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Placing Nyāya Epistemology Properly in the Western Tradition

Setting the Problem

There is a widespread tendency among the modern scholars of traditional Indian Philosophy to interpret Nyāya epistemology as a chapter of the late twentieth century analytic epistemology.  Epistemology, according to this tradition, is the study of justification of beliefs.  Hence, it is also called justification-centered epistemology.  Modern scholars like B.K. Matilal, J. N. Mohanty, P. K. Sen, S. R. Saha, S. Dutta, have tried to find out the justification factor in the Nyāya concept of Pramā. P.K. Sen for example, writes, ‘… we cannot allow any definition of pramā which would identify it with a mere true belief.’1   He identifies the concept of pramāṇa janyatva with the concept of justification, and suggests that the former concept must be inserted in the Nyāya definition of pramā in order to make it acceptable. Similarly, Mohanty writes, ‘… the right way to go about would be: not to apply the simple definition, but to…add the causal concept of Pramāṇa.’2 
But I will argue in this paper that the Naiyāyikas have advocated a form of naturalized epistemology, while arguing against the commonly held view that Nyāya epistemology is a chapter of analytic epistemology. Visvabandhu Bhattacharyya3 and Sibajiban Bhattacharyya4 advocated similar views.  Pt. Visvabandhu Bhattacharyya, one of the few living traditional scholars of classical Nyāya Philosophy, holds that Gettier-type problems do not arise with regard to Nyāya epistemology. He sticks to the Nyāya definition of pramā as a piece of true non-dubious ( non-mnemic) cognition and feels no need for introducing in the definition any other concept, like that of justification. The main force of Pt.Visvabandhu Bhattacharyya’s argument lies in the fact that since the Nyāya definition of pramā is concerned only with the non-dubious true awareness, the Gettier-type problems do not arise at all with regard to them.  So far as the truth of the awareness is secured it is a case of pramā, even if it does not have justification in its favour. In most of the Gettier-type cases the problem lies with the element that justifies the person in having the belief.  Presumably there is no problem with the truth of the proposition that the cognizer accepts.  So, these problems do not arise in the Nyāya context, since the Naiyāyikas are not concerned with justification of beliefs.  But there are certain other problematic cases in which due to the lack of evidence/justification etc. the cognizer lacks confidence, that is, her cognitive state is not non-dubious. Pt. Bhattacharyya has no problem in admitting that the cognizer does not have pramā in these cases; for pramā is not a merely true awareness; it is, rather, a true non-dubious awareness. So if the awareness is not non-dubious, it cannot be regarded as a case of pramā.

Two Models of Analysis: Two Metaphors 
Western epistemology generally endorses the representational model of analysis. This analysis accepts intermediary entities like ideas, propositions etc. between an awareness and its object.  The proposition or the idea constitutes the content of the awareness; it is at the same time a representative of the object of the awareness. With regard to such representatives questions may legitimately be raised as to their authenticity. Does it represent the object/fact properly? What ground does the cognizer have for thinking that the cognition represents the object properly?  These are typical questions concerning justification.  The representational model, therefore, gives rise to the problem of justification. In Indian epistemology this model of analysis has been endorsed by the vṛtti-jñānavādins like the Advaita Vedāntins5 and the sākāra-jñānavādins like the Soutāntrika Bouddha philosophers. 

The Naiyāyikas on the other hand endorse an entirely different model of analysis, which may be regarded as the grasping model.  Knowing something, according to this model, is not to be aware of or about some object.  It is rather the intellectual grasping of an object. It can also be called the 'finding model'. There is no object/content distinction in Nyāya epistemology. The Naiyāyikas do not accept any intermediary entity, like proposition or idea, between the awareness and its object.  Knowing something is always an intellectual/cognitive grasping of a complex object like a-jar-being-on–the-floor.  Since this model does not accept any representative of the object as the content of awareness, the question as to whether it represents the object properly does not arise at all.  Consequently, the Naiyāyikas were not interested in justification of a belief.   If one endorses the grasping model of cognition, the problem of justification loses its ground.  This problem stems from the representational model of cognition.   According to the grasping model, one succeeds in grasping the object or fails to do so. It makes no sense to ask as to whether the grasping is a proper representative of the object.  

Śrīharṣa’s Objections 

Śrīharṣa, a Vedāntin, mentions a number of problematic cases of cognition where the cognizer has true belief by accident. He argues that the Nyāya definition of pramā cannot be accepted, since it does not exclude the cases in which the cognition is true by sheer accident.6 He mentions a case of lucky guess.  A person holding five cowries (barāṭaka) in her palm asks the cognizer, how many cowries are there in my hand? The cognizer having no clue makes a guess and says 'five'; but her guess turns out to be true.  So she has a true belief. But since it has turned out to be true only by accident (Kākatālīya nyāyena), it cannot be regarded, according to Śrīharṣa, as a case of pramā.7
The use of the expressions ‘Kākatālīyam’ and ‘ajā-krpānīya-nyāya’ inspired some of the modern scholars of classical Indian philosophy to interpret Śrīharṣa as if he was demanding something like a justification condition in the definition of pramā.  Kākatālīya nyāya is a fallacy, which is known in the western tradition as the fallacy of post hoc ergo propter hoc.  I concede however, that it is a very natural way of interpreting Śrīharṣa.  But to do this is to underestimate Śrīharṣa’s critique of Nyāya conception of pramā. For, interpreted in this way the criticism will be very easy to answer from the Nyāya perspective.  The Naiyāyika could simply say that Śrīharṣa had in his mind the representational model of cognition.  He is criticizing Nyāya conception of pramā following this model.  For, as we have seen above, the representational model makes the problem of justification a big issue, if not the most crucial one, regarding cognition.  It is also very natural for a Vedāntin to make this demand. For, the Vedāntins accept vṛtti-jñāna.  Unlike the Nyāya model the vṛtti-jñāna model accepts an intermediary entity, i.e. antaḥkaraṇa vṛtti, between the object and the cognizer, i.e. consciousness.  Since, they accept an intermediary entity between the cognizer and the known object, they subscribe to a representational model of analysis.  But it would be a total injustice to the Naiyāyikas to demand from them something (The insertion of the justification condition), which is only required by the Vedāntin’s own theory.  If this were Śrīharṣa’s position, then the Naiyāyika might have said that the Nyāya definition does not consider these cases as problematic.  The Nyāya definition is concerned with truth, and since the awareness is true, though accidentally, it is a case of pramā. Śrīharṣa was utterly mistaken in criticizing the Nyāya position from the perspective of the representational model.

An Alternative Way of Interpreting Śrīharṣa’s Objections

Though, as I have already conceded, this is a quite natural way of interpreting Śrīharṣa, yet there is another way of interpreting Śrīharṣa’s critique of Nyāya, that does not make Śrīharṣa's critiques as trivial as they become on the above mentioned interpretation. According to the alternative interpretation, Śrīharṣa has really pointed out a serious problem of Nyāya epistemology, and thus, it would be a more respectable way of interpreting Śrīharṣa’s critiques. 

Pramā is defined as a piece of non-dubious true cognition.  It is also said, though not as a part of the definition of pramā, that pramā is produced by pramāṇa and guṇa.  So, if it can be shown that a piece of non-dubious true cognition is produced not by pramāṇa or guṇa, but by something else or by accident, then it would surely be a serious criticism to the Nyāya position.  The critique of post hoc ergo propter hoc mentioned by Śrīharṣa may be interpreted as the charge that there are cases of non-dubious true cognition, which are produced not by any pramāṇa or guṇa but by something else.  Because they are not produced by the proper cause, i.e. pramāṇa or guṇa, they are accidental.  Hence, the fallacy of post hoc ergo propter hoc (kākatālīya nyāya) should not be interpreted here as a logical or inferential fallacy.  In this case it actually stands for a material fallacy, or, to be more precise, the anomaly of the supposed cause, i.e. pramāṇa and its effect, i.e., pramā.  This is a serious problem.  How can the Naiyāyika answer it?  

Actually, these cases become problematic since the Naiyāyika accepts only four pramāṇas or sources of true cognition, viz. cognition through perception, cognition through inference, cognition through analogy and cognition through verbal testimony.  If my analysis is correct then the Naiyāyika is claiming that there are only four ways of grasping an object properly, as it is. From this it becomes evident that it is a strong causal requirement for the genesis of cognition. The Naiyāyika further maintains that all other means of having true cognition may be reduced to these four.  Now, if it can be shown that we can acquire truth in our cognition without relying upon any of these four sources, then the Naiyāyika theory is certainly false. It is, therefore, incumbent upon the Naiyāyika to account for these problematic cases. 

I don’t think that there is any uniform strategy that the Naiyāyika can adopt to account for all these problematic cases.  Their answer will vary from case to case. The explanation suited for an inferential cognition cannot work with regard to a piece of perceptual cognition. The explanation may even be different with regard to two different pieces of the same type of cognition. 

A Case Study

Let us begin with the case of an inferential cognition, which though true, has not arisen from a proper cause. Consider the following piece of inferential cognition:               

The hill has fire, because it has smoke.

The cognition in question is that the hill has fire.  Now suppose that the hill does really have fire.  Further suppose that the cognizer does not infer fire from a proper cognition of smoke on the hill.  Actually, she is taking a cloud of dust as smoke and depending on this erroneous cognition she infers that there is fire in the hill. It is noticeable that structurally the inference is sound.  The entire process of inference is just the same as the other ordinary cases of inference. The process is this:

(a) The hill has smoke,

(b) wherever there is smoke, these is fire,

(c) therefore, the hill has fire.  

Here (c) is true. Since, (c) is true, i.e. a tadvati-tat-prakāraka anubhava, it is a case of pramā, according to the Nyāya definition.  The cognizer infers (c) depending on (b) which serves as the universal truth required for such an inference.  There is no problem in (b) also.  For (b) is true.  Let us now look at (a). It represents what is called pakṣadharmatā jñāna, i.e. the cognition of the presence of the hetu in the pakṣa.  In the present case it is the cognition of the presence of smoke (hetu) in the hill (pakṣa).  Pakṣadharmatā jñāna is regarded, by the Naiyāyikas, as a condition of inference.  It is noticeable that the Naiyāyikas do not make it a requirement that the pakṣadharmatā jñāna be true (yathārtha) in order for it to generate an                                                                   inferential cognition.  So, the cognition is produced by its proper cause.  The instrumental cause or karaṇa of a piece of inferential cognition is, according to the Neo-Naiyāyikas, vyāpti jñāna or the cognition of the universal concomitance between the hetu and sādhya.  

Here the cognizer does really possess such a piece of cognition, viz., (b) above. We have seen that the karaṇa of a pramā is pramāṇa.  Since, this piece of cognition is produced by its proper instrumental cause (karaṇa), it cannot be said that the requirement that a pramā must be produced by a proper pramāṇa has not been fulfilled here.  In this instance the pramāṇa is the cognition of the universal concomitance (vyāpti jñāna) between smoke (hetu) and fire (sādhya). Though the awareness of the presence of the hetu in pakṣa has also been mentioned as a cause of inference, yet it is not mentioned as the instrumental cause (karaṇa).  

Furthermore, though such a cognition is included in the set of casual conditions responsible for the genesis of an inference, yet its truth or the cognizer’s justification for having it has not been included within the set of casual conditions necessary for the genesis of an inference. This shows that even if the pakṣadharmatā jñāna is not true or the cognizer is not justified, yet it can produce a true inferential cognition (anumiti pramā).  

On this point most of the philosophers having western bent of mind in their understanding of the philosophical problems of cognition, commit a mistake. They think that since the cognition is produced by a process that makes it unjustified according to the western type of analysis of knowledge or cognition, it cannot be regarded as a case of pramā. But it is in fact pramā according to the Naiyāyikas, and, as we have seen, there is no discord between the pramā and its supposed cause in this case.  All the causal conditions are present here. The Naiyāyikas provide us with two parallel explanations -- one about the production of the very cognition, and the other is about the cause of its being true.  These two explanations run side by side; this is why these two have often been confused by many scholars. 

We have seen that the genesis of a piece of inferential cognition is independent of the truth of the contentful cognitive states that are causally involved in the genesis of the cognition in question. We may generalize this to maintain that according to the Naiyāyikas cognitive mental states may be involved causally in the genesis of a piece of cognition, but the truth of these cognitive states are not casually relevant for the manufacture of the cognition.  For example, the cognitive states that are causally involved in a piece of inferential cognition are the cognition of the presence of the hetu in pakṣa (pakṣadharmatā jñāna), the cognition of invariable concomitance between hetu and sādhya (vyāpti jñāna) and the cognition of the presence of such a hetu in the pakṣa, which is described by vyāpti (vyāptiviśiṣta pakṣadharmatā jñāna or parāmarśa).  But the truth of these cognitive states is irrelevant for the production of the inferential cognition.  An inferential cognitive state may be produced in the mind of the cognizer even if one or more of her cognitive states that are casually involved in its production are false.  We have seen that a false pakṣadharmatā jñāna can produce an inference.8 Similarly, even if the vyāpti jñāna is false, the cognizer can still have an inferential cognition. In such a case the resultant cognition may still be true. 

Sibajiban Bhattacharyya mentions such an example: the hill has dust, dust is pervaded by fire (wherever there is dust, there is fire); the hill has dust pervaded by fire.  Hence, the hill has fire.  Suppose that the hill does really have fire.  So the inferential cognition is true.  It is noticeable that the crucial cognition of the universal concomitance is false.  For, it is not true that whenever there is dust, there is fire. Still, according to Bhattacharyya, the inferential cognition is a case of pramā. Needless to say that I think Bhattacharyya presents the Nyāya position properly. Raghunātha mentions the case of a piece of true cognition where the cognizer infers the presence of fire in the hill from her knowledge about the hill as substance. She derives her conclusion from her erroneous cognition about the concomitance between hetu and sādhya of the inference. So, this inference is generated by a false vyāpti jñāna (relation of concomitance between hetu and sādhya). In this instance the vyāpti jñāna is of the form ― the property of being a substance is pervaded by fire.  But it is simply false. For, it is not true that wherever there is the property of being a substance, there is fire. For example, water is also a substance. So, it possesses the property of being a substance, but it does not have fire. Nevertheless, Raghunātha maintains that this erroneous vyāpti jñāna can produce true inferential cognition (anumiti pramā).

 Nyāya Epistemology and Cognitive Science 
We have seen that the truth of the cognitive states that are causally responsible for the production of the cognitive state in question is indifferent to either the production of the cognition itself or the explanation of its truth.  We have also seen that the cognition could be produced even if some of the causal states were false. Actually, the Naiyāyikas give a purely psychological account of the production of a piece of cognition.  This causal account is given independently of the truth of the causal states.  The pertinent question here is: how do we get a cognitive state? How are the cognitive states produced? Or what are the cognitive state-forming procedures? These questions and the type of answer that has been given to them by the Naiyāyikas are very similar to the type of question asked and the answer given by the cognitive scientists in the similar context.  The cognitive scientists are concerned, among many things, with the belief-forming   procedures.  They explain the formation of our beliefs by referring to other cognitive and psycho-physiological states. But the truth of the states that are causally involved in the formation of the belief in question is not important. 

 The Naiyāyikas are primarily concerned with true cognitive states.  They give a causal account in purely psychological terms to answer the question as to how such states are produced.  They discovered four pramā–forming procedures.  Only these four procedures can produce pramā.  Their claim is that no other procedure can produce pramā.  Pramā has two aspects -- the cognitive aspect and the aspect of truth. The cognitive aspect is explained, as we have just seen with respect to the inferential states, by other cognitive and physiological states of the cognizer. But the point is that the same causal conditions, with a few additional ones, can produce apramā.  So, though the purely psycho-physiological explanation of the pramā forming procedure can explain the formation of such cognitive state, it can hardly account for its truth (prāmāṇya). 

Though pramā is a true cognition and though it has been said in the tradition that the instrumental cause of pramā is pramāṇa, yet it should not be taken to mean that pramāṇa can account for the truth, i.e. prāmāṇya, of the pramā.  For, in special cases the same pramāṇa can produce false cognition (apramā).  So the pramāṇa theory can only account for the production of the cognition, the structure of which is the same both in case of pramā and apramā. The true inferential cognition, ‘the hill has fire’, might be false had the situation been otherwise.  But the structure and the causal conditions would have remained the same. 

So, the cause of such a piece of cognition must also be the same.  This shows that the same cause that produces a piece of cognition, which happens to be true, could produce a cognition, which might happen to be false.  Thus, the causal conditions that are cited to account for the production of a cognition, which is true, cannot account for its being true.  It just explains how the cognition is produced, and not how it has been true. 

The Naiyāyikas are very particular on this point.  They give a separate account of truth (prāmāṇya).  Explanation of truth of a piece of cognition has also been given in casual terms but it has very little to do with the pramāṇa theory.

Nyāya Epistemology Naturalized 

I have argued above that the pramāṇa theory is a cognitive theory. Now I shall argue that the theory of prāmāṇya is a naturalized epistemology, which is just an extension of the cognitive theory in that it is also concerned with the truth of cognitive states.

The prāmāṇya theory relates the cognition with its truth.  It explains the truth of the cognition in causal terms.  How is a piece of cognition true? Or what makes it true? Or what accounts for its truth? We have seen above how an inferential cognition is produced.  We have mentioned a causal chain to account for its genesis.  Now the question is: is the truth produced by the same set of cause that produces the cognition itself? Those who give an affirmative answer to this question are known as svataḥ-prāmāṇyavādins (utpatti-pakṣa).  They hold that the same causal conditions that produce a piece of cognition are responsible for the truth of the cognition.  

But the Naiyāyikas reject this view. Their theory is known as parataḥ-prāmāṇyavāda. Truth, according to them, is produced not just by the same set of conditions that generates the cognition. Something else is required.  This something is called guṇa or excellence. There is no general definition of guṇa.  Different guṇas are responsible for the truth of the four different kinds of true cognition accepted by the Naiyāyikas.  Since, here I am concerned only with perceptual cognition and inferential cognition, I will discuss the excellence (guṇas) that are responsible for the production of the truth these cognitions.

 In case of a perceptual cognition the guṇa is the sense contact with the object that is really characterized by the feature, which is presented in the cognition as the predicate. If I have a true cognition of the form ‘x is F’, then the guṇa responsible for it would be (i) my sense contact with x and (ii) x’s really having F. In case of inference the excellence (guṇa) is a true parāmarśa, according to Gangeśa. Gangeśa himself was aware that this suggestion would invite criticism. For, the Naiyāyikas accept true inferential cognitions that are not produced by any true parāmarśa. So, the supposed causal connection fails to hold in these cases. These are the cases of what they call ‘kūṭalingaka-anumiti', i.e. a piece of true inference produced by faulty causes. Gangeśa mentions that the Naiyāyikas often solve the problem of the anomaly of the supposed causal connection in case of kūṭalingaka-anumiti by referring to the divine knowledge of God. God is omniscient. He has the required knowledge of the parāmarśa, and divine cognition (parāmarśa) cannot be erroneous. This cognition, according to the Naiyāyikas, is the cause of the inferential cognition. Gangeśa seems to have subscribed to this thesis.9 A similar view has been endorsed by Vācaspati Miśra II in his Khaṇḍanoddhāra.10 He says that the cognizer has pramā in such a case because it coincides with God’s pramā and God’s knowledge cannot be based upon false evidence. Matilal points out, however, that in spite of being ‘odd’ this proposal is not at all ‘silly’. For it assumes there to be a ‘God’s-eye view’ of the universe and says that our awareness becomes knowledge to the extent it coincides with this ‘God’s-eye view’.11 May it be silly or not, we are not, however, concerned with Vācaspati Miśra II’s proposal. We are concerned with Gangeśa’s theory of excellence (guṇa). It must be admitted that Gangeśa’s proposal is hard to digest. It is true that the Naiyāyikas subscribe to the God’s eye view about cognition. But their claim of divine intervention does not fit well with their theory of guṇa. For divine intervention could have explained the genesis of all the true cognitions; in that case the theory of guṇa would have been redundant. 

The more acceptable position would, therefore, be that in case of inference the required guṇa is the parāmarśa in such a pakṣa where the sādhya does really exist. That is, the cause the truth of an inferential cognition is the knowledge of the presence of a hetu as pervaded by the sādhya in a pakṣa, which really possesses the sādhya.  This is a complex situation. This cause has several components.  The way in which it has been formulated is very important.  Primarily, it has two components: (i) the parāmarśa is the root cause; but (ii) it must be in a pakṣa, which is really characterized by the sādhya.  Apparently, it seems to be that the condition tells that the truth of the parāmarśa is the cause of the truth of the inferential cognition.  And this is the way in which this condition is generally interpreted.  

That true parāmarśa cannot be regarded as the cause of the truth of the inferential cognition can be proved by the fact that the Naiyāyikas admit, as we have already seen, that a true inferential cognition can be produced even by a false parāmarśa.  This is why I have suggested above that the Naiyāyika should not make the crucial causal condition as true parāmarśa.  They should rather put it in a little bit more complicated way.  A piece of true inferential cognition, according to this proposal, is always produced by a parāmarśa in a pakṣa where the sādhya does really exist. Put in this way, it can be shown to cover all the cases in which there is a true inferential cognition (anumiti pramā), even if it is generated by a cognitive state, which is itself false. Unlike Gangeśa’s original proposal, it makes room for a piece of false parāmarśa to produce a true cognition. Furthermore, it excludes all non-inferential pieces of cognition or all false inferential cognitions.

The true/false distinction of inference is defined in terms of grasping the reality properly or the failure to do that.  If the cognizer succeeds in grasping the object as qualified by a property that it really has, then the cognition is a case of pramā; in this case it is a case of inferential cognition (amumiti).  But if, on the other hand, the cognizer grasps the object as characterized by a property that the object does not possess, then the cognition is a case of apramā.12 The Naiyāyikas do not claim any isomorphism between a true inferential cognition ( yathārtha anumiti) and a valid inference ( avyabhicārī anumāna). 

We have seen in this paper that it is wrong to interpret Nyāya epistemology as a part of justification-centered analytic epistemology. It should rather be interpreted as a chapter of naturalized epistemology. Some parts of it include discussions that are in the line of modern cognitive psychology. I think, only this alternative approach can do justice to Nyāya epistemology.13
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