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Contemporary discussions of self and consciousness have for some time incorporated Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on 
the existence and nature of self (Ram-Prasad 2012). The ideal of responsibly incorporating this dialogue raises 
an interpretive dilemma: on the one hand, we should eschew the simplistic picture of a “sterile contest” in which 
all Hindu schools are committed to the doctrine of the self (ātmavāda) and all Buddhists are invariantly committed 
to denying its existence (2012: 3). To treat Hindu ātmavādins as monolithically opposed to Buddhist no-self 
theorists without attending to disagreements within the two camps would be to woefully underrepresent the 
complexity of the terrain at hand. Yet, we should not forget that what we are dealing with is still a structured 
debate of some sort. I propose that two Jaina “disambiguation strategies” (Balcerowicz 2017)—the theory of 
viewpoints (naya-vāda) and the theory of sevenfold predication (syād-vāda), also called the sevenfold formula 
(sapta-bhaṅgī)—can together facilitate a re-imaginative reconstruction of Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self as 
something other than a two-sided battle or an arbitrary cluster of views. Following superimposition of the sapta-
bhaṅgī onto what I temporarily term “the debate,” wherein each figure (bhaṅga) is understood as indexed in part 
by a specific viewpoint (naya) or a set thereof, we find a dynamic description of an indeterminate phenomenon, 
embracing affirmation and negation of the “self” (ātman) without antecedent commitment to the substantive 
existence of the referent of the term. This exercise in working with Jaina tools has implications for broader 
methodological concerns facing cross-cultural philosophical projects, and bears on how we might fruitfully re-
imagine otherwise stymied contemporary debates.  
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1 An Interpretive Dilemma 
 
 
For some time now, contemporary discussions of mind, self and consciousness have trended towards 
engaging classical Indian theories. In particular, there has been interest in incorporating “the centuries-
long dialogue between Hindu and Buddhist schools of thought on the existence and nature of self” 
(Ram-Prasad 2012: 1).1 One sweeping concern we may have with this trend is that Indian texts and 
traditions can become treated as quarries to be mined and then forgotten—this seems especially of 
concern when said texts and traditions are viewed primarily as having resources for dealing with 
contemporary problems,2 or are reconstructed without due attention to the staggering levels of nuance 
characteristic of the classical Indian canon.  
 
On one incomplete conception of Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self, we find a “sterile contest” in 
which all Hindu schools are committed to the doctrine of the self (ātmavāda) and all Buddhists are 
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invariantly committed to denying the existence of the self (Ram-Prasad 2012: 3). But to treat 
Hindu ātmavādins as monolithically opposed to Buddhist no-self theorists without attending to 
disagreements within the two camps would be to woefully underrepresent the complexity of the terrain 
at hand. We can endeavor to avoid constructing Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self as a two-sided 
battle in which “each imagined side attacks a straw man on the other” in part by using the categories 
of “Hindu” and “Buddhist” in a heuristic sense, with an eye for exploring the “cross-cutting nature of 
the debates” (Ram-Prasad 2012: 3). In other words, we can mindfully attenuate our acts of reference 
when mapping points of divergence between different schools, and attend to in-house disagreements, 
which sometimes run deeper than broadly Hindu-Buddhist disputes. Then again, such heuristic use 
of categories and attention to in-house disagreements may save us from doing overt violence to our 
subject-matter at the expense of throwing us, disoriented, into a buzzing array of self and no-self 
theories. True, Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self is not a stringently bipartite dispute. But it is also 
not an arbitrary cluster of views—āstika (orthodox; Hindu; Vedic) and nāstika (heterodox) schools of 
thought inform and answer to one another variously. We thus face a sort of interpretive dilemma: on 
the one hand, we should rebuke the simplistic picture of Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self as just a 
debate between two completely antipathetical sides. On the other hand, we should not lose sight of 
the fact that what we’re talking about certainly involves debate.  
 
To circumnavigate the pitfalls we find in the expanding field of cross-cultural philosophy of mind, 
self, and consciousness (for example, the dilemma I have outlined), we might try de-centering 
contemporary, discipline-dominant preoccupations in the scope of our investigations. We might also 
bracket the problems that appear to assail us in our current contexts altogether and return to the work 
of thoughtfully interpreting our sources.  
 
My aim in this paper is thus not to advance any cross-cultural analysis but to bring a potent vein of 
intra-traditional interpretation into focus—one capable of facilitating a reconstruction of Hindu-
Buddhist dialogue on the self which deals with both horns of the interpretive dilemma. I will 
temporarily refer to classical Indian dialogue on the existence and nature of self as the debate. My sense 
is that we may facilitate our understanding of the character of the debate by zooming out and starting 
anew; we may ask, “What does the debate look like—if it is not a two-sided battle or an arbitrary 
cluster of views, what is it?” 
 
I propose that two Jaina “disambiguation strategies” (Balcerowicz 2017: 80)—the theory of viewpoints 
(naya-vāda) and the theory of sevenfold predication (syād-vāda)—(when employed jointly) can help us 
see things differently.3 Through the lens of this Jaina analytical framework, the debate can be re-
imagined as itself a sort of dynamic self-theory (ātmavāda), albeit one with an atypical linguistic structure 
which does not function to express absolutist or essentialist knowledge of the self.  
 
I will substantiate this proposal in two steps: First, I will interpret the debate via the theory of 
viewpoints (naya-vāda)—a disambiguation strategy aimed at yielding the precise context (organized 
around a viewpoint indice or a set thereof) in which a particular utterance is meaningful or true—by 
suggesting that key statements which capture various self, no-self and related theories can be 
understood as statements bound by different context-indicators (viewpoints), which are 
consequentially meaningful and truth-apt in different contexts, and thus not directly competitive. This 
should help dissolve the appearance of the debate as a two-sided contest and nothing more.  
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Second, I will superimpose the Jaina theory of sevenfold predication (syād-vāda), otherwise called the 
seven-fold theory of predication (Vaidya 2018), the sevenfold formula (sapta-bhaṅgī), or sevenfold 
modal description (Balcerowicz 2017), onto the debate. The theory of sevenfold predication differs 
from the theory of viewpoints in that it involves employment of multiple qualified (perspective-bound) 
statements (figures; bhaṅga) towards complete description of a phenomenon. In so doing, I offer an 
interpretation of the sapta-bhaṅgī which emphasizes the coherence of the theory of viewpoints and the 
theory of sevenfold predication. Along the way, I weigh in on the meaning of key Sanskrit terms in 
the sapta-bhaṅgī, and address the concern that the theory of sevenfold predication is consistent with 
the doctrine of the angles of analysis (nikṣepa-vāda) rather than the theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda). In 
general, I answer that any given figure in the sevenfold formula may be concurrently indexed by one 
or more of the four parameters (nikṣepa) and one or more of the seven viewpoints (naya). Following 
superimposition of the sapta-bhaṅgī onto the debate, the debate becomes apparent as an increasingly 
complete yet dynamic (rather than merely asymptotic) description of an indeterminate phenomenon. 
Each theory in the debate can be understood on analogy with a parameter/perspective-bound 
utterance, which partially contributes to the description, and the term self (ātman) can be understood 
as referring across the scope of the description to something minimally existent—the as-yet-to-be-
completely-determined (indeterminate) locus of the description. Reconstructing the debate via these 
Jaina disambiguation strategies reveals that the debate is itself a sort of theory, albeit not of the self 
properly speaking (due to its atypical linguistic structure). 
 
The positive aspects of this reconstruction of the debate are multiple: first, it deals with both horns of 
the interpretive dilemma. It is neither over-general nor sufficiently nuanced but insufficiently 
organized. Put otherwise, it captures the virtues and avoids the vices of being a caricature of the debate. 
Caricatures are inaccurate but communicative—they represent some but not all details of their subject, 
and therein narrativize their subject in a way that a strictly realistic portrait could not manage. The 
reconstruction I have in mind tracks the many details of the debate and tells a story.  
 
The story it tells is complex, as are its repercussions: on one level, it conveys that Hindu-Buddhist 
dialogue on the self is something alive and connected to both past and future theoretic permutations. 
The debate is not fixed, static, or external to contemporary discussions of mind, self, and 
consciousness. It is not, like a hammer, something that can be picked up, used to some specific end, 
and then tucked away for future use. It is continuous with current discourse on the nature and 
existence of self. A positive by-product of this message is the concurrent establishment of some 
ground for addressing broader methodological concerns facing cross-cultural philosophy. We might 
strive to promote equitable, mutually informative conversation between classical Indian and 
contemporary sources. Still, we might worry (or be asked to address the worry) that in so doing, we 
reach beyond the contexts in which their full or authentic significance can be appreciated. Perhaps the 
conceptual frameworks that function to specify the theoretical terms in the relevant dissimilar contexts 
are so divergent as to make lucid dialogue between them impossible, or at least rife with terminological 
ambiguity and conceptual confusion. Happily, we may view the classical Indian self/no-self debate as 
a microcosm of the classical Indian philosophical terrain, apply insights gained about the former to 
the latter, and conclude that the classical Indian philosophical terrain is a dynamic discursive 
phenomenon, capable of yielding and incorporating new/current discourses. Traversing the numerous 
domains already and potentially involved in this unbounded discursive phenomenon should not be 
considered an impossibility: it simply requires the kind of context sensitivity we are empowered to 
implement with the aid of Jaina disambiguation strategies.  
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On another level, viewing the debate as a dynamic theory signposts inroads for developing alternative 
linguistic approaches to theorizing phenomena at issue in otherwise stymied discussions of mind, self, 
and consciousness. Specifically, it indicates that we may view current debates as dynamic theories as 
well, that is, theories not reducible to a single, deterministic linguistic utterance or a fixed set thereof. 
This goes to say that the employment of Jaina disambiguation strategies in this one case ends up 
intervening more broadly on certain tacit norms and conceptions of theorizing. We may come to view 
contemporary philosophical debates not just as continuous with historical and/or non-dominant 
discourses but, moreover, as theories in themselves, freed of the task of expressing one, single, final 
state of affairs or fact of the matter (with respect to any given object of knowledge). I cannot explore 
the myriad potential boons of this intervention here. My suggestion is just that this exercise in 
reconstructing a historical debate with the help of Jaina disambiguation strategies exemplifies the 
capacity a Jaina-informed analytical framework has for easing points of tension between philosophical 
interlocutors (be they individuals, texts, or traditions) and for both descriptively and re-imaginatively 
analyzing the nature of debate (vāda) itself.   
 
At the end of the paper, I address some concerns one might have with my project, some of which 
relate to interpretive controversies surrounding Jaina non-absolutism. I suggest that Jaina non-
absolutism amounts neither to the trivial view that all statements (theories; views) are true nor to the 
view that philosophical discourse is worthless because all disagreements are superficial. In short, I 
think the Jains tell us that although some disagreements are substantive, many are not. At the same 
time, the superficiality of a specific disagreement or set of disagreements need not be viewed as a 
problem for the enterprise of carrying out meaningful philosophical exchange. Instead, it may urge us 
to re-frame the meaningfulness of philosophical exchange in terms of its enactment without contrasting 
its enactment with its end.   
 
 
 
2 In-House Disagreements and Affinities Across the Divide 
 
 
Here I briefly attend to disagreements among orthodox (Hindu; Vedic; āstika) schools and Buddhist 
schools, respectively, as well as to some affinities that cut across the Hindu-Buddhist divide. I do this 
to provide initial resistance against the incomplete view of the classical Indian debate about the self as 
just a two-sided battle. 
 
In the orthodox (āstika) system, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika thesis is that the self (ātman) is a permanent, 
immaterial substance with the quality of consciousness and that there are many such substances 
(Chakrabarti 1999).4 This runs against the Advaitic thesis that the real self (ātman) is pure 
consciousness, which is identical to universal non-dual consciousness (Brahman), the substratum on 
which all inner and outer objects of consciousness, including the empirical individual apparent as 
separate from Brahman (jīva), are superimposed (Krishnan 2012).5 The ātman of Advaita Vedānta is 
not substantial, as in Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika, or plural, as in Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika, Sāṃkhya-Yoga, and Pūrva-
Mīmāṃsā (Hiriyanna 2009).6 Furthermore, the Mīmāṃsaka accepts change of form (pariṇāma) in the 
self; the Naiyāyika does not (Hiriyanna 2009).   
 
According to a generalized gloss of the Buddhist no-self theory from a broadly orthodox (āstika) 
perspective, the Buddhist rejects “the standard Hindu commitment to a permanent and unitary self” 
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(Chakrabarti 1999: 57). When we think we have a view of the self, we’ve really appropriated the 
aggregates (skandhas)—form (rūpa), feeling (vedāna), cognition or categorization (saṃjñā), formations 
or residual traces (saṃskāra), and consciousness (vijñāna)—all of which are momentary and in continual 
flux (Smith 2021: 2).7 But the not-self teaching of the Buddha is systematized into metaphysical anti-
realism about the self in different ways: the Abhidharma thesis is that the self is really just a collection 
of momentary dharmas, that is, fundamentally existing entities bearing own-being (svabhāva), organized 
self-wise (Smith 2021).8 For the Madhyamaka, persons are not selfless, but not because “there is a 
layer of reality that is fundamentally real but configured in a selfless way. Rather, there is no part of 
reality that could bear a self […] every particular facet of reality is devoid of that quality that is 
necessary for anything to be a self, namely svabhāva” (Smith 2021: 8). The Madhyamaka rejection of 
the self does not, unlike its Abhidharma counterpart, rest on a reductive analysis of apparent wholes 
into ultimate particulars. We can also note that the Pudgalavādin school combines negation of the self 
(ātman) with affirmation of the person (pudgala). The pudgala is emergent from but neither reducible to 
nor identical to the aggregates. Vasubandhu argues with the Pudgalavādins about the explanatory 
power of positing the pudgala, among other things.9 These are just some of the quarrels in the Buddhist 
faction.  
 
There are also apparent affinities that cut across the Vedic-Buddhist divide. For example, we might 
want to compare the Advaitic notion of the self (ātman) as identical with universal non-dual 
consciousness (Brahman) with the Yogācāra or Yogācāra-Madhyamaka view that “the deep nature of 
consciousness is non-dual, reflexive awareness” (MacKenzie 2012: 181).10 Or we might think that the 
two theories are distinct because the Advaitin “has reified the luminosity of consciousness at the 
expense of the changing aspect of experience” into an eternal witness (sākṣin) above the stream of 
ever-changing phenomenal contents (MacKenzie 2012: 198). But for reasons I will not get too far into 
here, it is not quite right to say that Advaita Vedānta’s ātman is above that stream. Ultimately, universal 
non-dual consciousness (ātman; Brahman) cannot be differentiated from any phenomenal content 
whatsoever. The apparent affinity is not so easily dissolved. Finally, just outside the classical āstika and 
Buddhist traditions alike, the Kashmiri Śaiva philosophers Utpaladeva and Abhinavagupta advance a 
“transcendental argument from the synthesis of cognitions to the existence of a “constant unifier” 
[self]” (Chakrabarti 2012: 211).11 This constant unifier, the condition of the possibility of the synthesis 
of cognitions that occurs in remembrance and determinate (savikalpaka) cognition, is then analyzed as 
a manifestation of a “real universal subject”—an “infinite I” (Chakrabarti 2012: 211).12 These are just 
some points that challenge the simplistic two-part image of the classical Indian discourse space. 
Having briefly indicated the level of complexity characteristic of the terrain, we are now in a position 
to evaluate how Jaina disambiguation strategies—the theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda) and the theory 
of sevenfold predication (syād-vāda)—may help us see things differently.  
 
But first, some background on the Jaina “doctrine of the multiplexity of reality” (Balcerowicz 2017: 
80) or non-one-sidedness (anekānta-vāda) is in order. The term anekānta means of not one (an-eka) 
aspect (anta; deśa) or facet (aṁśa), and the associated doctrine (anekānta-vāda) means that “the world, 
and every entity in it…is of infinite facets” (Balcerowicz 2017: 76). The epistemic implication of this 
doctrine is that any given object of knowledge is possibly characterized by an infinity of aspects, and 
“when we know [some object of knowledge] we are focusing on only one given viewpoint” (Clerbout 
et al. 2011: 636, emphasis added).13 The semantic-logical corollary of the Jaina ontology is that it is 
impossible to provide an exhaustive account of any phenomenon or of reality in general. With every 
speech act we capture just a tiny slice of whatever it is we refer to (Clerbout et al. 2011: 77). Every 
sentence functions with some restriction. The Jainas developed two disambiguation strategies in part 
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to address the radical incompleteness characteristic of our practice of referencing and describing 
phenomena. In the next section, I will analyze the self/no-self/universal-self debate through the lens 
of the theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda). 
 
 
 
3 Extending the Jaina Theory of Viewpoints (naya-vāda) 
 
 
The theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda) has been understood in two distinct but related ways, as, on the 
one hand, an epistemological theory that distinguishes between epistemic perspectives characterized 
by different types of knowledge (Clerbout et al. 2011) and, on the other hand, a semantic theory about 
“how we determine the relevant context for utterances and thereby assign truth values to them” 
(Balcerowicz 2017: 89). On the semantic interpretation, the viewpoints are intermediary indices which 
function to restrict the context in which utterances are meaningful and truth-apt (Balcerowicz 2017: 
88).  
 
The idea that the naya-vāda may help schematize a wider variety of theories has good precedent—the 
Jain philosopher Siddharṣigaṇi explicitly “links each viewpoint with a particular philosophy” (Clerbout 
et al. 2011: 636). The naya-vāda is for him a framework which includes the main theories of knowledge 
(Clerbout et al. 2011: 636): 
 

The basic viewpoints:  
 The comprehensive viewpoint (naigama-naya) 
 The collective viewpoint (saṃgraha-naya) 
 The empirical viewpoint (vyavahāra-naya) 
 The direct viewpoint (ṛju-sūtra-naya) 
 The verbal viewpoint (śabda-naya) 
 The etymological viewpoint (samabhirūḍha-naya) 
 The factual viewpoint (evaṃbhūta-naya)  

 
In the comprehensive viewpoint, knowledge involves classifying things by the recognition of the 
existence of common features or universals (Clerbout et al. 2011: 637), and sentences have unspecified 
reference—they refer to universals and particulars either indiscriminately or in relation to one another 
(Clerbout et al. 2011: 637). This viewpoint is well represented by Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika. In the collective 
viewpoint, knowledge is of what is permanent or of that which summarizes particulars, and the 
elements of a sentence refer to universals or classes of things —this viewpoint may be thought of as 
represented by Advaita Vedānta, at least on one interpretation,14 or by other schools that may be 
interpreted as monistic. In the empirical viewpoint, knowledge is of phenomenal particulars, and an 
utterance will single out an individual member of a class. This viewpoint is associated, at least insofar 
as it is a type of knowledge, with the Cārvāka (materialist) school. In the direct viewpoint, ultimate 
particulars or infinitesimal atoms (paramāṇu) are known, and a statement has a point of reference 
concurrent with the instant characterized by the action of or condition in which the thing being 
expressed finds itself (Balcerowicz 2017: 85). This viewpoint emphasizes the particular mode of a 
thing, “and the substantial and non-momentary character of the entity is intentionally ignored” 
(Balcerowicz 2017: 85). One or more of the Buddhist schools may be understood as representing the 
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direct viewpoint. The direct viewpoint and the next three viewpoints emphasize a selected mode of 
an object and are thus mode-expressive (paryāyārthika) rather than substance-expressive (dravyārthika), 
like the first three. In the verbal viewpoint, epistemic access to an object of knowledge is had by means 
of language—to know an object is always to know a word. The reference point of an utterance is still 
the present, but the “role of verbal reference is emphasized” (Balcerowicz 2017: 85). In the 
etymological viewpoint, there is only one known object for every linguistic expression, in part because 
synonymy is denied. Two terms that may be taken in the previous viewpoint to refer synonymously 
are understood as indicating different shades of meaning (Clerbout et al. 2011). Finally, in the factual 
viewpoint, the known object represented by the descriptive content of a linguistic expression is a 
unique object of the present, and a statement is true only if the descriptive content obtains at the 
instant the expression is stated (Clerbout et al. 2011). 
 
We might straightforwardly extend Siddharṣigaṇi’s framework in the course of reconstructing “the 
debate,” and see the views involved as constituting different types of knowledge produced within 
different epistemic viewpoints. We might say, for example, that the Advaitic view does not contradict 
the Abhidharma view, because the central assertion that Brahman alone is real is bound, at least on 
one level,15 by the epistemic context in which knowledge is of unities which summarize particulars, 

and the assertion that only momentary dharmas are real is bound by the perspective in which knowledge 
is of ultimate particulars.  
 
We might, moreover, explore the naya-vāda as a semantic disambiguation strategy that focuses on key 
statements made by different schools of thought and enables “indexed determination of the context 
of their utterance” (Balcerowicz 2017: 88). Here “indexed determination” means determining the 
context-indicator (parameter; viewpoint; perspective) or set thereof that constrains the sphere of an 
utterance’s reference. Let’s look at how we might carry out indexed determination in debates about 
the self:16 
 
One Nyāya argument for the permanence of the self goes like this: we desire to acquire the objects of 
previously pleasant experiences, and we cannot explain volition of this sort without positing the 
existence of a diachronically identical synthesizer of past and present experiences (Chakrabarti 1999: 
56). Consider a statement from Vātsyāyana’s commentary on Gautama’s Nyāyasūtra:  
 

[…] having experienced pleasure by coming into contact with a certain kind of thing, whenever, 
in the future, he happens to see a thing of that kind, he wishes to acquire that thing; and this wish 
to acquire is possible only in one who, while remaining one and the same, perceives several things; as it arises 
from his remembrance of a previous perception; it is thus that desire becomes an indicative (a sign or 
proof) of the self  (NSB 1.1.10).17 

 
Here the referent of the term self surely is not a member of a class (as it would be in the empirical 
viewpoint). The statement does not narrow the point of reference down to the present condition of 
an individual, as it would in the direct viewpoint, nor does it further limit the reference such that there 
is tight or one-to-one correspondence between the present condition of the descriptive content of the 
utterance and the utterance itself. It seems to be a statement made from one of the first two 
viewpoints, both of which are substance-expressive (dravyārthika). The statement might be understood 
as having unspecified reference in the sense that here the term self picks out the existence of at least 
one individual substance with the quality of consciousness, and at the same time, all such substances 
which are selves. For a representative Buddhist statement, we can look to the Samanupassana Sutta: 
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“Whatever recluses or brahmins recognize a self in various ways, all recognize the five aggregates of 
clinging or a certain one among them.”18 
 
This statement may be context-bound by the direct viewpoint, which is constituted by careful attention 
to the occurrent manifestation of a discrete object of knowledge in the present moment. The self is 
certainly nothing over and above a heap of aggregates or pure formations here and now. Statements 
expressing the view that those who think they have a view of the self actually have in view the 
aggregates may also be context-bound by the denial of synonymy, which embodies the etymological 
viewpoint (samabhirūḍha-naya). These statements implicitly deny that the linguistic units the self and the 
five aggregates convey the same meaning.19 
 
We should note that the first four viewpoints are object-bound (artha-dvāreṇa): they introduce 
parameters pertaining to the object considered in itself. The last three are speech-bound (śabda-dvāreṇa): 
they “introduce additional semantic distinctions which no longer relate to the thing itself but to 
specific devices employed to describe it” (Balcerowicz 2017: 85). What this means is that carrying out 
indexed determination is not so simple as just distinguishing between different parts of a known or 
referenced object. It may also require distinguishing between different modes or acts of reference and 
predication.  
 
More work of this sort could be done—I have not exhausted the number of indexed determinations 
that could be made. Rather, I hope to have shown at least that there’s room to analyze statements 
made by different schools as intermediated by different parameters which constrain how they refer, 
render them meaningful and truth-apt or true in different contexts, and thereby shield them from 
being in direct competition. Seeing this should move us further away from envisioning the debate as 
a fight with an in principle single victor. 
 
 
 
4 Superimposing the Sevenfold Formula (sapta-bhaṅgī) on the Debate 
 
 
Now I turn to the Jaina theory of sevenfold modal predication (syād-vāda). This theory differs from 
the theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda), which aims at yielding the precise context (consisting of a viewpoint 
indice or a set thereof) in which a particular utterance is meaningful/true, in that it involves utterance of 
multiple perspective-bound statements towards complete description of a phenomenon, entity, event, 
or reality (Balcerowicz 2017). But first, a clarification regarding this contrast between the two theories 
is due: I do not mean that the theory of viewpoints enumerates the one and only set of viewpoints 
relevant to carrying out indexed determination with respect to utterances generally speaking. The 
seven viewpoints are historically contingent and basic rather than exhaustive (an infinite number of 
viewpoints could be discovered, corresponding to the infinite ways in which any given object of 
knowledge can be known or characterized). Instead, I mean that the theory of viewpoints equips us, 
with respect to any given particular utterance, to specify the exact (although probably internally layered) 
context shaping the aspect of the object of knowledge referenced by the subject term in that particular 
utterance (Balcerowicz 2017: 88). In carrying out indexed determination of the context of a particular 
utterance we determine, or rather, uncover, the context in which that particular utterance is 
meaningful/true. The theory of viewpoints equips us to analyze any single deterministic linguistic 
utterance as offering an incomplete account (vikalādeśa) of an object of knowledge—an account 
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applicable only to a particular aspect of the relevant object of knowledge (an aspect made salient by a 
viewpoint indice or a set thereof). The theory of sevenfold modal description, on the other hand, 
facilitates us in moving in the direction of giving a complete account (sakalādeśa), via a number of 
qualified deterministic linguistic utterances, of an infinitely faceted/characterizable object of 
knowledge.  
 
The theory of sevenfold modal predication, like the theory of viewpoints, has both ontological and 
semantic dimensions: every entity, and reality generally speaking, is radically complex (Hiriyanna 2009: 
165-6) and infinitely faceted in its ontic structure; one can express an infinite number of true but 
limited statements about any given phenomenon, or about reality in general (Balcerowicz 2017: 90). 
Formalized, the theory consists in seven basic figures, each of which includes the optative syāt, the 
grammatical subject, the verbal element is or exists (asti), and (sometimes explicitly but always implicitly) 
a predicate. The theory derives its name from the Sanskrit word syāt which is the root as, to be, in the 
third, singular, optative form (Matilal 1981).20 There is some controversy about the Jaina use of the 
word. Leaving syāt untranslated, the formula may be presented like this:21 
 

(1) Syāt a is F (Syāt asti eva) 
(2) Syāt a is not F (Syāt nāsti eva) 
(3) Syāt a is and is not F (Syāt asti nāsti eva) 
(4) Syāt a is inexpressible (Syāt avaktavya eva) 
(5) Syāt a is F and inexpressible (Syāt asti avaktavya eva) 
(6) Syāt a is not F and inexpressible (Syāt nāsti avaktavya eva) 
(7) Syāt a is F, not F, and inexpressible (Syāt asti nāsti avaktavya eva)22 

 
I favor an analysis of syāt (and, by extension, of the theory sevenfold predication) that reflects 
coherence between the doctrine of non-one-sidedness (anekānta-vāda), the theory of viewpoints (naya-
vāda) and the sevenfold formula (sapta-bhaṅgī). In the following discussion, I will endeavor to 
demonstrate that such coherence most faithfully captures Jaina philosophical intent.  
 
‘Syāt’ is sometimes used in ordinary contexts to indicate uncertainty or probability (Matilal 1981: 52). 
On Matilal’s (1981) reading, the Jaina use of the term expresses neither doubt nor likelihood—it 
“amounts to a conditional approval,” and by acting as an operator turns a categorical a is F into a 
conditional if p, then a is F (Matilal 1981: 51). Pragati Jain (2000) is critical of Matilal’s analysis of syāt 
as a conditional-forming operator: he thinks the account “makes reference to a particular standpoint 
when it is not clear any particular standpoint will do the task” (Jain 2000: 390).23 Consider the first 
figure in the formula: syāt, a is F (1). According to Jain, it would be peculiar to single out one particular 
standpoint p for the analysis of (1): “it seems that what is required is a statement that quantifies over 
standpoints: (1) holds just in case there is some standpoint p such that viewed from p, a is F” (Jain 
2000: 390). He favors viewing syāt as a modal operator, and suggests that it be translated as possibly.  
 
I agree with both accounts to an extent. I agree with Matilal that the Jaina use of syāt expresses neither 
doubt nor likelihood. The doctrine of the multiplexity of reality (anekānta-vāda) is not that any given 
entity is maybe or potentially infinitely faceted. The view is that all entities and reality in general are 
radically complex. The sapta-bhaṅgī expresses the same thing, but in a protracted way. Moreover, 
translating syāt as possibly signals a failure to evince the continuity of the theory of viewpoints and the 
sevenfold formula. Few Jaina philosophers refer to the seven viewpoints (naya) when dealing with the 
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syād-vāda. But, on my view, the continuity of the theory of viewpoints and the sevenfold formula can 
be gathered with the aid of some conceptual analysis.  
 
In the Āptamīmāṁsā, Samantabhadra characterizes the sevenfold formula in this way: 
 

O Lord! In your reckoning, the object of knowledge is in a way existing (sat); in a way non-
existing, (asat); in a way both existing and non-existing (sat as well as asat—ubhaya); and in a way 
indescribable (avaktavya) [further, as a corollary, in a way existing (sat) and indescribable 
(avaktavya); in a way non-existing (asat) and indescribable (avaktavya); and in a way existing (sat), 
non-existing (asat), and indescribable. These assertions are made in accordance with the 
speaker’s choice of the particular state or mode of the object—naya (Āmī 14).24 

 
On one possible interpretation, these lines (especially the last) indicate that each assertion in the 
formula is made in accordance with a viewpoint (naya). Alternatively, we might think Samantabhadra 
is using the term ‘naya’ in a more general sense, with the intent of indicating not the seven viewpoints 
but the four parameters (nikṣepa): substance (dravya), location (kṣetra), time (kāla) and state/condition 
(bhāva). The latter interpretation of the sapta-bhaṅgī as coherent with the doctrine of the angles of 
analysis (nikṣepa-vāda) seems consistent with what Samantabhadra says in the next verse:  
 

O Lord! Who will not agree that the objects of knowledge exhibit the quality of existence (sat) 
with regard to their own-quaternion (svacatuṣṭaya) [own-substance (svadravya), own-place 
(svakāla), and own-being (svabhāva)], and the quality of non-existence (asat) with regard to other-
quaternion (paracatuṣṭaya) [other-substance (paradravya), other-place (parakṣetra), other-time 
(parakāla) and other-being (parabhāva)]? Without such a method of analysis of reality, no object 
of interest can be systematically established (Āmī 15).25  

 
This verse assuredly indicates that the figures in the sevenfold formula may be indexed variously by 
the four parameters (nikṣepa). But what it most directly expresses is that the figures are to be 
understood as indexed variously by the four parameters when existence (sat) and non-existence (asat) are 
predicated of the object of knowledge. It does not preclude us from thinking that the figures may be indexed 
by viewpoints at the same time that they are indexed by nikṣepa, nor does it specify how we are to 
understand the indexing of the figures when qualities other than existence and non-existence are 
predicated of the object of knowledge.  
 
Let’s say we predicate a property of an object’s substantive aspect. Keeping in mind the Jaina doctrine 
of the multiplexity of reality (anekānta-vāda)—the world and all entities in it are infinitely faceted—we 
should have no trouble seeing that an object’s substantive aspect will itself be multiply faceted. As 
such, in predicating a property of the substantive aspect of an object of knowledge, we will at least 
implicitly reference that object of knowledge from one of the three substance-expressive (dravyārthika) 
viewpoints (perhaps in combination with other viewpoints). Similarly, in predicating a property of an 
object’s non-substantive aspect, we at least implicitly do so from one of the mode-expressive 
(paryāyārthika) viewpoints (perhaps in combination with other viewpoints). I follow Balcerowicz (2017) 
in viewing substance, time, place and condition as first-order parameters, which are themselves 
indexed by second-order parameters such as “mode, aspect, relation, distinction, material substratum, 
relation, serviceability, verbal designation, and so on” (Balcerowicz 2017: 92). With respect to any 
given figure in the sevenfold formula, even in the case of the predication of existence (sat) or non-
existence (asat) (wherein the object of knowledge may seem to be indexed just by the four nikṣepa), we 
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can push indexed determination of the context of that figure’s utterance a step further, and thereby 
determine how the figure is indexed by both first-order and second-order parameters, that is, by both 
nikṣepa and naya. I see that we may make a conceptual distinction between the saptabhangi understood 
as quantifying over the nikṣepa and the saptabhangi understood as quantifying over the naya, but 
following a bit of conceptual analysis, we should find that they are not actually separable. In sum, I 
consider the sevenfold formula and the theory of viewpoints continuous, and favor an interpretation 
of the term syāt which reflects that continuity.  
 
The whole point of the theory of viewpoints, especially when it is understood as a semantic 
disambiguation strategy, is to help us grasp the specific context (perhaps inclusive of a set of 
viewpoints) in which a given utterance is valid. The various perspectives articulated in the scope of 
the naya-vāda (the comprehensive viewpoint, the collective viewpoint, etc.) are independently coherent 
and very precisely formulated in terms of the aspects/facets they constitute or disclose (independently, 
or, I think, in conjunction). They are not unstable, conjectural, imagined, or vague. On my view, each 
figure in the sevenfold formula is indexed by one or more of these coherent and precisely formulated 
viewpoints (note that this is not the view that there is one-to-one correspondence between the seven 
viewpoints and the seven figures in the sevenfold formula). Accordingly, we should think of the 
formula as expressing that there is a perspective p according to which a is F, just as much as there is a 
perspective q according to which a is ~F, and so on, not that there is possibly a perspective p according 
to which a is F, and so on. Even the analysis of syāt as a conditional-forming operator fails to capture 
the requisite levels of specificity and credence. It is sort of right to say that a statement including syāt 
amounts to a conditional approval, but only if by conditional we mean something like qualified. Against 
the backdrop of Jaina non-absolutism and non-one-sidedness, it makes the most sense to understand 
the figures (bhaṅga) in the formula as qualified (indexed; parameterized) by parameters/perspectives, 
each of which concretizes the scope for reasonable predication of a property or set of properties of 
some aspect of the referent of the subject term that is constant across the formula.  
 
I agree with Jain (2000) that syāt is a modal operator, but just in the idiosyncratic sense indicated by 
Balcerowicz: “the sentential functor [syāt] turns an assertion or negation into a modal sentence, in 
which the indicative mood is transformed into a “perspective mood” (Balcerowicz 2017: 91). We may, 
I suggest, understand syāt, as a modal operator that actualizes in any given case of its use one of an 
infinite number of possibly discoverable perspectives, such that whatever property is predicated of the 
subject term in a figure qualified by a particular syāt is in truth and at that time descriptive of the aspect 
of that subject term’s referent made salient by virtue of the perspective actualized by the operator. It 
may indeed be “difficult to give an account of what we are to understand by the standpoints” 
qualifying the various figures in the formula (Jain 2000: 390), but this difficulty is precisely what the 
formula is supposed to help us tackle. Just as we can carry out indexed determination of the context 
of a single utterance, as with the theory of viewpoints (naya-vāda) and the doctrine of the angles of 
analysis (nikṣepa-vāda), we can carry out indexed determination of the contexts (consisting of 
parameters, and/or viewpoint indices, or sets thereof) of a series of utterances pertaining to a 
phenomenon with the aid of the sevenfold formula and the theory of viewpoints together.  
 
Importantly, this analysis of syāt does not exclude the possibility of discovering other perspectives 
(beyond those implicated in the first seven figures) from which novel properties may be meaningfully 
predicated of the object of knowledge under description. Just as with the seven viewpoints, the seven 
figures in the formula are basic rather than exhaustive. Here, one might raise the concern that the 
sapta-bhaṅgī embodies a trivalent logic, wherein the truth values of the syntactic elements in the first, 
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second, and fourth figures, along with the syntax of conjunction yield only seven logically possible 
combinations. This might lead one to think of the sapta-bhaṅgī  as constituting a complete, definite set 
of figures and, consequently, to reject the idea that the seven figures are basic rather than exhaustive. 
But consider just the seventh figure: Syāt a is F, not F, and inexpressible. We can provisionally track 
this figure’s transmutations: to grasp that, in a sense, a is F, not F, and inexpressible, is, for example, 
to grasp that a is, in a sense, expressible (as F, not F, and inexpressible). It is also, in turn, to grasp that 
a is, in a sense, not expressible (as just F, or just not F, or just inexpressible). Here’s where things get a 
bit convoluted, but I see value in staying the course: to grasp that a is, in a sense, not expressible in this 
sense is in turn to grasp that a is, in a sense, expressible (as F, not F, and inexpressible) and not 
expressible (as just F, or just not F, or just inexpressible). This means also that a is, in a sense, 
inexpressible (as either expressible in the relevant sense or inexpressible in the relevant sense), and so 
on. This is just one example of how a single figure in the formula can generate a figure that can 
generate others. It may seem as if we simply arrive back at previous figures: in this example, we arrive 
back at an utterance syntactically equivalent to “a is, in a sense inexpressible” twice over. These new 
utterances look like the original third figure in the formula. But the parameters/perspectives 
embedded into the syāts of these iterations are subtly unique. The parameter/perspective embedded 
into the syāt of the original third figure, for example, delimits the aspect of a that is inexpressible “as 
either F or not F,” not as “just F, just not F, or just inexpressible” or as “either expressible or 
inexpressible.” 
 
All this goes to say that we may think of the seven figures as basic along these lines: any given figure 
in the formula yields at least one novel figure, which is itself the first of another set of seven figures. 
Each of the epiphenomenal seven yields at least another figure, which in turn is the first of yet another 
set of seven figures, such that there are multiple sets of seven blooming from any set of seven, ad 
infinitum. These sets of seven should not be regarded as separate or discontinuous, since they spring 
from and engender one another, all with respect to one subject term. The example I’ve used here is 
not meant to illustrate the one and only way in which the seventh figure could entail novel figures and 
sets thereof, nor is it meant to exemplify the general form that any emergent series would take. The 
way in which the figures in the formula produce new figures and sets of figures will depend on the 
specific parameters/perspectives and predicates involved. Before moving on, it may be helpful to call 
back the Jaina doctrine of the radical non-one-sidedness of reality (anekānta-vāda). The labyrinth of 
figures I have sketched may seem overwrought. But I think that the drastic profusion of viable 
determinations of the character of any given thing is precisely what the Jains, in a very level-headed 
spirit, seek to evince.  
 
All these details considered, I propose that we can superimpose the sapta-bhaṅgī onto the classical 
Indian self/no-self/universal-self debate, not because of antecedent commitment to the Jaina 
anekānta-vāda, but because of the structural isometry of the debate and the formula: 
 

(1) In a sense, the self exists  
(2) In a sense, the self does not exist  
(3) In a sense, the self exists and does not exist  
(4) In a sense, the self is inexpressible 
(5) In a sense, the self exists and is inexpressible 
(6) In a sense, the self does not exist, and is inexpressible  
(7) In a sense, the self exists, does not exist and is inexpressible26 
 



Journal of World Philosophies  Articles/ 29 

________________ 
Journal of World Philosophies 8 (Summer 2023): 17-39 
Copyright © 2023 Emma Irwin-Herzog. 
e-ISSN: 2474-1795 • http://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jwp• doi: 10.2979/jourworlphil.8.1.02  

Recall that a third element (a predicate) is hardly ever explicitly mentioned, but always implied in every 
modal statement in the formula. Accordingly, we might superimpose the formula onto the debate like 
this:  
 

(1) In a sense, the self (ātman) is permanent 
(2) In a sense, the self (ātman) is impermanent 
(3) In a sense, the self (ātman) is permanent and impermanent 
(4) In a sense, the self (ātman) is inexpressible 
(5) In a sense, the self (ātman) is permanent and inexpressible 
(6) In a sense, the self (ātman) is impermanent and inexpressible 
(7) In a sense, the self (ātman) is permanent, impermanent, and, inexpressible 
 

Note that there is correspondence between the perspectives qualifying the figures in these two 
versions of the debate mapped by the sapta-bhaṅgī: the sense in which the self exists is the very same 
sense in which it is permanent (with respect to its substance, specifically when indexed by the 
comprehensive viewpoint), the sense in which it does not exist is the very same sense in which it is 
impermanent (with respect to its occurrent condition or mode, specifically when indexed by the direct 
viewpoint), and the sense in which it is inexpressible as either existent or non-existent is the very same 
sense in which it is inexpressible as either permanent or impermanent (with respect to a conjunction 
of the parameters/perspectives embedded in the first two figures, indexed perhaps by the verbal 
viewpoint, which emphasizes the role of verbal reference) and so on. The formula could be 
superimposed onto the debate otherwise, with the use of different seemingly contradictory properties, 
either in accordance with the same series of embedded parameters/perspectives or perhaps otherwise. 
The fruits of this use of the syād-vāda as an interpretive lens are, fittingly, varied.  
 
First, none of the statements in the formula are absolute. None are absolute because each includes the 
term syāt, which “turns an assertion or negation into a modal sentence,” introduces a perspective 
expressive of a particular aspect (deśa) or facet (aṁśa) of the referent of the subject-term (Balcerowicz 
2017: 90) and thus limits the meaningful application of the predicate to just an aspect or facet of that 
referent (considered in itself or in a web of linguistic items).  When we, for example, predicate the 
property “made of wood” of a table, we predicate that property of one aspect of the table, namely its 
substance (dravya). The Jaina point is that all sentences work like this—any proposition implicitly 
singles out one facet of a thing (or reflected on a thing) and determines something with respect to that 
facet. This parameterization is made explicit in the sevenfold formula. The various qualified statements 
in the formula, when properly indexed, are equally valid but not exclusively meaningful or true. With 
this in mind, superimposition of the formula onto the debate should further the insight gained from 
my appeal to theory of viewpoints: the debate need not be viewed as demanding a single winner.27 
 
Second, the statements in the formula entail one another in, I submit, dynamic fashion—grasping the 
perspectives embedded in the modal operators of (1) and (2) leads to grasping the perspective 
embedded in that of (3) (although the third figure is not just a conjunction of the first two).28 The self 
is, in a sense, permanent, and, in a sense impermanent. As such, the self is, in a sense, permanent and 
impermanent. The fourth figure is entailed by the first three—from grasping that the self is, in a sense, 
permanent and impermanent, we must admit that the self is, in a sense, inexpressible (as either just 
permanent or just impermanent), and so on. There are significant interpretive controversies 
surrounding (3) and (4), and about the correct translation of the word avaktavya (Balcerowicz 2017; 
Vaidya 2018; Tripathi 1968).29 I cannot detail these dialectics here, but I favor an interpretation which 
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accounts for the non-contradictoriness of (3) and (4) considered independently (as well as for the non-
redundancy of the two) without undermining the fact that each figure in the formula is qualified by a 
parameter/viewpoint (nikṣepa/naya) or set thereof.30 And regarding the translation of avaktavya, my 
view is that whatever term we use (inexpressible, indescribable, unsayable, etc.) will not indicate absolute 
ineffability or the like, and will be a shorthand representing an extended sentiment. In short, my 
outlook is this: the Jaina use of the term, in each case of its use, indicates a specific limit on our capacity 
to linguistically track and determine a referent using specific properties. For example, the self is avaktavya 
in the sense that it is inexpressible as either absolutely permanent or absolutely impermanent, and is 
also, in that exact sense, aptly described via a dynamic series of qualified statements.31 At this juncture, my 
primary intent is just to note that the series of entailments does not continue deterministically in one 
direction: for example, (4) is entailed by (1) through (3). But (4) also entails (1). For the self to be, in a 
sense, inexpressible is for the self to exist as inexpressible. Similarly, the conjunction of (6) and (7) may 
disclose a perspective which could subsume the perspectives parameterizing them separately. Hence, 
we may view the debate following superimposition of the sapta-bhaṅgī as an internally co-constituting 
and peculiarly recursive description which is, at the same time, unbounded and capable of embracing 
epiphenomenal perspectives.  
 
One might wonder whether the recursiveness of the description should be explicated in terms of it 
extending recursively the beyond the set of nikṣepa/naya embedded in the modal operators qualifying 
the basic seven figures, or in terms of the series permutating across/within the original nikṣepa/naya. 
The answer I would like to offer is a bit thorny. There is indeed, to continue with the same example, 
a sense in which (4) entails (1)—grasping that in a sense, the self is inexpressible, prompts grasping 
that, in a sense, the self exists (as inexpressible). The latter statement is identical with (1) in terms of 
its obvious syntactic elements (the modal operator, the subject term, and the verbal element). But, at 
the same time, the implied predicate is new (recall that a predicate in addition to the verbal element is 
always implied), and the viewpoint indice(s) embedded in the modal operator (syāt) qualifying the 
version of (1) entailed by (4) are probably different than those which qualified (1) in the first place. At 
first, (1) was indexed by the substantive aspect of the referent of the term self (ātman), which was in 
turn indexed by the comprehensive viewpoint. The implied predicate in that case was perhaps 
“permanent”, or something similar. On the other hand, the version of (1) entailed by (4) seems to be 
indexed at least by the verbal viewpoint (śabda-naya), for the role of verbal reference is emphasized in 
the act of affirming the existence of an object of knowledge in virtue of its inexpressibility. So, in a 
sense, (4) entails (1)*, not (1). There is thus a level on which the description rebounds on itself, namely, 
the syntactic level, and a level at which such recursion involves expansion at the very same time. As 
before, I have not exhausted the number of indexed determinations that could be made here. More 
work could be done to specify the viewpoints infixed in the basic seven figures constituting a dynamic 
description of the self (ātman), and in the figures entailed by those basic seven in the context of the 
same description.  
 
The entailment relations in this description may be thought of as mapping onto the various points at 
which we realize that we are unable to exclusively affirm a single theory of the self: We cannot deny 
when we directly attend to the present mode of the so-called ‘self’ (the aspect of the ‘self’ made salient 
by the direct viewpoint), that it is really just a heap of aggregates. But we also struggle to avoid positing 
a synthesizer of cognitions (the aspect of the ‘self’ made salient by the comprehensive viewpoint) when 
we cast our gaze beyond the here and now, and take into account diachronically conditioned states 
like desire (although of course some Buddhists and Naiyāyikas continue to argue back and forth on 
this point). This may lead us to feel that the phenomenon we are trying to grasp is not something we 
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can talk about.32 The recognition that there is a sense in which we cannot talk about the analysandum 
bears resemblance to the Advaitic thesis that the ātman, which is identical to Brahman, can never be 
known as an object or referenced (Chari 1961).33 The aspect of the ‘self’ that can never be known or 
referenced may be the aspect made salient by the conjunction of the comprehensive viewpoint and 
the direct viewpoint, in turn indexed by the verbal viewpoint.  
 
We might continue with provisional and suggestive superimposition of the syād-vāda (understood as 
consistent with the naya-vāda) on the classical debate from there. Perhaps the Śaiva view reflects (5)—
the self is, in a sense, permanent, as a diachronically single synthesizer of cognitions, and, in a sense, 
inexpressible, as a single universal self, paradoxically characterized by spontaneous, self-manifesting 
activity (kriyā) and multiplicity where its manifestations are concerned. This would involve reference 
to the object of knowledge parameterized by the parameters/viewpoints indexing the first figure, plus 
perhaps those indexing the third. The Kashmiri Śaiva affirmation of the synthesizer of cognitions is 
not exactly of a discrete substance—it is a “small I” projected by a “single wavy ocean of awareness” 
(Chakrabarti 2012: 215). (6) may represent something like the Yogācāra view of non-dual, reflexive 
awareness, since the Buddhist, at least on MacKenzie’s (2012) reading, takes non-dual reflexive 
awareness to be inseparable from the ever-changing stream of phenomenal contents, and thus, in a 
sense, impermanent, and yet, simultaneously non-dual, and thus, in a sense, inexpressible. This would 
involve reference to the aspect of the object of knowledge parameterized by the 
parameters/viewpoints indexing the second figure, plus perhaps those indexing the third.  
 
We may struggle to exclusively affirm or deny any of these theories about the self (ātman). But we can 
affirm them all through “a series of partially true statements without committing ourselves to any one 
among them exclusively” (Hiriyanna 2009: 164). This way, we can move back and forth between 
alternative stances and in new directions too with a nuance-attentive and consistently affirmative (but, 
I should emphasize, responsibly context-sensitive) spirit.  
 
Third, superimposing the sevenfold formula on the debate gestures at how the ‘self’ (ātman) can be 
understood as a term with an indeterminate referent. In the scope of the sevenfold formula, the 
referent of the term self is posited variously, without commitment to “what the nature is of the reality 
underlying it” (Hiriyanna 2009: 164). This in itself may constitute a new, emergent view of the self. 
That said, this view of the self cannot be expressed by any single unqualified statement, such as “the 
self is indeterminate”. An unqualified ascription of indeterminacy would exclude the possibility of 
occupying the viewpoints from which the phenomenon under description is, in a sense, determinate 
(perhaps as the Naiyāyika’s desiring agent or even as the nirguṇa Brahman of Advaita Vedānta, which is 
supposed to be without qualities and thus non-referenceable but is certainly referenced and 
determinate as such). Acquaintance with the actual indeterminacy of the phenomenon under description 
would dwell, as it were, in ongoing articulation of alternatively valid statements about it.   
 
Noting isomorphisms between the sevenfold formula and the debate, and superimposing the former 
onto the latter, should help us see the debate as a self-theory (ātma-vāda) with an indefinite (unbounded 
and dynamic) linguistic structure. The theory consists in an unconstrained, continuous, and variously 
qualified description. One might think that viewing debates as dynamic theories isn’t unusual in the 
Indian philosophical framework. This may be so, but this need not forestall us from foregrounding 
and expanding on this idea. We may re-orient ourselves to Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the nature 
and existence of self by re-imagining the self/no-self/universal-self debate as a vital chronicle of 
something posited variously by the term “self” (ātman) without antecedent commitment to the 
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concrete or substantive existence of the referent of the term. The debate reconstructed this way can 
be understood as capable of reconfiguring indefinitely, in the sense that it involves ongoing 
consecutive predication of seemingly contradictory properties of that which, all things considered, 
may never become settled once and for all. An emergent view of the self may be that the self is 
indeterminate, at least in a sense—in the sense that it is most certainly the locus of an increasingly 
complete and dynamic description in one of its facets—and not in the sense that we cannot say 
anything about it.  
 
In viewing the debate in this way, we bring into view a picture of something that is neither a two-sided 
battle nor an arbitrary cluster of views. It is still a debate, but one that is more collaborative rather 
than combative, internally co-constituting rather than internally segregated, and open-ended rather 
than closed. I see the virtue of this interpretative lens as consisting in part in its capacity to preserve 
the vitality of the classical Indian debate about the self as something alive and connected to present 
and future theoretic perpetuations rather than as an argument carried out to its end in the past. This 
point pertains less to the concern that we might misconstrue the debate, and more so to the concern 
that the debate (or schools within it) may be viewed or treated as having predominantly instrumental 
value. The debate isn’t something static that can be picked up and used to some terminal end.  
 
An added benefit of reconstructing the debate in this way is the implications this reconstruction has 
for broader methodological concerns facing cross-cultural philosophy. This line of thinking could be 
developed further elsewhere; here I will merely gesture at the idea that we may apply the insights 
gained from this Jaina reconstruction of Hindu-Buddhist debates on the self to the classical Indian 
philosophical terrain in general, since the former is a microcosm of the latter. We can view the classical 
Indian philosophical terrain through the interpretive lens of Jaina disambiguation strategies as a richly 
layered and multi-dimensional debate (vāda) (consisting of debates within debates within debates, each 
of which can be mapped with the sevenfold formula) that is neither a monolith nor an arbitrary cluster 
of schools of thought. We can understand it as a sort of increasingly complete, internally co-
constituting, and unconstrained discursive phenomenon that is capable of both yielding and 
incorporating novel discourses. 
 
This exercise in working with Jaina strategies also bears on how we may view Jaina disambiguation 
strategies as intervening on norms governing contemporary theory-building. Current protracted 
debates characterized by ongoing lack of consensus and/or irresolvable terminological precarity can, 
through the interpretive lens I have foregrounded, be viewed as dynamic theories of the phenomena 
at issue in those debates. We may theorize various phenomena alternatively at the level of language, 
that is, by means of an indefinite description which does not express essentialist knowledge of the 
phenomenon represented by the subject term constant across its figures. Here one might object on 
the grounds that the word (śabda) has a special status in the classical Indian canon, namely, that of 
bringing things into being or knowable reality. One might think that a word’s referent cannot be left 
undetermined in the way I am suggesting. To this I would say that the multitudinous aspects/facets 
of the referent of the subject term that is constant across the formula are indeed brought into being 
or knowable reality (made determinate) by individual figures in the formula. But if we look at the 
formula as a whole, and grasp that it is indeed unbounded and dynamic, we see that no one single, final, 
static object of knowledge is brought into being or knowable reality by the formula at any point as it 
unfolds. This interpretation is consistent with the Jaina doctrine of the non-one-sidedness of reality: 
the referent of any given word really is anekānta, which means that any given referent cannot be 
brought into knowable reality in its totality all at once.34 
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Call the phenomenon at issue in a given debate a. Let’s say that there’s a debate about whether a is F. 
Let’s say we recognize that a is, like the self (ātman), in a sense, F, in a sense, not F, in a sense, 
inexpressible as either, etc. This would recommend viewing a as multiply, or perhaps infinitely 
characterizable, and thus aptly described via the sapta-baṅgī. We might be inclined, upon finding this, 
to conclude that a is, above all, inexpressible. Being able to meaningfully predicate a potentially infinite 
number of seemingly opposite properties of ‘one’ phenomenon seems equivalent to being unable to 
express any essentialist or determinate knowledge of that phenomenon. But the act of predicating the 
property inexpressible of a phenomenon without qualification is unfortunately self-refuting: when we 
say that we cannot say what something is, we, most ironically, say what it is.  
 
Furthermore, in the sort of scenario I’m setting up, we’ve realized the inexpressibility of the 
phenomenon at issue in the relevant debate by comprehending that it can bear multi-fold consecutive 
predication of seemingly opposite properties. The potentially infinite characterizability of the 
phenomenon is the window into grasping a sense of its inexpressibility. To unqualifiedly assert the 
inexpressibility of that phenomenon would be to close that window—to foreclose the (layered) 
perspective in which it’s inexpressibility is disclosed in the first place. We would be unable to deny 
that there is a sense in which the phenomenon at issue is absolutely inexpressible and likewise unable 
to assert its absolute inexpressibility. We might opt for saying nothing at all. But to say nothing at all 
about the phenomenon at issue would be to obscure the reasonableness of all the perspectives from 
which properties can be meaningfully predicated of it.  
 
A persistent debate about a phenomenon, when reconstructed through the lens of Jaina 
disambiguation strategies, may be construed as a theory of the inexpressibility of that phenomenon that 
avoids practical contradiction. Such a debate can embody and thereby express the sense in which its 
analysandum is inexpressible without being logically equivalent to the view that the relevant 
analysandum is something about which nothing can be said. In this case, the statement “a is 
inexpressible” will not be just one statement in the formula, true from one perspective and false from 
another. The truth of the sense in which “a is inexpressible” will dwell in enactment of the debate 
itself and will thereby remain directly evidenced by the debate at all points as it unfolds. Using Jaina 
disambiguation strategies to theorize about phenomena that are inexpressible in the sense of being 
multiply characterizable may be viewed as a positive prophylactic for our tendency to either talk 
beyond the boundaries of meaningful reference or think that truth lives only in unsustainable silence. 
 
 
 
5 Further Considerations 
 
 
One objection against my proposal may be that the modal statements “in a sense, the self does not 
exist” and “in a sense, the self is not permanent” violate Buddhist sentiment. According to Smith 
(2021), the Buddhist maintains that the no-self doctrine, which “states that no phenomenon is an 
abiding self” is a negation which “is itself not a property that belongs to something (attaniya)” (Smith 
2021: 1). If this is the case, my suggestion that we include various systematizations of the Buddhist 
not-self teaching into the sevenfold formula (sapta-bhaṅgī) may be a non-starter. The Buddhist might 
object that the statements in the formula involve predicating explicit or implicit properties of something 
and that doing so is not consistent with the Buddhist not-self teaching.  
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Despite the Buddhist’s qualification of the nature of their negation, it remains the case that our 
language functions such that we cannot directly or indirectly deny the existence of something without 
bringing that (albeit, in a sense, non-existent) something into view—when the Buddhist holds that no 
phenomenon is an abiding self, they bring the conventional phenomenon that we take for an abiding 
self into view, and deny that it exists as an abiding self. This is, in my view, logically equivalent with 
the proposition “the self, in a sense, does not exist”.  
 
More importantly, perhaps, a third element, the predicate, is always implied in each statement or figure 
in the sevenfold formula (Balcerowicz 2009: 90). This feature of the formula seems grounded in the 
brute fact that for something to exist is always for something to exist in some way or another. The 
something that exists in the context of the sevenfold formula is just the phenomenon under description. 
We simply cannot deny that it exists minimally in that context as the locus of the description. But, and this 
is key, in its existence as the locus of its description, it is indeterminate (or, keeping Jaina ontology in 
mind, infinitely faceted and characterizable). The properties involved in the statements are not 
predicated of something in particular. Denying the existence of a sva-bhāva bearing entity called the 
“self” can hang together with affirmation of the “self” when the referent of the term is indexed by 
being the locus of an increasingly complete and dynamic description. 
 
Here one might take issue with my use of the term ‘indeterminate’. One might want to distinguish 
between infinite characterizability and indeterminacy and maintain that the classical Jains want to 
affirm the former of the world and all entities, but not the latter. To this I would say that I’m using 
the term ‘indeterminate’ in a particular sense. For a phenomenon (or reality in general) to be infinitely 
characterizable is just for a phenomenon to be uncharacterizable by means of one single, unqualified 
statement (or definite assertion). For a phenomenon to be uncharacterizable by means of one single 
unqualified statement is for a phenomenon to be ‘indeterminate’ in that sense.  
 
One might similarly think, following Śaṅkara’s critique of the Jains in his Brahma Sūtra Bhāṣya, that 
indeterminacy is a damning feature of the Jaina system. Here I will briefly endeavor to resist that line 
of thought. Śaṅkara argues that the unlimited (unqualified) assertion that all things are of a non-one-
sided nature is a phenomenon (in this case, a linguistic phenomenon) which itself must be of a non-
one-sided nature and described via the sapta-bhaṅgī (BSBh II, II, 33).35 His point is that the Jaina 
doctrine of the non-one-sidedness of reality is itself indeterminable via one single definite assertion. Thus, 
what is known (the object of knowledge), the knowing subject, and the means of knowledge itself are 
all indeterminate.  
 
There are two dimensions to Śaṅkara’s critique: the first is that the Jaina doctrine of non-one-sidedness 
cannot be considered action-guiding. The second is that people are more likely to act according to 
definite assertions. The second claim is more easily dealt with than the first: people may be less likely 
at first to follow a course of action if it is not known or shown to have a definite result, but this does 
not mean that such a course of action should not be followed. More importantly, the Jains can embrace 
charges of indeterminacy. Yes, the view that reality is infinitely faceted is itself infinitely faceted and 
characterizable, and indeterminate in that sense. But no, this does not amount to the theory being 
incoherent, devoid of meaning or non-instructive. Consider, for example, a theatrical performance the 
meaning of which cannot be summed up with one single definite assertion, but can be appreciated 
both by the actors acting it out, and the audience members witnessing the action. I think the Jains can 
accommodate the Śaṅkaran worry along these same lines: the sapta-bhaṅgī (together with the theory of 
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viewpoints) can, just like any extended activity, be profoundly meaningful and instructive without being 
definite or determinate on any level. Any object of knowledge, be it the self (ātman) or even the 
doctrine of non-one-sidedness (anekānta-vāda), can be known through enactment of the sapta-bhaṅgī.  
 
Another concern with my proposal may pertain to the coherence of the sapta-bhaṅgī: one might 
contend that it straightforwardly involves contradictions. This objection is addressed in the 
Syādvādamañjarī, Malliṣeṇa’s commentary on Hemacandra’s Anyayoga-vyavacchedikā: 
 

When conditioned by differences of conditions, non-existence, existence and unutterability are 
non-contradictory. Not realizing this, those fools who are afraid of contradiction perish, slain 
by their absolutist view (SVM 24).36 

 
 
Following this stanza, Malliṣeṇa repeats the point: the association of existence and non-existence in 
one entity is possible without contradiction because they (the two properties or attributes) are 
conditioned by a difference of conditions (upādhi bheda upahitam).37 No predicate is affirmed or denied 
of the subject absolutely, but only under definite limiting conditions which provide different 
standpoints from which the same subject is viewable. Call the phenomenon at issue in a given debate 
, and the term representing that phenomenon a. Predicating two apparently contradictory properties 
F and ~F of a involves no contradiction when the act of predicating F is qualified by a perspective p 
according to which one aspect of  is salient as the referent of a, and the act of predicating property 
~F  is qualified by a perspective q according to which another aspect of  is salient as the referent of 
a. F and ~F are apparently both predicated of a but are actually predicated of * and ** respectively, 
so there is no contradiction. Alternatively, the limiting condition may pertain to the act of reference 
or predication itself, as in utterances qualified by speech-bound (śabda-dvāreṇa) viewpoints. 
 
Furthermore, the sevenfold formula embodies consecutive rather than simultaneous predication of 
seemingly opposite properties: “simultaneity should be interpreted as the case when statements 
predicate two incompatible sets of properties of a numerically one object from exactly the same 
reference point. Consecutivity automatically changes the points of reference and a contradiction is 
dissolved” (Balcerowicz 2017: 93). In other words, consecutively rather than simultaneously 
predicating seemingly contradictory properties of a phenomenon allows for viewpoint travelling, 
which in turn collapses contradictoriness. Both affirmation and negation of the self as an immaterial, 
permanent, substantive entity with the quality of consciousness, etc., can be active yet limited 
contributors to a dynamic self-theory (ātma-vāda). 
 
Still, one might take issue with this account of the non-contradictoriness of the figures in the formula. 
One might think that if the figures in the formula predicate properties of different aspects of the 
referent of the subject term, then the perspectives involved are not having the same conversation at 
all. With respect to Jaina non-absolutism or context-sensitivity in general, the worry might look like 
this: if the referents in our claims in a given debate are not the same, then we are really talking at cross-
purposes, and not substantively disagreeing with one another. If this is the case, the very activity of 
discussing and debating seems to be undermined. To this sort of concern, I would respond that the 
upshot of superimposing the sevenfold formula onto the debate wherein the figures in the formula 
are understood as indexed by parameters and viewpoints, is a picture of the different 
parameters/viewpoints involved as being in collaborative rather than competitive conversation with one 
another (overall, and admittedly not always in polite fashion). The disagreements between the different 
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theories involved in the debate may be somewhat dissolved upon seeing that they are in fact not 
disagreeing about the exact same aspect of the referent of the term representing the object of 
knowledge. But this does not mean that the exchange is useless or vacuous. The exchange can be 
viewed as itself an increasingly complete description, which incorporates various perspectives, embodies 
what it means/conveys, and actualizes that meaning when enacted. In other words, apparently 
substantive disagreements may be re-framed as superficial disagreements, which may in turn be re-
framed as collaborative ways of acting out and thereby knowing what is posited variously by those 
involved. 
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views in a debate may be considered true, false, inexpressible, etc. from different perspectives, 
but that the statements expressing various views in a debate about a given phenomenon (in 
this case, the self) may be viewed as differentially indexed, and, when accurately indexed, 
contributive to a description of that phenomenon. See, Anand Vaidya, “Making the Case for 
Jaina Contributions to Critical Thinking Education” in Journal of World Philosophies 3, no. 1 
(2018): 53-78.  
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28 There is considerable interpretive controversy surrounding figure (3) in the Jaina sevenfold 

formula. (3) seems to predicate two contradictory properties of one and the same thing at the 
same time and in the same context. But the Jains insist that the figures are not contradictory, 
either among or in themselves. The apparent contradiction in (3) has been addressed variously. 
It has been suggested that the apparently contradictory properties in (3), F and ~F, are 
expressed or emphasized consecutively, and/or are differentially context-dependent. For a 
brief review of this dialectic, see Piotr Balcerowicz, “Jainism: Disambiguate the Ambiguous” 
in Indian Epistemology and Metaphysics (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017): 93-5.   

29 R.K. Tripathi, “The Concept of Avaktavya in Jainism,” Philosophy East and West 18, no. 3, 
(1968): 187-93.  

30 In my mind, the ideal interpretation of figure (3) would account for the non-contradictoriness 
of the figure without undermining the function of the specific viewpoint (naya) embedded in 
its primary modal operator. My general thought here is that any apparent contradiction within 
a single figure should be dissolved by extended and accurate determination of the viewpoint 
(naya) embedded in the that figure’s modal operator. This is just a fragment of a possible 
interpretation along these lines.  

31 On my interpretation of the Jaina use of the term avaktavya, the intent is to express something 
similar to the concept contained in the Advaitic use of the term ‘false’. In Advaita, to be false 
is to be indeterminable (anirvacanīya) as either real (sat) or unreal (asat). I think figure (4) is 
interpretable along these lines. A further analysis escapes the scope of this particular project.  

32 We may note that when the different Jaina lineages coined their respective theories, for some 
if not most of them, the goal was soteriological. The idea was to identify a mode of 
categorization sufficient for getting liberated, not just to account for the world and our way of 
knowing it. The thesis of this paper—Hindu-Buddhist dialogue on the self may be re-imaged 
as a sort of dynamic self-theory (ātma-vāda), one with an alternative linguistic structure which 
does not express essentialist knowledge of the self (ātman)—can be rendered consistent with 
said soteriological intent in this way: the activity of theorizing the self via the sevenfold formula 
is untouched by the (arguably anxiety-inducing and/or bias-entrenching) presupposition that 
we can, could or must express one single, final, exclusively valid account of its essential 
character. The sort of activity I am describing may be thought of either as mediating or indeed 
as comprising the sort of freedom from afflicted attachment often granted (across the āstika-
nāstika divide) soteriological significance.  

33 S. M. Srinivasa Chari, Advaita and Viśiṣṭādvaita: A Study based on Vedānta Deśikā’s Śatadūṣaṇī 
(Calcutta: Asia Publishing House, 1961).  

34 I thank my conversations with Ian Nicolay for enriching my thinking on this point.  
35 trans., George Thibaut, N.C. Panda, ed. Brahma-Sūtras: Sanskrit text with the Commentary of Ācārya 

Śaṅkara, English Translation and Notes (Delhi: Bharatiya Kala Pradashan, 2018).  
36 Upādhibhedopahitaṃ viruddhaṃ nārtheṣvasattvaṃ sadavācyate ca | ityaprabudhyaiva  virodhabhītā 

jaḍāstadekāntahatāḥ patanti || SVM: Malliṣeṇa, Syād-vāda-mañjarī (Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 
Work No. 9). Translation based on that of F. W. Thomas, Śrī Malliṣeṇasuri’s Syād-vāda-mañjarī 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1968).  

37 ed. A. B. Dhruva, Syādvādamañjari of Malliṣeṇa with the Anyayoga-Vyavaccheda-Dvātriṃśikā   of 
Hemacandra (Bombay Sanskrit and Prakrit Series No. 83, 1933). 

 


