
Dharmakirti on Relations : 

 

Inference consists in a necessary connection between two facts or concepts and in the 

reference of the so connected facts to a point-instant of reality. The interrelation of the three 

terms of an inference has been settled by the theory of the three aspects of the logical 

reason/hetu. 

 

They are the formal conditions which every logical reason must necessarily satisfy. What are 

'relations' to the things related? Are they something or are they nothing ? In what exactly does 

the interrelation consist ? 

 

The Buddhist answer is that relations are contingent reality. Ultimate reality is unrelated, 

non-relative and absolute. Relations are constructions of the imagination: they are not actual. 

Causality is a relation superimposed upon reality by our understanding; it is an interpretation 

of reality, not reality itself. 

 

Inference has nothing to do with this ultimate, independent, unrelated  reality. Inference is 

based on relations which are a superstructure upon a foundation of ultimate reality. Dignaga 

too says all inference (all relation between a hetu and its consequence)  is based upon 

relations constructed by the understanding between a substrate and its quality, it doesn't 

reflect ultimate reality or unreality. 

 

Since ultimate reality is non-relative and independent, its counterpart, empirical or imagined 

reality is interrelated and interdependent. There is in every necessary relation a dependent 

part and another upon which it depends. There are only two ways in which one fact can be 

dependent upon another fact. It is either a part of the latter or it is its effect. There is no third 

possibility. 

 

Dharmakirti said that conjunction or relation necessarily means ' dependence'.  Relations in 

the sense of ultimate reality do not really exist. The expressions 'related to one another', 

'dependent on another', 'supported by another', 'subject to another's will' are interchangeable. 

Causality, contact, inherence, opposition are not realities by themselves. There are no 

'possessors' of these relations otherwise than in the imagination. Therefore, causality is a 

relation superimposed upon reality by our understanding; it is an interpretation of reality, not 

reality itself. 

 

There are two fundamental types of reasoning or inference. The first one is founded on 

Identity. It is a case of Identity when, of two necessarily related sides, one is a part of the 

other. Both refer to the same fact; the difference between them is purely logical. 

 

The other type of reasoning is founded on causation. Every effect necessarily presupposes the 

existence of its cause or causes. The existence of the cause can be inferred but not vice versa. 

The effect cannot be predicted from its cause with absolute necessity since causes do not 

always produce their effects. . Some unpredictable circumstance can always jeopardize their 

production. 

 

The following is an instance of the first type of reasoning: 

 

This is a tree 

Because it is a simsapa 



All simsapa are trees. 

 

And, 

 

Sound is impermanent 

Because it is produced at will  

Whatsoever is produced at will is impermanent. 

 

Impermanence and wilful production are two different characteristics which refer to the same 

objective fact,viz., sound. The simsapa and the tree likewise refer to the same reality. The tree 

excludes all non-trees and the simsapa excludes all non simsapa as well. We can say that they 

are related through identity or an identical objective reference. 

 

An example of the other type of reasoning is: 

 

There is here some fire 

Because there is smoke 

There is no smoke without fire. 

 

Since their objective reference is different, smoke and fire are not related by identity, but by 

causation. It is a real relation of dependence. Thus we have a division of inference or 

inferential judgement into those that are founded on Identity and those that are based on non 

identity, i.e., on causation. The first means identity of reference. Dharmottara says ,' the 

predicate is either affirmed or denied. When it is affirmed through a mark, this mark ( e.g., 

simsapa) is either existentially identical with it or when it is different, it represents its effect.. 

 

Both possess the three aspects of a valid hetu. In both cases there is a necessary dependence. 
 


