
INTRODUCTION

The development of Indian philosophical system lay
their emphasis on epistemology. The discussion on the
problem of knowledge including error, doubt etc. has
constituted an important part of Indian philosophical
systems. Knowledge in Indian Philosophy includes both
the valid and invalid knowledge. There are various types
of invalid knowledge accepted by different schools. We
know that, in Indian philosophy different theories of error
are discussed under the name “khyativada”. Hare one
may argue that, the term ‘khya’ means jnana or
‘knowledge-in-general’. So, in a wider sense ‘khyativada’
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denotes ‘theory of knowledge irrespective of right or
wrong knowledge’. But then how can it turn out to be
the ‘theory of error’? In answer to this doubt, it can be
said that in Indian Philosophy “khyativada” stands for a
special meaning, i.e., for denoting ‘the theory of error or
illusion’ alone. It means ‘bhramajnanavada’ which are
discussed only in the context of the falsity of cognition.

Sometimes a distinction between error and illusion
has been maintained (though in this article these two are
used synonymously). However, it means there is a
distinction between cognitive error and practical error.
And in this sense khyativadas would be considered as
the ‘theory of cognitive error.’ Though in Indian
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philosophy we see that, in Pravakara School it is claimed
that, “there is no cognitive error as such but errors are
only practical”.

In this paper I would like to concentrate on ‘the
nature and status of the object of illusory perception’. It
is evident to us that, each and every theory of error
centers its focus of discussion over the content and nature
of erroneous perception. But it is not possible to cover all
major classical Indian philosophical theories of error. I
have discussed in brief the views of Akhyativadins,
asatkhyativadins, atmakhyativadins, and
anirvacaniyakhyativadins. Hare my intention is not to
refute or to justify any one of the above- mentioned theory
of error, since to my observation each of these theories
of error is very much consistent with the basic conceptual
framework of that specific philosophical system.

Classification of the Theories of Error :
Theories of error propounded by different

philosophical traditions may be classified in two groups,
viz., 1) satkhyati and 2) asatkhyati. Satkhyati again can
be classified as akhyati, anyathakhyati and atmakhyati.

Now regarding the ontological status of the object
of error the theory of akhyati, anyathakhyati and
atmakhyativada belong to the wider group of satkhyati,
since all these theories regard the object of error as real
or existent (sat). Again, asatkhyativadins admit that object
as non-existent (asat) whereas, sadasatvilaksanakhyati
or anirvacaniyakhyati considers that object as neither real
nor unreal.

The Nyaya Theory of Error:
The old Naiyayikas (Pracina Naiyayikas) admit

Viparitkhyati as the theory of error. Maharsi Gautama,
the founder of the Nyaya-sutra described bhramajnana
as mithyajnana though there we did not found any
explanation on the nature of that mithyajnana. In the
Bhasya, Vatsyayana has made a distinction between real
and unreal object (satvastu and asatvastu). But
Bhasyakara also did not analyze the nature of
mithyajnana. In the Nyayavartika of Uddyotkara and also
in Nyayavartikatatparyatika of Vacaspatimisra
bhramajnana is mentioned as viparitkhyati. Considering
the ‘lokavyavahara’, the Old Naiyayikas considered
bhramajnana as Viparitkhyati, since in the case of ‘shell-
silver illusion,’ when the knower has the ‘vadhaka
prayaya’ ‘nadem rajatam’ the knower realized that ‘I
knew the object in opposite form’. For this reason, the

Old -Naiyayikas analysed bhramajnana as Viparitkhyati1.
Neo -Naiyayikas describe their theory of error as

Anyathakhyati. Anyathakhyativadin are known as
satkhyativadi. They admit that both the locus (adhisthan)
and the object (aropya-vastu) of bhramajnana are real
object. The Naiyayikas admit both the veridical as well
as non-veridical cognitions. We all know that, apparently
there is as such no difference between a veridical
cognation of a snake and an illusory cognation of the
same. The Naiyayikas admit the similarity (sadrishya)
between these two objects, one of which is the shell,
which is actually present there and the other is the silver
which the perceiver misperceive. According to the
Anyathakhyativadins, the silver, which one sees in the
illusion, is not something mental but this is a real silver it
belongs to the already existing class of silver. That is to
say Anyathakhyativada refers to an object which exists
in the real world. So, bhrama is the imposition of the
opposite character, i.e., imposition of ‘silverness’ in place
of ‘shellhood’ in the present context2.

Pravakara’s Theory of Error: Akhyativada :
The Pravakara is a thoroughgoing realist, who

explains the problem of error and at the same time
preserve the essence of realism. The pravakara and his
followers admit that ‘cognition is always the cognition of
object and that’s why there cannot be any objectless
cognition (nirvisayaka jnana)3. They also admit that
validity is the intrinstic characteristic of all cognitions.
Knowledge as such cannot be false. So, according to
them falsity or error occurs in our usage only.

Pravakara’s Akhyativada is based on two
fundamental assumptions: a) ‘each and every erroneous
cognition is a case of two distinct forms of veridical
cognition; one is perceptual and the other is memory-
cogniton. One is presentational and other is
representational. b) This memory cognition (smrtijnana)
is a case of incomplete revival(smrti-pramosa), i.e., it is
not cognized as belonging to past time. The so-called
illusory cognition of silver in the presence of shell i.e.,
the cognition in the form ‘this is silver’ is actually the
combination of two valid cognition, viz., the cognition of
“this”, the dharmi of this so-called illusory cognition, which
is also present there and the other is the memory-cognition
of silver, which is not present there. Again, the silver is
the object of smrti and this is proved by the fact that
those who have no previous experience of silver failed
to cognize it in a place where it is not actually present.

KALO SONA ROY



Internat. J. Appl. Soc. Sci. | Jan. & Feb., 2022 | 9 (1 & 2) (18)

The Previous experience of silver left traces (samskaras)
and these are retained by the self (Atman). Afterwards
these are revived after seeing the shell, which closely
resemble silver and present in front of the perceiver. But
this silver, though it is an object of memory-cognition,
due to quick succession, its memory-character obliterated.
In other words, it’s ‘that-character’ or ‘past reference’
slurred over.

According to Pravakara the ‘shell’, the object of
perceptual cognition, and the silver, the object of memory-
cognition, these two in no way connected in the scheme
of reality. But due to the similarities between shell and
silver the percipient remembers silver and apprehend the
object, “this” (dharmi) as non-different from silver. As a
result the distinction between these two cognitions, the
specific character of the two cognitions simply escape
notice. So pravakara declares that this non-apprehension
(agraha) of non-relation (bheda) between two different
contents is the case of our illusory activities; and this
non-apprehension of difference (bhedagraha), un-
relatedness by no means can be converted into a positive
cognition of relatedness. There is thus no error, for it has
no cause. Illusion is thus explained in terms of ‘the double
lack of awareness of distinction, i.e., vivekagraha or
bhedagraha4.

The Bhatta’s theory of error is known as
viparitkhyativada. One thing is important to note that the
Bhatta Mimansakas has regarded Viparitkhyati as
Anyathakhyati but they did not say that all Anyathakhyatis
are to be considered as Viparitkhyati as the Naiyayikas
said. According to the Bhattas ‘each and every
Viparitkhyati must be Anyathakhyati but not vice-versa’.
For the Bhattas both the ‘false knowledge (mithyajnana)
and knowledge of absence (abhavajnana) are two types
of Anyathakhyati. In the case of bhramajnana or
mithyajnana a real object (sadvastu), viz., shell (sukti)
appears as silver, which is also a real object, though not
present at that time at that place. Similarly in the case of
abhavajnana, areal object existing in another place
appears as the object of knowledge. The basic difference
between bhramajnana or mithyajnana and abhavajnana
is that, in the case of bhramajnana a different real object
appears as another real object; whereas in case of
abhavajnana, the perceiver apprehends the real object
silver as absent in that place. On this ground the Bhattas
opined not all Anyathakhyati be considered as
Viparitkhyati and they considered both yathartha and
mithyajnana as anyathakhyati; though the Naiyayikas

considered only bhramajnana as anyathakhyati5.

Asatkhyativada :
Now we are passing over to that specific theory of

error which upholds ‘the object of erroneous perception
is absolutely unreal, ‘asat’. This theory is known as
Asatkhyati of the Buddhist philosophers. Buddhist
Sunyavadin advocates the appearance of a non-entity in
the case of erroneous cognition. The Asatkhyati believes
that in the case of erroneous cognition “our awareness
falsely appears to be burdened with an object, an object
which is non-existent” (asat). The object of erroneous
perception is neither mental nor material; neither external
nor internal. As a matter of fact, it can be said that,
whenever we have a cognition of an object, its very nature
is such that, “it arises from all its causal factors and it
arises invariably apprehending an object, which is
different from it”. But according to Sunyavadin, our
cognition cannot be such that its object-form is always
caused by an existent entity. Rather the fact is just
opposite, it might be a non-existent object, just as
necessarily happens in the case of dreams or hallucination
etc. The Sunyavadins reject the aropya, i.e. the imposed
as well as the adhisthana, i.e., the locus of the error also.
This is the distinguishing feature of this theory of error-
asatkhyati. So, they conclude that, error consists in
mistaking a non-existent object as existent or as appearing
in our awareness6.

Atmakhyativada :
The Yogacara, Soutrantrik and Vaibhasika Buddhists

uphold Atmakhyativada though each of them explained
Atmakhyati differently. Generally speaking,
Atmakhyativadins, uphold the position that “error consists
in regarding the internal object as external, the mental as
the extra-mental”. The basic presupposition of Buddhist
Yogacara School is that ‘each and every object is nothing
but the form of knowledge or consciousness, i.e., vijnana’
(“atmanah jnanakarasya khyati”). According to
Atmakhyativada, there is no object of error as such;
rather it is a mental entity. A Yogacara Buddhist would
say that, when some- one perceives the snake in the
sensory illusion of snake instead the rope, then the snake
exists only for him. This snake might not be a publicly
observable object. It is not a real snake, rather the internal
idea of snake, which exists only in the mind of that
perceiver, appears as objective reality. This mental entity
would not exist without that awareness7. According to
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them, the so -called external world is nothing but it is the
object-form of one’s own awareness, which is
externalized individually. Atmakhyativadins argued that
“just as experience in dream does not depend on external
objects but on knowledge of an object, all the experiences
in our ordinary life at awakening states depends on the
knowledge only, but not the external objects. When silver
is known mistakenly in place of shell, silver which is in
the form of cognition and internal is imposed on outside
object due to ignorance.

The Advaita View of Error: Anirvacaniyakhyativada:
The Advaita view of error, which is known as

Anirvacaniyakhyativada. According to this theory, the
object of illusion must belong to a third realm, which is
neither existent nor non-existent. The object snake, in
case of ‘rope-snake illusion’, cannot really be non-
existent or unreal. The reason is that, it appears to us at
the time of our perceptual awareness. Again, it appears
so vividly that it cannot be ruled out as early as unreal.
Again, according to Advaitins, this object cannot be
merely mental or internal; since it is grasped as an external
object by a vivid and certain perceptual cognition.

Then, against Nyaya realistic analysis of illusory
cognition, Advaitins hold that the illusory object cannot
be real or existent, for our correcting cognition, resulting
in the next moment, contradicts it. Nor it can be regarded
as both real and unreal, since that would be a
contradiction to it.

With such arguments, Advaitins concluded that, the
nature of object, which appears in our illusory cognition,
cannot be described explicitly. That is why they considered
it as “anirvacaniya,” indescribable in language.8 We know
that, this model of illusory cognition is generalized in
Advaita Philosophy to support their main philosophical
doctrine of Advaitavada. It is used as an argument to
show that ‘the world of our ordinary experience is neither
real or existent; nor unreal or non-existent’. Through our
common veridical perception shows the very reality of
the diversities of this external material world but our
scriptures say that the “non-dual Brahman” is the only
reality. This Brahman-awareness ultimately falsifies our
diversity-awareness.

Here one thing is important to note that, Advaitins
regard the external material world neither real or existent,
nor unreal or non-existent, yet it does not mean they are
not realist; rather this theory tends more towards realism,

since they also accept the world of our ordinary
experience more seriously as real or existent. But it is
only in the context of “Ultimate Brahman- awareness”,
the reality status of this world becomes questionable.

Conclusion :
Thus we see that, the Indian philosophers have a

common tone, while they are analyzing the nature of these
illusory cognitions. In each of this theory, the erroneous
character of each judgement is analyzed from a logical
point of view. But they are differing in opinion, regarding
the nature and status of the object of our illusory cognition.
When one admits it is real, others admit it is un-real, for
some other it is indescribable, while for some other an
error is the cognition of one real as another. Now
considering differing theories of error, we do not hesitate
to conclude that, in almost of the theory “something”
becomes the content of our cognition. It is a common
fact of human life that we obtain knowledge of
“something” through some way or other. Different
theories regarding the nature of the object of our illusory
cognition may be looked upon as divergent approaches
to the same object, and I think it is only due to the
respective structure of different systems.
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