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“This volume is the most compelling collection on Buddhist philosophy assembled in many years. Expertly curated and introduced, the book forms a conversation, not a capstone; it is a fitting homage to a giant of Buddhist studies.”

—KEVIN VOSE, professor of religious studies, William & Mary

“Tom Tillemans is arguably the scholar who has had the greatest impact on our understanding of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist philosophy in recent decades. The fifteen essays here pay tribute to the Dharmakīrti specialist and subtle Madhyamaka exegete, followed by a memorable response from the master himself. Sara McClintock is to be commended for portraying a scholar who has brilliantly shown us how to engage philosophically with Buddhist thinkers without compromising historical, literary, or philological accuracy.”

—VINCENT ELTSCHINGER, École Pratique des Hautes Études, PSL University, Paris

“A great collection of well-written and well-conceived pieces dealing with the most difficult questions of Madhyamaka philosophy—a must-read for advanced students.”

—GEORGES DREYFUS, Jackson Professor of Religion, Williams College

“Tom Tillemans is that rare scholar who is equally fluent in Indian and Tibetan Madhyamaka, pramāṇa, and ‘Western’ philosophy. This collection of essays is a fitting tribute to his many contributions to the field. It advances our understanding of some of the most difficult issues in Buddhist philosophy.”

—JOHN NEWMAN
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Preface

THERE is no philosophy without conversation and no conversation without friends. The origins of this book can be found, therefore, in conversations among friends. Such conversations are too many to count, too many to recall. But we know that it is only by virtue of our exchanges with others that we become who we are, that we see things as we do. When those exchanges take place between friends, they become conversations. Whether our conversations are temperate or heated, probing or predictable, sustained or spontaneous, they offer opportunities for growth and the transformation of even our most cherished notions. When the person with whom we converse is Tom Tillemans, we can be sure that even our most tightly sealed up opinions and arguments will be cracked open to let new light stream in to reveal new questions, new possibilities, new angles, and new ideas. The articles in this volume all emerge from scholars whose ideas have been shaped through conversations with others, including each other and, most decisively, with Tom.

To honor a teacher, a colleague, and a friend and to thank them for their contributions over a long career, it is traditional to offer a Festschrift on some special occasion. Usually, the former students of the honoree will collect, in secret, many short articles from their mentor’s admirers, publishing the work as a surprise to be presented at a retirement party, conference, or other event. When John Dunne and I first discussed how to put together a volume to honor Tom, we realized that while a book would be a wonderful outcome, what really mattered were the conversations that would lead to that publication. And we could not conceive of having those conversations without Tom being part of them.

We decided, therefore, to take a different route, involving Tom from the beginning. We settled on the idea of a small workshop where we could delve into a few of the many core themes that have interested Tom over the years and that would lead eventually to a book. It was Tom who came up with the title for the project, Truth and Knowledge in an Empty World, and John and I readily agreed that it was a fitting designation for what we hoped would be a stimulating set of continuing conversations both in person and in print. John and I agreed to divide the labor, with John doing a masterful job of organizing the workshop at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and hosting the participants over several days. My part came later, collecting and editing the papers, and writing this preface and the introduction. I should also mention here the invaluable help of our sagacious editor at Wisdom, David Kittelstrom, of our talented copy editor, Sarah Fleming, and of our rigorous production editor at Wisdom, Ben Gleason.

Among the highlights of the workshop, of course, were the many conversations that took place, whether at the conference venue, the Center for Healthy Minds, the excellent restaurants where we gathered in the evenings, or at the home of John and Anna Dunne, who graciously hosted us on the final night. Most of the papers engaged with or referenced Tom’s work directly or otherwise touched on themes central to his writings on truth, epistemology, and the nature of philosophy. The ensuing conversations were passionate, playful, and illuminating. There was much laughter woven among the inevitable disagreements, but most of all, there was joy. This book is both the fruit of those conversations and their continuation. We trust that the articles here will further stimulate new questions, new possibilities, and new ideas. To all of our readers, including the many colleagues and friends we could not include in this volume, you also are part of these conversations, and your contributions are felt keenly throughout.

John and I would also like to acknowledge the staff at the Center for Healthy Minds as well as the very capable Tiantian Cai and her fellow doctoral students, Jeremy Manheim, Ajita Raghavendra, and Carlos Recarte. Without their help, the workshop would not have been possible.
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Introduction: Conversations with Tom Tillemans

ANYONE who spends time with Tom Tillemans will soon realize that he is a wonderful conversation partner. Whether telling stories about his mother’s experiences in the Dutch resistance, his stint on a Canadian oil rig, or his attempts to learn Cree, an indigenous language spoken across much of northern Canada, his talk is always entertaining, illuminating, and punctuated by hearty laughs. If you happen to be a philosopher or even just a person with philosophical inclinations, a conversation with Tom is sure to induce a wide range of expressions across your face. One moment you may find yourself with furrowed brow, puzzling over some deep, previously unnoticed conundrum that Tom has brought to your attention, while another moment may see a broad grin spread across your visage as you recognize the brilliance of one of his many insights or inquiries. If you happen to be a scholar of Buddhist philosophy or Asian intellectual history, you no doubt will be tempted to ask many questions of this profoundly learned yet approachable professor with an avuncular air. And if your curiosities run more toward language and philology, Tom will again not disappoint, as he reflects with erudition on the foibles and rewards of translation and the persons we become when we inhabit diverse linguistic worlds.

The contributors to this volume are among the many lucky ones who have had the opportunity to converse repeatedly with Tom. We come together to honor this productive engagement through which our own scholarly work has been so greatly enriched. We are delighted that Tom has agreed to continue these conversations by offering a contribution of his own. This confirms that while the present liber amicorum is ostensibly a celebration of the life and work of the Buddhist philosopher and philologist Tom Tillemans, it is even more so a celebration of the friendship that has allowed so many conversations to flourish and change us.

The authors in this book have come to know Tom Tillemans in a variety of ways, each one of us encountering him through his person or his works at particular, often memorable, moments in our lives. I count myself among the extremely fortunate who have had occasion to talk shop with Tom uncountable times, and this introduction is first and foremost an homage to those conversations and the friendship they have nurtured and implied. In a bit, I will attempt to give a taste of some of the conversations that Tom and I conducted recently over Zoom as I was preparing to write this introduction. But first, for those who have yet to meet Tom or who are less familiar with his story, it is appropriate to give a short introduction to his life and works.1 His unlikely and propitious career has brought him to live and work on several continents and to collaborate broadly across several disciplines. Seemingly without thought for personal advancement or fame, driven primarily by his relentless philosophical appetite, Tom has been drawn to any person who could provide him with food for thought and to any place where he could find minds that would challenge his own. As he has said about himself, “I was one of these peculiar people that never really had any doubt about what they wanted to do in life. It was simply a question of how to do it. And, of course, who was going to finance it.” Most of the story of his life is thus about his doing some sort of philosophy, sometimes in far-flung places or unconducive contexts, and, of necessity, the search for the means to somehow continue doing it.

Life

Early formation in Canada and India

Tom was born to Dutch parents in the Netherlands on December 21, 1950, but moved as a very young child to Dawson Creek, a municipality in northern British Columbia that marks the beginning of the Alaska Highway. He remembers the mud, the extreme cold, and the bewildering incongruity with the life he had led up to that time in Holland. Apparently his parents had naively envisioned life on the northern prairies to be a bit more romantic than it turned out to be, and his family found themselves moving progressively southward until finally settling in Vancouver. It was here that Tom completed his secondary education and eventually entered college. It was also here that Tom had his first taste of philosophy, which came around age fourteen while on a hike with his father, an intellectual whose expertise ranged broadly from classics to English literature and later to child psychology and special education. Tom remembers his father explaining Plato’s Republic, including the problem of universals, various controversies between Plato and Aristotle around the reality or unreality of the Forms, and a fair dose of metaphysics with a political turn. The conversation immediately sparked a passion in Tom. He recalls that his father subsequently slipped him a copy of G. H. Sabine’s History of Political Theory (1937), not exactly a page-turner for a teenager, and that he devoured it as best he could, often not having a clue how to pronounce names like Hegel and Hobbes. He soon began to read whatever philosophy he could digest, sneaking Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy onto his lap in school during otherwise rather boring classes. He liked Russell’s irreverence. When it was time to study at the University of British Columbia, there was never any question as to what would form the focus of his learning.

At university, Tom studied the basics of philosophy, following his teacher’s advice that “You have to learn to walk before you can run.” The University of British Columbia at that time used a tutorial system, modeled on the system at Oxford and Cambridge, in which a student would meet with a teacher weekly to present and defend a paper. No doubt the philosopher who impressed him most there was Jonathan Bennett, rightly well known for his penetrating use of analytic philosophy to understand arguments in key texts in the history of philosophy. This methodology would influence Tom throughout his own career. He followed Bennett’s courses on Kant avidly and had a memorable weekly tutorial with him on Wittgenstein.

Tom cites these years as the period in which he learned to think and write analytically, and indeed the emphasis of his philosophical training in Vancouver was in analytic philosophy, logic, and philosophy of language. The philosophers he read most intensively at this point were heirs to the tradition of logical positivism, authors who were often highly skeptical of the metaphysical claims of traditional philosophy—thinkers like Carnap, Ayer, Wittgenstein, Strawson, and Quine. Tom muses that his lack of technical acumen in mathematics and science may have driven him toward a more informal approach such that he became interested in the more basic problems about philosophical thinking, about what we are doing when we argue, and about what we are doing when we hold a metaphysical thesis. He was exposed, too, to Austin, Ryle, and the ordinary language philosophy that was then à la mode. Driving questions became, and remain, what one can and should do with philosophy and where it goes wrong, becoming a particular type of nonsense.

In the process, Tom became intrigued with Buddhist philosophy and studied elementary Sanskrit under Ashok Aklujkar. He had considered going on to do a doctorate in philosophy right away. But he quickly determined that at age twenty-two, he needed to get out and experience the world more first. He worked for a while in construction, as a chokerman in the forest industry, and on an oil rig in southern Alberta. While working off and on as a longshoreman in the port of Vancouver, he used to go in his free time to the recesses of the UBC library to study Sanskrit and Tibetan. Sometime around 1973, while in the stacks of the old library, he discovered the world of Zen Buddhism through a volume of Sonja Arntzen’s translations of the poet Ikkyū Sōjun. His interest would be further deepened when he met Jōshū Sasaki Rōshi, an intriguing, unfathomable Rinzai master.

Tom’s exposure to Tibetan thought began in the early 1970s when he followed Kalu Rinpoche’s teachings in Vancouver. His attraction to Buddhist philosophy was growing, and by now he had concluded that he really needed to get serious about learning the necessary languages. After saving some money, Tom and his wife, Shelley, set off for India. Tom initially hoped to study with Kalu Rinpoche in Darjeeling, but as they encountered problems obtaining a permit, they ended up going to Dharamsala instead. It was there that Tom learned basic spoken Tibetan, first by engaging in all sorts of daily-life talk with his cook, Wangchuk, and then by learning to debate in Tibetan with a geshé named Tashi Wangyal who worked at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives. In Dharamsala, Tom also learned from Geshé Tamdin Rabten (1921–86), a monastic scholar and former tutor of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama known especially for his incisive teaching of Tibetan logic and Madhyamaka. In Dharamsala, Tom also encountered Shunzō Onoda, a scholar of Tibetan monastic debate, who was to become a lifelong friend.

Reasoning philosophically in Tibetan was intriguingly odd and different from anything he had done before. Thus began Tom’s long history of wrestling with linguistic relativism, or perhaps the incommensurability of certain conceptual schemes, insofar as he found that he was unable to explain adequately or even paraphrase in English certain aspects of the logic and reasoning that seemed very intelligible to him and his teachers in Tibetan. Questions about whether Tibetan debate logic did not recognize certain classical theorems, or whether the philosophical positions expressed in it were largely language-dependent and inexplicable in the terms of the analytic philosophy in which Tom had been trained, became increasingly paramount for Tom. These are issues that have continued to absorb him through the present.2


Moving to Switzerland

After a couple of years in Dharamsala, around 1976, Tom and Shelley decided to go to Switzerland, where they could continue their study of Tibetan philosophy under Geshé Rabten, who had moved there to serve as the second abbot of the Tibet Institute Rikon, a monastery built by a Swiss industrialist for the Tibetan refugee community in Zell-Rikon im Tösstal in the canton of Zurich. At Rikon and subsequently from 1978 in Mont-Pèlerin, overlooking Lake Geneva, Tom joined a number of other seekers and scholars interested in learning from Geshé Rabten, including Alan Wallace, Stephen Batchelor, and Shunzō Onoda, and spent a number years studying debate, logic, and other traditional Tibetan philosophical topics. It was in Switzerland, too, that Tom first met Georges Dreyfus, then an ordained Buddhist monk on his way to becoming the first Western lharampa geshé, the highest monastic degree available in the Geluk tradition. As Tom recalls, Georges could weave masterfully back and forth among topics from Abhidharma to Madhyamaka to epistemology. Tom learned a great deal from him—and still does.

Initially in Rikon and then in Mont-Pèlerin, Tom had contact with the Buryat lama Geshé Ngawang Nyima (1907–90), who had been the abbot of Drepung Gomang Monastery in India. This playful debater had walked from Buryatia via Ulaanbaatar to Lhasa in 1923. After years of study in Tibet, he made his way to India in 1959 and eventually to Europe, where he spent six years in Leiden working with David Seyfort Ruegg. Tom recalls that Geshé Ngawang Nyima would never give you the answer. His pride and joy was his debate-trick book, Bsdus grwa brjed tho (“Mnemonic Notes on the Collected Topics”), a hundred photocopied pages full of his handwritten memories of debates, definitions, and sophisms, a few of which he had supposedly invented himself and introduced into the Lhasa milieu. After an exhausting, winding debate, he would eventually say, “Ah, now I’ve got you doubting things (da the tshom za gi ’dug)!” Quirky arguments in Tibetan—many of which can never be translated into English—have always interested Tom. Sometimes he would say that their attraction was ludic and aesthetic, a bit like that of the architecture of Friedensreich Hundertwasser: no straight lines going anywhere, and all the more interesting for it. He later came to respect the perspective of the twentieth-century Dutch logician Evert W. Beth, who taught that logic and philosophical reasoning regularly make substantive advances via analyses of imaginative sophistry.3 That seems to Tom to be an important truth, not just with regard to Greece but also India, Tibet, and China.


This period began Tom’s connection with several Japanese scholars of Indian and Tibetan philosophy. In addition to Onoda, who had come along to Mont-Pèlerin from Rikon and with whom Tom enjoyed speaking in Tibetan, Katsumi Mimaki was also around during this period. Tom recalls that it was from Mimaki-san that he first learned the necessity of precision in philology. As a philosopher, Tom had up to that time been rather flippant about fastidious discussions of textual readings. But through his contact with Mimaki (who became a professor at the University of Kyoto and later a member of the Japan Academy), he came to have a much deeper appreciation for the importance of attending to every linguistic element when reading and translating texts and of not allowing errors and misunderstandings to compound. Attention to detail has been a defining feature of Tom’s work ever since, and philological precision is a value he has consistently endeavored to pass along to his students.

Along with Mimaki, another person Tom met during this time who would turn out to play an outsized role in his development as a scholar was Jacques May, a philosophically gifted Indologist and scholar of Buddhism who had trained in Paris under such giants as Louis Renou, Marcelle Lalou, Jean Filliozat, Paul Mus, and Paul Demiéville. May held a chair ad personam of Buddhist philology at the University of Lausanne. Tom recounts that it was the two of them, Mimaki and May, who persuaded him of the value of being an Indologist, of really knowing Sanskrit and being able to read the Indian texts independently of the Tibetan commentarial tradition. He came to feel that to do justice to Tibet, you had to be able to stand outside it. Only by means of a thorough understanding of the Indian texts on their own terms is one able to really appreciate the Tibetan contributions in interpreting them. From this point on, Tom attempted to see Tibetan Buddhist philosophical texts stereoscopically, knowing that they reflect not simply a continuation of the Indian tradition but also a genuine creativity and innovation that can be difficult to appreciate in the absence of Indological training.

Tom had already unofficially resumed his study of Sanskrit in the Department of Oriental Languages and Cultures at the University of Lausanne under both Jacques May and Heinz Zimmerman. But around this time, he began to run seriously low on funds. Therefore, to support himself, his wife Shelley, and their young daughter, Tom now officially enrolled in the University of Lausanne, primarily to obtain a Swiss work permit that would allow him to do various jobs, including hauling sacks of wheat in a grain mill and harvesting grapes in vineyards. It was during one of those harvesting stints that a friend, Geneviève Billeter, mentioned to Tom that her brother was a professor of Chinese at the University of Geneva. She soon introduced Tom to Jean-François Billeter and his wife Cui Wen, and Tom began his study of modern and classical Chinese with them. In this way Chinese became another branch of his university studies, leading him to eventually obtain a licence ès lettres (mention très bien) degree in Sanskrit, Chinese, and philosophy from the universities of both Lausanne and Geneva in 1983.

May had a bit of a cult following. He was old school, had a bowl haircut, thick glasses, a long cigarette holder, and often paced around the room like a caged tiger. He attracted auditors from outside the university who would come to listen to the eccentric professor speak eloquently not only on Buddhist philosophy but also on a range of Mahāyāna sūtras and narrative literature, often spending an entire lecture unpacking the literary, philosophical, and philological resonances of a Sanskrit term. Between 1985 and 1990, May delivered a five-year-long course on the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā of Nāgārjuna, the notes for which have now been edited and published by Jérôme Ducor and Henry W. Isler, two of May’s students who were present during this time.4 Tom remembers that although May did not call himself a philosopher, he did have a highly developed philosophical perspective, one that was both original and synthetic, influenced greatly by his reading of Hegel and Kant. May was also well versed in French literature, with a particular affinity for the poetry of Stéphane Mallarmé. He could quote Nāgārjuna and Vasubandhu in Sanskrit, knew Pāli, Tibetan, Chinese, and Japanese, and took inspiration from Zen Buddhism. Tom was May’s first doctoral student to finish and defend a thesis in Lausanne.

Becoming a scholar

The early 1980s marked the beginning of Tom’s professional career as a scholar, seeing his initial publications and participation in international Indological and Buddhist studies conferences. In 1981, Tom embarked for Vienna, where he gave his first academic paper at the Csoma de Kőrös Symposium. His article, “The ‘Neither One nor Many’ Argument for Śūnyatā and Its Tibetan Interpretations,” was later published in the conference proceedings. At the symposium, Tom met many scholars who would become lifelong colleagues and conversation partners, including Leslie Kawamura, Lambert Schmithausen, David Seyfort Ruegg, Ernst Steinkellner, Helmut Tauscher, Michael Torsten Much, János Szerb, Zoltán Horváth, and Paul Williams. Tom recounts fondly that, although Steinkellner understandably does not remember it, it was he who fronted Tom much-needed money for his train ticket back to Lausanne at the end of the conference.

Next came the first of Tom’s many appearances at an International Association of Buddhist Studies conference, the fifth congress of the IABS held at Oxford University in 1982, where he had been invited to participate on a panel on Buddhist logic and epistemology organized by Bimal Krishna Matilal. His paper, on identity and referential opacity, was eventually published in a book edited by Matilal, and it was Tom’s first explicit attempt to put Indian and Tibetan Buddhist philosophical theories into direct conversation with ideas in analytic philosophy. In the paper, Tom seeks to show that it was “a problem similar to that of referential opacity” as articulated by W. V. Quine that “motivated Buddhist logicians to devise a pan-fictional and highly intensional theory of language.”5 This would be just the beginning of Tom’s long career of bringing these two philosophical worlds to bear upon one another.

At Oxford, in addition to Matilal, Tom met another host of scholars of Indian and Buddhist philosophy, many of whom became valued friends and interlocutors, including José Cabezón, David Eckel, Brendan Gillon, Richard Hayes, Shōryū Katsura, and Mark Siderits. Tom made a particularly strong connection with Katsura, who had himself been a student of Jacques May years earlier in Kyoto. Katsura arranged for Tom to get a Monbushō scholarship to study in Hiroshima, a timely rescue, since Tom’s funds were again about to run dry. While in Japan, Tom continued his study of Sanskrit texts with Katsura, working especially on the fourth chapter of Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika. They also read some of Xuanzang’s Chinese translation of Dharmapāla’s commentary on Āryadeva’s Catuḥśataka, a text that would become central to Tom’s doctoral dissertation and his eventual monograph, Materials for the Study of Āryadeva, Dharmapāla and Candrakīrti (1990). Tom also began his study of Tibetan grammatical traditions, reading some important sum rtags texts with Katsura and the linguist Derek Herforth, who was also in Hiroshima at that time. This collaboration subsequently also resulted in a book, Agents and Actions in Classical Tibetan (1989). Tom’s prolific publishing career was taking off.

Returning to Lausanne with Shelley and his young daughter, Tom contributed to the support of his family by teaching English in Swiss secondary schools while continuing to work on his dissertation and struggling to understand the Chinese translations of Dharmapāla’s lost Sanskrit text. Dharmapāla’s commentary on Āryadeva is not part of the Tibetan monastic curriculum, nor does it continue to be studied by Chinese Buddhists. As such, Tom found there were no scholars who could help identify the moves, protagonists, and antagonists in the abundant dazzling arguments in the text. Eventually, though, Tom realized that by learning to decode Xuanzang’s translation practices, he could gain some facility in dimly discerning the Sanskrit that must have lain behind the Chinese text. Tom rented a little room where he would go each day with his briefcase in tow to buckle down, write, and think. In comparison to translating Dharmapāla’s commentary on Āryadeva’s Catuḥśataka, Tom remembers, translating Candrakīrti’s commentary on the same text was easy.

During this time, Tom also continued to work on translations from the fourth chapter of the Pramāṇavārttika, publishing small slices in the Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde Südasiens. This work, too, eventually resulted in an impressive and enormously valuable contribution to Buddhist studies, his book Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika: An Annotated Translation of the Fourth Chapter (parārthānumāna) (2000).

Tom publicly defended his doctorate thesis in 1989, formally receiving his doctorat ès lettres (D.Litt.) in Buddhist studies from the University of Lausanne in 1990 when the two volumes of Materials for the Study of Āryadeva, Dharmapāla and Candrakīrti were published in Steinkellner’s series in Vienna—at that time, publication in a decent academic series was a condition for the conferral of the degree. Not long after this, Tom was invited by Lambert Schmithausen to serve as a short-term replacement for David Seyfort Ruegg, who had abruptly retired from the University of Hamburg. With Tom’s family established in Switzerland, he commuted for this stint, cramming all his classes into sixteen periods over two long days every second week. (He recalls that Schmithausen at one point told him “If you can do this, you can do anything.”) At Hamburg he met other interesting people who were to become friends and interlocutors, including the eccentric and brilliant Claus Oetke, who occasionally sat in on Tom’s class on a text by Alasha Ngawang Tendar and then sent him postcards filled with symbolic logic.

At Hamburg, Tom taught, among other things, a course on Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka, focusing especially on the Eight Difficult Points of the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (Rtsa shes dka’ gnad/gnas brgyad kyi zin bris), a set of lecture notes on Tsongkhapa’s core teachings on Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka written by Tsongkhapa’s disciple Gyalstab Darma Rinchen. Schmithausen sat in on the class, and Tom recalls that it was from him that he learned something of the art of how to discern which variants are interesting and which are not when editing a text. As Tom put it, “To this day, I think that a lot of times, the best critical editions are done by people who know what to leave out as insignificant. The maniacal or almost obsessive listing of all variants . . . actually makes an edition often impossible to use. What’s really important is to see what’s significant and not overburden a reader with trivia.” Tom says that he also learned from his good friend Helmut Krasser, who similarly advocated this kind of discernment. Although Tom never officially studied in Vienna, he felt like he did because he visited frequently and kept up a strong relationship with the circle of scholars there.

Becoming a professor

Not long after Tom’s Hamburg stint, when Jacques May retired in 1992, Tom was appointed to take his teacher’s place and painlessly became a full professor at the University of Lausanne. Tom points out that the unanticipated rapidity of his rise was just how things could work in Switzerland in those days. Needless to say, he counts himself extremely lucky to have largely dodged the usual process of applying for various jobs, getting promoted with tenure, and so on. And, seemingly miraculously, his good fortune continued. Not long after his appointment at Lausanne, Tom learned that a Dutch woman named Elisabeth de Boer, who had practiced Zen for many years in the monastery in Japan with which Jacques May had been connected during his work with the École française d’Extrême Orient, had willed a very large sum of money to the chair of Buddhist studies at the University of Lausanne. As Tom says, “That happened to be me.” The terms of her will ensured that Buddhist studies would continue in Switzerland, as she had stipulated that her gift was conditional upon Lausanne having a chair in Buddhist studies financed by the Swiss state. Lausanne University, whether interested or not in the subject matter, would not want to give up such an impressive resource. Tom realized that, besides a lot of money, he now had job security.

This astonishing turn of events also meant that Tom was now able to sponsor a wide range of scholarly activities, including organizing conferences, hosting researchers, underwriting travel for students and other academics, and supporting doctoral students. It would not be an exaggeration to say that all the scholars contributing to this volume have benefitted from the Fonds de Boer in some fashion over the course of their careers. Among the significant things Tom was able to do was to arrange to appoint Cristina Scherrer-Schaub, another of Jacques Mays’s former students, as a professor at the University of Lausanne. He further was able to collaborate with his colleague at Lausanne, the scholar of Indian philosophy and intellectual history Johannes Bronkhorst, to organize conferences on topics like Sāṃkhya philosophy. He brought a number of students to Tibet, including some who were to go on to become leading figures in Buddhist studies, and he sponsored others to attend international conferences. He organized and funded research stays in Lausanne by diverse international scholars, including Takashi Iwata, Sadananda Das, Heidi Köppl, Georges Dreyfus, Jiří Holba, Donald Lopez, Ken Liberman, Chizuko Yoshimizu, Hideyo Ogawa, Martin Adam, Denise Lo (Lo Weitzu), Raynald Prévéreau, Naomi Sato, Kenneth Zysk, Mark Siderits, Koji Tanaka, and Bronwyn Finnigan.

Starting in the mid to late 1990s, Tom generously sponsored and supervised a number of doctoral students, starting with John Dunne and myself, who came from the United States for two years and ended up persuading Tom to be the director of our dissertations after the passing of our original advisor at Harvard, Masatoshi Nagatomi. Two Swiss scholars who are now leaders in their fields, Vincent Eltschinger and Pascale Hugon, both studied under Tom, focusing on Indian and Tibetan epistemology, respectively. Tom’s good friend Mimaki sent his student Tōru Tomabechi from Kyoto to work on Indian Buddhist tantric materials and also to collaborate with Tom in the study of one of Tibet’s most independent thinkers, Shākya Chokden. Tom’s friend and teacher Katsura sent Ryusei Keira, a scholar of Kamalaśīla who had studied with Yasunori Ejima in Tokyo. Later, Tom met and then invited David Higgins to come from Canada to do a doctorate. David was one of Herbert Guenther’s last students and had a great deal of knowledge of the Tibetan Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) traditions. Tom also brought Thomas Doctor, a Danish student of the Kagyü-Nyingma teacher Chökyi Nyima Rinpoché, to work on early Tibetan Madhyamaka.

During this period, Tom became increasingly involved with the International Association of Buddhist Studies, serving for eight years (1998–2006) with Cristina Scherrer-Schaub as co-editor of the Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies, organizing the association’s twelfth congress, held at the University of Lausanne in 1999, and eventually assuming the role of the association’s general secretary (2002–10). Working alongside Jérôme Ducor, who served as the association’s treasurer, and Danielle Feller, who provided indispensable aid, the Lausanne team helped to revitalize the association. Tom was becoming increasingly disinterested in the ways Buddhist studies was represented in the American Academy of Religion and was convinced of the need for a place for exchange among scholars who possessed the kind of philological training and instincts that were, and continue to be, the backbone of his own philosophical investigations relating to Buddhist thought. This led him to devote significant energy and resources to the association. In this vein, too, Tom agreed to become the editor for a new academic series at Wisdom Publications, Studies in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, which allows philologically rigorous Buddhist philosophical studies to reach a wider audience. The series was launched with the publication of Tom’s Scripture, Logic, Language: Essays on Dharmakīrti and His Tibetan Successors (1999) to establish the series’ commitment to textually informed scholarship.

Starting in the early 2000s, through his connection with Thomas Doctor and Heidi Köppl, Tom began to travel regularly to the Rangjung Yeshe Institute in Kathmandu to teach and attend annual conferences on Buddhist studies arranged by Chökyi Nyima and his students. The conferences became a kind of hub for philosophers interested in questions of Buddhist epistemology and logic, often including scholars like Klaus Dieter-Mathes, John Dunne, Jonardon Ganeri, Jay Garfield, and others. After some years, these meetings culminated in a group of scholars getting together and calling themselves the Cowherds—a nod to the stock Madhyamaka phrase gopālāṅganā, meaning “cowherds and women,” used to indicate ordinary, uneducated persons who do not possess much in the way of philosophical learning. In addition to Tom, the Cowherds were Georges Dreyfus, Bronwyn Finnigan, Jay Garfield, Guy Newland, Graham Priest, Mark Siderits, Koji Tanaka, Sonam Thakchoe, and Jan Westerhoff. Together they produced a polygraph, Moonshadows: Conventional Truth in Buddhist Philosophy (2011), an indispensable resource for anyone wishing to understand the range of Madhyamaka positions on conventional truth.

In the following years, Tom was involved with a number of highly specialized conferences, some of which led to the publication of top-notch edited volumes. In 2005, he attended a three-day Buddhism in Logic and Analytic Philosophy conference at Westminster College at Cambridge University, organized by the set theorist and philosopher Thomas Forster and sponsored by the Saint Luke’s Institute. This gathering eventually resulted in a book, edited by Tom together with Mario D’Amato and Jay Garfield, Pointing at the Moon: Buddhism, Logic, Analytic Philosophy (2009). The volume is one of the first to seriously put Buddhist philosophers in conversation with experts in modern non-classical logics.

In 2006, Tom drew on the Fonds de Boer to sponsor a four-day conference at Crêt Bérard, a retreat center in the hills of Lausanne, where a wide range of scholars gathered to think about and discuss the problem of the Buddhist nominalist theory of apoha. This group consisted some of Tom’s teachers, students, and longtime interlocutors: Arindam Chakrabarti, Amita Chatterjee, Georges Dreyfus, John Dunne, Jonardon Ganeri, Brendan Gillon, Bob Hale, Pascale Hugon, Shōryū Katsura, Parimal Patil, Prabal Kumar Sen, Ole Pind, and Mark Siderits. The fruit of this conference came some years later in the form of a book, edited by Tom along with Mark Siderits and Arindam Chakrabarti, Apoha: Buddhist Nominalism and Human Cognition (2011). The volume remains a seminal collection of articles on one of Indian Buddhist philosophy’s most intriguing contributions to theories of language, epistemology, and metaphysics.

Retirement

In 2011, Tom made the decision to take an early retirement at age sixty. Things were changing in the Swiss universities in the wake of the Bologna reforms, particularly for his Department of Oriental Languages and Cultures, and not for the better in his estimation. Gene Smith, the legendary textual preservationist and founder of the Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center in New York, approached Tom with the idea to become the chief editor for 84000, a nonprofit project dedicated to the massive task of publishing online translations of the entire Tibetan Buddhist canon starting with the Kangyur, the collection of Tibetan translations of Indian works considered to be buddhavacana or “words of the Buddha,” after which they would continue with the Tengyur, the collection of translations of treatises penned by Indian authors subsequent to the Buddha. The Kangyur represented new territory for Tom, who had spent most of his time until then focused on the philosophical texts found in the Tengyur, but he leaned into it, realizing how much there was to learn. Tom took on the role and remained in it through 2019, leading the 84000 project through a crucial formative period and simultaneously developing his own knowledge of the scriptural canon. As part of this project, Tom led a course at the University of Vienna in Buddhist translation studies in 2014, supervising a translation by the students of the Sūtra on Wisdom at the Hour of Death (Tōhoku catalog 122) that was published online in 2016. He later contributed his own translation of a longer sūtra, Questions Regarding Death and Transmigration (Tōhoku 308). This text, which may have been known to Nāgārjuna,6 both refutes various ancient non-Buddhist Indian notions of the afterlife and presents an account of how there can be rebirth in the absence of any actual transmigration (saṃkrama) of a real entity. Tom’s philosophical interests were evident.

Moving back to British Columbia with Shelley, Tom settled on Gabriola Island, where he has continued his relentless appetite for research, writing, and learning languages. He has published articles on an impressive range of topics. These include a substantive entry on Dharmakīrti for The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (revised 2021) and numerous contributions to a host of felicitation and other edited volumes, encyclopedias, handbooks, and journals. A collection of some of his most important writings on Madhyamaka, How Do Mādhyamikas Think? And Other Essays on the Buddhist Philosophy of the Middle, appeared in 2016. More recently, he produced a hefty volume showcasing the range of his erudition, Views from Tibet: Studies on Tibetan Buddhist Logic, the Philosophy of the Middle, and the Indigenous Grammatico-Linguistic Tradition (2022). Traveling abroad frequently to visit his two daughters in Switzerland, as well as internationally for conferences, Tom remains active as a scholar and perpetual student, continuing his exchanges both remotely and in person with his mentors, friends, and past students around the world.

Given that I count such conversations with Tom among the most highly rewarding and pleasurable activities of my adult life, it was with great eagerness that, following the wonderful workshop in Madison organized by John Dunne, I proposed to Tom that he and I conduct a series of conversations online to help prepare me to write this introduction. He agreed, and over several months, we met regularly so I could hear not only some of the details related above about his life and career but also something of how his thoughts have developed over the years, especially in relation to the key topics of this volume: truth, knowledge, and an empty world. Physically located on opposite sides of the North American continent, with Tom on Gabriola Island and me in Atlanta, Georgia, we took a series of meandering conversational strolls through topics both philosophical and personal, at times delving into the dense thickets of technical analysis, at other times emerging to survey some broad vista of philosophical life. In the following section of this introduction, I attempt to convey some of these conversational highlights, after which I will reflect a bit on the articles in this volume, which are all very much a part of this larger conversation among friends.

Thought

My conversations with Tom

Back when I was a doctoral student conducting research in Lausanne, I remember struggling to wrap my head around where Tom stood on one particular issue. Tom had introduced me to the study of truth theories, and I was eager to get his take on how to apply these theories to Buddhist philosophy, especially in the contexts of Madhyamaka’s two truths and the epistemological theories of the pramāṇa tradition. The cafeteria of the University of Lausanne, with the outline of the French Alps across the lake in view in the windows, was a common place for such conversations to unfold. I remember that Tom astonished me one day by floating the idea that perhaps Dharmakīrti did not actually have a theory of truth. (He developed this idea more fully in the introduction to his Scripture, Logic, Language.) I’m not sure why this surprised me so much. I suppose at the time I just assumed that if a philosopher speaks about truth, they must have a theory about what truth is. But Tom was far ahead of me in his recognition that such need not be the case. I learned from that comment, and I have continued learning about truth from Tom ever since.

Now, a quarter century later, I thought I had a pretty good understanding of Tom’s philosophical positions and general outlook. But in the course of our recent conversations, Tom again managed to upend some of the perspectives I had come to take for granted. Our talks unfolded over four or five sessions. For the most part, my role was to ask questions, giving Tom ample time and space to respond while I sought clarifications here and there. When our conversations were complete, I wrote up an account based on my notes. Tom then gave substantial feedback, reworking some sections to better reflect the nuances of his thinking and to fill in some gaps that we had not covered orally. I returned to the document and made some more edits for clarity. What follows, therefore, is not so much a transcript of our discussions as it is a collage designed to give a sampling of Tom’s wide-ranging knowledge and unique way of thinking. Not surprisingly, a great deal has been left out. Tom and I both thought it best to stick mainly to the topics that form the subject of this book. I hope, nevertheless, that what remains can give a tantalizing taste of the kinds of insights that inevitably arise when one is lucky enough to sit down for an extended conversation with Tom.

Where philosophy goes wrong

Truth was a key topic of our conversations, one to which we repeatedly returned. I opened our first meeting with an invitation for Tom to tell me more about what interests him about truth, what attracts him to a deflationist model, and how he thinks about Buddhist philosophy in this regard. Tom reflected that he thinks he was always some kind of budding quietist. He recalls being interested from a young age in the question of what philosophy is for, what one can legitimately do with it, and where and how it might go wrong—where, that is, philosophy might become nonsense. His study of analytic philosophers like Carnap, Ayer, and Wittgenstein had gotten him interested in problems of thinking: What are you doing when you argue? What are you doing when you hold a metaphysical thesis? These are questions that continue to preoccupy him today.

Tom told me he is a person who by temperament appreciates differences more than identities. He has been mostly disinterested in quests for such things as universally held ethical principles, immutable laws of thought, absolute religious unities, and so on, as these often seem to him frustratingly vague and contrived. Instead, Tom values deeper and more precise exploration of differences—those places where things do not line up so easily—especially those that open up new horizons and destabilize received ideas. No wonder, then, that as a young man Tom would be attracted to Wittgenstein’s interest in difference, disunity, and the idea that we should “look and see” the complexity of things. It resonated with Tom to read that philosophies go wrong when they claim to find essences of grammar, knowledge, truth, goodness, or necessity. As he put it much later, seeking such unities seemed to him largely akin to engaging in a “science of Tuesdays.”7

But while Tom was and is put off by the cheap unities and rash essentialism that sometimes appear under the aegis of comparative philosophy, he is in no way averse to the cosmopolitan and judicious use of the tools of all kinds of philosophy to better penetrate some of the many ways philosophers have of going astray. For example, Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations had importantly seen philosophy as being under the sway of certain underlying pictures that hold philosophers (and others) captive. One such image is the idea that there must be something like what the Investigations terms “superlative facts” to guide and ground our thought. These supposed “facts of the matter” are abstractions similar to what John McDowell called the “ethereal Platonic rails” that philosophers imagine guiding and validating our language usage and claims of truth. Here, the captivating picture (from which it can be exceedingly difficult to escape) is that the non-arbitrariness of truth claims and of logical necessity requires a kind of metaphysical realism according to which there exists a definite totality of all real objects, some properties of which are intrinsically possessed. Additionally, this metaphysically realist picture entails that there can be a view sub specie aeternitatis, a God’s-eye view or “sideways on” perspective concerning how that totality exists in itself. This is a much stronger type of realism than the harmless, even indispensable, variety conveyed by maxims like not everything we believe is in fact so, and other such common-sense ideas about reality and truth—a subtle and elusive distinction that Tom reminded me had been deftly probed by Cora Diamond in her justly famous article “Realism and the Realistic Spirit.”8

The point, Tom told me, was that metaphysicians typically do try to build systems on their visions of the totality of the real, systems that they inevitably think can capture how the totality actually is in itself, with probative arguments being the bridge between how things appear and how they really are. Such metaphysicians believe we can attain a vantage point from which we can see how our thinking as a whole matches up with how things are in themselves. Indian and Tibetan Buddhist writers of the realist epistemological school, for example, speak of the need for contact (sparśa) between the knower and the known, and of a substantive, natural relation (svabhāvapratibandha) that makes thought reach (prāpaka) the real. But is such a vantage point, and hence the view from it in which such entities and relations are ascertained, actually available? Tom maintains there is no such meaningful perspective, and thus the task, whether for a Buddhist philosopher who aims at thesislessness or for a Wittgensteinian who aims at undoing metaphysical seductions, is to tease out the pervasive misapprehensions that lurk in our seemingly innocent ways of knowing. Such is the spirit in which he embraces both the Tibetan idea of the importance and elusiveness of the “recognition of what is to be denied” (dgag bya ngos ’dzin) and much of Wittgenstein’s therapeutic, quietist goals of gaining the ability to no longer advance or reject philosophical theses and, ultimately, of stopping to do philosophy as it has hitherto been practiced.

When one destabilizes philosophers’ quests for a special perspective—an Archimedean point from which to evaluate things, or superlative facts by which to ground things—their elaborate theories about the probativeness and non-arbitrariness of reasoning are destabilized, too. I asked Tom what then remains of truth, the real, and reason. He responded that just as we have deflationary truth and innocuous realism without the guidance of superlative facts, so, too, good reasoning demands nothing further, nothing completely extra-human, no underlying rails that guarantee non-arbitrariness and necessity. So what does Tom make of the logical theory of the Buddhist realist thinker Dharmakīrti with its demands for a “natural relation” or a “logical nexus” (avinābhāvaniyama) that is present in intrinsically existing reality and that underlies the capacity for people to articulate definitive proofs and to correctly say when and why a good reason is good? Perhaps surprisingly, Tom holds that in the end there is not actually much meaningful to be gained by such theories. It turns out that the specter of arbitrariness as imagined by realist thinkers like Dharmakīrti is not and never really has been a genuine problem at all.

The seduction of argument

I confess, it was a bit of a revelation to me to discover just how far Tom goes in his dismissal of definitive proofs. Although I knew about his interest in quietism and deflationism, and I understood his worries about metaphysical underpinnings for truth claims and logic, I had also always seen him as someone with a genuine passion for more formal kinds of argumentation and logic, as would seem evident from his many writings on these topics. So I asked him about that. He explained that his interest in logic and systems of argumentation is partly about knowing what’s going on in the opposing camp and partly about exploring the myriad ways of constructing arguments. But that’s not the whole story. Rather, he tells me, you have to know the seduction that underlies this kind of thinking. You need to see how various philosophical ideas and theories—universals, facts of the matter, nominalism, realism, antirealism, and so on—can get their grip on you. You need, that is, to do something similar to the Tibetan doxographical tenets study tradition (grub mtha’). There, you study a wide range of philosophical views not just so you can better defeat them but, even more profoundly, so that you can understand what is really at stake when you commit to a particular philosophical position. You need to understand the attraction of a given position, why an intelligent person might be seduced by it. And to understand the seduction, you need to be seduced yourself, at least to some degree.

Tom emphasized that philosophical argumentation is very different from formal logical reasoning for theorems that, once understood, will clinch disputed issues. Formal logic has no doubt yielded remarkable results in the foundations of mathematics or computer science, and there is no reason to doubt its value. The force and autonomy of philosophical arguments, on the other hand, tends to be oversold by traditional Buddhists and modern philosophers alike. Philosophical arguments involve a complex mix of human factors such as competing visions, mindsets, imagery, adoption of new language, and so on.9 For Tom, the persistent idea that proper philosophical argumentation stands or falls on its own, that it has and must have independence or autonomy (svātantrya), is an oversimplification. Even worse, it is an illusion. Getting out from under the grip of that captivating picture is a lot harder than one might think but is necessary if our ideas of truth and reality are not to become pinned down under the metaphysical weight of intrinsic existence and necessity.

I asked Tom for an example of how philosophical arguments can lead us astray, and he offered the example of Nāgārjuna’s fivefold analysis of wholes and parts.10 Tom emphasized that he thinks it is a mistake to take this analysis, as many do, to stand on its own as a proof of mereological nihilism—that is, the position that any part-whole relation is contradictory such that there can never be any partite thing. Nāgārjuna’s analysis begs far too many important questions to ever clinch the issue for those, like Naiyāyikas or modern mereologists, who hold a very different reasoned vision of things. But beyond that, Tom further thinks there are many Mādhyamikas, Tsongkhapa chief among them, who do not take Nāgārjuna’s analysis to lead inexorably to mereological nihilism. Instead, such Mādhyamikas grant sanguinely that the mere notion of a composite like a cart is not contradictory, and they certainly do not think that the mere existence of parts, wholes, and composition should be refuted by a series of reductio ad absurdum arguments. Tom is thus critical of attempts to use the Madhyamaka “neither one nor many” arguments (ekānekaviyogahetu) to prove the unreality of composites.

Rather, he feels the most crucial thing here, as elsewhere in Madhyamaka, is to use the analysis to recognize the compelling attraction of metaphysical realism to see more clearly how philosophical problematics, like part-whole problems, are in its grip. The broad lines of the argumentation can then be directed to show various possible difficulties concerning intrinsically existing objects—meaning those objects imagined via an inflated conception of truth/reality (satyābhimāna). When one understands a little better what one was pursuing all along, then that might indeed turn out to be impossible. But ordinary tables, chairs, and carts, along with their components, are themselves neither inconsistent nor unreal.11 There is little point in devising ever more elaborate technical arguments to show that they are.


Quietism

Summarizing the import of all this, Tom pointed out that a frequent way Madhyamaka has been interpreted—both traditionally and in modern times—is that it gets beyond realism to an all-encompassing antirealism. He then explained that he sees that kind of Madhyamaka as proceeding crucially on the assumption that one can have a clear perspective on what it would be for a given thing to exist fully really in the first place, such that one then can show that nothing satisfies the criteria for such fully real existence. That’s one way to go. It leads Buddhists to negative ontologies and global error theories: that the world is itself unreal and only superficially thought to exist; that everything an unenlightened being might think or seem to know must actually be erroneous; or, if one goes the idealist route like Dharmapāla, that belief in an external world is an error and only the mental is real. These are various historically attested antirealist readings of Madhyamaka texts. But another way to go is to say that Madhyamaka helps us to recognize that we actually do not have the type of clear view that would be needed to make any definitive positive or negative determinations concerning what intrinsic reality would be or must be like. We have only the deep-seated illusion of such a clear perspective, so that all that seems to be established in light of such a perspective or vision, whether positive or negative, is actually quite unintelligible. This way leads to quietism.

For Tom, as a quietist Buddhist himself,12 antirealism is just as problematic as metaphysical realism, no more, no less. On Tom’s quietist reading, Mādhyamika thinkers may be understood to be suggesting that an inflated conception of truth/reality (satyābhimāna) or, what is equivalent, the subtle action of grasping at truth/reality (satyagraha, bden ’dzin) confusedly requires that things must be existent or nonexistent in the strong sense demanded by metaphysical realism. That is, satyābhimāna is itself a kind of Buddhist sideways-on, or sub specie aeternitatis, view. When satyābhimāna is not taken as an actual perspective but more like an insidious confusion or a kind of masquerade of a rational vision, then a thoroughgoing negative ontology can be no better founded than its realist counterpart. The recurring point in Madhyamaka texts is that any genuine intelligibility of a negation depends on the genuine intelligibility of its positive counterpart—in effect, if some would-be attribution is nonsensical, then the denial of that nonsensical attribute remains nonsense, too, and in the same way.13 Neither the realist nor the antirealist has a clear idea of what they want, despite thinking that they do, and they poison their thinking accordingly. Quietism in the face of unintelligibility is not a philosophical position; it is a type of vigilance.

The dismal slough

We will see in this book that a lot of the contributors engage with a term Tom coined: the “dismal slough.” Tom uses this term critically to characterize what he calls the “typical” Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka global error theory, and he rejects that interpretation of Madhyamaka in favor of one that is “atypical.” As we saw above, there is a frequent approach in the study of Madhyamaka, in both traditional and modern exegesis, according to which ideas about the world are intelligible but actually false. This is the typical Prāsaṅgika error theory. Tom reads their formula blo ’khrul ba’i ngor yod pa (“things exist [only] in the view of mistaken minds”) starkly: they hold that the only “truths” (in scare quotes) are what some or perhaps all people mistakenly agree to be true. Tom holds that while this is a quite natural reading of Candrakīrti’s texts, it nevertheless leads to various unpalatable—shall we say, “dismal”—consequences. This is especially so given Candrakīrti’s recurring principle that this mistaken truth, or more exactly customary truth (saṃvṛtisatya), is no other than precisely what is established by the world (lokaprasiddha).

As Tom and I discussed this problem, we became aware that John Newman, in a recent article examining some of Tom’s earlier publications, has ably shown that Candrakīrti does not just uncritically reproduce as worldly truth all that the lowest common denominator of the populace holds. Instead Candrakīrti admits and advocates “a hierarchy of knowledge within knowledge that is established by ordinary people in the world.”14 Tom readily conceded this point. There is room for experts in Candrakīrti’s world and for the revision of beliefs. The worst-case scenario that Tom had feared in earlier publications, in which worldly truth was always and only decided by unnuanced populism, is not something Candrakīrti himself advocated. But even in those earlier publications, Tom recognized that Candrakīrti thought he could promote needed revisions by pitting some beliefs and attitudes against others and pointing out misapplications of well-known epistemic standards.15 Tom’s point, however, was that one way or another, Candrakīrti and his followers would not get very far, and not nearly far enough, if that was all they could do.

Tom clarified to me that one problem with positing a hierarchy within lokaprasiddha is that doing so still does not allow us to handle the more difficult cases within or across societies and their elites. Popular opinions vary significantly in diverse places and times, as do those of elites, as do epistemic procedures and standards even within a single society. Whether we adopt a global error theory and equate truth with the opinions of ordinary people, or we limit truth to expert opinions, holding it to be that which conforms to the epistemic procedures and standards of experts within a society, we will still have to contend with a large number of conflicting truth claims. Many such claims, including those concerning odd cosmologies and various traditional beliefs about physics, psychology, or medicine, will remain unacceptable for a rational person. Some will be unintelligent and retrograde. And some—for example, those emerging from elaborate justifications of slavery or female genital mutilation—will be utterly repugnant. But countering all these irrational and repugnant claims is neither easy nor obvious. For example, Tom explained to me, when it comes to metaphysics, Candrakīrti thought he could counter belief in God and enduring entities via what generally was lokaprasiddha in his surroundings. But he underestimated how intelligent theists in very different cultures would make their case using their own experts and their own, divergent standards. Arriving at what Mādhyamikas call the “correct customary truth” is not just the straightforward enterprise of plumbing the beliefs and standards one happens to observe.

I pushed back on Tom to question whether it might not be the case that when truth claims appear unintelligent or rationally unacceptable, this could be due to the divergent epistemic procedures and standards we have inherited and with which we have become accustomed to assessing the world. Might it not be that our rejection of seemingly irrational claims is due primarily to the picture of reality that currently captivates us and the notions of truth and reality in whose grip we are currently held? Might we not, in other words, be in the thrall of our own truthiness? Tom felt I had missed the mark. The problem here is that if we suggest that truth and acceptability are simply relative to actual contexts and epistemic standards, then we enervate these concepts by taking off their important corrective edge. We rob truth of its normativity. For what do we mean by “truth” if it is not that which people should aim for and if it does not involve correction and censure when people get it wrong? Substituting descriptions of what some or all people de facto happen to think, or have thought, or would think following their particular societies’ lights significantly weakens or misses that robust normativity. The typical Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka position is, in Tom’s eyes, a descent into this kind of philosophical swamp—the dismal slough—where, for metaphysical reasons, philosophers of various stripes downgrade truth to a kind of ignorant consensus, or they construe “. . . is true” relativistically as a disguised two-place relation (“x is true for y”), or they minimize normativity so that saying something is true is little more than an endorsement or a profession of solidarity. In effect, they confusedly lessen the force of vital, practical norms because of their attachment to antirealism.16

On the other hand, if you are a quietist rather than an antirealist, you can better avoid that kind of relativistic slough. Norms concerning truth are not held hostage to anything about the totality of the real or to a God’s-eye perspective in Buddhist garb. For Tom, we can continue to seek resolutions to conflicts rather than just changes in adversaries’ opinions. Often we will find some deeper form of agreement, or perhaps it will become clear that the conflict in question was merely verbal, two parties using language differently. But there will also be many occasions when we should not shy away from showing that certain propositions that a given person, group, or society (including perhaps our own) claim to be true by their lights have never been true at all. The issue that Tom explores in the final essay in this book is whether the Mādhyamika accepts that there are genuine sources of knowledge, or pramāṇas, justifying truth claims. The typical Prāsaṅgika position is that there cannot be such robust, normative pramāṇas, because there is no grounding of truth claims in intrinsically existing reality. The atypical position, which Tom finds in Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka philosophy and develops further using modern resources, like deflationary truth theories, is that there are genuinely normative pramāṇas, even though they have no such metaphysical grounding. What keeps Tom up at night are the numerous bogus moves in current thinking that look uncomfortably similar to typical Prāsaṅgika in denigrating truth in favor of solidarity with opinions, standards, and interests of groups. That slippage had consequences in both India and Tibet, and it does so now, too, both intellectually and in matters of practical life. Tampering with the normativity in the concept of truth—or worse, abandoning truth more or less outright—whether in religion, politics, or elsewhere, is devastating.

For Tom, engaging in comparative philosophy allows us to stretch concepts in ways that are helpful in opening or destabilizing our subjectivities or worlds. We start to see some of how we have been seduced by our prior ideas, and we can begin to experiment with other forms of seduction on the way to becoming a bit more free from confusion. When it comes to Buddhist philosophy, Tom tells me he is not much of a reductionist. He’s not really attracted to the impersonal perspective that the Abhidharma promotes, nor to a Madhyamaka-style mereological nihilism, according to which any part/whole relationship would be fraught with contradictions. He is more interested in the idea that Tsongkhapa promotes according to which whole entities like pots, cars, and people do exist and are established by pramāṇas. What is needed is for us to come to understand what precisely it is that should be denied (dgag bya ngos ’dzin), or in other words, where we go wrong when an indispensable, innocuous conception of truth and reality turns into the inflated conception. This discrimination is not to be obtained through ever more subtle and involved argumentation operating in a vacuum. The important insight from Tsongkhapa is that argumentation between Mādhyamikas and realists does not stand on its own but depends upon and fleshes out competing, direction-giving visions, be they clear or confused. Tom sees that as a kind of methodological lesson. The crucial role of direction-giving visions is not just limited to this one specific debate, in Tom’s opinion, but can be extended widely to major philosophical arguments, East or West. Instead of more of the usual salvos of sophisticated arguments, we may well do better to seek a deeper and less technical recognition of what is at stake in the competing visions—that is to say, what is actually being envisaged and what is being denied.

When our conversations were finished, although I still felt Tom was a bit of a mystery, I now could see better how his rejection of relativism and his commitment to truth sit really quite well with his deflationism about truth and his quietism about metaphysics. Although the universe may be entityless, with no lonely objects—no objects that would be what they are even if nothing else existed—this does not mean that every statement turns out to be false. Norms of truth can remain robust. And for those difficult cases in philosophy, ethics, or religious thought where truth is, and may well remain, highly contested? There’s only one thing you can do—keep talking and be interested in what the other person is saying. Tom by inclination rejects quests for certainties and attainments. He values movement and likes to cite his compatriot Leonard Cohen: “There is a crack, a crack in everything. / That’s how the light gets in.” The great danger is that you stop the conversation. Don’t stop an honest dialogue between truth seekers.

With that injunction from Tom to carry on assiduously, I felt even more joyful than I already had at the prospect of bringing forth this book of conversations by some of Tom’s many friends. I think it will not be lost on readers that quite a few of the contributors in the volume felt emboldened to take on some of Tom’s strongest arguments about the nature of truth and knowledge in an empty world. I take this as an excellent sign indicating that Tom has cultivated a body of work and a circle of friends that are
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