation is indispensable to finding out how the 
world really is. But its role is largely negative—​limited to removing cognitive im-
pediments that stand in the way of attaining a direct awareness of the nature of 
brahman. This suggests that a form of strong anti-​rationalism was prevalent 
among Śrīharṣa’s non-​dualist predecessors.

1.4  Śrīharṣa as a Strong Anti-​Rationalist

My central claim in this book is that we should interpret Śrīharṣa as a defender 
of strong anti-​rationalism. To substantiate this claim, I shall examine how he 
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16  The Instability of Reason

addresses certain foundational questions that Sanskrit epistemologists in the first 
millennium ce and the early part of the second millennium were concerned with. 
To understand these questions, it is worth grasping—​as clearly as possible—​a few 
key concepts these epistemologists were relying upon.

1.4.1  Conceptual Background

Contemporary epistemologists theorize in terms of doxastic attitudes, such as be-
liefs, which may be both dispositional and occurrent. Suppose that I think I parked 
my car in the driveway this morning. This belief can be ascribed to me even when 
I am not consciously entertaining the thought that I parked my car in the driveway 
this morning. In such a case, my belief is dispositional. However, if you ask me, 
‘Where did you park your car this morning?’, then I may say, ‘In the driveway.’ In 
doing so, I am consciously entertaining the thought that I parked my car in the 
driveway. At that time, my belief—​insofar as it manifests itself through a mental 
event—​is occurrent. Correspondingly, states of knowing can be both dispositional 
and occurrent. Suppose that I parked my car in the driveway this morning and 
reliably formed the belief that it is in the driveway. If I retain my belief, then I may 
know that my car is in the driveway without consciously entertaining the thought 
that it is. In this case, my state of knowing will not be occurrent, since it does not 
involve an occurrent belief. By contrast, if I park my car in the driveway and judge, 
‘There, I just parked my car in the driveway’, then my occurrent belief may con-
stitute a state of knowing that I just parked my car in the driveway. This state of 
knowing is occurrent, because it involves an occurrent belief.

Sanskrit epistemologists are less concerned with dispositional states than oc-
current ones. Specifically, they tend to focus on conscious mental occurrences 
that come and go: experiences and thoughts, desires and aversions, pleasures 
and pains, and so forth. Among them, experiences and thoughts are what I shall 
label ‘awareness-​events’ (jñāna).41 Here, the expression ‘awareness-​event’ is a 
term of art. It covers a variety of different mental occurrences, such as experi-
ences, judgements, doubts, and so on. What unifies all these mental occurrences 
is that, in undergoing them, one becomes aware of some intentional object. When 
I undergo a perceptual experience as of a wall being red, I am perceptually aware of 
the wall as being red. Similarly, when I judge that there is fire on a hill on the basis 
of the smoke I see, I am inferentially aware of the hill as possessing fire. Likewise, 
when I doubt whether an object I see in the distance is a person or a tree trunk, 
I am doubtfully aware of the object in the distance as being either a person or a 
tree trunk. While awareness-​events cannot be dispositional, some of them func-
tion like occurrent beliefs in many respects. These awareness-​events are occur-
rent states of surety (niścaya). When an agent is sure that p, they think that p and 
do not doubt whether p (nor do they leave open the possibility that not-​p). The 
contents of these states, like those of occurrent beliefs, can be used as premises 
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Introduction  17

in reasoning, expressed through verbal reports, and used for rational control of 
physical behaviour.

It is unclear whether Sanskrit epistemologists have a concept that exactly 
matches our concept of knowledge. Instead, many Sanskrit epistemologists the-
orize about pramā. Among them, Nyāya philosophers (as Śrīharṣa understands 
them) subscribe to the following view:

three conditions on pramā. For any x, x is a pramā just in case it satisfies 
three conditions:

	 (1)	 the accuracy condition. x is accurate (samyak); it correctly presents or 
represents the way the world is.

	 (2)	 the non-​mnemic condition. x is a firsthand awareness-​event (anubhava); 
it is not a recollective awareness-​event (smṛti).

	 (3)	 the pedigree condition. x is produced in the right way; its causes are such 
that they cannot lead to an erroneous awareness-​event.42

Typically, perception, inference, and testimony are recognized by all Nyāya epis-
temologists as the pramāṇas, that is, the instruments or the means by which we 
come to have pramās. When I see the wall before me as red, my perceptual ex-
perience as of the wall before me being red—​if it is accurate and produced in the 
right way—​will constitute a pramā. When I infer that there is fire on the hill on 
the basis of the observed smoke, my inferential judgement that there is fire on the 
hill—​if it is accurate and produced in the right way—​will constitute a pramā. And 
when you tell me that there has been an accident on the turnpike this morning 
and I judge that there has been such an accident on the basis of your utterance, my 
judgement—​if it is accurate and formed in the right way—​will be a pramā.

What is common among these cases is that they involve occurrent states of 
knowing. In the case involving perception, I perceptually know that the wall is red. 
In the case involving inference, I inferentially know that there is fire on the hill. In 
the case involving testimony, I know on the basis of your testimony that there has 
been an accident on the turnpike this morning. But it is a mistake to translate the 
word ‘pramā’ as ‘knowledge’ because there are two important disanalogies. First, 
a state of knowing (as we have seen) can be either occurrent or dispositional. But 
a pramā—​insofar as it is an awareness-​event—​can only be occurrent. Second, at 
least some states of remembering can be states of knowing. When I occurrently 
remember that my grandfather played the violin, I may also thereby know that my 
grandfather played the violin. But the non-​mnemic condition predicts that a 
pramā cannot be such an occurrent state of remembering.

To me, this suggests the following hypothesis:

the knowledge-​acquisition hypothesis. According to Nyāya philosophers, 
an awareness-​event is a pramā if and only if it is a mental event of learning or 
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18  The Instability of Reason

knowledge acquisition; it is an awareness-​event through which an agent comes to 
learn something or acquires knowledge.

This helps us make sense of the non-​mnemic condition. If a recollective 
awareness-​event (i.e., an occurrent memory) is either inaccurate or unreliably pro-
duced, then it will not be an event of knowledge-​acquisition. Even if it were ac-
curate and reliably produced, it would (arguably) not be an event of learning or 
knowledge-​acquisition. Take the scenario where I occurrently remember that my 
grandfather played the violin. Although I recall this information accurately and re-
liably, what I recall is something that I have already learned or come to know. So, in 
remembering it, I do not learn anything or acquire any knowledge. More generally, 
the Naiyāyikas assumed that, in recalling something accurately and reliably, one 
merely retrieves information that one already knows. One does not learn anything 
or acquire any knowledge. Given the knowledge-​acquisition hypothesis, this 
explains why a recollective awareness-​event cannot be a pramā, even when it is ac-
curate and reliably formed.

Throughout this book, I will work with the assumption that the knowledge-​
acquisition hypothesis is true. To capture the Nyāya conception of pramās as 
events of knowledge-​acquisition, I will translate the word ‘pramā’ as ‘knowledge-​
event’. And when I ascribe a pramā to an agent, I will often say that the agent has 
learnt or come to know something.43

1.4.2  The Theme

In this book, my focus will be predominantly on the Nyāya theory of knowledge-​
events sketched above. This theory unfolds against a broader epistemological 
framework—​pramāṇa theory—​which is shared by many Sanskrit philosophers.

The word ‘pramāṇa’ is ambiguous. On one etymological analysis, it refers to an 
instrument (karaṇa) by which one acquires knowledge—​the method of knowledge-​
acquisition. On another interpretation, it refers to the state (bhāva) of acquiring 
knowledge—​the knowledge-​event itself. Nyāya epistemologists—​beginning 
with Vātsyāyana—​keep these two senses of the word separate, using it predom-
inantly in the instrumental sense. When used unequivocally in the instrumental 
sense, I will translate it as ‘method of knowledge-​acquisition’. But other Sanskrit 
epistemologists—​especially Buddhist epistemologists from Dignāga (fifth to 
sixth centuries) onwards—​collapse the distinction between the two senses of the 
term ‘pramāṇa’. They argue that the method of knowledge-​acquisition and the 
knowledge-​event are aspects of the same mental event. Thus, in contexts where the 
term either refers to a knowledge-​event or is being used ambiguously, I will render it 
as ‘source of knowledge’. Both a method of knowledge-​acquisition and a knowledge-​
event can count as “sources of knowledge” insofar as they both yield knowledge.
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Introduction  19

Pramāṇa theory presupposes a distinction between events (kriyā) and event-​
makers (kāraka), which Sanskrit epistemologists borrow from Sanskrit grammar. 
According to this distinction, any verb in a sentence refers to an event (kriyā), 
while other expressions in the sentence refer to different entities that play various 
thematic roles in relation to that event. Consider the sentence, ‘Mira kicks the ball 
with her foot.’ Here, the verb ‘kicks’ picks out the event of kicking. ‘Mira’ refers to 
the agent (kartṛ) who brings about the event. The ball is the patient (karman) of 
the relevant act, while the foot is the instrument. In this case, Mira, the ball, and the 
foot are event-​makers (kāraka) that play a causal role in bringing about the event. 
The same analysis can be applied to ascriptions of mental events. Take the sen-
tence, ‘Mira saw the hawk with her eyes.’ Here, the verb ‘saw’ picks out an event of 
seeing, which, in turn, has Mira as its agent, the hawk as its patient, and Mira’s eyes 
(or, more generally, her sense of sight) as its instrument.

Certain Sanskrit epistemologists, such as the Naiyāyikas, extend this idea to the 
events of knowledge-​acquisition. Consider:

	 (1)	 Mira saw that there was a hawk on her windowsill.
	 (2)	 Uma inferred that there was fire on the hill.

Each of these sentences reports a knowledge-​event: an awareness-​event through 
which the agent learns or comes to know something. Any such knowledge-​event 
must have at least three event-​makers: an agent, a patient, and an instrument. 
The agent who brings about the knowledge-​event is the pramātṛ (the knower), 
and the patient is the prameya (the object44 that one comes to know). The instru-
ment by which knowledge is acquired is the pramāṇa (the method of knowledge-​
acquisition). In (1), the knower is Mira, the object of knowledge is the hawk’s 
being on her windowsill, and the method of knowledge-​acquisition is perception 
(pratyakṣa). In (2), the knower is Uma, the object that she comes to know is the 
hill’s being characterized by the presence of fire, and the method of knowledge-​
acquisition is inference (anumāna). According to the Naiyāyikas, methods such 
as perception and inference serve as methods of knowledge-​acquisition insofar as 
they are maximally efficient (sādhakatama) among the causal conditions (kāraṇa) 
that jointly give rise to the relevant knowledge-​events. However, the Naiyāyikas 
disagree about which of the causes of a knowledge-​event count as maximally effi-
cient. What they agree on, however, is that a method of knowledge-​acquisition is 
infallible: it could not fail to give rise to an accurate awareness-​event whereby the 
agent learns something.

This view obviously presupposes epistemological realism: our awareness-​
events—​our experiences and thoughts—​can yield knowledge about particu-
lars and properties that exist independently of those awareness-​events. In other 
words, those awareness-​events can constitute knowledge-​events about such par-
ticulars and properties. Śrīharṣa’s refutation arguments against the definitions of 
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20  The Instability of Reason

knowledge-​events are designed to undermine this assumption. An important up-
shot of these arguments is that rational inquiry—​insofar as it relies on ordinarily 
acknowledged methods of knowledge-​acquisition (pramāṇa) like perception, in-
ference, and testimony—​cannot play a positive role in helping us discover how the 
world ultimately is (i.e., independently of our attitudes such as beliefs, desires, and 
judgements). At best, the role that reason can play in such discovery is negative; it 
can only rule out false conceptions of how the world ultimately is. This forms the 
core of Śrīharṣa’s strong anti-​rationalism.

1.4.3  The Plan

Here is how I shall proceed. In Chapter 2 (‘Method’), I contrast the method of def-
inition used by Śrīharṣa’s Nyāya interlocutors (e.g. Udayana) and the method of 
refutation that Śrīharṣa himself employs against the definitions put forward by 
those Naiyāyikas. Śrīharṣa’s Nyāya interlocutors think that the method of defin-
ition is theoretically fruitful because it removes either (a) metaphysical ignorance 
about the distinctions between theoretically significant kinds or (b) metalinguistic 
ignorance about the meaning or the application conditions of key theoretical 
terms. Śrīharṣa’s refutation arguments are designed to demonstrate that neither of 
these views is satisfactory. I intend to show that those arguments aim to dissuade 
the Nyāya thinkers from pursuing a certain kind of rational inquiry—​a search for 
definitions—​through which they seek to discover facts about the way the world 
ultimately is and how we can gain epistemic access to those facts. Śrīharṣa himself 
wants his Nyāya opponents to embrace a different conclusion: namely, that the 
world beyond consciousness is indescribable (anirvacanīya); it cannot be ration-
ally described as either existent or non-​existent.

In the next five chapters, I explore Śrīharṣa’s critique of epistemological 
realism. In Chapter 3 (‘Aboutness’), I examine how he refutes three realist the-
ories of intentionality—​views which entail that at least some of our awareness-​
events can be about particulars or properties that exist independently of those 
events. All three theories were defended by Sanskrit philosophers in the first 
millennium ce and early second millennium. The first two—​defended by the 
Sautrāntika Buddhists and the Bhāṭṭa Mīmāṃsakas, respectively—​were reduc-
tionist. These thinkers sought to reductively analyse intentionality in terms of 
other more fundamental relations (e.g. the relation between cause and effect). The 
second approach—​defended by Naiyāyikas such as Udayana—​is non-​reductionist. 
These thinkers treat intentionality as something that cannot be reductively ana-
lysed in terms of other, more fundamental entities. Śrīharṣa argues that none of 
these theories can successfully vindicate the idea that our awareness-​events can be 
about entities that exist independently of those awareness-​events.
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In Chapter 4 (‘Accuracy’), I turn to Śrīharṣa’s arguments against the accuracy 
condition on knowledge-​events. These arguments target the Nyāya assumption 
that our awareness-​events can accurately represent objects and properties that 
exist independently of those awareness-​events. Śrīharṣa considers three Nyāya 
conceptions of accuracy. The first view—​which can be traced back to very early 
Naiyāyikas, such as Vātsyāyana—​fleshes out the notion of accuracy by appealing to 
the idea that an accurate awareness-​event is directed at the true nature of an object 
(tattvaviṣayaka). The second view—​explicitly defended by Bhaṭṭa Jayanta (ninth 
century) and Vācaspati Miśra—​says that an accurate awareness-​event does not err 
or deviate from its object (arthāvyabhicārin). The third view—​which Udayana ges-
tures to but does not properly flesh out—​claims that an accurate awareness-​event 
matches its object (yathārtha). The first and the third of these views (as explained 
by their defenders) seem to make accuracy a matter of correspondence between 
awareness-​events and reality. The second view (as explained by Vācaspati) seems 
to make accuracy a matter of coherence (or the lack of incoherence) between an 
awareness-​event and the relevant agent’s other cognitive states. Śrīharṣa claims that 
neither the correspondence-​theoretic nor the coherentist conceptions of accuracy 
can deliver the results that the Naiyāyikas want from a theory of accuracy. The 
correspondence-​theoretic conceptions of accuracy cannot satisfactorily accom-
modate the fact that our awareness-​events are often partially, rather than entirely, 
knowledge-​events. The coherentist alternatives to these correspondence theories 
either fail to rule out erroneous awareness-​events from the class of knowledge-​
events or make it difficult for us to rationally ascribe knowledge-​events.

In Chapter 5 (‘Remembering’), I consider Śrīharṣa’s arguments against the non-​
mnemic condition on knowledge-​events. Typically, Sanskrit epistemologists—​
the Nyāya, Mīmāṃsā, and Buddhist philosophers—​do not regard recollection 
(smaraṇa) as a method of knowledge-​acquisition. In other words, they claim that, 
in recalling something, one cannot learn or come to know anything. On this view, 
occurrent memories—​what I shall call ‘recollective awareness-​events’ (smṛti)—​
cannot be knowledge-​events. Only firsthand awareness-​events (anubhava) can 
play that role. This view presupposes that there is a strict dichotomy between first-
hand awareness-​events and recollective awareness-​events. Whatever is not a rec-
ollective awareness-​event is a firsthand awareness-​event, and vice versa. Śrīharṣa 
is sceptical of this dichotomy and offers what I shall label the ‘argument from 
recognition’. Episodes of recognition (pratyabhijñā) are knowledge-​events by 
the Naiyāyikas’ own lights. Suppose that I saw Devadatta a decade ago in Boston 
and now run into him on the streets of Toronto. When I recognize him, I think, 
‘This is that Devadatta.’ In undergoing this episode of recognition, I learn that the 
person before me is the same as the Devadatta I saw in the past. the non-​mnemic 
condition entails that this is a firsthand awareness-​event. Śrīharṣa argues that 
such episodes of recognition cannot be exclusively treated as either firsthand 
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22  The Instability of Reason

awareness-​events or recollective awareness-​events. But if we treat such episodes 
as partially recollective and partially firsthand, then the dichotomy between first-
hand and recollective awareness-​events will collapse.

In Chapter 6 (‘Luck’), I reconstruct the problem of epistemic luck that 
Śrīharṣa poses for the Nyāya conception of knowledge-​events. Typically, the early 
Naiyāyikas define knowledge-​events solely in terms of the non-​mnemic condi-
tion and the accuracy condition. For them, any awareness-​event that is both 
accurate and firsthand is a knowledge-​event. But they are also committed to a form 
of infallibilism that follows from the pedigree condition. This is the view that 
an awareness-​event can be a knowledge-​event only if it is produced by a totality of 
causes (kāraṇasāmagrī) that could not have given rise to an inaccurate awareness-​
event. According to Śrīharṣa, such a conception gives rise to a tension in the Nyāya 
view. In cases of epistemic luck, an agent arrives at a firsthand awareness-​event that 
is accurate as a matter of luck. So, the Nyāya conception of knowledge-​events—​if it 
treats the non-​mnemic condition and the accuracy condition as necessary 
and jointly sufficient for an awareness-​event to be a knowledge-​event—​will pre-
dict that the awareness-​event is a knowledge-​event. But the pedigree condition 
contradicts this. In cases of epistemic luck, the causal conditions that give rise to 
the awareness-​event could easily have yielded an erroneous one. It follows, then, 
that an awareness-​event that is accurate as a matter of luck cannot be a knowledge-​
event. Call this the ‘problem of epistemic luck’. Śrīharṣa argues that this tension 
cannot be resolved by any definition of knowledge-​events. To rule out cases of epi-
stemic luck, any satisfactory (and therefore non-​circular) definition of knowledge-​
events will have to include an anti-​luck condition that does not appeal to the notion 
of learning or knowledge-​acquisition itself. But there is no such condition.

In Chapter 7 (‘Scepticism’), I draw out the consequences of these arguments. 
Given the difficulties for the Nyāya project of defining knowledge-​events, there 
are two responses available to us. The first is to adopt an anti-​sceptical stance 
and claim that our ascriptions of knowledge-​events reliably track a unified kind 
of mental event, even though we cannot define knowledge-​events in the way that 
the Naiyāyikas want to. This would be analogous to the stance that a contem-
porary defender of a ‘knowledge-​first’ approach would adopt in response to the 
Gettier problem. A contemporary Naiyāyika could argue that it was a mistake for 
the Naiyāyikas of yore to analyse knowledge-​events in terms of mental conditions 
such as firsthand awareness and non-​mental conditions such as accuracy or infalli-
bility. If knowledge-​events are a sui generis kind of mental event, then they may not 
be (metaphysically or conceptually) decomposable into mental and non-​mental 
conditions after all. This would explain why it is difficult to lay down definitions 
of ‘knowledge-​events’. The other approach is a sceptical one—​a response that 
Śrīharṣa prefers. He claims that we cannot provide any satisfactory philosophical 
account of what makes our ordinary ascriptions of knowledge-​events true across 
the board. This yields a kind of meta-​epistemological scepticism. On such a view, 
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there cannot be any satisfactory philosophical theory of how our awareness-​events 
can yield knowledge about entities that exist independently of those events. This is 
supposed to undermine epistemological realism.

In Chapter 8 (‘Self-​Presentation’), I show why Śrīharṣa’s position does not col-
lapse into global non-​realism. As a non-​dualist, he endorses a kind of local non-​
realism. He denies that any putative consciousness-​independent entity—​an entity 
whose existence is (constitutively) independent of consciousness—​ultimately 
exists. But he does not deny the ultimate existence of consciousness. Thus, Śrīharṣa 
is keen to distinguish his position from that of the Mādhyamika Buddhists, whom 
he portrays as global non-​realists. On Śrīharṣa’s portrayal, Mādhyamikas claim 
that, just like the world beyond consciousness, consciousness too is empty of an in-
trinsic nature (niḥsvabhāva) (i.e., the kind of independent being that ultimately ex-
istent entities have). What reasons do we have to prefer Śrīharṣa’s local non-​realism 
to the global non-​realism he attributes to the Mādhyamikas? Śrīharṣa argues that 
although our epistemic access to the world beyond consciousness is metaphysic-
ally indirect (i.e., mediated by a process such as perception or inference), our epi-
stemic access to consciousness is not. On his view, consciousness is self-​presenting 
(svaprakāśa). If an agent undergoes an awareness-​event (a conscious experience 
or thought), then the relevant awareness-​event yields knowledge of itself without 
requiring any intervening process like perception or inference. Given this self-​
presenting character of conscious experiences and thoughts, Śrīharṣa claims, 
we cannot coherently repudiate the existence of consciousness. Thus, the self-​
presenting character of consciousness serves as the basis for claiming that con-
sciousness is ultimately existent.

In Chapter 9 (‘Distinctions’), I focus on Śrīharṣa’s defence of non-​dualism. 
On a literal construal, the Upaniṣads describe brahman—​understood as 
consciousness—​as non-​dual. Śrīharṣa’s initial claim is that—​absent defeaters—​this 
kind of Upaniṣadic testimony should be treated as a source of knowledge with re-
spect to non-​dualism (the view that consciousness alone ultimately exists). This 
is, however, not particularly convincing. Śrīharṣa’s Nyāya interlocutor could easily 
argue that our ordinary methods of knowledge-​acquisition (e.g. perception and 
inference) provide defeating evidence against Upaniṣadic testimony insofar as 
they accurately and reliably present the world as populated by various kinds of dis-
tinctions. Śrīharṣa resists this claim with what I shall call the ‘collapse argument’. 
The idea is this: any attempt to prove the existence of distinctions by means of per-
ception and the like ends up collapsing the very distinctions that are meant to be 
preserved. The upshot: no method of knowledge-​acquisition can prove that there 
are ultimately real distinctions of any kind.

In Chapter 10 (‘Faith’), I conclude the book by reflecting on the advan-
tages of characterizing Śrīharṣa as a strong anti-​rationalist. He tantalizingly re-
commends that his arguments are meant to make room for an attitude of faith 
(śraddhā) towards the literal content conveyed by the Upaniṣads—​the content that 
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24  The Instability of Reason

consciousness alone ultimately exists. This does not mean that Śrīharṣa wants us 
to blindly defer to the testimony of the Upaniṣads. Nor is he averse to rational argu-
mentation, either in refuting (a) the epistemological and ontological kinds posited 
by his Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika interlocutors or (b) the observed distinctions that pose 
a challenge to non-​dualism. What he denies, however, is the probative power of 
arguments that seek to establish substantive claims about what ultimately exists.

1.5  Why Śrīharṣa Was Not a Sceptic

My interpretation of Śrīharṣa undermines a competing portrayal of him. Since 
Matilal (1977, 1985), modern commentators have read Śrīharṣa as a sceptic, either 
as a philosophical sceptic who denies knowledge-​claims we would ordinarily accept 
or a sceptic about philosophy who denies that philosophical inquiry can help us dis-
cover the truth about substantive questions. Matilal writes:

A sceptic is not necessarily a mystic. At least he is not so initially. And the mystic 
cannot always be a thoroughgoing sceptic. But the following situation might ob-
tain. A sceptic might keep his mind free of any dogmas, dicta and doctrines. His 
attitude is something like this. If the mind is free then truth, if there is any, will 
dawn upon the person automatically . . . Śrīharṣa argued that truth or the ultimate 
truth is either self-​evident or unknowable. In either case, it stands to reason for 
us to keep our minds purged of all the false views, conceptions and dogmas about 
such ultimate truth. The sceptic’s use of logic and dialectic is instrumental. So 
is the mystic’s use of philosophical argumentation. Negative dialectic is like the 
ladder to be kicked away when the purpose is served. Or to change the metaphor 
of Wittgenstein to that of Candrakīrti, this use of arguments, etc. is like the raft 
that one uses to cross the river. But once you are on the other side, you should 
forget about the raft. Or, as the Buddha said in one of his dialogues: You need the 
medicine to cure your disease, but once you are cured, you must get the medicine 
itself purged out of your system. For otherwise you get rid of one disease (one 
false view) to make room only for another. (1985, p. 484)

I disagree with Matilal.45 The point of Śrīharṣa’s negative dialectic is not merely ‘to 
keep our minds purged of all the false views, conceptions and dogmas about such 
ultimate truth’. Rather, it is to create the conditions for a positive attitude towards 
the content of the Upaniṣads. This attitude, which Śrīharṣa calls ‘faith’, paves the 
way for direct acquaintance with the non-​dual nature of awareness.

On my account, the characterization of Śrīharṣa as a philosophical sceptic or a 
sceptic about philosophy is incorrect. On the one hand, although he rejects epis-
temological realism, he does not think that our everyday ascriptions of know-
ledge about the world beyond consciousness are false in ordinary, non-​theoretical 
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contexts (Chapter 7). On the other hand, it should be clear that, for Śrīharṣa, some 
ascriptions of knowledge, such as the ascription of knowledge of consciousness, re-
main context-​invariantly true (Chapter 8). He is, then, not a philosophical sceptic. 
Moreover, although he denies that philosophical inquiry makes a positive contri-
bution towards our discovery of what ultimately exists, he certainly thinks that it 
has a negative role to play in that process. My presentation of Śrīharṣa’s arguments 
against distinctions should make it clear that, on his view, philosophical inquiry is 
indispensable for ruling out defeaters for Upaniṣadic testimony (Chapter 9). He is, 
then, not a sceptic about philosophy.

Some scholars—​such as Timalsina (2017), Mills (2018), and Gokhale (2021)—​
have recently followed Matilal with varying degrees of caution. Timalsina (2017, 
p. 314) notes that, unlike a philosophical sceptic, Śrīharṣa does not assert that 
knowledge is impossible. Rather, he wants to suspend judgement of, or remain 
open to, a range of theoretical possibilities about which epistemological and onto-
logical categories exist, and which systems of rational inquiry are the right ones to 
use when investigating those possibilities. This seems wrong to me. What Śrīharṣa 
denies is that we need to take a firm stance on the ultimate existence of Nyāya-​
Vaiśeṣika ontological and epistemological categories in order to engage in rational 
inquiry. But he does not want to keep an open mind when it comes to the contents 
of Upaniṣadic testimony. In fact, he wants us to close off all possibility of rational 
inquiry that seeks to question the non-​dualist interpretation of that testimony. To 
this end, he offers arguments that are intended to (a) rationally dispel any doubts 
we may have about the ultimate existence of consciousness and (b) rule out the 
possibility that the world—​as it ultimately is—​contains objects and properties that 
are distinct from consciousness.

By contrast, Mills (2018, p. 116) ascribes to Śrīharṣa what he calls ‘Upaniṣadic 
mystical scepticism’. On this view, we must gain epistemic access to the self or 
brahman through a form of mystical insight—​a kind of insight that cannot arise 
through other conventionally acknowledged sources of knowledge (e.g. percep-
tion, reasoning, and testimony). I think that this is an accurate description of 
Śrīharṣa. However, Mills fails to adequately acknowledge the role of those other 
conventionally recognized sources of knowledge in creating conditions for the kind 
of mystical knowledge that the non-​dualist aspires to. Mills’ (2018, p. 127) claim 
that Śrīharṣa’s arguments ‘open up the possibility’ of the pertinent kind of mystical 
knowledge is misleading. For Śrīharṣa, although Upaniṣadic testimony cannot, by 
itself, yield direct awareness of the self, faith in the content of such testimony can 
be important for making progress towards that kind of awareness. For creating the 
conditions for such faith, certain forms of reasoning are, in turn, necessary: for 
example, the arguments from ‘inexplicability-​otherwise’ (anyathānupapatti) that 
Śrīharṣa relies on when defending the self-​presenting character of consciousness 
(Chapter 8) and refuting distinctions (Chapter 9). Although Mills may be right 
as far as he goes, he does not pay careful attention to Śrīharṣa’s views about how 
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26  The Instability of Reason

other sources of knowledge—​whose probative power we recognize in ordinary 
contexts—​help us in our discovery of how the world ultimately is.

Finally, Gokhale (2021, pp. 28–​29, 40) takes Śrīharṣa to be a cognitive sceptic. 
This is someone who refuses to make definitive statements concerning knowledge-​
events (pramā) because there is putatively no epistemic warrant or evidence 
(pramāṇa) for making such statements. As far as I can tell, Śrīharṣa is not a cog-
nitive sceptic in this sense. What he categorically rejects is epistemological 
realism—​the claim that our awareness-​events yield knowledge about items whose 
existence does not depend on those awareness-​events. His arguments against the 
definitions of knowledge-​events call into question the claim that our ascriptions 
of knowledge-​events track a unified type of awareness-​events which somehow 
present or represent—​in a non-​accidentally accurate manner—​the world as it 
exists independently of those awareness-​events (Chapter 7). But Śrīharṣa does not 
deny the possibility of knowledge altogether. In fact, he explicitly claims that con-
sciousness establishes, and therefore puts us in a position to know, its intrinsic na-
ture (Chapter 8). If so, then Gokhale’s portrayal of Śrīharṣa as a cognitive sceptic 
lacks nuance.

Given these problems for portrayals of Śrīharṣa as a sceptic, it is better to switch 
to my preferred view. On that view, Śrīharṣa is neither a philosophical sceptic nor 
a sceptic about philosophy. Rather, he is just a strong anti-​rationalist—​someone 
who thinks that rational inquiry only has a negative role to play in our discovery 
of what ultimately exists. This kind of anti-​rationalism is closely tied to Śrīharṣa’s 
commitments as a non-​dualist, specifically his view that our ordinary methods of 
rational inquiry are misleading insofar as they present us with an apparently mani-
fold world that is external to consciousness. This helps us make sense of his rec-
ommendation that we suspend our inquiry into the nature of ultimate reality and 
instead place our faith in the literal content of the Upaniṣads. For Śrīharṣa, faith is 
our only hope of discovering how the world really is.
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