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Abstract: The article addresses a critical problem in the history of South Asian philosophy, namely
the nature of the ‘knowledge of knowledge’ (svasam. vedana). In particular, it investigates how the
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1. Introduction

This article is the first outcome of an ongoing project that is assessing the impact of the
grammarian/philosopher Bhartr.hari (5th c. CE) on the thought of the Pratyabhijñā, in particular
on the phase of that school as reflected in the works of Utpaladeva (925–975) and Abhinavagupta
(975–1025).1

The fact that Bhartr.hari influenced this Śaiva tantric tradition is certainly not news. It was already
noticed by the editors of the Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies at a time in which the grammarian’s
masterpiece, the Vākyapadı̄ya (VP) was mainly accessible through manuscripts.2 Since the textual
and hermeneutical knowledge of both Bhartr.hari and the Pratyabhijñā has consolidated over the last
decades, the interest of scholars in this particular issue has started to grow.3 Some affinities have been
easily noted: both traditions, for instance, defend a non-dualistic metaphysics and emphasize the
importance of language in humans’ understanding of reality. Yet, to get to the core of the relationship
between the two traditions, a third element must be introduced, namely the role that Buddhist
thought—in particular that of the Pramān. avāda school—played in defining the aims and the arguments
of the Pratyabhijñā.4 That many doctrines of the school derive from Utpaladeva’s innovative fusion of
ideas more or less explicitly inspired by Bhartr.hari and arguments developed by the Pramān. avādins
(Pratyabhijñā’s main opponents but also a major source of philosophical inspiration) is a mainstay
of the work that has been done by Raffaele Torella.5 In his 1994 edition and annotated translation

1 For the dates of the Pratyabhijñā’s authors, see (Sanderson 2007, p. 411).
2 Already in 1938, the editor of the Īśvarapratyabhijñāvivr. tivimarśinı̄ (ĪPVV), M.K. Kaul, detected an impressive number of

stanzas quoted from the VP.
3 Several publications, with various degrees of emphasis and depth, touch on the relationship between the Kashmiri authors

and Bhartr.hari; see (Iyer 1969; Dwivedi 1991; Torella 2002; Torella 2008; Rastogi 2009; Ratié 2011; Vergiani 2016).
4 Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta knew the work of the two main authors of the Pramān. avāda, Dignāga (early 6th c. CE) and

Dharmakı̄rti (7th c. CE), possibly through the mediation of Dharmottara (740–800 CE). The influence of the Pramān. avāda
on the Pratyabhijñā is the main topic of (Torella 1992); on this point see also (Ratié 2011), the most comprehensive and
up-to-date monograph dedicated to the Pratyabhijñā.

5 As late as 2014 Torella summed up the situation as follows: “The philosophy of Pratyabhijñā is built upon two main
cornerstones, both of them due to Utpaladeva: the above mentioned attitude to the Buddhist pramān. a philosophers, made
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of Utpaladeva’s magnum opus—the Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikās (ĪPK) accompanied by the author’s
short commentary thereon, the Vr. tti (ĪPKVr.)—Torella already suggested that Utpaladeva employed
concepts that are traceable in Bhartr.hari’s texts with the intention to attack one of the most basic
conceptions of Buddhism—if not the most basic—namely the idea that the self is a fictitious notion
(nairātmyadarśana). In 2008, Torella returned to this question by focussing on the history of Bhartr.hari’s
appropriation by the Pratyabhijñā. He dealt in particular with the radical change that occurred between
Somānanda (900–950), the founder of the school, and his disciple Utpaladeva. The former’s main
work, the Śivadr. s. t.i (ŚD), contains in fact a long tirade against Bhartr.hari’s conceptions, in which
the author exhorts the grammarians to mind their own business and not worry about philosophical
questions (Torella 2008, p. 512; Nemec 2011, pp. 59–67). In contrast, Utpaladeva’s stance towards
Bhartr.hari was much more favourable. Possible reasons behind these diverging attitudes are that the
two authors had a different readership in mind and were operating in different intellectual contexts.
The most striking peculiarity of the ŚD is how it combines mystical insights with criticism of opposing
philosophical views. This was the consequence, as John Nemec has it, of the work being “probably
intended for a philosophically oriented audience, but one that was primarily made up of tantric
initiates, or for potential initiates who would be predisposed to the scriptural tone and high, if
mixed, register of the work” (Nemec 2011, p. 20). In contrast, Utpaladeva was less concerned with
religious questions than with a rational justification of the Śaiva doctrines. He therefore considered it
necessary to place the Pratyabhijñā into the broader field of non-sectarian debate, by discussing his
own ideas in connection with those of other traditions, including Buddhist Pramān. avāda, Bhartr.hari,
Nyāya-Vaiśes.ika, Mı̄mām. sā and Sām. khya. Why this happened precisely with him is difficult to say.
Torella has hypothesized that the purpose of Utpaladeva’s version of the Pratyabhijñā was “to offer
itself implicitly as an alternative to the dominant Śaiva Siddhānta, or at least to establish itself as a
non-extraneous element” (Torella 2002, p. xiii); Alexis Sanderson, on the other hand, has stressed
that the decision derived “from the nature of the commentators’ social milieu, which is one of Śaiva
brahmins eager to consolidate their religion on the level of high culture” (Sanderson 2007, p. 241).
Whatever the reason, Johannes Bronkhorst is certainly right in pointing out that Utpaladeva’s openness
towards others testifies to the radical influence that opponents’ tenets had had on the Pratyabhijñā.
In addition, implicitly, it also proves how remarkable the capacity of attraction of the Indian rationalist
tradition was, if even tantric gurus were finally forced to prove their theses by turning to philosophical
scrutiny (Bronkhorst 1996, p. 2). With regard to Bhartr.hari, Utpaladeva must have realized that in
this new context, where the Pratyabhijñā was competing on a wider arena, he could count on the
grammarian’s arguments to promote his own ideas and to challenge those of his rivals. This is why in
the timespan of a generation, if one wants to keep Torella’s expression, Bhartr.hari abandoned the role
of “the main adversary” by taking on that of “the main ally”.

Now, this paper is a first attempt to continue to follow the thread Torella and others have picked
up.6 My central claim is easily formulated: I believe that Bhartr.hari’s ideas lie behind several aspects of
the Śaivas’ theoretical construction. The Pratyabhijñā’s appropriation of these concepts was intentional
and selective, in the sense that it was subordinated to the school’s philosophical agenda, which in
turn had been largely defined by its stormy relationship with Buddhism. Among the various cases of

of a subtle interplay of attraction and rejection, and the acceptance of the legacy of Bhartr.hari, which had been so openly
despised by Utpaladeva’s guru Somānanda” (Torella 2014, p. 125).

6 I am thinking in particular to an important contribution by Navjivan Rastogi that focused on Bhartr.hari’s bearing on the
formulation of the concept of ‘reflexive awareness’ (pratyavamarśa), one of the key doctrines of the Pratyabhijñā. In this
paper one can find a list of issues in relation to which, according to Rastogi’s view, Abhinavagupta drew on Bhartr.hari:
“the idea of word as the creative principle, unity of thought and speech, world of experience constituted by the powers
of the word as the ultimate principle, speech as the basis and constitutive of the empirical world of purposeful activities,
vimarśa and anusandhāna (unification), not only in participating in apprehending and communicating but also in ordering
and coordinating our universe of discourse (vyavasthā), language in its transcendental aspect transfiguring into religious
language par excellence, soteriology of language leading to self-realization and language being the root of our literary,
cultural and aesthetic pursuits, all have been taken from BH [Bhartr.hari]” (Rastogi 2009, p. 325).
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acquisition and reworking of Bhartr.hari’s concepts one is particularly subtle and it has been largely
overlooked. It concerns an epistemological theory that was widely debated by South Asian pramān. a
theorists, that is, the idea that a cognition is by definition able to reveal itself. The notion—technically
expressed by terms such as svasam. vedana, ātmasam. vedana, svasam. vitti etc.—comes down to the fact that
when cognizing an entity one is also always aware of the cognition itself. For example, when seeing a
blue lotus one is necessarily aware of the cognitive act directed at the lotus. This opinion is obviously
questionable but it is nevertheless adopted by all the thinkers under analysis here—Bhartr.hari, the
Buddhists Pramān. avādins, and those of the Pratyabhijñā—although it is given a somewhat diverging
connotation by each.

The main contention of this article is that Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta offer a peculiar and
restrictive interpretation of svasam. vedana in order to mount an attack on the Buddhist idea of nairātmya.
This idea has been inspired by several stanzas of Bhartr.hari’s VP, a couple of which are explicitly
quoted by Abhinavagupta in the Īśvarapratyabhijñāvivr. tivimarśinı̄ (ĪPVV). In what follows, I shall devote
the first section to clarifying the theoretical premises of the debate and to summing up the Buddhist
view of the question. The second will explain why self-reflexivity of cognitions played a pivotal role
in the Pratyabhijñā’s perspective, and how its main thinkers presented the notion as an argument to
defend the existence of a real self. Finally, I shall explore the possibility that Bhartr.hari was the source
of the Pratyabhijñā’s analysis.

2. svasam. vedana: the Theoretical Background and the Buddhist Position

The dispute on the nature of the knowledge of knowledge predates the establishment of
the Pratyabhijñā, and by the time the school had reached its height it had long been a source of
confrontation among South Asian philosophers. To disentangle the intricacies of the debate one can
refer to a scheme developed by B.K. Matilal (Matilal 1986, pp. 141–79), who arranged the controversy
in terms of contrasting propositions. The model is rather detailed but for our purposes a simplified
version is sufficient. There are two main theses facing each other:

T1: a cognition C1 grasps an object or an event and also itself.
T2: a cognition C1 grasps an object or an event, but in order to apprehend C1 another cognition is

necessary, C2.

Generally speaking, T1 is accepted by the Buddhists, the Pratyabhijñā, Bhartr.hari and the Prābhākara
Mı̄mām. sā. T2 is endorsed by the Nyāya-Vaiśes.ika and the Bhāt.t.a Mı̄mām. sā. This main dichotomy
generates further alternatives, the following being those that most concern us:

T3: once a cognition C1 arises, it is necessarily aware of itself.
T4: once a cognition C1 arises, the fact that such a cognition is also self-aware depends on

contingent factors. In other words, it is not true that any cognition is necessarily aware of
itself. Some cognitions may arise without being cognized.

T3 is supported by both Mı̄mām. sā denominations, the Buddhists, the Pratyabhijñā and the
Advaita Vedānta. T4 is defended by the Nyāya-Vaiśes.ika and, in the peculiar way we are going to
discuss below, by Bhartr.hari.

Despite the usual historical provisos, we are reasonably sure that the question was first formalized
by the Buddhist Pramān. avādins, specifically by Dignāga in the Pramān. asamuccaya (PS).7 In PS 1.6ab
Dignāga affirms that cognition’s self-awareness has a non-conceptual nature, it being a form of

7 For a study of the historical development of the question in the Buddhist sources see (Yao 2005). The following quotations
from the PS are taken from Steinkellner (2005). There were meaningful but unsystematic antecedents in the Brahmanical
thought, especially in the Upanis.ads, which were later expanded and refined in the Vedānta traditions. On this see
(Timalsina 2009, pp. 16–33). On this see (Timalsina 2009, pp. 16–33).
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perception. This means that svasam. vedana is a rightful means to acquire knowledge, exactly in the same
way standard, sense-based perceptions are.8 The text further adds that to have a non-conceptualized
self-awareness of a conceptualized cognition is perfectly legitimate. In other words, a cognition may be
conceptualized (vikalpaka) as far as its content is concerned, but its self-awareness is always perceptual.9

Dignāga’s most decisive contribution comes nevertheless in PS 1.11ab, where he states that cognitions
have a double nature (dvirūpatā), meaning that they cognize at the same time both their content and
themselves.10 In the corresponding Vr. tti (PSV) the author puts forward three different reasons to
support this claim. First, he argues that if a cognition were to possess just one nature—be it its own-one
(which he calls the svābhāsa aspect) or the content-one (the vis.ayābhāsa one)—one would encounter
problems, because the distinction between the ‘cognition of the object’ and that of ‘the awareness of
the cognition of the object’ would collapse.11 Second, if cognitions possessed just the svābhāsa nature,
thus lacking the vis.aya one, a later cognition would be unable to illuminate the content of a former one,
because the content of the earlier cognition will be gone when the later takes place.12 Third, memory
itself is a proof that a cognition has two forms: when one remembers something, both the former
cognition and its content are in fact recollected.13 This third consideration also proves that cognitions
are self-aware, since memory applies only to what has already been experienced: if I remember that I
perceived a blue lotus it means that the perception of the blue lotus has previously been cognised.14

It goes without saying that one could explain the awareness of this perception differently, that is, by
arguing that the original perception is cognised by a second one (proposition T2 of Matilal’s scheme).
Nonetheless, Dignāga rules this possibility out immediately because it would lead to infinite regress:
to negate that cognitions are self-aware requires the postulation of a second-order cognition to explain
the first, then a third to explain the second and so on.15 Hence the conclusion, accepted by the whole
ensuing Buddhist tradition, is that a cognition necessarily reveals both its content and itself.

The discussion is then carried on by Dharmakı̄rti, Dignāga’s most influential follower.
His treatment of self-awareness has been less studied than his predecessor’s, but one can rely on a recent
essay by Birgit Kellner that focusses on the Pramān. aviniścaya (PVin), a study I am mostly following here
(Kellner 2011, pp. 420–23). Differently from Dignāga—whose most compelling argument in favour of
svasam. vedana is founded on the impossibility to explain memory without resorting to second-order
cognitions—Dharmakı̄rti’s defence of the concept is linked to one of his most crucial epistemological

8 mānasam. cārtharāgādisvasam. vittir akalpikā (PS 1.6ab); “and the self-awareness of objects or feelings and so on is non-conceptual
and it is a form of mental [perception]”.

9 kalpanāpi svasam. vittāv is. t. ā nārthe vikalpanāt// (PS 1.7ab); “Even conceptual knowledge is to be accepted [as a perception]
when it is directed at itself. However, this is not the case when it is directed at an object, because there is a conceptualisation
[of the object]”. PSVr. tti adds: tatra vis.aye rāgādivad eva apratyaks.atve ‘pi svam. sam. vittı̄ti na dos.ah. “There is no mistake [at
all in claiming that even] in the case of a content that is not grasped by a direct perception, such as feelings etc., there is
self-awareness”.

10 vis.ayajñānatajjñānaviśes. āt tu dvirupatā/ (PS 1.11ab); “[A cognition] has a double nature, because there is a difference between
the apprehension of an object and the apprehension of that [cognition of the object]”.

11 anyathā yadi vis.ayānurūpam eva vis.ayajñānam. syāt svarūpam. vā, jñānajñānam api vis.ayajñānenāviśis. t.am. syāt (PSV on 1.11ab);
“Otherwise, if the cognition of an object were to represent either its content or its own form only, then there would be no
difference between the cognition of a cognition and the cognition of an object”.

12 na cottarottarān. i jñānāni pūrvaviprakr. s. t.avis. ayābhāsāni syuh. , tasyāvis. ayatvāt. ataś ca siddham. dvairūpyam. jñānasya (PSV on 1.11ab);
“Moreover, [if a cognition were to consist of the vis.aya aspect only] then later cognitions would not make manifest objects
that are remote from them in time, because they would lack a content. Therefore, the double nature of knowledge is
established”. That Dignāga is referring here to the case in which a cognition is supposed to have the content aspect only
is not explicit stated in the Vr.tti. Yet it can be surmised from Jinendrabuddhi’s commentary, as shown by Kellner in
(Kellner 2010, pp. 211–13).

13 yasmāc cānubhavottarakālam. vis.aya iva jn. āne ‘pi smr. tir utpadyate, tasmād asti dvirūpatā jñānasya svasam. vedyatā ca (PSV on 1.11ab);
“Since memory arises in a moment that follows that of the perception, [and arises] for the content and the cognition as well,
hence a cognition has two forms and a self-cognizing nature”.

14 na hy asāv avibhāvite (PS on 1.11d); “For [memory] does not concern what has not been [previously] perceived”. The Vr. tti
thereupon says: na hy ananubhūtārthavedanasmr. ti rūpādismr. tivat. “For, as it happens in the case of the recollection of colours
and so forth, there is no memory of the cognition of an object which has not been perceived”.

15 jñānāntaren. ānubhave ‘nis. t.hā, tatrāpi smr. tih. (PS 1.12ab); “In the case of the perception [of a cognition] by a different cognition,
there is infinite regress, for there is memory [of that second-order cognition] too”.
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tenets. In PVin 1.54 he in fact claims that a cognition does not really differ from its object, since both
are perceived together at the same time: if a cognition were not perceived, its content would not
be perceived either.16 In the prose commentary thereupon Dharmakı̄rti goes into the details of this
problem. His task is twofold: he must first explain why one never has the perception of an object
without that of the cognition. Then, he has to describe how such a perception takes place. As for the
first question, the arguments Dharmakı̄rti provides are not particularly compelling. In the end, one
gets the impression that he has failed to explain why a cognition must always be cognised together
with the object. As Kellner puts it: “the problem [ . . . ] is that while one may grant[ . . . ] that perception
needs to exist in order for the object to be perceived, this by no means entails that the perception needs
to be known in order to exercise its function” (Kellner 2011, p. 421).17 However, what concerns us
most is the discussion of the second issue—how actually a perception is known—since it is here that
svasam. vedana comes up again. Dharmakı̄rti in fact claims that a cognition can be cognised only by itself;
to suppose that is revealed by another one is unsound for at least two reasons. First, one would end up
in the rather bizarre situation in which the object is not established at the time of perception—since
the perception cognising it is has not yet been established—but it is established at the moment of
the subsequent cognition, when the object has clearly vanished.18 Second, one would again fall into
the infinite regress trap: postulating the existence of a second-order cognition to account for the first
requires a third-order one to explain the second and so on.19

That said, Dignāga and Dharmakı̄rti’s ‘epistemological’ interpretation of svasam. vedana is not
the only one Buddhist philosophy has offered over time. One has to mention at least one further
version, endorsed in the works of slightly later thinkers such as Śāntaraks.ita and Kamalaśı̄la (8th c. CE).
Śāntaraks.ita’s discussion of self-awareness largely takes place in a chapter of his Tattvasam. graha (TS)
dedicated to the investigation of nature of external objects (bahirarthaparı̄ks. ā). Here the author is
defending the idea introduced by Dharmakı̄rti whereby the content of a cognition and the cognition
itself do not differ at all.20 The conception is heavily criticized by other schools, in particular
by the Mı̄mām. sā, whose position Śāntaraks.ita is presenting here by quoting extensively from
Kumārila’s Ślokavārttikas (ŚV).21 The refutation of Kumārila’s positions is carried out by exploiting
the epistemological argument and the memory argument based on infinite regress we have already

16 sahopalambhaniyamād abhedo nı̄lataddhiyoh. / apratyaks.opalambhasya nārthadr. s. t.ih. prasidhyati (PVin 1.54); “There is no difference
between ‘blue’ and the ‘cognition of blue’, since the two are necessarily grasped together. For those who do not perceive the
perception, the object is not established either”. (Dharmakı̄rti 2007, pp. 39–40).

17 With regard to this, Kellner concludes that this is a “glaring gap in Dharmakı̄rti’s argument” unless he assumed “a principle
not uncommon in South Asian philosophizing [...][namely] that whatever makes something else known has to be known
itself” (Kellner 2011, pp. 421–22).

18 upalabhyate sam. vedanam anyeneti cet, sa tāvad vis.ayah. svopalambhakāle na siddhah. , siddher asiddheh. , anyopalambhakāle tu siddha
ity upalambhe ‘pi tadā na siddho ‘nyadā viparyaye siddha iti suvyāhr. tam. “One may object that a cognition is apprehended by
another [cognition]. We reply, to begin with, that [in that case] the object is not established at the time of its own perception,
since its very perception is not established, but then it is established when another perception takes place. So, [according to
your view] the object is not established even if there is a cognition of it, but it is established in another time in the opposite
case [i.e. when there is no cognition of it anymore]. Very well-said indeed!” (Dharmakı̄rti 2007, p. 41).

19 anyenāpi sam. vedanopalambhe so ‘py asiddhah. sam. vedanam. na sādhayatı̄ty upalambhāntarānugamah. . “If the cognition of cognitions
is explained on the basis of a different, [second-order] cognition, such a cognition would be unestablished too, and unable to
establish the [first-order one], then a further cognition would follow”. (Dharmakı̄rti 2007, p. 41).

20 paricchedah. sa kasyeti na ca paryanuyogabhāk/ paricchedah. sa tasyātmā sukhādeh. sātatādivat// (TS 2010); “There is no reason to ask
to whom this determination belongs, [since] determination is the very nature of that [cognition], just like delight and so on
is the very nature of pleasure etc.”. Moreover: ātmaiva hi sa tasya prakāśātmatayā pariccheda ity ucyate, yathā sukhādeh. sātateti.
na hi sukhasyeti vyatirekanirdeśamātren. a tato ‘nyatā sātatā bhavet. tasmād yady api nı̄lasya paricchedah. pı̄tasyeti vā vyatirekı̄va
vyapadeśah. , tathāpi svabhāva eva sa tathā nı̄lādirupen. a prakāśamānatvāt tathocyate, svasam. vedanarūpatvāj jñānasya (Pañjikā on TS
2010); “For it has been said that determination, having the nature of light, is the very nature [of the cognition], like delight is
the very nature of pleasure and so on. For, by simply remarking a difference [between the two], as in the sentence “the
delight of pleasure”, one does not conclude that delight is something altogether different from pleasure. Therefore, even
if the determination of blue or yellow is talked about as if different from blue or yellow, nevertheless it is said that this is
precisely its proper nature, for a determination is a determination when it appears in the form of blue etc. And the reason is
that knowledge has always a self-revealing nature”. All quotations from the TS and Kamalaśı̄la’s Pañjikā thereupon are
taken from (Shāntaraks.ita 1968).

21 TS 2012–2015 are quotations from ŚV Śūnyavāda 184–187. See (Kumārila 1993).
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seen at work in Dignāga’s and Dharmakı̄rti’s discussion. This is particularly evident in TS 2022–2023
(where Śāntaraks.ita sums up the epistemological argument introduced by Dharmakı̄rti in PVin almost
paraphrasing it)22 as well as in TS 2024, which clearly evokes Dignāga’s appeal to infinite regress.23

Still, Śāntaraks.ita considers two further features of self-awareness that Dignāga and Dharmakı̄rti
did not take into account explicitly: self-awareness is not determined by other cognitions,24 and it
is the hallmark of the living.25 All of this has induced Paul Williams to define two fundamental
ways Buddhist philosophers coped with the notion of svasam. vedana. While Dignāga and Dharmakı̄rti
adopted an ‘intentional’ conception of self-awareness (Williams 1998, p. 30)—in which a cognitive
event is aware of itself as an object—Śāntaraks.ita, both in the TS and in the Madhyamakālam. kāra, backs
also a further variety, which Williams calls the ‘reflexivity’ type of self-awareness. In this latter case, as
Williams remarks, “consciousness is self-referring in a non-objectifying way, just as a lamp illuminates
itself not as one object among others to be illuminated, but through the very act of being a lamp,
an illuminator of others” (Williams 1998, p. 20). Whereas the ‘intentional’ type of self-awareness
exemplified in Dignāga’s and Dharmakı̄rti’s works, “in some sense takes an object, and in some sense
that object is itself” (Williams 1998, pp. 20–21), in this second case, svasam. vedana is to be intended as
pure reflexivity. As such, it does not require any philosophical inquiry, being perfectly evident even to
the man in the street.26

Conceived as pure luminosity, svasam. vedana is therefore for Śāntaraks.ita ‘not objectified by
knowledge’ as well as the factor that ‘distinguishes the living from what is inert’.27 As we are going
to see below, these two points are pivotal also in the Pratyabhijñā’s understanding of svasam. vedana.
However, even more crucial is the opposition between the intentional and the reflexive type of
self-awareness. Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta consider these somewhat contradictory and use this
as an argument against the Buddhists’ way of conceiving self-awareness and, more generally, against
their understanding of reality.

3. The Pratyabhijñā: svasam. vedana as an Argument

Most of Utpaladeva’s epistemological claims are put forth in the Jñānādhikāra—the first of the four
chapters that make up the ĪPK—where the philosopher generally aims at establishing the existence of

22 jñānāntaren. ānubhave so ‘rhtah. svānubhave sati/ na siddhah. siddhyasam. siddheh. kadā siddho bhavet punah. // tajjñānajñānajātau ced
asiddhah. svātmasam. vidi/parasam. vidi siddhas tu sa ity etat subhās. itam// (TS 2022–2023); “If in order to cognize itself a cognition
must be perceived by another, then the object is not established, because its cognition is not established; when then will
be the object established? If it happens at the time of the cognition of the cognition of the object (i.e., at the moment of a
second-order cognition), then [the consequence is that] the object is not established when its own cognition takes place, but
is established when the cognition of something else takes place. This is really well-said!”.

23 tasyāpy anubhave ‘siddhe prathamasyāpy asiddhatā/tatrānyasam. vidutpattāv anavasthā prasajyate// (TS 2024); “If the ‘cognition of
the cognition of an object’ is not established, the cognition of the object is not established either, and if another cognition
is applied to the former (i.e., to the cognition of the cognition of the object: the second-order cognition) then infinite
regress follows”.

24 svarūpavedanāyānyad vedakam. na vyapeks.ate/na cāviditam astı̄dam ity artho ‘yam. svasam. vidah. // (TS 2011); “This is the meaning
of self-awareness: it is that which in order to reveal its own form does not require any other knowing entity, and that is
not cognised”.

25 vijñānam. jad. arūpebhyo vyāvr. ttam upajāyate/iyam evātmasam. vittir asya yā ‘jad. arūpatā// (TS 1999); “A cognition inherently
manifests itself as different from inert entities. This self-awareness of cognition consists of being conscious”. Kamalaśı̄la
elaborates on this by saying: na hi grāhakabhāvenātmasam. vedanam abhipretam, kim. tarhi? svayam, prakr. tyā prakāśātmatayā,
nabhastalavarttyālokavat. “For self-awareness is not to be meant as based on a knowing entity. On what then? On itself, since
its very nature has the nature of light. Just like the light that pervades the surface of the sky”.

26 In this regard, Williams quotes Kamalaśı̄la’s Tibetan commentary on the Madhyamakālam. kāra where the author affirms that
the self-revealing nature of a cognition is evident even to cowherds. To this he adds an explicit remark by Moks.ākaragupta
(11th c. CE) who in his Tarkabhās. ā says: “the nature of self-awareness is established by perception, how can it be refuted?”
(anubhavaprasiddham. ca svasam. vedanatvam. katham apahnuyeta. See (Williams 1998, p. 24)). As Yao has further elaborated,
“by rejecting the articulated epistemological formulations, they [i.e., Śāntaraks.ita and Kamalaśı̄la] have returned to a
Mahāsam. ghika position, according to which a self-cognition is more simple, fundamental and soteriologically oriented”.
See (Yao 2005, p. 149).

27 Apart from TS 1999, Śāntaraks.ita insists elsewhere too that “consciousness occurs as the very opposite of that the nature of
which is insentience”, this amounting to saying that “self-awareness is that which makes consciousness not unconsciousness”
(Yao 2005, pp. 21–22).
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a self by stressing his capacity of being a knowing subject. In a broader perspective, this self is then
regarded as the manifestation of an all-pervading consciousness (sam. vid), which on a theological level is
equated with Śiva. The Jñānādhikāra develops this main theme through the typical pūrvapaks.a/siddhānta
pattern and discusses several tangential issues, but its central principles can be condensed in few points:

1. Utpaladeva examines knowledge by focussing first on a particular case: memory. If one keeps in
mind the author’s purposes it is easy to see why. Memory is a cognitive event that is by nature
extended over time. It is, therefore, prone to be explained through the presence of a permanent
knowing self. The Buddhists take a stand against this notion and claim that recollection can
actually be justified on the grounds of cognitions alone, more specifically by the traces the
original perception leaves in the mental continuum of the “knower”.28 In Utpaladeva’s view,
conversely, memory can only be explained by accepting that an element of self-awareness (which
he calls vimarśa) is already present at the moment of the original cognition (called prakāśa).
The two elements, both being manifestations of a unitary consciousness, have the same nature
and ultimately point to the existence of a real self.29

2. In his second step these results are extended to all types of cognition. How? If one presupposes
that vimarśa is a permanent feature in any instance of memory (let us call it M1)—thus belonging

28 The Buddhists, at least as Utpaladeva portrays them in the pūrvapaks.a of the Jñānādhikāra, argue for a mechanistic view of
the process of memory in which sam. skāras, the latent impressions left by a past cognition, are what do the job, guaranteeing
the connection between the original event and its recollection. The ĪPKVr. on 1.2.5 summarizes this stance nicely as follows:
anubhavāt sam. skārah. sam. skārāc ca smr. tir jāyamānā tam. pūrvānubhavam anukurvaty evāvagāhitavis.ayam. tam anubhavam ābhāsayati.
“From direct perception there derives a latent impression; the memory arising from this conforms to that former perception
and makes that perception—in which the object is immersed—manifest”. Here and in the following the translations of the
ĪPK and ĪPKVr. are taken from (Torella 2002).

29 Utpaladeva reserves the fourth subsection (āhnika) of the Jñānādhikāra for a comprehensive discussion of the process of
memory. Here he makes his case by building on the distinction between the cognition of the object that happens in the past
(prakāśa) and the reflective awareness (vimarśa) that sets in later, at the moment of remembrance. These two moments are
introduced to overcome the difficulty generated by the epistemological notion we are going to analyse at length below,
that is, the former direct perception (as any cognition) is, by definition, self-luminous, self-confined and never the content
of another: bhāsayec ca svakāle ‘rthāt pūrvābhāsitam āmr. śan/svalaks.anam. ghat. ābhāsamātrenāthākhilātmanā// (ĪPK 1.4.2); “[He
who remembers] must necessarily, having a reflective awareness of the particular entity formerly made manifest, make it
manifest at the actual moment of the memory, either as a single manifestation ‘jar’ or as the totality if its components”.

When the knowing subject has a reflective awareness of a previously experienced particular, it is forced to make it
manifest in the present, because this is actually the proper nature of vimarśa: it is not possible in fact to have a reflective
awareness of an object made manifest only in the past. This argument allows Utpaladeva to keep the original cognition well
confined in the past but to explain its manifestation in the present. What ultimately bridges the gap between the two moments
is the existence of the same knowing subject, which is equal to the ‘I’ or to consciousness: sa hi pūrvānubhūtārthopalabdhā
parato ‘pi san/vimr. śan sa iti svairı̄ smaratı̄ty apadiśyate// (ĪPK 1.4.1);

“The Free One, the perceiver of the object formerly perceived, continuing also to exist later, has the reflective awareness:
‘that’. That is what is called remembering”.

Nevertheless, put this way, the argument sounds circular. Memory is picked up to prove the existence of a permanent
knowing subject, but its functioning is explained precisely by assuming the existence of such a subject. Further passages
show how Utpaladeva refined his ideas further: naiva hy anubhavo bhāti smr. tau pūrvo ‘rthavat pr. thak/prāg anvabhūvam aham
ity ātmārohan. abhāsanāt// (ĪPK 1.4.4). “In fact, in memory, the former perception is not manifested separately—like the
object—since it appears as resting on the self, as the expression ‘I perceived in the past’ indicates”. The comment of the
corresponding Vr. tti is a tad more explicit: smr. tau smaryamān. o ‘nubhūtārtho yathā pr. thagbhūto bhāti na tathānubhavah. svātmana
evāhantāpratyeyasyānubhuvamayatvena prathanāt, yaś cānekakālo ‘ham. vedyo ‘rthah. sa evātmā (ĪPKVr. on 1.4.4). “In memory the
former perception—unlike what happens to the perceived object that is remembered—is not manifested as separate, since it
is the self itself that is manifested—the object of the notion of ‘I’—whose essence is informed by this perception. And it is
precisely that reality present at many different times, known as ‘I’, that is the self”.

Utpaladeva is introducing here his decisive idea: the original perception is connected to the later recollection because it
is, at least partially, identical to it. One must admit that also put this way the argument remains cryptic, but one can also rely
on the ĪPVV explanation. According to it, Utpaladeva is dividing the original cognition into two different parts. First there
is a content-part (arthām. śa), that is, the part that is self-confined, always restricted to the past, and absolutely inaccessible to
any subsequent cognition. Once occurred and vanished, this part is gone forever. If the original cognition were just made
up of it, memory (and knowledge as well) would never occur and no explanation—no sam. skāras, no intellect, etc.—could
account for it. But there is another part, which Abhinavagupta calls the ‘consciousness-part’ (svātmām. śa), that is not affected
by time and is perpetual; this part guarantees the continuity and, using a crucial term of the school, the dynamic unification
(anusam. dhāna) of cognitions: it corresponds to vimarśa and is the paramount characteristic of self and consciousness. One
must be careful in noting the difference with the Buddhist position: vimarśa does not have the former cognition as its object.
It is the former cognition, precisely its svātma part. See (Abhinavagupta 1938–1943, vol. 2, p. 32).
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both to the original cognition x and to the subsequent recollection y—one must concede that
vimarśa is also present in a later cognition z directed at y (hence a second instance of memory, M2)
and so on, endlessly. This allows the conclusion that vimarśa is present in any cognition and is
therefore the defining feature of all knowledge.30

3. The third step consists in specifying that the most intimate nature of vimarśa is language.31

4. Finally—and this is a plain apologetic step—even though vimarśa is language-informed, it is not
a mental fabrication or a form of conceptualized knowledge as the Buddhists would be ready to
point out.32

Now the first two points have one thing in common: their justification is based on the assumption
that a cognition is always self-revealing and never the content of another. Such an idea is really one
of the most crucial arguments of the Pratyabhijñā, possibly the most crucial. Its application is so
pervasive and strict that one can safely regard it as a fundamental axiom in the epistemology of the
school. To put it explicitly, the gist of the Śaivas’ reasoning is that if the Buddhists really want to argue
for the self-reflexive nature of cognitions, they must by all means avoid the possibility that a cognition
ends up being objectified by another. However, the only way to do that—and at the same time to
provide a satisfactory explanation of reality—is to accept the existence of a knowing subject. Since the
Buddhists do not recognise such a subject, their conception of svasam. vedana is flawed.

The most explicit application of this principle comes at the very beginning of the third section
(āhnika) of the Jñānādhikāra, where Utpaladeva discusses and rejects the Buddhist explanation of
memory. Right at the outset, he makes it clear that memory can never access an original perception
since, as the Vr. tti says, it “does not penetrate the former direct perception”.33 The original cognition is
in fact absolutely “restricted to itself”.34 In this regard, Abhinavagupta adds that explaining memory

30 Utpaladeva advocates the idea that knowledge cannot exist without the backdrop provided by vimarśa: in the memory, the
connection between the original perception (prakāśa) and the subsequent recollection is guaranteed by the identity of the
svātma part, which implies that the svātma part is already present at the moment of prakāśa. In other words, vimarśa is inherent
in any cognition, beginning with the most basic one, direct perception. If vimarśa is present in any cognition, regardless
of whether its content changes, then it follows that it must be the essential nature of cognition. For the Pratyabhijñā this
epistemological position has obvious ontological consequences: if a cognition is of the same nature as its content, then that
very content should not be different from vimarśa, or simply put, from consciousness. This opens an avenue for a strong
ontological non-dualism where everything is seen as the manifestation of a unitary principle that, depending on the context,
is alternatively called vimarśa, consciousness, self or Śiva.

31 citih. pratyavamarśātmā parāvāk svarasoditā/svātantryam etan mukhyam. tad aiśvaryam. paramātmanah. // (ĪPK 1.5.13) “Consciousness
has as its essential nature reflective awareness (pratyavamarśa); it is the supreme Word (parāvāk) that arises freely. It is
freedom in the absolute sense, the sovereignty (aiśvaryam) of the supreme Self”.

32 aham. pratyavamarśo yah. prakāśātmāpi vāgvapuh. /nāsau vikalpah. sa hy ukto dvayāks. epı̄ viniścayah. // (ĪPK 1.6.1). “The reflective
awareness ‘I’, which is the very essence of light, is not a mental construct, although it is informed by the word. Because a
vikalpa is an act of ascertainment, presenting a duality”. To fully grasp the meaning of this verse one should be acquainted
with the way Buddhist philosophers formulated the problem of language meaning. Succinctly put, they claim that a
linguistic expression does not posit the existence of an entity—be it an object, an action or an event—but it rather excludes
all other entities that differ from the one under discussion. This is the idea at the basis of the so called apoha theory (“theory
of exclusion”), a position first maintained by Dignāga in the PS, and later expanded by Dharmakı̄rti into a full-fledged
ontological scheme meant to account for the similarity between phenomenal entities, and to negate the existence of real
universals. Utpaladeva’s denial of this position is particularly subtle. He does not embark on a plain refutation of apoha,
but he rather shows that the theory actually works only within his own picture. In defending the idea that vimarśa is
radically different from a mental construct, he basically puts forward two main reasons. First, he concedes that it is true that
vimarśa is language-informed, but he is keen on differentiating between various levels and understandings of language.
Vimarśa is, actually, informed by language in its highest and subtlest form. Second, if, as the Buddhist maintains, a mental
representation consists in the exclusion of what is different, then there is absolutely nothing opposed to consciousness
because Utpaladeva has previously shown that nothing exists outside it. The Vr. tti on 1.6.1 is crystal clear: prakāśasyātmany
aham iti parāvāgrūpatvāt sābhilāpo ‘pi svabhāvabhūtah. pratyavamarśo na vikalpa ity ucyate, sa hi pratiyoginis. edhapūrvo niścayo na ca
atra pratiyogisam. bhavah. . “The reflective awareness concerning the self, the reflective awareness ‘I’, which constitutes the very
nature of light, cannot be called vikalpa, even if it is essentially associated with a ‘discourse’, since the word that informs it is
the supreme word. Indeed, the vikalpa is an ascertainment acquired trough the negation of the opposite, and, as regards
pure light, there is no possibility of the existence of something that is its opposite”.

33 See ĪPK 1.3.1 and Vr. tti.
34 dr.ksvabhāsaiva nānyena vedyā rūpadr. śeva dr.k/rase sam. skārajatvam. tu tattulyatvam. na tadgatih. // (ĪPK 1.3.2). “A cognition is self

revealing and cannot be the object of another cognition, just as the cognition of taste is not known by that of shape. The fact
that memory arises from latent impressions implies its similarity to the former perception, but not its cognition of that”.
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by means of mental traces (sam. skāras) is incorrect, since in the end sam. skāras are cognitions too and
therefore they cannot be objectified.35 The Śaivas argue that memory can be explained only by
accepting the existence of a knowing subject who is able to guarantee a temporal continuity between a
past perception and the subsequent recollection.

However, the svasam. vedana-argument is by no means restricted to the discussion of memory.
It is sufficient here to consider two further cases. The first concerns the analysis of the so-called
‘invalidated-invalidating’ relation (bādhyabādhakabhāva) that takes place between two cognitions in
the case of wrong judgements, when a previous false cognition is invalidated by a later, correct one.
Standard examples are those of the perception of silver instead of mother-of-pearl, or of a snake in
place of a rope. The issue at stake is to explain what sort of relationship exists between these cognitions.
In ĪPK 1.7.7 Utpaladeva considers the case in which one sees a surface and realizes that it is devoid
of a certain object, a jar for instance. This is a case of anupalabdhi or ‘non-perception’. According to
the Buddhists the mere perception of the absence of a jar is enough to prove that the surface is empty:
a later correct perception would in fact negate the validity of the former one, just like the cognition of
the mother-of-pearl wipes out that of silver.36 However, for the Pratyabhijñā this argument is unsound:
the Buddhists are actually confusing two different ways of conceiving non-existence, an absolute
one (tādātmyābhāva), in which the contents of the two cognitions (the invalidated-invalidating ones)
are identical (the case of silver and mother-of-pearl), and a relative one (vyatirekābhāva) in which the
contents differ. The Buddhist argument according to which the mere perception of mother-of-pearl
invalidates the perception of silver is valid as far the tādātmyābhāva is concerned, but it does not hold
for the vyatirekābhāva. According to Utapaladeva, the non-existence of an object on a certain surface is
precisely an instance of vyatirekābhāva, and therefore it cannot be accounted for on the mere basis of
a subsequent correct cognition.37 It is evident that the Śaiva is once again resorting to the idea that
cognitions are self-revealing and self-confined. A surface and a hypothetical pot that may or may not
be placed on it are the contents of two unrelated cognitions; these can be connected only by admitting
the unifying activity of a knowing subject.38

The second case is more metaphysics oriented and regards the possibility of imposing unity
over multiplicity. This topic—discussed in the second āhnika of the Kriyādhikāra—is of a broader
significance, since it comes down to the question whether ‘metaphysical’ ideas—such as those of action,
relation, time etc.—have epistemological legitimacy. The Buddhists neatly refute this possibility, by
arguing that reality is made up of absolutely discrete and ever changing components. In their view,
any attempt to reify this state of affairs produces conceptualized notions, vikalpas, which although
of some practical use, are also inevitably inaccurate. As expected, the Śaivas claim the opposite.
According to Utpaladeva, metaphysical ideas are legitimate, and they are so for two main reasons:
they are “permanent and useful” (sthairyopayoga, see ĪPK 2.2.1). Let us focus on the first aspect.
Here ‘permanence’ has an epistemological connotation, somehow connected to the bādhyabhādaka
relationship we have discussed above. It means that the notion of, say, ‘action’ is never set aside by a
later cognition and thus it remains valid over time. In the ĪPV Abhinavagupta makes clear that there is

35 smr. tijñānam iti smr. tirūpam. jñānam. pūrvānubhavasam. skārāt yady api jātam. tathāpi ātmani svarūpe nis. t.hā viśrāntir yasya tādr. śam,
na tu ādyasya anubhavasya jñāpakam. , tat bhavati. na hi tat tena saha ātmānam. miśrayati (Abhinavagupta 1938–1943, vol. I, p.
209). “Memory is a cognition having the form of a recollection; even if it is born out of the mental traces left by the original
cognition, nevertheless it is such that the end of its activity is confined to itself, to its own nature, and is therefore unable to
make the original cognition known. Because this [memory] never mixes itself up with that [original cognition]”.

36 tathaiva yadi śuktikārajatayor aparasparātmavāc chuktikājñānam. rajatābhāvajñānam iti pratyaks.am. bādhakam. (ĪPKVr. on 1.7.7).
“Analogously, one may say that the cognition of the mother of pearl is, at the same time, the cognition of the absence of
silver, since there is no mutual identification between mother of pearl and silver [ . . . ] therefore is the very perception that
constitutes by itself the invalidating cognition”.

37 ĪPK 1.7.8 is explicit: naivam. , śuddhasthalajñānāt sidhyet tasyāghat. ātmatā/na tūpalabdhiyogyasyāpy atrābhāvo ghat. ātmanah. (ĪPK
1.7.8). “That is inadmissible. From the cognition of the empty surface all that is proved is merely that this surface is not a jar,
but not the absence on it of a jar that is accessible to perception”.

38 More specifically, the absence of a thing on a surface is realized only through a cognition revealing that on that surface
something that should be there is missing; such a cognition is brought about by the senses that belong to a knowing subject.
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a substantial difference between the cognition of a certain action, such as ‘Caitra is going’, and that of
‘seeing two moons’, which takes place in erroneous judgements. The latter is in fact invalidated by a
subsequent perception, while that is not the case for the former.39 The decisive argument is again the
idea that a cognition is self-contained and impossible to be objectified: the Śaivas could even go as far
as accepting that the notion of action is a vikalpa (that is to say a reification of a series of instantaneous
movements in space and time that are actually independent from one another) but this would not
change the fact that this vikalpa is in the end a cognition and, as such, self-restricted and unable to go
beyond itself like all cognitions. How then to explain the persistence over time of metaphysical ideas,
whose phenomenological appearance is so hard to deny? Again, this is by accepting the existence of a
conscious subject who unifies the cognitions.

I think this quick survey is enough to show how tenacious the Śaivas were in applying the axiom
of self-awareness of cognitions in order to defend the legitimacy of a knowing subject. Yet it still does
not explicitly clarify the reason why they argue that the Buddhists’ understanding of this notion is in
the end wrong. To appreciate it, one must pay attention to the definition of self-awareness provided
by Abhinavagupta in the ĪPV on ĪPK 1.3.2. The passage is meant as an explanation of Utpaladeva’s
expression dr.k svābhāsaiva, “a cognition is self-revealing”, contained in the corresponding stanza:

[In the verse] the word drś means “knowledge”. This knowledge differs from what is
inert, insofar as its nature consists only of illuminating itself. For what is inert must be
regarded as different from light. Hence, the expression ‘a cognition is self-illuminating’
(dr.k svābhāsa) means that: (1) the unfailing nature of a cognition is the capacity to illuminate
(prakāśamānatā); or that (2) the proper nature of a cognition consists of illuminating itself.40

The crucial point is Abhinavagupta’s interpretation of the compound svābhāsa.41 In the first gloss,
he takes ‘self-revealing’ as meaning that the own (sva) nature of a cognition consists in illuminating
(ābhāsa) something else, a definition that highlights the intentional nature of knowledge, which is
innately capable of illuminating, i.e., revealing, a certain content. The point is further corroborated
by Bhāskara Kan. t.ha’s commentary on the ĪPV where Abhinavagupta’s prakāśamānatā is glossed
as bāhyasam. bandhiprakāśakartr. tva, loosely meaning “the capacity of being a knowing, illuminating
agent in relation to external objects” (Abhinavagupta 1986, p. 126). Differently, with the second
interpretation—according to which the own nature of a cognition consists in illuminating (ābhāsa) only
itself (sva)—Abhinavagupta is highlighting the reflexive nature of knowledge. Thus, in few words the
ĪPV seems to reproduce the dichotomy between the two types of svasam. vedana we have seen displayed
in the Buddhist exegesis. The most decisive remark comes nevertheless immediately after:

Even admitting the existence of external objects, a light which is reflected on the material
aspects of external things cannot be the proper nature of a cognition, because we maintain
that the self-illuminating nature of a cognition is no more than the illumination of its own
nature, in the form of the illumination of a different [external] thing.42

39 tathā hi, tattaddeśakālākārabhinnah. tatra caitradeho ‘nekasvabhāvo ‘pi sa evāyam iti ekarūpatām aparityajanneva nirbhāsate,
sa eva ca ekānekarūpā kriyā tathaiva pratibhāsanāc ca pāramārthikı̄, dvicandrādi tu tathābhāsamānam api uttarakālam.
pramāvyāpārānuvr. ttirūpasya sthairyasya unmūlanena dvicandro nāsti ity evam. rūpen. a asatyam. “That is to say, the body of
Caitra, although it assumes diversified forms according to this or that time, space and configurations, is manifested without
abandoning a unified nature, expressed in terms of ‘this is him’; an action is precisely what has a unified and diversified
nature and it is real because it is manifested exactly so. On the other hand, [appearances] like two moons and so on,
although they are manifested as such and their certainty is in accordance with the way a correct cognition operates, they are
nonetheless falsified by a later cognition having the form: ‘there are no two moons’”. See ĪPV on 2.2.1, (Abhinavagupta 1986,
vol. 2, pp. 33–34).

40 drg jñānam. , tac ca jad. āt vibhidyate svaprakāśaikarūpatayā, jad. o hi prakāśāt pr. thagbhūto vaktavyah. , tena dr.k svābhāsā ābhāsah.
prakāśamānatā sā svam. rūpam avyabhicari yasyāh. , svasya ca ābhāsanam. rūpam. yasyāh. (ĪPV on ĪPK 1.3.2).

41 For a detailed discussion see also (Ratié 2011, pp. 112–18).
42 saty api bāhye taccharı̄rasam. krāntam. na prakāśanam. jñānasya rūpam. bhavitum arhati, paraprakāśanātmakanijarūpaprakāśanam eva hi

svaprakāśatvam. jñānasya bhan. yate. (ĪPV on ĪPK 1.3.2).
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Here Pratyabhijñā’s fundamental contention is finally made explicit: a cognition is able to illuminate
something else only by illuminating itself. The illumination of a content is actually nothing more
than the manifestation of consciousness in an external form. This means that the intentional type of
svasam. vedana, whereby a cognition assumes itself as a content, is hardly justifiable if one keeps only
cognitions in the picture, for that would imply the objectification of cognitions themselves:

One may object that if there is self-illumination of cognitions the cognition of an earlier
perception will shine in a [later] recollection. [Utpaladeva] negates this idea, since
“a cognition cannot be the object of another cognition”. If a cognition shines in another
then it is no longer self-illuminated. For this is precisely the hallmark of self-illumination.43

It should be clear now why the Śaivas accuse the Buddhists of having construed a contradictory picture
of svasam. vedana: if the Buddhists concede that knowledge is able to assume itself as a content (i.e., the
intentional type of svasam. vedana) then its auto-luminous and sentient nature (i.e., the reflexivity type)
is automatically contradicted. For their part, the Śaivas must nonetheless explain why self-awareness
has an intentional connotation as well: in the end, our common experience is replete with myriads of
cognitions that apparently have other cognitions as their content. Regarding this, the Śaivas believe that
the presence of an intentional element in self-awareness is absolutely legitimate, provided one accepts
the presence of a subject who guarantees the continuity of cognitions, something that a Buddhist
would hardly agree with. In other words, the Pratyabhijñā grants to the Buddhists the possibility of
building an epistemology based on cognitions as self-luminous. However, self-awareness of cognitions
must always go together with their self-contained nature and the only way to comply with both
requirements is to acknowledge the role, hence the existence, of a subject.44

This also makes it clear that there is an intimate relationship between svasam. vedana and the self,
as Utpaladeva himself says in a reconstructed fragment of the Vivr. ti:

It has therefore been proved that being conscious of itself [on the part of cognition is
pervaded by the light of the I, which is opposed to insentience—and insentience for its part,
has the nature of “this”, which pervades the property of being knowable by others. Thus it
is possible to deny that a cognition is knowable by other [cognition], because this property
is pervaded by another that is in opposition to the pervading one.45 (Torella 1992, p. 337)

Here the author is giving a logical flavour to the idea we have been discussing at length. He affirms
that between self-awareness of cognition and the “I” (i.e., the self) there is an invariable concomitance
(vyāpti), meaning that whenever there is self-awareness one must surmise the existence of a self.
The same holds true with regard to insentient beings and the notion of objectivity (idantā). If all this is

43 nanu svābhāsam eva sat tat anubhavajñānam. smaran. e bhāsis.yate. na, ity āha nānyena vedyā. paratra yadi dr.k bhāseta tarhi na sā
svābhāsā, idam eva hi svaprakāśasya laks.an. am. (ĪPV on ĪPK 1.3.2).

44 The Pratyabhijñā maintains that a knowing subject is able to objectify itself due to its absolute freedom. This allows
the possibility that a cognition represents itself as an object. In any case, I think it is evident that the reflexive type
of self-awareness is regarded as somehow primary. This is shown by the ĪPVr.’s explanation of ĪPK 1.3.2, in which
Utpaladeva glosses his own svābhāsa with svasam. vedanaikarupā, meaning that “the own nature [of a cognition] consists only
in illuminating itself”. Besides this, it is worth considering the fact that the ĪPVV provides four explanations of svābhāsa,
not only two. Differently from the ĪPV, Abhinavagupta—who here is explaining a division already made by Utpaladeva
in the Vivr. ti—seems to stress more the reflexive side of self-awareness: anenaiva t. ı̄kāgranthena svābhāsaiva iti niyamaś
caturdhā vyākhyātah. . tathā hi svarūpasyaiva sā prakāśa iti vyākhyātam. svātmanah. prakāśah. iti. aprakāśamānam asya na rūpam iti
vyākhyātam. svātmā asya prakāśa iti, kadācid api na asyāh. prakāśah. paraprasādopanata iti vivr. tam. svātmana eva prakāśate na parasya
iti, nı̄lādyākārāntaram asyā na rupām iti vivr. tam. paro ‘sya na prakāśah. iti. “This very commentary (i.e., the Vivr. ti) explains the
necessity that [a cognition has] a self-illuminating nature in four ways, that is: (1) ‘it illuminates itself’, meaning that a
cognition illuminates itself only; (2) ‘its own nature is light’, meaning that its nature is not devoid of light (i.e., it is never
inert); (3) ‘it shines because of itself not because of others’, meaning that the light of a cognition is never affected by the
brightness of something else; (4) ‘what is different from a cognition is not light’, meaning that different forms such as blue
etc. does not have the nature [of a cognition]”. See (Abhinavagupta 1938–1943, vol. 1, p. 216).

45 siddham. tāvat parasam. vedyatāvyāpakedantāsvabhāvajad. atāviruddhāham. prakāśavyaptatvam. svasam. vidrūpatasya. tena jñāne
vyāpakaviruddhavyāptāyāh. parasam. vedyatāyā nis. edhah. . Torella’s translation. See also discussion of the logical argument
employed by Utpaladeva in (Torella 1992, p. 337).
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posited, by claiming that a cognition can be the object of something else one would incur the fallacy of
attributing to self-awareness a property (i.e., insentience) that is in contradiction with the pervading
one (vyāpaka), i.e., the sentiency of the self.

We are now left with a last question to address, one that concerns the possible influence
of earlier philosophies on the Pratyabhijñā’s discussion of svasam. vedana. Were Utpaladeva and
Abhinavagupta aware of earlier interpretations of this concept? Are there plausible antecedents
to their extensive application of the axiom of non-objectification of cognitions? As is well known,
historical reconstructions of premodern South Asia are problematic. However, since the Śaivas’
familiarity with the Buddhist thought is well documented, their discussion of svasam. vedana can be
explained on the basis of the debate that took place in Buddhist philosophy in the preceding centuries.
Still, in the works of Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta there are aspects of the question that are either
hardly discussed in the Buddhist sources or have less relevance; in particular, Pratyabhijñā’s insistence
on the purely reflexive nature of cognitions and the self-confined nature of knowledge seems to come
from somewhere else. In this regard, Bhartr.hari, who predates all the Buddhist thinkers we have been
discussing so far, is an author worth closer examination.

4. Bhartr.hari on svasam. vedana

4.1. The Jātisamuddeśa Section

In the monograph mentioned above, P. Williams suggests that the notion of ‘reflexive
self-awareness’ may have been an innovation of the Madhyamaka-Yogācāra school, perhaps under
the influence of Dharmakı̄rti’s thought: “The idea of portraying self-awareness as the quality of
consciousness understood as the reverse of insentience (bems po) may well have originated with
Śāntaraks.ita” (Williams 1998, p. 25). Actually, this can hardly be the case. Though the fact has
admittedly been overlooked so far, Bhartr.hari was really one of the earliest South Asian thinkers
to argue explicitly for the self-luminous nature of knowledge and, consequently, to claim that a
cognition cannot be objectified. Bhartr.hari concentrated his most decisive statements on the nature of
svasam. vedana in a specific part of the VP, that is at the very end of the Jātisamuddeśa, a subsection of the
third kān. d. a loosely dedicated to analysing competing views on the existence of universals. By drawing
this chapter to a close, Bhartr.hari is faced with the need to offer an alternative theory to the Buddhist
ontological standpoint whereby both things and cognitions are radically different from one another.
He renders such a position in VP 3.3.101, where it is claimed that if things and cognitions appear to
be somewhat similar, it is not because they really are so, but is due to the force of a conceptualized
notion that is devoid of real existence.46 The 10th c. commentator Helārāja47 elaborates on this by
saying that according to the Buddhists a unitary cognition is impossible due to cognitions’ intrinsic
singularity.48 The Buddhist position is further spelled out in the two following kārikās, where it is

46 VP 3.1.101: anupravr. tteti yathābhinnā buddhih. pratı̄yate/ artho vyāvr. ttarūpo ‘pi tathā tattvena gr.hyate. “Just like a cognition that is
distinct [from all other cognitions] is cognized as similar [to the others], similarly the object though distinct [from all other
objects] is grasped as the same”. See (Bhartr.hari 1963, p. 99).

47 Helārāja, the author of the Prakı̄rn. aprakāśa, a commentary on the third kān. d. a of the VP, is an interesting figure in itself.
Iyer (1969, pp. 39–40) has shown that there are serious reasons to believe that this refined thinker lived in Kashmir, roughly
at the time in which the Pratyabhijñā peaked. This fact raises a number of questions regarding the possible relationship
between him, Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta. Did Helārāja know them? Was he one of Abhinavagupta’s teachers as
has already been hypothesized? Was he actually responsible for the spread of Bhartr.hari’s doctrines in Kashmir, or was it
instead the other way round, with the decision to comment on the VP taken due to the prestige the latter work had already
acquired before him? It is fairly difficult to answer these questions, especially because no quotations linking Helārāja with
the Śaivas have been detected so far. Nevertheless, anyone acquainted with the literature of the Pratyabhijñā hardly fails to
grasp how often Helārāja’s considerations show remarkable similarities with those of the Śaivas. For a thorough analysis of
all these issues, see the recent contribution by Vincenzo Vergiani (Vergiani 2016).

48 As it will be clear below, Bhartr.hari does not accept the nominalist view on universals typical of the Buddhists, but he
believes that cognitions are unitary. For him any knowledge event is devoid of divisions. As Ashok Aklujkar has noticed,
this thesis is not justified explicitly but it is rather inferred from the unitary nature of sentences and words, which is,
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claimed that if a conceptualized notion arises, this basically depends on the impossibility of expressing
through language the absolute, radical difference existing between things and events.49 Immediately
after this, Helārāja introduces the view of those who disagree with the aforementioned position but
argue for the existence of real universals. In VP 3.1.104 Bhartr.hari calls them the supporters of the
“connection theory” (sam. sargadarśana). This view is then expanded and thoroughly analysed, as if it
were Bhartr.hari’s siddhānta, in four crucial verses: VP 3.1.105–106 and 3.1.109–110.50 Now, since the
entire samuddeśa abounds with alternative theories on the nature of universal, and the formulation
of these kārikās being quite succinct, one may doubt whether this sam. sarga stance is really the one
Bhartr.hari is adopting. Actually, in this case there is no much room for doubt: first, this is the last view
advocated in the samuddeśa. In addition, most importantly, we have a decisive remark by Helārāja who
affirms in his commentary that this position is ‘our [Vaiyakaran. a’s] stance’. Given the importance of
the whole passage for establishing Bhartr.hari’s view on svasam. vedana, it is worth reproducing it in its
entirety, together with Helārāja’s explanation:

[VP 3.1.105] “The universal resides only in the content of a cognition and is subsidiary
to cognitions. A cognition is never represented by another form, differently from what
happens in the case of its content”.

[Helārāja] While the content of a cognition is represented, i.e., appears, in the form of a
distinct universal, this is not the case for a cognition, which is never represented in the
form of a distinct universal, because it is always accompanied by self-consciousness. In
fact, the distinguishing mark of the content of a cognition is that its representation takes
place through another form, whereas a cognition is dependent on the content but never
becomes it. Still, since a cognition is restricted by its content, we must also accept that there
is an ascertainment of identity between them, for the universal which resides in the content
of a cognition is not different from cognitions, because the latter are grounded on contents.
Now, being unacceptable that cognitions possess differentiation by nature—for they are
dependent, insofar as they are determined by something external—such a differentiation
must take place on the basis of an external, unitary cause. For example, in the representation
of a pot such as “this is a pot” there is an external cause; so even if there is difference
[between the cognition and the content] it is right to say that there is a universal contained
in that [cognition].

Why then does a cognition not become a content and is it not represented through another
form? Bhartr.hari explains:

[VP 3.1.106] “Just as a light is never illuminated by another light, similarly what has the
form of a cognition cannot be apprehended by another cognition”.

Just as a lamp that illuminates a pot etc., does not require another lamp to illuminate
itself, similarly a cognition illuminating a content does not require a different cognition
to illuminate itself, for its self-luminosity is settled. If a cognition were illuminated, it
would acquire the nature of an inert thing, for its nature of being an illuminator is what
distinguishes it from an inert thing. Furthermore, if at the moment of the cognition of
a content the illuminating cognition were lightless, there would be no apprehension of
the object at all, because if a cognition is not sentient the content connected with such a

conversely, widely discussed in the VP: “as there is no cognition which is not permeated by a linguistic unit and as all
linguistic units are unitary, all cognitions also are unitary”, see (Aklujkar 1970, p. 52).

49 sarūpān. ām. ca sarves. ām. na bhedopanipātinah. /vidyante vācakah. śabdā nāpi bhedo ‘vadhāryate//. jñānaśabdārthavis.ayā viśes. ā ye
vyavasthitāh. /tes. ām. duravadhāratvāj jñānādyekatvadarśanam// (VP 3.1.102–103). “There are no words able to express the
difference between all [things] that are similar to one another, nor is this difference ascertained. Since it is difficult to
ascertain the difference between cognitions, words and things, then [a false] notion of unity in cognitions etc. arises”.

50 In Iyer’s edition these stanzas are grouped together and numbered 3.1.103–106, see (Bhartr.hari 1963, pp. 101–5).
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cognition cannot be established. In addition, if the cognition is not perceived at the same
time of its content what would be the use of a cognition occurring later in time? In fact,
when a manifestation takes place, one could not have a knowledge directed at oneself
such as “this object has been manifest to me”, since at that very moment the cognition
directed at oneself would be insentient. Therefore, a cognition is self-luminous and it is not
grasped by another cognition, for the property of being a cognisor is absent in a thing that
is cognised by something else. Now since there is no representation of a cognition through
another form, the cause of the unitary nature of this cognition is the undivided universal
that resides in the content only. In addition, it is precisely because of this universal that
one grasps an identity between an apprehended representation and another cognition.
On the contrary, if the appearance of an identity between cognitions were to be explained
on the basis of a universal inhering in them, then the notion of an external universal would
be truly groundless; but in fact, the appearance of such an identity is to be explained
differently. Being the contents of cognitions different from one another, in their case a
unitary universal is justified. While, in the case of cognitions, it is correct to say that they do
not have a common feature other than themselves. There is no parallelism with the objects
because it has been proven that also this feature common to cognitions derives from the fact
the cognitions are differentiated, insofar as they are determined by their content. So there
is no place for universals in the realm of cognitions, because it has been established that
the ascertainment of an identity between cognitions depends only on the common form
present in the mental representations: so it is finally proven that cognitions have a unitary
form, are self-illuminating and do not possess universals. Although the Vaiśes.ikās too
claim that a universal resides in objects only and is subsidiary to the cognitions, they do not
hold that cognitions have a unitary form, nor that they are self-illuminating. Nevertheless,
we grammarians have another opinion. In any case, the view that is put forth here has been
acquired through a reliable means of knowledge.

Now one may further object: just as in a cognition such as “this is a pot” one ascertains the
pot, in the same way in the cognition “this is the cognition of the pot” a pot is ascertained
as well. What is then the difference here? The difference is that if a knowledge consisting of
the cognition of an object were not perceived, it would not be denoted by language either,
because linguistic denotation is preceded by perception. Moreover, a cognition is not able to
perceive itself through itself, because this would contradict its own function. However, let
us suppose that a cognition, because of its conscious nature, illuminate spontaneously the
object even if it is unknown. Let us admit that there is a difference to such an extent between
this cognition and external objects. In this case, the point is that in order to know that
cognition, another cognition is required. However, a series of cognitions is inappropriate
as well, because ordinary activity is absolutely based on a firm discrimination between
cognitions and contents of cognitions, and because another second-order knowledge is
irrelevant. With regard to this Bhartr.hari says:

[VP 3.1.109] “The cognition ‘this is the cognition of a pot’ is different from the cognition of
the pot. The cognition of the pot comes down to the external object”.

[Helārāja] “The cognition ‘this is the cognition of the pot” is a cognition that has the form
of a pot and so forth. When it is grasped by another cognition, as when one says: “I had
this cognition”, the cognition that is grasping another—namely, that which has a cognition
as its object—has features that differ from those of the cognition of a given pot, because
it does not arise directly from the object. For only cognitions that are the content of a
further cognition derive from the object, not the others, which are [in turn] founded on
cognitions. The reason is that there is an intervention [of a cognition] between the two.
A relationship of ‘apprehender’ and ‘apprehended’ is established due to the force of a
similarity. But the cognition of a pot appears in the other [i.e., second-order] cognition
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as having different properties. Hence it is not grasped [by the second-order cognition].
Now it might be objected that, due to the continuity (anusam. dhāna) of the element ‘pot’ the
[apprehending] cognition is similar to the [apprehended] one. But then the author says that
also “the cognition of the cognition of the pot comes down to the external object”, meaning
that it does not come down to cognitions. Therefore, a cognition is never the support of
another, for it always shines by itself. This is the meaning of the verse.

Others explain: the cognition that consists in ‘knowing the pot’ is different from the
cognition of the pot whose object is the external thing: a cognition which is not engaged
with an object and is confined to itself is not conscious. Since the cognition consisting in an
object like a pot—which is distinct from the former one and arises from the apprehended
thing—is totally subordinated to the apprehended thing and refers to the external object.
For, if there is no illumination of an object the existence of a cognition will be groundless.
Therefore, even if one thinks in terms of ‘cognition of cognitions’ because there is no
difference between the two cognitions in terms of awareness, it is nonetheless correct to say
that the content of ‘the cognition of a cognition’ is always the external object.

Others explain ‘the cognition of the cognition of a pot’ by saying that its object is not
the ‘cognition of a pot’, but that it has a different nature and is devoid of form. For the
consciousness-nature of a cognition is not reflected in what is imagined to be its cognition.
The relation between apprehender and apprehended is based on similarity. If that were
not the case, since there is no distinction in terms of awareness, there would be no rule
to determine what is the perception of what. However, a cognition, whose content is an
external object like a pot, conforms itself to that very object and assumes its form.

Or again Bhartr.hari says: “The cognition ‘this is the cognition of the pot’ is different
from the cognition of the pot. What is the difference between the two? The author says:
“The cognition of the pot comes down to the external object”. Even if this cognition is
formless, it nonetheless conforms itself to, determines and ascertains the object in terms
of “this has such a form”. However, the cognition “this is the cognition of the pot” does
not conform itself to the nature of the cognition (‘this is a pot’). In fact, by ascertaining
the ‘cognition of the pot’ as a content, the cognition of the cognition of the pot can at most
ascertain that the cognition of the pot is some form of knowledge; yet the conscious nature
of the cognition of the pot is not reflected in the cognition of the cognition of the pot, as
it happens in the case of the cognition of another person. A cognition is determined by
another on the basis of a certain linguistic expression, such as “he had the cognition of
a pot”, but this knowledge of another cognition is not manifested for others as it is for
oneself, hence the cognition of the cognition of a pot is different from the cognition of a pot
and does not determine it. Having an apprehending nature, a cognition is manifested by
itself and is therefore said to be self-cognizing. It does not illuminate itself as if it were an
object, and it is never the object of its own activity.

Now, one may object that an apprehended object is not different from the cognition and it
is apprehended on the basis of a cognition such as “this is the knowledge of a pot”. In this
way it is precisely the cognition which is cognised. To remove this doubt Bhartr.hari says:

[VP 3.1.110] For what has the nature of a cognition is not apprehended as having that of an
object. Cognition’s own nature is not grasped separately from the object.

Bhartr.hari’s refutation is valid also if one supports the theory that a cognition is devoid
of objects (nirākāravāda), for also in that case there is a cognition that represents another
cognition in the form of a content, such as “this is the cognition of a pot”. This second-order
cognition does not determine the proper nature of the first one in separation from it.
Moreover, the manifestation in the form of an apprehended content is not the proper nature
of a cognition; it is rather a temporary qualification, just like the colours blue etc. are for a



Religions 2017, 8, 145 16 of 25

crystal. In addition to this, the subjective aspect of a cognition is not cognised by another
cognition as distinct from the objective aspect: due to the pureness of cognition, another
cognition is not admissible. Hence, due to the impossibility of having a cognition if the
content is not cognised, even what is supposed to be the ‘cognition of a cognition’ depends
on the content. The content exists as the representation, and is established as different from
that representation, just as when one says: “this object is known”; this is also the case of a
cognition like “this is the cognition of blue” since that cognition is rooted in a blue thing:
a cognition is apprehended as arising from a content.

Things being so—since one cannot grasp the conscious nature of a cognition through
another cognition—an analysis of cognitions in terms of universals that differ from the
cognitions does not hold. On the contrary, since there is no distinction between the objective
aspect of a cognition and a cognition, the cause of the comprehension of the cognition
must be the unitary universal present in the object. Therefore, when there is an objective
aspect of a cognition that is identical to the cognition, positing another universal is useless,
because this objective aspect is grasped by another cognition precisely so i.e., on the basis
of the universal present in the object. Nor is there a fallacy of mutual dependency: there
is in fact a difference of activity, since the universal contained in the object produces a
unitary cognition, and the unitary cognition expresses the universal in the object. This is
unquestionable. If cognitions are determined as identical without the postulation of a
universal, the same does not apply for the objects, since cognitions are indeed determined
as identical on the basis of a universal, but in the way we have just described. One may
object: if the cognition aspect is not regarded as different from the objective aspect, the
cognition aspect cannot be established by itself. This is true: the objective aspect is always
experienced in concomitance with the cognition aspect. Nevertheless, there are also objects
of pleasures to be enjoyed, which follow (standard cognitions?), which are perceived as
having the nature of the seat of the sense of the I, and which have qualities different from
those (standard) objects of knowledge that are, on the contrary, detached from the seat of
the sense of the I. On this basis, cognitions are regarded as having a nature distinguished
from that of the object: cognitions such as pleasure etc., even when grasped through another
cognition, they are never cognised.

This experience is established and we have dealt with it more than diffusely.

So the universal is confirmed on the basis of a reliable means of knowledge, and when
denoted by language it is capable of accomplishing a linguistic usage that deals with
both visible and invisible things. Hence the existence of the category of universal is
established".51

51 VP 3.1.105: jñeyastham eva sāmānyam. jñānānām upakārakam/na jātu jñeyavaj jñānam. pararūpen. a rūpyate//.
[Helārāja] yathā jñeyam. vyatiriktasāmānyarūpen. a rūpyate, rūpavat kriyate, naivam. jñānam. sam. vidātmasamavetena

vyatiriktasāmānyarūpen. a rūpyate. jñeyadharmah. kilāyam. yat pararūpen. a rūpan. am. jñānam. tu [a*]svatantram. jñeyam eva na
bhavati. jñeyanis. t.hatayā hi jñānānām. jñeyasthasya sāmānyasyābhedena tadabhedāvasāyah. pratyarthaniyatatve ‘py upapadyate.
bāhyaparavaśatvenāsvādhı̄natvāj jñānānām. svata eva vailaks.an. yānupapatteh. bahir abhinnena nimittena tatra bhāvyam. tadyathā ghat.o
ghat.a iti ghat. ākāre bāhyam. nimittam. tathā bhede ‘pi tadgatam. sāmānyam iti yuktam.

katham. pūrvajñānam. jñeyam. na bhavatı̄ti pararūpen. a na rūpyata ity āhā:

VP 3.1.106: yathā jyotih. prakāśena nānyenābhiprakāśyate/ jñānākāras tathānyena na jñānenopagr.hyate//

[Helārāja] yathā ghat. ādı̄nām. dı̄pah. prakāśakah. svaprakāśe dı̄pāntaram. nāpeks.ate tathārthasya prakāśakam. jñānam ātmaprakāśanāya
prakāśāntarānapeks.am iti svaprakāśakam. siddham. jad. availaks.an. yam. hi prakāśakatvam iti tasyāpi prakāśyatve jad. atāpattih. .
arthaprakāśakāle ca prakāśakasyāprakāśe ‘rthasam. vedanam eva na syāt. prakāśāsañcetane tallagnārthasañcetanāsiddheh. .uttarakālam.
tu vedanam. kvopayogi? utpannāyām. ca prakat.atāyām. ātmasamavetasya tadānı̄m. jñānasyāsañcetanān mama prakat.ito ‘rtha
ity ātmagāmi sam. vedanam. na syāt. tasmāj [Iyer: tasyāj*] jñānāntaren. a svaprakāśakam. jñānam. na gr.hyate paraprakāśyatve
prakāśakatvābhāvād iti tadākārasya paren. a rūpen. ābhāvāj jñeyastham evābhinnam. sāmānyam asyābhedanimittam. tadvaśād asya
grāhyākārasya jñānāntaren. ābhedagrahan. āt. svasamavetasāmanyavaśena tv abhedapratibhāse bahih. sāmānyaparikalpo nirnibandhana
eva syāt. anyathaivābhedapratibhāsasyopapatteh. . arthānām. tu vyatiriktatvād abhinnam. sāmānyam upapadyate. jñānānām. tu



Religions 2017, 8, 145 17 of 25

The starting point of Bhartr.hari’s discussion is the commonsensical experience in which everyone
perceives an identity between cognitions. Now, is such an identity based on a common feature,
a universal that is instantiated within the various cognitions? The answer is a definite no: a common
element actually exists, but it does not pertain to cognitions but rather to their contents. As Helārāja
explains, the main difference between the content of a cognition (a pot, the colour blue, the action
“running” etc.) and the cognition itself lies in the fact that the former is explainable in terms of universal
features, whereas for the latter such a representation is not possible. In the case of contents, a common
element is in fact identified by the cognitions themselves. However, in the case of cognitions, what is
going to do the job? The only common feature cognitions share is their conscious nature (sam. vidākāra),
but such a conscious nature cannot be cognised by another cognition, since then it would become
itself a content and thus would lose its most distinguishing characteristic. That we normally perceive
a similarity between instances of knowledge depends on the fact that cognitions reflect or assume
the universals of their contents. Such a state of affairs is always valid, since in Bhartr.hari’s view

sāmānyākāro na vyatirikta iti nābhinna upapadyate. pratyarthaniyatatvena tes. ām. bhedāt tadabhinnasya tasyāpi tathātvopapatter iti
nārthaih. sāmyam asti. buddhyākārān. ām ākārasāmyād eva ca jñānānām abhedāvasāyasiddher na sam. vedanabhāge ‘pi sāmānyayoga iti
sākārāh. svaprakāśāh. nih. sāmānyā buddhayah. siddhāh. . yady api ca vaiśes. ı̄kā jñeyastham eva sāmānyam. jñānānām upakārakam icchanto
na sākāram. nāpi svaprakāśam. vijñānam icchanti, tathāpi na vayam. darśanāntaraprakriyām. brūmah. . api tu yat pramān. opapannam
itı̄dam atra darśanam upaks. iptam.

nanu ca yathā ghat.o ‘yam iti jñāne ghato ‘vası̄yate tathā ghat.ajñānam etad iti jñane ghat.ajñānam. ko hy atra viśes.a? yadi tu
vis.ayasam. vedanarupā buddhir nānubhūyeta śabdenāpi tathā nābhidhı̄yeta, anubhavapūrvakatvād abhidhānasya. na cātmanā ātmānam
anubhavati buddhih. , svātmani vyāpāravirodhāt. bodharūpatvāt tu svayam ajñātaivārtham avabhāsayatu. etāvān asya bāhyād viśes.o
‘stu. tadbubhutsāyām. tu buddhyantaram evāpeks.yam. jñānajñeyasiddhimātranis. t.hatvāc ca vyavahārasya pratyayāntarānapeks.an. ād
buddhimālāpi nānus.ajyata ity āha:

VP 3.1.109: ghat.ajñānam iti jñānam. ghat.ajñānavilaks.an. am/ghat.a ity api yaj jñānam. vis.ayopanipāti tat//

[Helārāja] ghat.ajñānam iti jñānam ghat. ādyākāram. jñānam. yadā jñānāntaren. a parāmr. śyate evam. mamātrānubhavo bhūta
iti pratyayavis.ayam. yat parāmarśajñānam. tad ghat.ajñānād bhinnalaks.an. am. sāks. ād vis.ayen. ājanitatvāt. anukāryapratyayā eva hi
vis.ayena janyante nānye jñānālambanāh. , vyavadhānāt, sārūpyabālena ca grāhyagrāhakabhāvah. [Iyer: *bhāvena]. vaidharmyena
na ca ghat.ajñānam. jñānāntare pratibhāsate. ato na tad gr.hyate. athocyate, sarūpam eva tajjñānam. ghat.a ity evam anusam. dhānād
ity āha, ghāt.a ity api yaj jñānam. vis.ayopanipāti tat. na tu jñāne upanipatati. ato na buddhir buddhim ālambate, svayam eva
tu prakāśata ity arthah. . anye vyācaks.ate, ghat.ajñānād bāhyavis.ayāt ghat.ajñānam iti evam. jñānam. bhinnam. na vis.ayāpravis. t.am.
[Iyer: vis.ayapravis. t.am. ] svātmavyavasthitam. jñānam. sañcetyate, yasmād ghat.a ityevamākāram. yad vicchinnam. grāhyaprasr. tam.
tad api vis.ayam anupatati grāhyaparavaśam. vis.ayāprakāśena jñānastitāyā evānibandhanatvāt. evam. ca bodhatvāviśes. āt yady api
jñānajñānam iti matam. tad api bāhyavis.ayam evety uktam. bhavati. anye tu vyācaks.ate ghat.ajñānam iti jñānam vis.ayo yasya tad
ghat.ajñānavilaks.anam, anevam. svarūpam [Iyer: evam. svarūpam] anākāram. na hi sāmvidākāras tajjñānābhimate pratibimbı̄bhavati.
sārūpyavaśena grāhyagrāhakabhāvah. . anyathā jñānatvāviśes. ād idam asya sam. vedanam iti pratiniyamo na syāt. ghato iti tu yad
etad bāhyavis.ayam. jñānam. tad vis.ayopanipāti vis.ayākāram upādatte. atha vā ghat.ajñānam iti jñānam ghat.ajñānavilaks.an. am. kim.
tadvailaks.an. yam ity āha ghat.a ity api yaj jñānam vis.ayopanipāti tat. nirākāram api tad vis.ayam anupatati paricchinatti nirūpayaty
evam. rūpo ‘yam artha iti. ghat.ajñānam iti tu jñānam. na jñānarūpānupāti, yato ghat.ajñānagatam. vis.ayam nirūpya, jñānarūpam. kim
api tad ity etāvad yadi param. nirūpayitum. śaknoti, na tu sā tadı̄yā bodharūpatā tasya pratibhāsate, parasam. vedana iva. paren. a hi
ghat.ajñānam asyotpannam iti kayācid yuktyā jñānam. paricchidyate, na tu svavatparasya pratibhāsate iti tato vilaks.an. am. na tasya
paricchedakam. upalambhātmakatvāt svayam. prakāśata iti svasam. vedanam. jñānam ucyate. na tv ātmānam artham iva prakāśayatı̄ti na
svātmany asya kaścid vyāpārah. .

nanu jñānasya grāhyākāro na vyatiriktah. , sa ca ghat.ajñānam iti jñānena sam. vedyata iti buddhir eva sam. veditā bhavatı̄ty āśaṅkyāha:

VP 3.1.110: yato vis.ayar. ūpen. a jñānarūpam. na gr.hyate/ artharūpaviviktam. ca svarūpam. nāvadhāryate//

[Helārāja] nirākāravāde ‘py ayam. parihāro lagati, yatas tatrāpi ghat.ajñānam etad iti grāhyasvabhāvena jñānam. jñānāntaram
upalaks.ayati, na tadrahitam ātmatattvam. tasyāvadhārayati. na ca grāhyākāro jñānasvarūpam, aupādhikatvāt. yathā sphat.ikasya
nı̄lādi. na ca grāhyākāraviviktam. grāhakarūpam. jñānāntaren. opalaks.yate śuddhabuddhyanukāren. a buddhyantarānupapatteh. . evam.
ca vis.ayāprakāśane jñānatvāyogāt jñānajñānābhimatam api vis.ayanis. t.ham eva. tathā copasarjanena vis.aya eva tena viśis. t.o
‘vasthāpyate jñāto ‘yam artha iti. nı̄lajñānam ity etad api nı̄lanis. t.hatayā vis.ayaprabhavam. jñānam. parāmr. śyate. evam. ca
kr. tvā sam. vidākārasya jñānāntaren. āgrahan. ān na vyatiriktasāmānyarūpen. a nirūpan. am. grāhyākārasya tu jñānāntaren. ābhedena
grahan. am. jñeyasthābhinnasāmānyanimittam. , tena tasya grāhyākārasyāvilaks.an. asya janane tathaiva buddhyantaren. a grahan. ād
iti na tatra sāmānyāntaram upayujyate. nāpı̄taretarāśrayados.ah. . jñeyasāmānyasyābhinnajñānajanakatvenābhinnajñānasya ca
jñeyatāpratipādakatvena vyāpārabhedāt. tenaitad acodyam. yathā vinaiva sāmānyam abhedāvasāyo buddhı̄nām evam arthānām api [na?]
bhavis.yatı̄ti buddhı̄nām api sāmānyavaśenaivoktaprakāren. ābhedāvasāyāt iti. nanu yadi jñānarūpam artharūpaviviktam. nāvadhāryate
svato ‘py asya siddhir na syāt? satyam. sarvadaiva grāhyākārah. sahabhāvyanubhūyate ‘sya, kim. tu tatpr. s. t.habhāvino hlādanı̄yaprakrāmā
aham. kārāspadavicchinnagrāhyākāravidharmān. a uttararūpā aham. kārāspadatayā sam. cetyanta iti svatas tadviviktarūpāvadhāran. am
asti buddhı̄nām. jñānāntaren. a tu hlādādayo gr.hyamān. ā api tathā na sam. vedyanta iti anubhavasiddham etad anapahnavanı̄yam
ity alam ativistaren. a. tad evam. pramān. apariśuddhā jātih. śabdenābhidhı̄yamānā dr. s. t. ād. r. s. t.avis.ayavyavahārasādhanasamartheti
jātipadārthasiddhih. . The text is the one established by Iyer in his edition of the VP (Bhartr.hari 1963), sometimes slightly
modified according to the readings proposed in Aklujkar (1970).
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any cognition is always related to a content. VP 3.1.106 expands on the reason why a cognition is
never objectified by another. Bhartr.hari brings in the example of light: as a source of light is never
illuminated by another one, likewise a cognition is never cognised by another one. Helārāja adds
further information by specifying that a cognition is always self-revealing and this is the distinguishing
mark of the living. Moreover, a cognition is always perceived at the time of the cognition of its content,
since otherwise one would need one of a second-order to explain the first and so forth. Then VP
3.1.109 affirms that ‘the cognition of x’ is quite a different thing from ‘the cognition of the cognition
of x’. Bhartr.hari states that this difference is caused by the fact that ‘the cognition of x’ comes down
to the content, thus meaning that the cognition of x is produced directly by the content, whereas this
is not the case for ‘the cognition of the cognition of x’. Helārāja gives four reasons to explain the
difference between these two kinds of cognitions. For the sake of clarity, let us call C1 ‘the cognition
of x’ and C2 ‘the cognition of the cognition of x’, where x is a pot. In the first interpretation, the pot
in C1 has different characteristics from the pot in C2. The pot in C1 is produced directly from the
content, the one in C2 only indirectly. This means that the two are not similar and a relationship of
‘apprehender and apprehended’ cannot be established, since such a relationship requires similarity.
The conclusion is that C2 does not cognize C1. In the second interpretation, C2 must necessarily have a
content, for a cognition without a content is unthinkable. The content is clearly the same of C1, i.e.,
the pot. The conclusion is again that C2 does not cognize C1; it is directly cognizing the pot. In the
third interpretation, C1 cannot cognize a pot and be cognised by C2 at the same time, for in that case
the distinction between an apprehender subject and an apprehended content would vanish, and with
it, any possibility of dependable knowledge. Again, the conclusion is that C2 does not cognize C1.
Finally, in the fourth interpretation, C2 can at the most recognise C1 as some form of cognition, but it
cannot cognise the conscious nature of C1. It is similar to the case of someone cognising the cognition
of someone else: one can certainly cognize the content of the cognition of another person, but cannot
cognize it in the same way as that person. Therefore, C2 does not cognize C1 and the objectification of
a cognition is inadmissible. Finally, VP 3.1.110 is meant to meet the last criticism of the pūrvapaks. in
who seeks to identify the cognition with its content. If a cognition and its content are identified, then
one is allowed to claim that cognitions are able to assume themselves as their own content. In the
stanza Bhartr.hari refutes this view, by conceding that a cognition is certainly never devoid of a content
but also emphasizing that between cognitions and contents there is a substantial difference. According
to him, whenever we suppose that a cognition x is having another cognition y as its content, we
are just cognizing the universal represented in x, which is generated by the content of y. Helārāja
expands on this idea by stressing that ‘cognitions of cognitions’ are always rooted in the original object:
if a cognition appears to be the content of another it is just a temporary occurrence, as it happens in
the case of a crystal assuming a certain colour. At the end, Helārāja returns to the problem of the
universal by restating the grammarians’ position on the issue, according to which there is no need to
postulate the existence of universals of cognitions because the similarity we recognise in knowledge is
adequately explained on the basis of the universals present in external objects. In Helārāja’s words,
“the universal contained in the object produces a unitary cognition, and the unitary cognition expresses
the universal in the object”.

The entire passage shows how Bhartr.hari’s ideas on “cognitions of cognitions” were close to those
of the Pratyabhijñā. One should also consider that, although Helārāja’s commentary provides welcome
additional material, the basic information is all contained in the stanzas: first, a cognition cannot be
objectified by another, because the knowledge that derives from an object is radically different from
the one produced by another cognition; second, there is no need to postulate a universal of cognitions
because ‘pure’ cognitions have only consciousness as their common feature, and consciousness cannot
be cognised by anything but itself; third, a cognition is always dependent on a content. The only
crucial notion that Bhartr.hari does not mention in these stanzas—even though Helārāja does—is that
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whereby only the living are self-aware of their own cognitions. Nevertheless in other kārikās of the VP
the idea is clearly expressed.52

Before seeing how the Pratyabhijñā used Bhartr.hari’s concepts concretely, let us consider few
further passages of the VP dealing with the same problems.

4.2. Bhartr.hari on svasam. vedana: Further Remarks

Apart from the discussion found at the end of the Jātisamuddeśa, other considerations on the
nature of cognitions and self-awareness are found throughout the VP. The most substantial is possibly
the one offered by three kārikās of the Sam. bandhasamuddeśa: 3.3.23–24 and 3.3.26. The first two restate
the concept we discussed above as follows:

For on a cognition that has the nature of a doubt, which is established as instrumental
to determine an object and which does not abandon its proper nature, on top of that one
cannot apply a further doubt.

When a subsequent determinative cognition is applied to an original one, then the original
determinative one does not retain its distinguishing feature.53

Helārāja’s remarks helps to unpack the statement of Bhartr.hari:

When there is a ‘determinative cognition’—i.e., a cognition which has the form of a specific
ascertainment, that is to say, whose content is an object being ascertained—then another
self-restricted, determinative cognition (nirn. aya) cannot be applied to the first, which is
directed at establishing the object. For the own nature of a cognition lies in its dependence
on an object. Hence, if one in conceiving a cognition eliminates that, one will be led away
from the core nature of the cognition, precisely because that cognition would freely get
the status of an object. We have in fact previously proven that ‘the cognition of a pot’
cannot be the object of another cognition, since that would imply the loss of the cognition’s
defining nature, because the cognition would abandon its nature of subject (vis.ayitvatyāgāt)
by becoming the object of another cognition (jñānāntaravis.ayatve). Just as in a unitary
cognitive event a cognition that is engaged with some other object cannot be itself the
object of knowledge—since its activity is not directed at itself—likewise, the expressive
aspect of a linguistic unit cannot be the expressed one: the expressive aspect of the word
“inexpressible” does not exclude that its meaning is expressible, because that activity of the
word is not in contradiction with itself.54

The novelty here is the connection, which Helārāja makes explicit, between the nature of a cognition
and that of a linguistic expression, a similarity that Bhartr.hari also stresses in VP 3.2.26:

A linguistic unit which is employed as expressive cannot be the expressed one.

That by which something is cognized cannot be cognized by something else in the same
context.55

As for this Helārāja comments:

52 For example, VP 1.1.134.
53 VP 3.3.23: na hy sam. śayarūpe ‘rthe śes.atvena vyavasthite/ avyudāse svarūpasya sam. śayo ‘nyah. pravartate//. VP 3.3.24: yadā ca

nirn. ayajñāne nirn. ayatvena nirn. ayah. /prakramyate tadā jñānam. svadharme nāvatis. t.hate//. I follow Houben’s reading of the last
pāda, instead of Rau’s svadharmenāvatis. t.hate. See (Houben 1995, p. 222).

54 viśes. āvadhāran. arūpe nirn. ı̄yamānārthavis.aye nirn. ayajñāne tadaivārthaparicchedavyāpr. te ‘parah. svagato nirn. ayo na pravartate.jñānasya
hy arthapāratantryam. svadharmah. . ata eva jñānāntaragrāhyatvam. na bhavatı̄ti ghat.ajñānam iti prāg eva pratipāditam iti
jñānāntaravis.ayatve vis.ayitvatyāgāt svadharmasya hānih. . tad evam anyatra vyāpr. tasya tadaiva svavis.ayavyāpārābhāvād yathā
jñānasya jñeyatvam. nasty ekasyām. sam. vittau tathā vācakasya vācyatvam. nāstı̄ty avācyaśabdah. pratipādanāvastho nātmana eva
vācyatām arthasya nis. edhati. svātmani kriyāvirodhāt. Prakı̄rn. aprakāśa on 3.3.24.

55 na ca vācakarūpen. a pravr. ttasyāsti vācyatā/pratipādyam. na tat tatra yenānyat pratipadyate//
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‘Being denoted’ (abhideyatā) is a notion that excludes that of ‘being engaged in the action
of denoting something else’ if applied at the same time; for a thing that is employed to
express something else cannot turn back to itself. It is indeed the very nature of things that
what is endowed with the capacity of the subject cannot be at the same time the locus of
the capacity of the object; this means that it is contradictory, etc., to attribute to the same
locus, at the same time, both independence and dependence.56

Apart from this section, there are also further passages to take into account. Consider, for instance, the
following early kārikā from the first kān. d. a (Bhartr.hari 1966, p. 108) where Bhartr.hari already introduces
the idea that knowledge has the unique capacity of illuminating both itself and its content, as well as
the notion that there is a special affinity between language and cognition:

“Just as in a cognition both the content and the cognition itself are perceived, in the
same way in a linguistic expression both the meaning and the form of that very linguistic
expression are manifested”.57

Later in the same chapter Bhartr.hari seems to hint at the idea that it is useless to talk about cognition
independently from a content;58 in the second chapter (Bhartr.hari 1983, p. 169) he explicitly says that a
cognition never appears in a ‘pure’ state and that is always coloured by the object.59

Further, in a passage of the Dravyasamuddeśa, in a context meant to show how non-existing entities
manifest themselves as existent, Bhartr.hari specifies that although a cognition cannot be posited
without a content, there is nonetheless a sharp difference between the nature of an object and that of
the cognition:

Just as the qualities of an object are utterly non-existent in the cognition, and that which is
utterly non-identical is established as identical.

Similarly the forms of the transformations are utterly non-existent in reality, and yet that
which is utterly non-identical appears as identical.60

Concerning this point, Helārāja’s commentary is even more straightforward, as it puts the question
in the well-known terms of the dichotomy between what is inert (the object) and what is sentient
(the cognition). Interestingly, he flavours Bhartr.hari’s affirmations with arguments that come straight
from Dharmakı̄rti, perhaps with the mediation of a later commentator:

According to the Vijñānavāda view, since what is manifested as having the form of the
content of a cognition actually does not exist, a quality like the colour ‘blue’ etc. is
self-contained, inert and absolutely absent in a sentient cognition. Thus the author says
that there is no similarity between what is sentient and what is inert on the basis of some
part. With regard to this it has been affirmed: ‘If there were similarity èbetween a cognition
and its object] on the basis of one aspect, then everything would apprehend everything.
But, on the other hand, if there were similarity in all aspects then a cognition would cease
to be a cognition’.61

56 karan. asanniveśinas tadaivābhideyatā viruddhā, anyapratipādanapravr. ttasya tadaiva pratyudāvr. ttyātmani vyāpārābhāvāt.
vastusvabhāvo ‘yam. yat kartr. śaktiyuktam. na tat karmaśakter adhikaran. am. tadaiva bhavati, svātantryapāratantryayor ekadaikatra
virodhādity arthah. .

57 VP 1.51: ātmarūpam. yathā jñāne jñeyarūpam. ca dr. śyate/artharūpam. tathā śabde svarūpam. ca prakāśate//.
58 VP 1.89ab: jñeyena na vinā jñānam. vyavāhare ‘vatis. t.hate. “In ordinary reality one cannot establish a cognition without

a content”.
59 VP 2.426: darśanasyāpi yat satyam. na tathā darśanam. sthitam/vastusam. sargarūpen. a tad arūpam. nirūpyate// “The true nature of a

cognition it is not as it appears; it is formless and it is ascertained in connection with an object”.
60 VP 3.2.9–10: yathā vis.ayadharmān. ām. jñāne ‘tyantam asam. bhavah. /tadātmeva ca tat siddham atyantam atadātmakam//tathā

vikārarūpān. ām tattve ‘tyantam asam. bhavah. / tadātmeva ca tat tattvam atyantam atadātmakam//.
61 vijñānavāde vis.ayākārasya bhāvato ‘satyatvān nı̄lādis tatgato dharmo jād. o ‘jad. e jñāne ‘sam. bhavı̄ atyantam iti. jad. ājad. ayor na kenacid

am. śena sārūpyam ity āha. tathā coktam: ekadeśena sārūpye sarvam. syāt sarvavedanam/sarvātmanā tu sārupye jñānam ajñānatām
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To conclude, the passages above show how Bhartr.hari was well aware of and upheld the idea
that cognitions are by nature self-reflexive; moreover, he was one of the earliest thinkers to regard
svasam. vedana as the hallmark of living entities and to claim that due to the force of its auto-luminosity
a cognition can never be objectified. These positions were all-well known to the Śaivas.

4.3. Abhinavagupta’s Quotations of the VP Stanzas

The most straightforward proof that the Śaivas were aware of Bhartr.hari’s discussion of
svasam. vedana is the fact that in the ĪPVV Abhinavagupta cites two of the stanzas of the Jātisamuddeśa we
examined above, VP 3.1.106 and 109. The first is quoted precisely where one is expecting to find it, that
is, in the third āhnika of the Jñānādhikāra, where Utpaladeva concentrates most of his considerations on
self-awareness. More precisely, Abhinavagupta quotes VP 3.1.106 while commenting Utpaladeva’s
vivr. ti on ĪPK 1.3.7. Here the author claims that ordinary reality would be inexplicable without the
activity of unification of cognitions that is exclusive to the knowing subject. The self is then ultimately
identified with Śiva and, by appealing to a quotation from the Bhagavadgı̄tā, it is regarded as the source
of “memory, knowledge and exclusion”. Specifically, Abhinavagupta is referring to the notion of
non-objectification of knowledge to show that the way the Buddhists prove non-existence is wrong.
He says:

Utpaladeva now examines the Buddhist way of establishing non-existence with the
intention to show that the aforementioned idea whereby ordinary apprehension, directed
at itself or at other things, is produced on the basis of ‘a distinction from what is different’
does not hold. With regard to this, it has repeatedly been proven that knowledge has
a unitary, self-illuminating nature. As the venerable Bhartr.hari said: “Just as a light is
never illuminated by another light, in the same way what has the nature of knowledge
is never made visible in another knowledge”. Therefore, on the basis of the fact that a
cognition is not liable to be merged with another cognition, it might be said that if there
were two cognitions, a third one should be there to know them. However, here we have
the knowledge of a single cognition, hence two cognitions are not present. With regard to
this, a pot is the counterexample.62

The second stanza Abhinavagupta quotes, VP 3.1.109, comes in a different section of the work, whose
content is nevertheless similar to the previous one. It is in the fourth āhnika of the Jñānādhikāra, precisely
in ĪPK 1.4.6, where Utpaladeva maintains that memory never operates on the original perception: the
common phrasing ‘I had this perception in the past’ is just a linguistic analysis of the more accurate
sentence: ‘this thing was perceived by me in the past’. In this regard Abhinavagupta brings in
Bhartr.hari right at the beginning of his discussion by saying:

One may object that when a pot is remembered, that is to say it is in the condition of an
object of knowledge, then the original cognition should come together with the knowing

vrajet//. This stanza is a variant of Dharmakı̄rti’s PV 3.434, which according to Kellner’s reconstruction was originally
different, with the two half-verses in the reverse order: sarvātmanā hi sārūpye jñānam ajñānatām. vrajet/sāmye kenacid am. śena
syāt sarvam. sarvavedanam// (Kellner 2009, p. 201). The stanza is quoted in three different commentaries on Kumārila’s ŚV,
Śūnyavāda 20, those of Um. veka Bhat.t.a (730–790), Sucarita (10th c.) and Pārthasārathi Miśra (11th c.). Manorathanandin
comments on this by saying: na ca jad. ayor grāhyagrāhakabhāvah. kenacid am. śena vastutvanı̄latvādinā sarvam. jñānam. sarvasyārthasya
sam. vedanam. syāt. sarvam. vā nı̄lajñānam. sarvasya nı̄lasya vedanam. syāt. “There is no relationship of knower-known between
two inert things, otherwise any knowledge would know everything. Or each cognition of blue would cognize all blue
things”. (Dharmakı̄rti 1938–1940, p. 248).

62 anyavyavacchedair grahan. avyavahāro ‘pi svaparavis.ayo ya ucyate, so’pi nirvahed ityāśayena saugatı̄yam abhāvasiddhiprakāram eva
vicārayati. tatra jñānam. svaprakāśaikarūpam iti upapāditam asakr. t. yathāha tatrabhavān ‘yathā jyotih. prakāśena nānyenābhiprakāśyate/
jñānarūpam. tathā jñāne nānyatrābhiprakāśyate’. tataś ca jñānāntaren. a ekajñānasam. sargayogyam. na bhavati yenaivam. ucyate yadi
dve jñāne bhavetām, tadvijñānajñānam. tr. tı̄yam. bhavet. idam. tu ekajñānajñānam. , tasmāt na dve jñane sta iti. tad atra ghat.o
vaidharmyadr. s. t. āntah. . ĪPVV on ĪPK 1.3.6 (Abhinavagupta 1938–1943, vol. 1, pp. 276–77). The current editions of the
VP present a slightly different reading of this kārikā: yathā jyotih. prakāśena nānyenābhiprakāśyate/ jñānākāras tathānyena na
jñānenopagr.hyate//.
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subject, but if that original cognition is remembered as an object of cognition, what else
can be said? We reply. Even if we say ‘I had a perception of a pot’ it is the pot the object
of the cognition. As the venerable Bhartr.hari said: “The cognition ‘I have the cognition of
a pot’ is different from the cognition of the pot. The cognition of the pot comes down to
the object’.63

Abhinavagupta is thus quoting Bhartr.hari as an authoritative source to corroborate Pratyabhijñā’s
conception of svasam. vedana. It is worth noting that in the quotation of VP 3.1.109 he is interpreting
the ‘cognition of the cognition of the pot’ as directly perceiving the pot, a position that is similar to
Helārāja’s second explanation we discussed above.

4.4. Pratyabhijñā on Memory and Bhartr.hari’s Liminal Cognitions

Before drawing the conclusions of this essay, we must turn our attention to a last question,
perhaps more peripheral, but nevertheless suggestive of a proximity between the Pratyabhijñā’s
epistemology and that of Bhartr.hari. The question concerns the way memory is accounted for in each.
Although Bhartr.hari does not delve into the problem, some of his epistemological conceptions are
useful for explaining how recollection works. I am referring in particular to what Vincenzo Vergiani
has recently called ‘liminal perceptions’ (see (Vergiani 2012)). Although Bhartr.hari strongly argues
for the presence of language in all cognitive acts—strictly speaking, in his view there is no room
for pure perceptual cognitions devoid of conceptualization (nirvikalpakajñāna)—there are cases in
which this basic tenet appears to be less compelling. As Vergiani has noted, the Vr. tti records an
occurrence of the expression avikalpa jñāna, a phrase apparently at odds with the aforementioned
principle whereby conceptualization, i.e., language, permeates all knowledge. Therefore, what is
a liminal cognition? Vergiani defines it as “a primordial mental state which exists in every living
creature and consists of the awareness of oneself as other than one’s surroundings, but at the same
time inevitably reflects an acknowledgement of the surrounding world in its bare spatial and temporal
existence” (see (Vergiani 2012, p. 525)). In other words, everyone at any one time, is struck by huge
numbers of sensorial stimuli. Since these are not necessarily conceptualized at the moment in which
they take place, they would seem fit for being categorized as nirvikalpaka cognitions. However, actually,
Bhartr.hari believes that even for liminal knowledge conceptualization is always at work, albeit in
a subtler form. What is of interest to our discussion is the reason Bhartr.hari provides for his claim.
According to him the fact that liminal cognitions too are vikalpakajñāna is proven by their responsiveness
to memory. The most obvious passage that discusses this question is the Vr. tti on the rather notorious
VP 1.131, where Bhartr.hari states that all knowledge is imbued with language. In this connection the
author comments:

As in the case of somebody’s verbal potentiality in its contracted condition,
a non-conceptualized knowledge does not bring about any verbal usage whatsoever,
even if produced in relation to known objects. To explain: even the cognition of somebody
quickly walking, acquired by entering in contact with grass, lumps of clay and so forth,
is a kind of cognitive state in which the seed of a verbal potentiality is present. In it, once
manifested the expressive powers of the words—which are explicit or implicit, make grasp
the object and are fixed for any object—one cognizes, that is, linguistically denotes, the
manifestation of a well defined form (vyaktarūpapratyavabhāsa), which is consistent with
knowledge, which has the nature of the object, and which is obtained and concretized

63 nanu ghat.e smaryamān. e vedyadaśādhiśādhiśayini anubhavo grāhakenaiva milatu, tasminn eva tu smaryamān. e vedyı̄kr. ite kim.
vācyam. ucyate. ghat.e mama anubhavo ‘bhūd ity api kathane ghat.a eva vedyah. . yathāha tatrabhavān ‘ghat.ajñānam iti jñānam.
ghat.ajñānavilaks.an. am/ ghat.a ity yaj jñanam. vis.ayopanipāti tat// ĪPVV on ĪPK 1.4.6 (Abhinavagupta 1938–1943, vol. 2, p. 53).



Religions 2017, 8, 145 23 of 25

by a cognition permeated by language and in accordance with the expressive power of
the words.64

Then he adds an apparently hasty remark that is nonetheless crucial:

When the linguistic seeds are manifested due to other reasons, [the manifestation of a well
defined form] is the cause of memory.65

Even if Bhartr.hari’s discussion is as usual broad-ranging, one can safely conclude that for him the
underlying feature of all knowledge is a cognitive state which is language-permeated. As in the
case of the Pratyabhijñā and the Buddhists, it is important to stress that also here memory works as
a testing ground for the thesis. The responsiveness of liminal cognitions for recollection is a proof
that all knowledge, even one that admittedly appears far from verbal conceptualization, is indeed
conceptualized: the fact that at a later time one is capable of recollecting and verbalizing an object or
an event that one did not consciously notice at the moment of perception is a proof that the original
cognition was already potentially capable of being verbalized, since otherwise the subsequent, actual
linguistic utterance would never take place. Referring again to Matilal’s scheme introduced above,
Bhartr.hari’s ideas can thus be categorized as belonging to a particular form of T4: a cognition comes to
be aware of itself only under certain circumstances, but its auto-luminous—as well as linguistic—nature
is an innate, ever-present quality. However, what does this cognitive state consist in? If we are talking
about a permanent feature that all cognitive states possess at any moment in time, then one is allowed
to call this state ‘consciousness’, which is exactly what Bhartr.hari does in VP 1.134.66 In the end, the
fundamental idea is that consciousness comes down to be a high-order cognitive state, one that is
linguistically informed and that, in turn, informs all the others. This picture had a tremendous impact
on Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta’s philosophy, in particular on the development of the concept of
pratyavamarśa, or reflective awareness.67

5. Conclusions

On the basis of the discussion above we can arrive at the following conclusions:

(1) Generally speaking, as already anticipated by the work of Torella and others, Bhartr.hari’s presence
in the Pratyabhijñā literature is not incidental but absolutely functional to the aims of the school,
as well as to the actual unfolding of the apologetic debate with the Buddhists.

(2) More specifically, the Śaivas’ strongest argument against the views of the Buddhists on ontology,
epistemology and, even more crucially, on religious and soteriological questions is a strict
interpretation of the notion of svasam. vedana. In this regard, Bhartr.hari is a documented source of
inspiration, especially in relation to the notion that a cognition is always restricted to itself and
is never the content of another. Whether the Pratyabhijñā thinkers were acquainted with other
sources (i.e., Buddhist) affirming the same principle is of course of historical importance and is a
question that future research will hopefully address, but even in that case, the fact remains that
when the Śaivas looked for an external authority to support their interpretation of svasam. vedana
they quoted Bhartr.hari.

64 yathāsya sam. rtarūpā śabdabhāvanā tathā jñeyes.v arthes. ūtpannenāpy avikalpena jñānena kāryam. na kriyate. tadyathā
tvaritam. gacchatas tr.n. alos. t. ādisam. sparśāt saty api jñāne kācid eva sā jñānāvasthā yasyām abhimukhı̄bhūtaśabdabhāvanābı̄jāyām
āvirbhūtāsvārthopagrāhin. ām ākhyeyarūpān. ām. anākhyeyarūpān. ām. ca śabdān. ām. pratyarthaniyatāsu śaktis.u śabdānuviddhena
śaktyanupātinā jñānenākriyamān. a upagr.hyamān. o vastvātmā jñānānugato vyaktarūpapratyavabhāso jñāyate iti abhidhı̄yate. Vr. tti on
VP 1.131.

65 sa ca nimittāntarād āvirbhavatsu śrutibı̄jes.u smr. tihetur bhavati. Vr. tti on VP 1.131.
66 sais. ā sam. sārin. ām. sam. jñā bahir antaś ca vartate/tanmātrām avyatikrāntam. caitanyam sarvajātis.u//. “This [linguistic nature] is

the very consciousness of all beings subject to transmigration, it exists within and without. In no category of beings
consciousness exceeds this essential nature”.

67 On this point see again (Rastogi 2009).
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(3) Finally, it is also a fact that some ideas that Bhartr.hari discusses in relation to svasam. vedana are
clearly endorsed by later Buddhist thinkers. It is enough to mention the very notion that a
cognition is necessarily self-revealing but also the characterization of knowledge as the hallmark
of the living. This leads to the fascinating but also extremely complex question of the relationship
between Bhartr.hari and the Buddhists. As far as svasam. vedana is concerned, for instance, one
cannot rule out a priori the possibility that Dignāga, who knew the VP, was aware of Bhartr.hari’s
analysis. This probably would not change the fact that the Buddhist Pramān. avādins were the
first to formalize the question in accurate philosophical terms, but it would certainly give a
somehow different perspective to a debate that was so central in the epistemological discourse of
premodern South Asia.
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Abbreviations

ĪPK Utpaladeva’s Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikā
ĪPV Abhinavagupta’s Īśvarapratyabhijñāvimarśinı̄
ĪPVV Abhinavagupta’s Īśvarapratyabhijñāvivr. tivimarśinı̄
VP Bhartr.hari’s Vākyapadı̄ya
PS Dignāga’s Pramān. asamuccaya
PVin Dharmakı̄rti’s Pramān. aviniścaya
ŚV Kumārila’s Ślokavārttika
TS Śāntaraks.ita’s Tattvasam. graha
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Critically edited by K. A. Subramania Iyer; Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

Bronkhorst, Johannes. 1996. The Self as Agent. Études Asiatique/Asiatische Studien 50: 603–21.
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Nemec, John. 2011. The Ubiquitous Śiva: Somānanda’s Śivadr. s. t.i and His Tantric Interlocutors. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
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Vergiani, Vincenzo. 2016. Helārāja on Omniscience, āgama, and the Origin of Language. In Around Abhinavagupta.
Aspects of the Intellectual History of Kashmir from the Ninth to the Eleventh Century. Edited by Eli Franco and
Isabelle Ratié. Zurich: Lit Verlag, pp. 531–608.

Williams, Paul. 1998. The Reflexive Nature of Awareness. A Tibetan Madhyamaka Defence. Richmond: Curzon.
Yao, Zhihua. 2005. The Buddhist Theory of Self-Cognition. London and New York: Routledge.

© 2017 by the author. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1553/wzks2009-2010s161
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10781-010-9091-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10781-011-9139-7
http://www.ikga.oeaw.ac.at/Mat/dignaga_PS_1.pdf
http://www.ikga.oeaw.ac.at/Mat/dignaga_PS_1.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10781-013-9213-4
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	svasaṃvedana: the Theoretical Background and the Buddhist Position 
	The Pratyabhijñā: svasaṃvedana as an Argument 
	Bhartṛhari on svasaṃvedana 
	The Jātisamuddeśa Section 
	Bhartṛhari on svasaṃvedana: Further Remarks 
	Abhinavagupta’s Quotations of the VP Stanzas 
	Pratyabhijñā on Memory and Bhartṛhari’s Liminal Cognitions 

	Conclusions 

