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Abstract

This paper aims to provide an in-depth and detailed overview of the relationship between
language and cognition in Pali Buddhist texts. These reflections will touch on several fun-
damental themes, such as the role of signs in structuring cognitive processes and semiosis
as a force linked to the proliferation of concepts and percepts, whose organization under-
lies the constitution of a shared and partly subjective “world”. The paper will engage with
linguistics, semiotics, and biosemiotics in order to acquire a vocabulary capable of better
understanding the Buddhist reflections on these issues, and, where possible, it will also
offer a genealogical inquiry that explains why the theme of language takes on the pivotal
role it holds in Pali Buddhism.

Keywords: Buddhist philosophy; language and consciousness; philosophy of language;
cognition; meditation; philosophy of cognition

1. Introduction

The present paper aims to examine the conception of language in the Pali Buddhist
texts, particularly in the Nikayas, analyzing the role of language in perceptual-cognitive
processes and why such reflections on language serve, in these texts, to describe the pur-
pose of meditative practice—thus making language a fundamental key concept in Pali
Buddhist thought.

As a preliminary note, in this text I will avoid speaking of the “Pali canon” as much as
possible, since referring to a body of literature as “canonical” risks falling into the assump-
tion that Buddhist thought is structured analogously to European religions. Yet, as demon-
strated by Collins in a 1990 reflection [1], the idea that there exists a Buddhist “canon” is
rather controversial. It will therefore be more appropriate to speak of Pali texts, and par-
ticularly the collection of the Nikayas, which indeed exists and will be the focus of our
analysis. Nonetheless, it must also be noted that the expression “Pali canon” has by now
become established as designating a specific collection of texts that the Theravada move-
ment considers the reference point for the Buddha’s teachings (here again, I would avoid
speaking of “doctrine”); and therefore, if the term is understood in a neutral sense, we may
accept its use, while remaining aware of the necessary distinctions to be made.

Indeed, when we speak of conceptions of language in the Pali texts, we are faced
with a dilemma: are these philosophical elaborations? Attention must be paid to the
sense attributed to this term. For a long time, due to a similarly colonial or Eurocen-
tric attitude [2,3], it was denied that peoples outside the European cultural milieu pos-
sessed a philosophy of their own [4-9], assigning to the term its exclusively Greek meaning
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(prooo@ix). And it is certainly true that, in the European world, “philosophy” derives
from those reflections. Nonetheless, it has now become undeniable that all cultures of the
world possess philosophical traditions [10-12], since, in the absence of a better term, they
must be understood as distinctive elaborations through systems of reasoning that reflect
on the world, on life, on the human being, and on the great principles that govern the cos-
mos. This includes, obviously, India as well [13-16]. Philosophy is now global, and it is
therefore equally legitimate —as I will do in this paper—to speak specifically of philosophy
of language, cognitive philosophy, and philosophy of perception in Buddhism [17-21], al-
though in certain circumstances it would be even more appropriate to speak directly of
phenomenology [22].

Even though the conception of language has been widely examined in the Mahayana
Buddhist traditions [19] (pp. 27-31), especially Yogacara [23,24] and Madhyamaka [25,26],
recognizing that reflections on language constitute the indispensable trait d"union between
the problem of perceptual-cognitive processes and their overcoming through meditation,
investigations into the possible foundations of these reflections in the Pali texts have been
far fewer. Nevertheless, the Nikaya present reflections on language that are not only re-
markably refined and profound, but which construct a complete and organic conception
of language and its role in human experience —one that cannot simply be understood as
a prelude to Mahayana reflections, also because the Pali texts cannot be considered, tout
court, antecedent to the Mahayana movement, even if there are indeed certain sections of
the Pali corpus that may be considered very ancient [27-31].

In this paper, we will therefore focus on the Nikayas mainly as a corpus of Buddhist
texts which, as far as investigations into the conception of language in meditative practice
are concerned, has been a relatively little-studied collection compared to those of other au-
thors such as Nagarjuna [32-35], Dinnaga [36,37], Dharmakirti [38,39], Vasubandhu [40,41],
Candrakirti [42—-44], Sthiramati [45], and various others.

We will nevertheless occasionally refer to some reflections made by authors who have
worked on the problem of language in Mahayana traditions, but only for the purpose of
comparing analogous concepts that can be found in the Nikayas.

This research will focus on certain fundamental themes, which we will develop start-
ing from the reading of the Pali texts and which show us how language is not understood
by the Buddhists merely as a means of communication, but as a fundamental principle in
the functioning of the perceptual-cognitive process in a very broad sense.

Language is, above all, “recognition”: the ability to distinguish the things we experi-
ence and therefore an instrument for the construction of a “world” (loka). In the sense in
which the Nikayas conceive this concept [46-50], there is an absolute continuity between
language and world, and the “world” is understood as an environmental dimension pop-
ulated by “signs” (we will define this term later) capable of interacting with the subjects
who interpret them and of coordinating experiential processes.

As I will explain, the investigation into the Buddhist conception of language also re-
veals the existence of a progressive path, within meditative techniques, consisting in the
gradual deconstruction of the influence of signs in the life of subjects. Or rather, a process
of deconstruction of the force of semiosis through an actual weakening of signs. This weak-
ening extends from their most “influential” condition for us—that is, that of fundamental
“percepts” —toward that of mere primary “qualities”, which in a certain sense constitute
the fundamental core of the sign-percepts. A core which, moreover, will in turn be ana-
lyzed and revealed to be inherently empty.

In this sense, for meditation the idea of an analytical process of phenomena becomes
fundamental, a process aimed at reaching their fundamental constituents. In this context,
phenomena, percepts, and signs are the same thing.
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Although the Pali Abhidhamma will later tend to distinguish phenomenologically
what is perceived as something that “appears” from what actually constitutes an environ-
mental causal nexus and which can also be understood as the basis of a phaneron [51], the
Abhidhamma constructs, starting from the texts that precede it, an authentic and complex
phenomenology that inevitably rests on a semiotics of perception, and the analysis of this
phenomenology has been the subject of a previous study [52].

Both in the Abhidhamma and in the Nikayas, the phenomenological aspect of medita-
tion focuses on the logics of production and cessation of phenomena, the two fundamental
phases that constitute our experiential world. Everything we witness “appears” to us at
a given moment, thus presents itself as a phenomenon, and is recognized as having its own
identity. In this sense, that given phenomenon “determines itself” as a “sign” because, as
we shall see, the Buddhist definition of “sign” that best describes all the possible meanings
these authors attribute to it in the texts is precisely that of being a “determined”, some-
thing recognizable as having certain value-correlates, and distinct from other determinates
by virtue of its specific identity. The idea that language is fundamentally a designating
force that produces “determinates” is already present in the Rgveda, according to which,
at the moment of creation, “unspecified subjects emerged from nonduality, giving names.
They did not emerge with an established identity, but set out to create one for themselves
through the language they expressed” [53] (p. 46).

To the appearing of this sign-determinate there follows, however, an inevitable mo-
ment of its disappearing, and this because, according to Buddhist logic, the conditions
(the association among fundamental primary constitutive elements) that allow it to ap-
pear as a phenomenon have ceased to exist. We thus trace the equation of the “phe-
nomenon qua sign”, which is nothing other than a sign qua sign. Without the association
of the fundamental constitutive elements, there are no conditions for producing the cog-
nitive association between that aggregate of elements and a “determined” sign, and thus
a recognizable identity.

Buddhist phenomenology is concerned with the meticulous and careful analysis of
these phenomenal processes [54], since they determine our experience and, above all, our
suffering, insofar as we are normally not truly masters of these processes, which affect and
influence us without our being able to do anything about it.

In the Nikayas, we find the conception of the existence of fundamental perceptual-
cognitive elements, or forces that act in every respect within the sphere of human experi-
ence, capable of influencing and determining both the communicative and the perceptual
processes, subtly directing cognition and determining the course of thought. These forces
would not be entirely autonomous entities, but it is specified quite explicitly in the texts
that they are in some way generated by the collectivity and managed by those who hold
what we may call the “primacy of veridiction” —that is, who, for reasons of prestige or
power (prestige in any case translating into power), would be able to influence the values
that determine the specific functions of those signs, and thus the way in which they act
within the collectivity.

The origin of the function of value correlates is to be found in the principles that regu-
late the perceptions of every object/sign: Uexkiill refers to the value correlates that emerge
or are emphasized contextually as “quality” (Torn), which varies in relation to the function
assumed by the object in relation to its utility for the perceiving subject. The same object,
such as stones, can have the value of being walkable on a road, thus a “path-quality” (Weg-
Ton) for a human walking on them, but can be interpreted as a weapon in another context,
assuming a “throw-quality” (Wurf-Ton) [55] (p. 27).

The capacity to determine the value-correlates of a sign is fundamental also because
it is precisely in the possibility of valorization that the power of certain signs is affirmed,
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and thus in the possibility of perceiving the usability of a given object of the “world” [56],
with respect to certain characteristics that describe its concrete usefulness, its sociocultur-
ally codified functions, but also its ethical-moral connotations. From the point of view of
human cognition, objects and persons are treated in the same way. It follows, then, that
persons too are invested by the process of valorization, which charges them with a certain
number of correlates that determine their social role, their prestige, their perceived duties,
possible rights, and capacities to influence others. All this constitutes the fundamental ele-
ments which, aggregated together, form the model of interaction that determines what we
call “identity”.

From the Buddhist point of view, therefore, the identity of an object —the being “table”
of the table, with all that this implies on the level of what phenomenologically is called
“usability” and handiness (Vorhandenheit) [57,58] —is a mechanism analogous to that which
determines the social role of an individual, their subjectivation in the Foucauldian sense,
what they can and cannot do, how they are ethically perceived by others—in short, a set
of elements that revolve around the “name” (ndma which the Buddhists understand in
a very broad sense and not merely in an onomastic one) and that determine socioculturally
what that person is, within the collective perception of a given historically and culturally
determined “environment” populated by signs, that is, a “semiosphere” [59].

By carefully analyzing the texts of the Nikayas in search of what could be the funda-
mental concepts that describe a Buddhist psychosemiotics, I have identified seven ideas
that exert a central influence on the Buddhist reflection on language. At times these ideas
correspond to several Pali terms, at times to only one, but taken together they constitute
seven levels of reflection on language, all interconnected and referring to further develop-
ments and deepening concerning the role of language in perception, cognition, and human
experience in general, as well as the importance that understanding these semiotic pro-
cesses has in enabling a successful contemplative practice, whose ultimate purpose proves
to be precisely that of ceasing the force of semiosis and the action of signs upon the lives
of subjects.

2. First Idea: The Word and Its Influence (vacas, vac, vacana)

We will begin by analyzing the very concept of “speech”. It is at once an excellent
starting point, since it is the concept most generally connected to language, but it is also
the one that proves most difficult to relate to analogous reflections in Western psychosemi-
otics. Nonetheless, beginning with the conceptions of the “word” is useful for tracing the
inevitable ramifications that develop from this concept.

The idea of “speech”, or “word” in a performative sense, is also the most general
concept referring to language through its expressive faculty par excellence, and for this
reason, even in the Buddhist world, one often speaks of “speech” to refer, in a general
sense, to the faculty of language tout-court.

There are also numerous terms that refer to this conception, and not a single technical
one, as we shall see in the case of the other six ideas. Moreover, this concept is the one that,
more than others, connects to pre-Buddhist traditions —especially the Vedic world —which
inevitably flowed into Buddhist reflections, since we find similarities that cannot be acci-
dental. For now, this investigation will take the form of a textual analysis of the occurrences
of the various terms. Let us therefore proceed with the examination.

The Buddhists reveal a refined and developed conception of language and of the
“speech”, especially as a “designating” power. The idea of language and the word as essen-
tially “designation” is affirmed in many texts. Language is understood as the capacity to
establish as facts identities that are attributed by arbitrariness, covering the conventional
(the “socio-cultural”) nature of identity constructs, and assigning them with efficacy to
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specific objects of the world, thereby establishing with them an actual equivalence. This
principle, simple as it may be, represents an enormous problem insofar as it binds the
human being to norms, rules, and conventions that then determine their suffering.

We therefore find an attention to language that is twofold: one technical-grammatical,
and another more philosophical-psychological. The two aspects influence each other re-
ciprocally. An example of the first is the term byafijana, which denotes a physical sign,
a “mark”, and is used to indicate a letter or a syllable, or more specifically, something that
is said or pronounced: such is the case with sabyafijanam, “well-phrased” [MN 27], in refer-
ence to the Buddha's teaching, which is also described as “good in the beginning, good in
the middle, and good in the end” (so dhammam deseti adikalyanam majjhekalyanam pariyosa-
nakalyanam), as well as “meaningful” (sattham), employing a term also used to indicate the
semantically intended meaning of something.

Another significant example of byafijana appears in MN 43, in reference to a contem-
plative practice that will become very important in this paper, namely signless meditation
(animitta). The text speaks of two conditions necessary for the attainment of signlessness,
asking whether these two are “different in both meaning and phrasing” (ime dhamma nanat-
tha ceva nanabyafijand ca). As we can see, the idea of byafijana is almost always accompanied
by attha, as two sides of the same coin, or two aspects of the same thing. If byafijana is in
fact a “phrasing”, we can understand it as an act of phonic execution, as byafijanakusala
the one who is skilled in phonetics (see Appendix A), whereas attha is more generally the
meaning conveyed by the byaiijana. For this reason, when one asks about the equality of the
two concepts, meaning and signification are joined together: ekattha byafijanameva. In MN
18, when the text speaks of the need to “explain” the “meaning” of something, it says that
this is done employing specific “words” and “phrases”: “Mahakaccana clearly explained
the meaning to us in this way, employing these words and phrases” (tesam no, bhante, ayas-
mata mahakaccanena imehi akdrehi imehi padehi imehi byaiijanehi attho vibhatto) [cf. also MN
133 and 138].

All these are very general concepts concerning the role of the “word” in language,
yet even if they may seem trivial to us, they are in fact achievements of linguistic science
that took time to be so precisely defined. Buddhism reveals not only an attentiveness to
linguistic themes, but also the use of specific technical terms exactly as we would expect
from linguistics.

Equally important is the idea of “what is said” (bhasita), which is often invoked to
authoritatively indicate the words of the Buddha: bhagavato bhasitam. In this context, Bud-
dhism certainly inherits aspects of the sacredness of speech that were present in the Vedic
world, insofar as it must draw upon them to emphasize the authority of those who utter
certain bhasita. Equally evocative is the image of the recitation of specific verses (imam
gatham abhasi), which evoke a teaching or an important truth. From this point of view, the
insistence on recalling specific utterances is a clear sign that Buddhism preserves many
aspects of a reverential idea of the word (See Appendix A).

The idea of good teaching as something “well-spoken” (subhasitam) [AN 6.61] is im-
portant, and more generally the texts often insist on the need to pay attention to what is
“spoken” by the Buddha [60]. Very frequent is the phrase “listen and apply well your mind,
as I will speak” (sadhukam manasi karotha, bhisissami), or again, “listen attentively to what
is said” (sakkacca sunantu bhasitam) [Snp 2.1].

Still within the perspective of the word as “designation”, we find the very term that
denotes a term, namely sadda. This is used on numerous occasions, but perhaps the exam-
ple that best helps us understand the conception underlying this term is SN 5.10, where it
is made explicit that a given sadda is something that specifically indicates a phenomenon
which arises when certain preconditions converge to allow the given phenomenon to ap-
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pear. In this sense, the idea of sadda is analogous to that of conventional identity: “just
as when the parts are assembled we use the word ‘chariot’, so too, when the aggregates
(yatha hi angasambhara, hoti saddo ratho
iti; evam khandhesu santesu, hoti sattoti sammuti). This passage is very important because it

17

are present, we use the convention ‘sentient being

traces the equivalence between sadda and sammuti, between “word” and “convention”.

The two terms are substantially analogous. The word intervenes as the designator of
a concept whenever the conditions for the manifestation of the object to be designated are
present. A “chariot” is such only when its components are assembled; in the same way,
sentient beings are a kind of assemblage of the various conditions that constitute them.

We have thus found a key term that indicates the fundamental aspect of the nature of
language: sammuti. Depending on the context, it also denotes what is the result of “com-
mon opinion” or “general consensus”. In this sense, this concept is perfectly comparable
to what the Greeks called 50&x.

However, sammutiis not the only term that indicates the arbitrariness, conventionality,
and relative nature of language. We shall see later a term that expresses this aspect even
more strongly.

At this point we are left with the term perhaps most influenced by the Vedic tradition,
namely vacas, vic, and analogues such as vacana and vikya. These too can be generically

7

translated as “word”, “utterance”, “speech”, or “statement”, and they are used repeat-
edly in the Pali texts, sometimes without necessarily a sacred connotation—for example,
“let me hear what you say” (tam sunoma vaco tava) [Snp 5.1]; or again, tava vira vakyam ab-
hikankhamana, referring to listening with emotion to what a great man had pronounced.

In compounds such as adhivacana, the term clearly indicates a designation or the name
by which to call something —for example, ““Brahma’ is a term for your parents” (brahma’ti ...
matapitinam etam adhivacanam) [AN 3.31].

We will leave aside here the issues relating to grammatical analysis and to the very
development of a strong grammatical theory, since this is justified by the same reason that
makes language a central theme in the Vedic world —namely, its performativity.

In the Vedic context, language holds the cardinal importance we find in the texts
mainly because it is a ritual instrument and a power capable of codifying knowledge, for-
mulas, historical or mythological memories. Mastery of language, in a culture born as oral,
is linked to the importance of transmitting and preserving knowledge.

One must consider, in this regard, the context of what Campanile calls the “Indo-
European poetic culture”, in which—and this is certainly true for the Vedic world as
well —the role of the poet was that of a highly specialized technician of language, capa-
ble of using the linguistic instrument with exceptional mastery, since his task consisted
in the ability to encode, in styles and modes learned over the course of a very strict and
lengthy training [61] (p. 54), information of fundamental importance —from legal to rit-
ual matters, from mythological accounts to medical and magical knowledge (p. 55). This
makes the poet “one who masters the art of the word in all its possible purposes”, or again,
“the custodian and professional of the word: he is by definition competent in every domain
in which the word is, or is believed to be, operative” (p. 58). Such centrality of language,
stemming from the need to encode and transmit information rigorously within the context
of an oral culture, leads almost immediately to a reflection on the very power of language,
as well as to an analysis of the linguistic medium aimed at perfecting the techniques re-
quired to master it.

Language is power, because one who masters mnemonic techniques possesses knowl-
edge that others do not. For this reason, the attention focused on language inevitably led to
the development of a grammatical tradition that reflects on language in order, first of all, to
enable more efficient memorization and an ability to compose increasingly effective verses.
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At the same time, the correct recitation of formulas allows the efficient execution of
rites, whose importance need not be emphasized here. Language is therefore power in
multiple respects: it is knowledge but also a formula capable of securing the favor of the
deity or invoking other powers useful to the performer.

Language is thus sacralized as pure potency, and the divinity of voice or speech, Vic
(in Vedic: Vic), assumes an immense importance —according to Miller, even comparable
to that of Agni [62] (p. 64), the most frequently cited god of the Rgveda and undoubtedly
the most important in the archaic Indian world.

I will not dwell too long on the comparison with the Rgveda, since this is not a com-
parative study between Buddhism and Vedism, and also because I have already dealt with
these themes—which involve Vac and the philosophy of language between the Vedic and
Buddhist worlds—in a previous study [63].

Nevertheless, I consider it necessary to point out the reasons for the importance of
Vic. This deity represented creative potency par excellence. Vac “represents the origin of
all things and plays the role of demiurge” [53] (p. 45). Things have been created through
the division of voice: “the gods divided manifold speech (Vdc) which enters many times
into many places” [64] (p. 162).

It could be said that in the Vedic conception, Vic is “the supreme authority in the
universe” [53] (p. 45), as she “shapes the world and extends beyond both heaven and
this very earth” [63] (p. 15). Vic is so powerful that she “extends across the worlds” [53]
(p- 49). This incredible power of Viac corresponds to her status of “one being” (¢kam sit),
that is, the absolute [64] (p. 175). Thus, everything derives from this originary absolute,
“Vic is the primordial reality from which arise the unmanifest and manifest world (and
everything therein)” [53] (p. 49). In other words, “speech is the origin and substance of
everything known to exist” [53] (p. 49). This is also the main reason why according to
Jurewicz, the Rgvedic conception of reality is conceptualized “in terms of speech” [53]
(p. 45) [65] (pp. 62-64).

The Buddhist world partly preserves the sacredness of the concept of vic, or at least
its importance. For example, in Snp 3.3 it is spoken of an “immortal voice” which is “truth”
(saccam ve amatd vacd). This voice of truth corresponds to the Buddha’s teaching, which is
“eternal” (esa dhammo sanantano), for this teaching, with its “meaning”, is grounded in truth
(sacce atthe ca dhamme ca).

Nonetheless, in the Pali texts this sacred conception of the word is significantly modi-
fied. The “word” does indeed retain an exceptional creative and performative power, but
this creative power is not regarded as something beneficial. The idea of a “correct pronun-
ciation” of formulas—whether magical, ritual, or sacred for other reasons—is not lost in
Buddhism. A sign of this importance is the use of terms such as akkhara, which break down
the simple sadda into its fundamental constituents, that is, the “syllables” or, depending on
the context, directly the basic “sounds”. An akkhara is therefore a phonetic (or phonolog-
ical?) unit of some kind, and the very fact that the texts insist on the importance of the
proper pronunciation of utterances is significant in itself.

Indeed, the Buddhists are already mindful of the importance this held for the
Veda, recognizing that the brahmins of the past did precisely this—being “masters of
the Veda” (ajjhayaka) precisely by excelling in their ritual and performative vocabulary
(sanighanduketubhanam), as well as in phonology, the correct pronunciation of hymns, and
the proper terminological classification (sakkharappabhedanam) [AN 3.59; MN 91]. Bud-
dhism therefore acknowledges this enormous importance of language. The good brahmin
is also called a “grammarian” (veyyakarana) as one who knows the Vedic text from a lin-
guistic point of view, word by word.
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The poet (kavi) is not simply a composer of verses: in the ancient world, the knowl-
edge of language placed such figures, in every respect, at the top of society, since mastery
of language corresponded, as already mentioned, to mastery of the knowledge it encodes
and transmits —whether magical, medical, normative, legal, mythological, or historical.
Nor should we forget the performative power of language itself, residing in correctly pro-
nounced mantric formulas. All this is, moreover, accepted by the Buddhists, who revere
the figure of the kavi and his mastery of language and “verses” in SN 1.60 (kavi gatha-
namasayo). As further specified, “metrics is the basis of verses” (chando nidanam gathanam).

The conception of akkhara is moreover a clear derivative of the Vedic aksara. In the

“

Vedic texts, the sound emitted by Vac “produced the material universe, organizing creation
through the aksdra” [53] (p. 45). In this conception, aksara denotes a syllable, or in any case
a minimal constituent of a phonic utterance. However, given the importance of language,
the role of the aksara is not that of a mere phonetic unit, but that of a constituent of that
same linguistic power which pervades everything: the syllable is thus in itself a sacred
potency that “sweeps across the entire universe and contains the potential for all life” [53]
(p- 52). Indeed, the idea of a sacred syllable is something related to an imaginary of light
and primordial creation: the appearance of the first Dawn (Usas) “was due to the great
imperishable light arising from the watery realms (the firmament) being harnessed by the
seers who performed the rites to the gods through the recitation of the sacred syllable
(aksara)” [63] (p. 16). That is to say, “aksdra, the smallest seed of all language, sweeps
across the entire universe and contains the potential for alla life” [53] (p. 52).

To summarize what we know concerning the role of “speech” in these ancient con-
ceptions: “in the Rgveda, Vac is a creative force connected with the origins of the world.
Her voice serves as the expression of the manifest world and the means of connecting the
all-encompassing manifest parts with each other” [53] (p. 49).

The reason why I wanted to begin this analysis from the most general conception of
the power of the word and names [66] is precisely because it allows us to lay the founda-
tions for what will be developed later. Buddhism is decidedly indebted to the Vedic tra-
dition with regard to a fundamental conception of language —namely, that it is a creative-
performative power of extraordinary efficacy [67,68]. This aspect is never denied; what
leads Buddhism to diverge is the moral connotation of this power. Whereas in Vedism
language is positive because it is world-generating, in Buddhism, for that very reason, lan-
guage will be seen as the emblem of human imprisonment, since the very conception of
“world” is not positive, as we shall see in the following section.

3. Second Idea: Language and Limit (lokaniruttiya)

Language in the Nikayas seems intrinsically connected to the idea of delimitation.
Words designate concepts, endowing them with an identity furnished with value-
correlates, and these values are inherent in a given sociocultural community —a milieu
that we call “world”. In turn, the world is the place of limit; it is an “inside” that stands in
opposition to an uncodified, anomic, unknown, or ultramundane “outside”. What exceeds
the mundane order is recoded, in mundane terms, as “ultramundane”, yet in itself it is not
a specific place—it is precisely that which exceeds codification. However, in our common
experience of the “world”, we perceive it as “external” and opposed to our psychological
reality and linguistic reflection.

In this sense, language and world imply one another. Language determines the lim-
its of the “world”, and the world is the locus where the delimitations and designations
of language hold validity. Outside these contexts, different societies will adopt different
codes that do not conform to the norms of our “world”, or there will even prevail situations
incomprehensible to our system of knowledge.

https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007


https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007

Philosophies 2026, 11, 7

9 of 60

That language is a cognitive instrument—that is, a means of “knowing” something,
of “making it known” and thereby “usable” —is a fact long discussed by philosophers;
but it is nonetheless surprising to find the same continuity between language, cognition,
and world also in the Pali texts. Language renders knowable; knowability is the reverse
side of usability; and a system of known “things”, organized by norms and conventions,
constitutes a “world”.

The concept that best expresses this continuity appears only sporadically in the texts,
yet it is the nucleus around which a series of other related terms revolve.

The concept of lokanirutti, of which we are speaking, joins two fundamental terms:
loka, “world”, and nirufti, a term difficult to translate (see Appendix A). It is generally
rendered as “language” —for instance, this is the choice made by Bhikkhu Sujato [69] (p. 71)
and Bhikkhu Bodhi [70] (p. 905).

Its Sanskrit equivalent, nirukta, means “uttered, pronounced, expressed, explained,
defined” [71] (p. 553). The PTS dictionary instead speaks more generally of “language” [72]
(p- 206); nonetheless, the term also retains the sense of “manner of expression” or, in
its technical usage, “grammar” and “etymology” [60] (p. 53). Kalupahana, for instance,
chooses to translate the term according to its technical sense. However, the word main-
tains both meanings, and the context determines whether it refers to language, understood
as faculty, or to etymology [73] (p. 37), understood as a technical notion belonging to
grammatical science. The latter sense is, however, later, and characteristic of reflections
posterior to the Nikayas, which make use of grammar for technical or doctrinal reasons.

3.1. Language and Arbitrariness

In the context of the Vinaya interpretation, Buddhaghosa clearly understands nirutti
as “language”, as Norman points out [74] (p. 84). Levman’s hypothesis, on the other hand,
focuses more on the technical sense of nirutti:

Although one of the primary goals of Buddhism was the elimination of mental
proliferation caused by illusory perception and conceivings, the Buddha was of
course equally aware that his teachings had to be correctly understood in the

first place, before liberation could be achieved and conceivings and language

transcended. So he enjoined his disciples to learn his technical definitions (nirutti)

in the way he had taught them, and to make sure they understood what he was

saying. [73] (p. 31)

In the suttas, it is quite evident that the sense of nirufti is not that of “grammar” but
more generally that of “language”, understood as a faculty —the capacity to articulate and
communicate messages—and thus still distinct, though related, to the “utterance” that we
examined previously (see Appendix A).

This is evident also in other contexts. In the Dutthavamsa, for example, Dhammakitti
uses the expression niruttiya maghadikaya to indicate the Magadha language [60] (p. 51).
Similarly, in the Vinaya the sense of nirutti as “language” is also preserved, as in the ex-
pression “own dialect” (sakaya niruttiyd) (p. 53). Certainly, there is also the possibility of
understanding this expression as “own interpretation”, since the context might seem to
suggest this possibility. However, this does not appear to be the case. The text, Khandhaka
15—specifically Khuddakavatthukkhandhaka 33.1.4-15—says something quite different. The
beginning of the problem (expressed in the phrase bhikkhii nananama nanagotta nandjacca
nanakuld pabbajitd) lies in the fact that the mendicants possess their own languages, and
therefore a variety of names deriving from a variety of families, castes, and households
(that is, social groups from which they are assumed to have learned their language). It is
quite implausible that what is meant here is “grammar” or “interpretation”. Or rather, it is
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evident that the theme is interpretation, but understood as something inherent in linguistic,
dialectal, diachronic, and diaphasic differences, and so forth.

The consequence is soon stated. If each mendicant carries with him his own linguistic
difference, he “corrupts the word of the Buddha by means of his own language” (te sakaya
niruttiya buddhavacanam diisenti). Only in this sense can the expression sakdya niruttiya be
understood. One’s “own language” (one’s dialect?) “corrupts” the buddhavacana.

The other mention of sakdya niruttiya occurs at the end of the section I have indicated,
and even in this case it must inevitably be understood as “own language”, “own dialect”,
since it is explained in connection with the following prohibition: “you should not put the
words of the Buddha into verse” (na ... buddhavacanam chandaso aropetabbam). Incidentally,
this prohibition appears to be widely contradicted precisely by the Pali suttas, which, es-
pecially in their most archaic strata, follow a strict and refined metrical composition [75]
(p- 16). Leaving aside, therefore, the longstanding problem of determining whether this
prohibition —clearly defined in opposition to the Vedic model —was actually disregarded
or was instead a rule invented later by the authors of the Vinaya, what interests us here is
the explanation of the reasons given.

To put the Buddha's teaching into verse coincides with an offense against the Buddha
himself (apatti dukkatassa), since “the Buddha’s teaching should be learned from his own
words” —here understood as from his “living voice”, that is, presumably, from the Bud-
dha’s “own language” (anujanami... sakaya niruttiya buddhavacanam pariyapunitum). Once
again, we may set aside the contradiction: in all probability, no Buddhist textual tradition
was ever codified in the Buddha’s native language —but that is another problem.

Let us return to the Nikayas. In Dhp 352, mention is made of one who is rid of crav-
ing, free from attachment, and is also “skilled in language” (niruttipadakovido). We shall
soon understand why being knowledgeable in language is so important. Such a person,
like a Vedic poet, knows the correct structure and sequence of syllables (akkharanam san-
nipatam—note the presence of akkhara), and by virtue of all this he is someone of great
wisdom, a great person (mahapaiiiio mahapuriso).

In AN 5.169, a mendicant is described as “quick-witted” if, among other things, he is
skilled in the Buddhist teaching, skilled in grammar or mastery of expression, and skilled
in language (dhammakusalo ca, byarijanakusalo ca, niruttikusalo ca).

The suttas also mention the importance of analytical understanding of language (nirut-
tipatisambhida) [AN 4.172; 5.169; 5.86; 5.95].

3.2. The “Purpose” of Language

To understand more clearly what the sense of nirutti is in the meaning found in the
Nikayas, we must turn our gaze to a text that aroused enormous interest in the past, namely
“The Purpose of Language” (Niruttipathasutta) [SN 22.63]. This text is considered an authen-
tic forerunner of some of the key reflections of the Abhidhamma.

Karunadasa informs us that this text can in some way be a precursor of Abhidhamma
reflections, in particular because it presents the “first formal definition of pafifiatti” [76]
(p. 56), a term which, as we will see (Section 6.1), is of capital importance. Karunadasa also
treats the term nirutti as “expression” [76] (p. 56), but we will see that on this technicality
there is very little agreement among translators.

This text fundamentally describes what we could call the morphophanic process (see
Appendix B), which later becomes the basis of Abhidhamma analysis, linking it to
language [77-81].

In other words, SN 22.63 recognizes that the purpose of language (niruttipatha) is to
designate the various morphophanies on the basis of a process of discernment that classi-
fies them into three main phases. In this regard, the purpose of language is not alone. The
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text in fact brings together three terms, all characterized by the suffix -patha, which indi-
cates purpose, course, aim. Specifically, it speaks of the purpose of language (niruttipatha),
the purpose of expression (adhivacanapathd), and the purpose of designation (pafiiiattipatha).
Kalupahana interprets niruttipatha as “Way of Language” [82] (p. 21), and in general he un-
derstands the suffix -patha as “way” (p. 48).

Now, these are all terms that may have multiple definitions: nirutti, as we have seen,
indicates both language (in general) and etymology (in a technical sense). Likewise, adhiva-
cana is found translated in many different ways, such as “expression”, “epithet”, “defini-
tion”. Kalupahana even renders it as “synonym” [82] (p. 49). However, since it is a term
connected to vacana, it mostly conveys the expressive-phonatory aspect, a label, a naming,
or better yet, “labeling”, and so on.

The term adhivacana would not indicate only a specific label but the very capacity
for labeling. For example, SN 47.20 says “a ‘bowl of oil filled to the brim’ is the way to
label the mindfulness of the body” (samatittiko telapattoti kho ... kayagataya etam satiya ad-
hivacanam). Here we have an example of a concept, a meditative technique, which is al-
ready expressible technically through the expression kayagatiaya satiya, but which is also
expressed through a metaphor, namely that of samatittiko telapatto. A similar discussion is
made in SN 35.247, where kayagataya satiya is indicated metaphorically with the expression
dalhe khile va thambhe va “a strong post or a strong pillar”. This metaphorical capacity of
terms is always indicated with adhivacanam.

Finally, pafifiatti is a very important term, which we will encounter again later as the
fifth idea connected to the philosophy of language. It will also become one of the most im-
portant terms of the Abhidhamma [51] (p. 6), describing the perception of reality founded
on designatory processes, and thus the so-called conventional or relative reality, which is
a reduction and reinterpretation of the single “absolute” reality, which will also be indi-
cated in various ways. The idea of designation or conventionality conveyed by pafiriatti is
therefore a central aspect of the relationship between perception and language, and for this
reason SN 22.62 lists it among the three “purposes” that animate the arbitrary processes of
describing morphophanic modifications.

The title of the text takes as its example the niruttipatha, the purpose of language, to
indicate the core of these processes. There are three purposes of language, labeling, and
designation, that is, the identification of three fundamental aspects in the morphophanic
process: the form the phenomenon took in the past, the form the phenomenon shows in the
present, and the form the phenomenon shows in the future. The text reveals that the basis
of human perceptual experience rests on this temporal conception, which assigns each
phase a very precise identity. Naming is the center of the concretization of this process,
and to explain it the text repeats the same formula for each of the five aggregates. We
will examine it only for the first: “when form has not yet arisen, has not yet appeared, its

Za

definition, its term, its designation, is “would be™ (riipam ajatam apatubhiitam, ‘bhavissati’ti
tassa sankha, ‘bhavissati’ ti tassa samafifid, ‘bhavissati’ ti tassa pafifiatti). The formula is repeated
in a similar way for all morphophanic aspects, and thus we have that when a phenomenon
has not yet arisen and has not yet appeared, its definition, its term, its designation, is “will
be” and not an “is” nor a “was” (... ajatam apatubhiitam, 'bhavissati’ ti tassa sankha, ‘bhavissati’ ti
tassa samafifid, ‘bhavissati’ti tassa pafifiatti; na tassa sankha 'atthi’ti, na tassa sankha ‘ahosit’ti).
And finally, when a phenomenon has arisen and thus appears before us, its definition, its
term, its designation, is, precisely, an “is” (‘atthi’ti tassa sankha, ‘atthi’ ti tassa samafina, ‘atthi’ ti
tassa parifiatti).

Let us pay attention to other terms that are introduced. The first is sarikhd, a technical
term that indicates a concept, something that is “put together” (sam + /kha), and in fact its

”oou 77 ”ou

possible translations are “definition”, “classification”, “category”, “concept”. It indicates
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a very abstract aspect of the designatory process, what we could define as “categorical
belonging”: the set of correlates that identify the meaning of a certain sign. For this reason,
they are characteristics “put together” (sam + /kha), as they are associated with a certain
meaning. In some respects, they may constitute the prototypical elements that orbit around
a conceptual nucleus in the sense of prototype semantic theory [83-85]. Levman considers
sankhd as “naming” [73] (p. 28). For reasons I will present below, I prefer to consider
sankhd more as “concept” and, specifically, the conceptual aspect that defines meaning in
the Saussurean sense (see Table 1).

Table 1. Similarities between Saussure’s linguistic theory and Buddhist philosophy.

Sign-Construction Dimension of Langue Dimension of Parole
Level of the Signifier nama adhivacana
Level of the Signified riipa sankha

Naturally, finding a perfect correspondence between these terms and linguistic vocab-
ulary is difficult, and indeed translations often overlap the meanings of these technicalities.

3.3. Proliferation

We encounter sarikha in the definition of “proliferation of perceptions and concepts”
(papaiicasaiiiasankha) [MN 18]. The idea of “proliferation” (paparica) is equally important in
the linguistic conception of the Nikayas. The process that leads to the production of cog-
nitions is seen as something that feeds on itself and, once initiated, becomes unstoppable.
The mind “continually produces”, that is, it brings about the “proliferation” (paparica) of
two fundamental things: perceptions (safi7id) and concepts (sarkhd). Perceptions and con-
cepts proliferate together (safifianidana hi papaficasankhd) [Snp 4.11]. That the term sankha
can also indicate a “concept” as well as a “term”, and that in any case it is used in connec-
tion with linguistic matters, is confirmed for us by Kalupahana [82] (p. 48).

Moreover, as we read in Snp 4.11, it is perception (safifid) that in turn leads to the
proliferation of concepts and judgments (afifianidana hi papaiicasankha). Specifically, what
is considered responsible for this process is “normal” perception, which, however, is also
defined as “distorted” (safifiasaiiii, visafiniasannr).

We will examine later what the specific role of perceptions in human experience is.
What is certainly interesting is their association with concepts (sarnikhd) as correlating el-
ements of signs. Similarly to perceptions, concepts describe “characteristics” of a given
sign, but while perceptions convey connotations of a “value”-type, concepts carry aspects
of a more general character, suitable to “define” something. Both are associative values
and in fact share the correlational aspect given by the prefix sam- that forms both terms.
The perception is something that associates for the sake of knowing (sam + /7id), in short,
a putting together in order to make known (7i4).

SN 22.62 then speaks to us of samaiifid, another term to indicate a definition, an ap-
pellation, a naming, and so forth. We will not encounter it often in the suttas. From the
way it is used, it seems that samafifia simply indicates a terminological definition. It is in-
voked, for example, to indicate the way in which one defines an “ascetic” (through the
term that designates him) in MN 40. The term is tied to social conventions; it refers to the
words that a given community adopts to define the things of the world. In SN 1.5, in fact,
we read of “world’s labels” (loke samaiiiiam). The worldly dimension, or conventional na-
ture of terminologies, is confirmed for us in MN 139, where the insistence is on the need
to abandon attachment to terms and words: “do not insist on the language of the people
and don’t overstep the common labels” (janapadaniruttim nabhiniveseyya, samafifiam natid-
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haveyyati). Note here also the mention of a “language of the people” (janapada-niruttim) or
“local language”.

Finally, MN 50, speaking of how a person “becomes known” by a certain name, uses
the expression samariiia udapadi.

SN 22.62 finally mentions again pafifiatti, in the triad of terms that designate the def-
inition “was” for the morphophany of the “past”. The repetition of this term leads us to
think that it is used in two quite different senses.

To sum up, SN 22.62 first speaks of purpose or aim (pathd), and identifies three: that
of language (nirutti), that of expression (adhivacana), and that of designation (pafiiatti). Af-
terwards, it defines these three purposes as the capacity to designate terminologically
three categories of different morphophanies—the past, the present, or the future—and
in doing so it indicates the terminological nature through three aspects: the conceptual
(sanikha), the terminological (samarifia), and, again, the designatory (pafifiatti).

As we can see, the term parfifiatti appears in both groups, and this creates a problem
regarding its interpretation. The first group is headed by nirutti, which indicates the faculty
of language. Yet we know that niruftiis also an ambiguous term. Depending on the context,
itmay also indicate a concrete aspect of language, namely the terminological one. This dual
nature of the linguistic dimension was well grasped by Saussure, who adopted the term
langue to indicate language understood as a “faculty”, as an organizational system of signs.
Its concrete counterpart, such as the terminological component or the concrete execution
of designation, is parole in the Saussurean linguistic system [86-88], and is understood by
the Buddhists above all as a terminological problem.

It would therefore not be surprising that pafisiatti also has a dual nature: one under-
stood as a faculty of designation, the arbitrary nature of language, and another understood
as an act of parole, that is, possibly, an actual designation. We thus have, as the Abhid-
hamma will also present, the idea of parifiatti as something designated, and thus there can
be as many paiifiattis as there are designations. Understood on the level of langue, instead,
pafiiatti indicates the capacity for designation itself. It is important to keep this distinction
in mind, as it will be useful later.

The concept of language understood as a faculty (nirutti) is the trait d’union that links
all the designatory aspects of language —such as the arbitrariness of the sign, designation,
the construction of conceptual correlates, naming, and so on—to the very construction of
a “world” that we perceive as an environment to be explored and inhabited by recogniz-
able “things”, that is, things capable of being known by our cognitive system. Thanks to
linguistics, it is now possible to explore these cognitive implications [89].

3.4. Language and Semiosis

The morphophanic understanding, as we have seen, is a central theme of language
and cognition according to SN 22.62, but this links the “purpose of language” to phe-
nomenological analysis in general, which is the major theme of Buddhist contemplative
practice (see Appendix B). Without an analytical capacity regarding phenomena—that
is, the capacity to recognize the minimal constituents which, by aggregating and inter-
acting, lead to the appearing of complex phenomena—it is impossible to access deeper
contemplative forms.

In DN 15 the purpose of language is explicitly connected with this capacity for phe-
nomenological analysis and, more importantly, with the central theme of Buddhist phe-
nomenology of language: the namariipa dyad (“name-form”), which we will examine as
the third major fundamental idea of Buddhist semiotics. DN 15 says:

vififianafica hi, ananda, daharasseva sato vocchijjissatha kumdrakassa va kumarikaya va,
api nu kho namariipam vuddhim viritllhim vepullam apajjissatha ti.
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—no hetam, bhante.

tasmatihananda, eseva hetu etam niddnam esa samudayo esa paccayo namariipassa—
yadidam vififianam.

‘namariipapaccayd vififidnanti iti kho panetam vuttam, tadananda, imindapetam pariyayena
veditabbam, yatha namaripapaccaya vififianam.

vififidnarica hi, ananda, namariipe patittham na labhissatha, api nu kho ayatim jatijara-
maranam dukkhasamudayasambhavo pafifiayetha ti.

—no hetam, bhante.

tasmatihananda, eseva hetu etam nidanam esa samudayo esa paccayo vififianassa ya-
didam namartipam.

ettavata kho, ananda, jayetha vd jiyetha va miyetha va cavetha va upapajjetha va.

ettavata adhivacanapatho, ettavatd niruttipatho, ettavata pafifiattipatho, ettavatd paiifia-

vacaram.

If the consciousness of a young boy or girl were totally severed from these, would
name-form still acquire growth, increase, and maturity?

—No, sir.

Thus, the cause, the source, the origin, and the reason for name-form is indeed
consciousness. “Name-form is [in turn] the cause of consciousness” —this is what
I have said, and this is why I say it: if consciousness were not established in name-
form, could one also discern the origin of suffering, of rebirth, of old age, and of
death in the future?

—No, sir.

And thus this name-form is the cause, the source, the origin, and the reason
for consciousness.

This is the extent to which someone can be reborn, grow old, die, or reappear.
This is as far as the purpose of language, of expression, and of designation extends.

From this passage we learn various things. First, the relationship of interdependence
between consciousness and the name-form dyad [90] (pp. 10-20). Indeed, the name-form
that emerges thanks to consciousness is what coagulates, allowing the birth of the fetus (na-
mariipam matukucchismim samuccissatha) [DN 15]. Name-form is “conceived” (namariipassa
avakkanti hoti) [SN 12.39] as a true and proper person [91].

Secondly, the name-form dyad is a sort of semiotic potency that grows and develops as
a function of consciousness, and it is in some way something the Buddhists wish to prevent
from progressing, given their insistence on stopping the causes of its development.

Lastly, the semiotic potency of name-form, as a fundamental link in the chain of de-
pendent origination, and thus of the very way in which we construct our way of perceiving
the world, is part precisely of that “purpose of language” we have examined so far.

We have said that the faculty of language is something “worldly”, where worldliness
refers to what we might today understand as sociocultural dynamics. There is no language
without users, hence the idea of janapadanirutti. The other face of the language of the people
is precisely the cultural dimension that hosts the linguistic activity of the speakers.

In DN 9 we find an elaboration on this concept. It reflects on the problematic nature
of language: terms are misleading; they are conventional and arbitrary designations that
construct a way of perceiving reality that does not correspond to all the manifestative pos-
sibilities of phenomena, but only to that part which is “organized” by cognitions. This
problematic nature of language leads meditators to want to progressively abandon it, and
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yetlanguage remains the only communicative medium for conveying knowledge, and thus
also for communicating the Buddhist teaching. One reaches an impasse: one must make
use of language without letting it make use of us.

The Buddha is the one who managed to tame this “dangerous” aspect of language,
becoming capable of using it without it turning back against him, that is, without getting
stuck on it (aparamasam).

In this context [DN 9], language is globally referred to as lokanirutti, “worldly lan-
guage” or “language of the world”, and it is accompanied by other typically linguistic
elements marked by the prefix loka-, precisely to indicate their belonging to the worldly di-
mension: “These are the worldly terminologies, the worldly language, the worldly conven-
tions, and the worldly designations with which the Realized One communicates, without
thereby becoming stuck on them” (ima kho. .. lokasamaiifia lokaniruttiyo lokavohara lokapaiifiat-
tiyo, yahi tathagato voharati aparamasam).

This ability to make use of language is a form of mastery described metaphorically
as the illuminating power of a lamp in the dark that enables people to see clearly what is
there (andhakare va telapajjotam dhareyya: ‘cakkhumanto riipani dakkhanti’ti).

3.5. Mundanity Is Arbitrariness

There are two main issues that concern Buddhist authors with respect to language. On
the one hand —the one that interests us most in this paper—there is the theme of language
as the very framework of cognitive processes, a dimension that must be transcended in
order to achieve liberation from the worldly prison [46], which is, in every respect, also
a linguistic prison (lokanirutti). The second aspect of language, which has animated another
branch of Buddhist reflections on this topic, concerns how language ought to be handled
as the medium for encoding the Buddhist teaching. Since language is by its very nature
problematic, the reflection on the arbitrariness of language translates into a reflection on
the correct way to transmit the teaching through language.

In the Khuddakanikaya we find certain reflections that develop the theme of the “pur-
pose of language” from the point of view of a Buddhist author interested in understand-
ing how to treat the linguistic medium. For example, the Catubyiihaharavibhanga (Netti 9)
reports an interesting reflection in this sense. In this text a definition is given of what is
“linguistic” (nerutta), described as everything that “makes use of a certain language, a cer-
tain terminology, and a certain knowledge of ideas and names” (tattha katamam neruttam,
ya niruttipadasamhitd, yam dhammanam namaso fidnam).

Again here, it is the correct use of language on the part of the Buddhist practitioner
that becomes the focus of interest. When one knows the name of a certain meaning
or the name of a certain idea (yada hi... atthassa ca namam janati, dhammassa ca namam
janati), one uses it correctly (tatha tathd nam abhiniropeti), and the one who masters this
correct usage is called (ayafica vuccati) “skilled in meaning” (atthakusalo), skilled in ideas
(dhammakusalo), skilled in phrasing (byafijanakusalo), and skilled in language (niruttikusalo),
skilled in syntax (pubbaparakusalo), as well as skilled in teaching (desanakusalo) and skilled
in various other linguistic matters that we will not list because they concern above all mor-
phology, such as being skilled in the formation of the plural (anekadhivacanakusalo). It is
also said that all the languages of peoples and regions are treated in the same way (sabbani
katabbani janapadaniruttani sabba ca janapadaniruttiyo).

The last, and most important, remark I wish to make regarding language understood
as nirutti, and all its related terms, concerns precisely its worldly nature, which DN 9 high-
lights through its association with loka. Worldly is language (lokaniruttiyo), worldly are
definitions (lokasamaiifia), worldly is oral expression (lokavohara), and worldly is designa-
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tion (lokaparfifiattiyo). The reason it is necessary to stress the link between language and
worldliness derives from the very nature of the world (loka) in the Buddhist conception.

4. Third Idea: Fundamental Semiosis (namariipa)

The dyad name-form (namariipa) is perhaps the most important concept in all of Bud-
dhist psycho-semiotic philosophy. This dyad can be interpreted in two main ways: on the
one hand, as the basic semiotic structure, and on the other, as semiosic power, or funda-
mental semiosis. The first interpretation is referable to Saussurean linguistic theory, while
the second has as its reference Peircean semiotics. As we will see, both interpretive pro-
posals have their validity and are not mutually contradictory. From now on, I will refer
especially to Peirce’s Collected Papers (henceforth CP) [92], and to Saussure’s Cours [93] and
Ecrits [94].

In both interpretative keys, the namariipa dyad should be understood as something
belonging to semiotics, which may indicate the fundamental structure of a sign, composed
of two basic “faces”, a nominal one (the signifier) and a formal one (the signified), or, if
understood as the capacity to determine the sign itself, this dyad must be taken as part of
a process involving three actors, of which it constitutes the fundamental basis consisting in
the interaction between a nominal representamen and a formal-objective referent. To this
basic dynamic is added the intervention of an interpretant. Thus, namariipa as a two-faced
psychophysical entity or as the basis of semiosis will be the interpretative proposal that I
will examine in this section. To understand the reasons for this proposal, we must go, as
far as possible, to the origin of this dyad.

4.1. Origin of the Name-Form Dyad

We can trace its mention in at least two Upanisadic passages, one direct and one in-
direct, which is relevant for comparative purposes with later Buddhist elaborations. It
is indeed improbable that the Buddha did not know of the use of such a specific term
within Indian philosophical culture [95] —unless we wish to suppose that its presence in
the Upanisads was influenced by an earlier debate from which Buddhism also derives.
Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine with absolute certainty who first elaborated
this concept.

In the Upanisads, the name-form dyad has only one function: it is a divisive force
which, through the separation of portions of the world, determines these separate frag-
ments with specific identities and renders them recognizable through their name. In this
sense, the nominal-formal association is an association between a certain nominal identity
and a “something” perceptible to the senses (a form but, as we will see, not only a form).

In Brhadaranyakopanisad 1.4.7 we read: “In the beginning, indeed, the world was un-
divided. It was divided by name and form, so it is said: this thing has this name and
this form” (tad dhedham tarhy avyakytam dsit; tan namariipabhyam eva vyakriyatasaunamayam
idamriipa iti; tad idam apy etarhi namariipabhyam eva vyakriyate saunamayam idamriipa iti).

Let us pay very close attention to this passage, on which we will dwell. It is quite likely
that, in taking up a theme familiar to Vedic literature concerning creation, it is defining not
so much a cosmogony as the genesis of the human cognitive process. It is certainly true
thatin Rgvedic mythology the appearing of the world results from a series of determinations,
understood as part of a process of separation of things that renders them distinguishable
compared to a previous condition of indeterminacy [96-100].

As we have seen in earlier sections, it is Vac, the personification of language [63]
(pp. 15-16, 27-28) [68,101], who concretely performs this separation, designating for each
determined “thing” specific identities that distinguish them from one another. It is there-
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fore not implausible to suppose that this idea of the sign as a determinative force has its
foundations in Vedic literature.

In semiotics this process of determination is called “semiosis” [CP 5.484] [102-106],
and this is why I refer to the namariipa dyad as a semiosis. I will also distinguish between
“semiotics” (what pertains the use of signs) and “semiosic” (what pertains the process of
semiosis) [107].

Probable antecedents of this conception are already found in the Brahmanas. As Kalu-
pahana had already pointed out in 1999, the Tuittiriya Brahmana (2.2.7.1) presents a creation
myth in which Prajapati not only produces beings but “reduces them to order from their
confusion by entering them with form (ripa) and name (nama)” [82] (p. 9). Again, fol-
lowing an entirely analogous procedure, the Satapatha Brahmana 11.2.3.1-6 informs us that
during creation, this time performed by Brahman, name and form are once again created,
“where form is identified with mind and name with speech” (ibid.).

However, Kalupahana's analysis could have focused more closely on the text of the
Satapatha Brahmana that describes this myth, as it presents remarkable similarities with
certain aspects of Buddhist philosophy. First, the myth has Brahman state that the means
by which he descends into the world is precisely name and form, mentioned separately
and not as a compound (taddvabhyameva pratyavaidriipena caiva namna ca). However, the
two eleents are clearly linked: indeed, it is the “determinative” power of the dyad that is
evoked: “whatever thing has a name, that is ‘name’; and whatever has no name is that
which is known through its form, ‘this is [such-and-such] form’, and that is form: as far as
there will be form and name, that is how far this [world] extends” (sa yasya kasya ca namasti
tannama yasyo api nama nasti yadveda riipenedam rilpamiti tadriipametavadvod idam yavadriipam
caiva nama ca).

This passage reconfirms what, in perhaps less cryptic form, Byhadaranyakopanisad 1.4.7
told us, and thus the principle confirmed is this: the name-form dyad is a divisive semiosic
power which, through separation, creates distinction, attributing to certain formal (effec-
tual) data a determined nominal identity. Again, in Chandogyopanisad 6.3.1 we read that
name intervenes for the purpose of establishing “distinctions” among forms, to which cer-
tain specific names are thus associated (... jivenatmananupravisya namariipe vyakaravaniti).
The “distinctive” function of name is again confirmed by Satapatha Brahmana 11.2.3.3 and
11.2.3.6 (... nama nasti yad veda riipenedam riipam iti tad ripam etdvad va idam yavad riipam caiva
nama ca... mano vai ripam manasa hi vededam riipam iti... sukytam bhavaty aksayyo lokah).

The most effective metaphor for describing this process is given not so much by Peirce
as by Saussure. In the Cours, in fact, we read that:

Psychologiquement, abstraction faite de son expression par les mots, notre pen-
sée n'est qu'une masse amorphe et indistincte. Philosophes et linguistes se sont
toujours accordés a reconnaitre que, sans le secours des signes, nous serions in-
capables de distinguer deux idées d’une fagon claire et constante.

Prise en elle-méme, la pensée est comme une nébuleuse ou rien n'est néces-
sairement délimité. Il n'y a pas d’idées préétablies, et rien n’est distinct avant
I'apparition de la langue. En face de ce royaume flottant, les sons offriraient-ils
par eux-mémes des entités circonscrites d’avance? [93] (pp. 215-216)

For a visual representation of this process see Figure 1. The reason I feel compelled to
insist on this passage is that it is not merely the best-known example of a way of conceiving
the action of the sign that Saussure already showed he had clearly in mind. Not only in
the Cours, which was reworked by Bally and Sechehaye and thus could be accused of not
reflecting Saussure’s authentic thought, but also in his writings published posthumously,
Saussure demonstrates that he clearly held the idea that the operation of the sign is of
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a divisive-organizational nature, and that language fundamentally acts at the cognitive
level. He speaks, for example, of a “dualisme profond qui partage le langage”, and in describing
how it functions, Saussure speaks of an “domaine intérieur” and an “domaine extérieur” that
are indissolubly linked. This aspect too we should keep in mind for later.

Signified x

Signifier x

Signified y Signified z

Signifier y Signifier z

Figure 1. Visual representation of Saussure’s nebula in the process of sign-determination.

Il y a un premier domaine intérieur, psychique, ol existe le signe autant que
la signification, I'un indissolublement lié a l'autre; il y a un second, extérieur,
ou n'existe plus que le « signe », mais a cet instant le signe réduit a une succes-
sion d’ondes sonores ne mérite pour nous que le nom de figure vocale. [94]
(pp. 20-21)

The considerations on the double essence of language are interpreted by Bouquet as
a “sémiotique unifiée du langage” [108] (p. 260). Ruthorf, instead, interprets the metaphor
of the nebula as a process of progressive definition of ideas: “language is a refinement of
Vorstellungen in the sense that it transforms raw Vorstellungen into a series of fine-grain
linguistic concepts and quite another to say that without language everything is nebu-
lous” [109] (p. 160).

Ruthorf sustains that considering both Saussure’s (and specifically the image of the
nebula) and Peirce’s theory as semiotic is “misleading”, as in Peirce’s system, “whatever
we feel we need to decipher so allocate a place in our perceptual and conceptual world, is
part of human semiosis”, while on the other hand, “Saussure’s sémiologie is restricted to
social, conventional signs, such as symbolic rites, military signals, sign language” and so
on [109] (p. 165).

In any case, the semiotic function of the namariipa dyad described in Brhadaranya-
kopanisad is found identically in the Nikayas as well. Moreover, the Pali suttas also present
us with several further levels of analysis of this dyad, which explain why it functions as
a divisive-cognitive force, and thus as fundamental semiosis.

4.2. A Divisive Principle: The Name-Form Dyad as Both Semiosis and Designated

The passage from Byhadaranyakopanisad 1.4.7 is perfectly comparable to Snp 4.13. In
the first case, we read of the undivided world (avyakrtam), and of the division of things
effected by name-form (namariipabhyam), so that one says that such-and-such a thing will
have such-and-such a name and such-and-such a form (vyakriyatasaunamayam idamriipa
iti... namaripabhyam eva vyakriyate saunamayam idamriipa). In Snp 4.13 we read of the conse-
quences of this division, which are taken as implicit: “When a person sees, they see nothing
but name-and-form; and having seen this, they will know only in this way” (passam naro
dakkhati namariipam, disvana vd fiassati tanimeva). The divisive force of the name-form dyad

is thus something that acts in a cognitive way (fiassati tanimeva).

https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007


https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007

Philosophies 2026, 11, 7

19 of 60

The previous section, Snp 4.12, had already employed the term dvayadhammamahu to
indicate the “duality” that determines our conceptions. According to the text, human be-
ings tend to divide everything into true or false (saccam musati), and this divergence of
opinions and hearsay (ditthe sute silavate mute vi) determines the separation of all things
in our conception of the world, besides causing not a few problems. The conception
of a “dualism” is also expressed with the term dvayanissita (from dvayassa, “duality”) to
indicate —explained in SN 12.15 and 22.90 in analogous terms—that duality is what or-
ganizes the world (dvayanissito khvayam... loko yebhuyyena). In this case, it divides it ac-
cording to what is perceived as being there or not being there (atthitaiiceva natthitasica). Al-
though this may not seem problematic to us, belief in the existence as in the non-existence
of something is an eminently cognitive issue, and the division of the world into existents
and non-existents constitutes two further polarities, which we might indicate as existen-
tialism and nihilism, from which the Buddha equally distances himself. For Kalupahana,
the “true/false dichotomy” essentially corresponds to the “existence/non-existence dual-
ity” [82] (p. 41).

If we turn our gaze to RV 10.129.1 we will notice that the emergence of existence and
non-existence is something that occurs in a phase subsequent to the moment of creation
(ndasad dsin no sad dasit tadanim), which suggests a “nondual origin” of the world [53] (p. 30).
See Appendix B for more information on this matter.

Every dualism is determined by its nominal attribution, so much so that we read in
Snp 4.15: “one free from a sense of ownership in the whole name-form does not grieve
for that which is not, one does not suffer for any loss in the world” (sabbaso namariipasmim,
yassa natthi mamayitam; asata ca na socati, sa ve loke na jiyati). The “things” of the world
appear to us in a certain way insofar as they are correlated with a specific name-form. This
semiotic dyad is what allows what appears to appear in the way it appears, with its value-
correlates [110] (p. 217) and its conceptual characteristics.

This holds not only for material objects, but also for the ideas that organize societies
and everything grounded in the attribution of a specific identity, such as belonging to
a particular caste or clan.

Snp 3.9 and MN 98 inform us that one’s name and family are “formulated” as “mere
convention in the world”, or “mere worldly conventions”; that is, a “product of common
agreement, devised for each individual” (samaiifia hesa lokasmim, namagottam pakappitam;
sammuccd samudagatam, tattha tattha pakappitam). Moreover, what holds for distinctions
among humans holds also for distinctions within individuals themselves: distinctions
among humans are only a matter of designation, convention (paccattafica sariresu, manuss-
esvetam na vijjati; vokdaraiica manussesu, samafifiaya pavuccati) [Snp 3.9].

This philosophy, according to which every form of distinction is nothing but a matter
of convention, also gave rise to the great egalitarianism that already characterizes ancient
Buddhism [111] (p. 13), and thus to the tendency to reject distinctions among sentient
beings, whether cultural, social, hierarchical, economic, and so forth [112] (p. 178).

4.3. Semiosis as a Cognitive Function in Early Buddhist Thought

The operation of “division” between things and persons is not simply a power of
speech, but of the semiosic process in general [113] (p. 211), of which the action of the sign
is only one aspect.

As semiotics properly describes, these processes of distinction involve cognition in
a broader sense, since “cognition” is just another way of saying “knowing”. Cognitive
modes are modes of knowing: ways of organizing the things of the world and rendering
them “known”, that is, recognizing in them specific value-correlates and conceptual corre-
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lates. These are not the “absolute truth” (yathabhiita) of the thing, but rather characteristics
relative to a specific way of knowing that a given culture develops.

Iti 41 describes the form of habituation to namariipa, a condition in which the pres-
ence of name-form inhibits the perception of novelty in the stimulus, and is acquired as
something “established” (niviftham namariipasmim), and with this leads one to think that
something is “true” (idam saccanti mafifiati).

Each person, however, possesses their own truth about the “thing”, which is relative
to the cognitive mode they have learned [114] (p. 48). When facing a tree, a carpenter
already sees wood for tables and chairs, because that is his way of knowing the tree.

From this it follows that cognitions are essentially constructed beginning from the
usability of resources, and this is also quite obvious from an evolutionary point of view.
No sentient being is interested in the elements of its environment for the love of knowledge
in itself, but in relation to the usefulness those things have for itself. A sparrow will see
in the twigs fallen from trees something of use, grounded in its needs, and will thus have
an ecological perception different from that of other animals, which will not see in the
twigs the fundamentally “useful” value they have for a sparrow that instead must build
anest.

Human beings, it is worth remembering, are not different from other animals, and
therefore it is reasonable to suppose that the cognitive processes that animate them are
based on the same principles.

The linguistic sign does nothing but respond to this need: it designates a recog-
nizable identity to the “useful” things [114] (p. 50) so that their exploitation can be
coordinated with other humans. In this lies the usefulness of having a common lan-
guage. Naturally, identities vary from culture to culture, from ecological environment
to ecological environment.

The extraordinary genius of the Buddhists recognized this fundamental principle of
semiotic arbitrariness, and thus also how it coordinates thoughts and cognitions. In AN
9.14 it is asked: “On what basis do thoughts arise in a person?” (kimarammana purisassa
sankappavitakkd uppajjanti). The answer is namariiparammand, “through name-form”. This
further demonstrates how the namaripa binomial is directly responsible for cognition and
the proliferation of thoughts.

In short, this concept plays a fundamental role in Buddhist linguistic thought, but
analyzing all its occurrences would lengthen this work excessively, and therefore I refer to
a previous paper in which I focused exclusively on this analysis [90].

What I wish to develop here instead is the analysis of this semiosic force. It is com-
posed of two parts: nama and riipa, “name” and “form”. Understanding the specific nu-
ance of these two components is not easy, and to help us we momentarily return to the
Upanisads and turn to the second mention of semiosis, the one, so to speak, indirect.

We find this relevant mention in Chandogyopanisad 7.1.5, where we read: “Sir, is there
anything higher than name? —Narada asked” (sa yo nama brahmetyupdste yavannamno gatam
tatrasya yathakamacaro bhavati yo nama brahmetyupaste’sti...).

This passage is surprisingly similar to a short sutta found in SN 1.61, which reads
as follows:

kimsu sabbam addhabhavi,

kisma bhiyyo na vijjati;

kissassu ekadhammassa,

sabbeva vasamanvagu

What oppresses everything?

What has nothing greater than itself?
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What is the one thing that holds everything under its sway?

The centrality of the nominal component, to the point of making the name the great op-
pressor and director of all things, must be understood within the double Buddhist heritage
which, on the one hand, inherits the specifically Vedic conception of the power of speech
and thus of the name, but on the other hand contextualizes this view within an ascetic tra-
dition that rejects norms and rules—and language is itself the great normative producer.
This makes the Buddhist attitude toward language appear “ambivalent” or “even contra-
dictory”, writes Levman [73] (p. 26). The power of language, therefore, is not denied but
“negativized”, insofar as its fundamental role is recognized in determining the cognitive
processes from which contemplative practice seeks to disengage.

We also know from MN 9 that one interpretation of the two components of the bi-
nomial foresees that the name corresponds to five specific functions of the cognitive pro-
cess: “sensation, perception, intention, contact, and attention” (vedand, safifid, cetand, phasso,
manasikaro—idam vuccatavuso, namam), while form is a set of effectual data, to use the
biosemiotic lexicon—concrete elements corresponding to the system of the cattari mahab-
hitani [90] (p. 14) [20] (pp. 21-22).

This distinction simply confirms the essentially functional nature of the name-form
binomial, where the two components are two poles of a functional circuit that oscil-
lates between a perceptual-sensorial force—namely, a capacity to process sensory data
and organize or associate them into specific percepts (the nama component performs this
function)—related to an effectual counterpart composed of sensory data rendered objects
of the senses. This oscillation is also represented in the genesis of the six types of conscious-
nesses (vififiana) in subjects. Each sense organ has a specific sensory object toward which it
is directed. The relation between these two poles generates the corresponding conscious-
ness. For example, to the sense organ “eye” (cakkhu) corresponds the sensory object “form”
(riipa), and the contact between the two produces “visual consciousness” (cakkhuvififiana).
The same will occur between ear and sound, nose and scent, tongue and taste, skin and
surface, thought and idea [90] (pp. 6-8)—this system indeed presupposes six sense organs
and six sensory objects, insofar as thought (manas) is considered the sixth organ whose
object is ideas (dhamma).

A similar explanation of the two components of the binomial is expressed in Brhadar-
anyakopanisad 1.6.1, according to which the universe consists of only three things: name,
form, and action (trayam va idam—nama rijpam karma). The text describes name as
that which arises from Vac (tesam namnam vagityetadesamuktham, ato hi sarvani namany
uttisthanti...), while form arises from the eye (atha ripanam caksurityetadesamuktham, 1.6.2).
The equation nama = vac is confirmed also in 3.2.3-7. See also Satapatha Brahmana 11.2.3.6
(vag vai nama). We may suppose that already in this phase form is understood as repre-
senting the set of sensory data, and not simply as what arises from the eye, ignoring the
other senses. This is because Upanisads itself presents a conception of the sensory organs
similar to that of Buddhism (cf. the doctrine of the Pafichendriyas).

The semiosic reading of the name—form binomial [90] unites the Saussurean concep-
tion of the sign with the idea of semiosis in Peirce’s thought. I will briefly summarize the
meaning of this double reading. The necessity for it is to unify semiology and semiotics,
which in my view have been unjustly kept distant, without recognizing the significant con-
vergences they exhibit, even with the due distinctions deriving from the ideas of Saussure
and Peirce, which are not always superimposable. Nonetheless, despite the expressive
diversity of certain concepts, some fundamental issues are in fact analogous.
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4.4. Saussure and the Semiological Interpretation of Name-Form

In Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory, the center of the entire linguistic system (Saussure
spoke of systeme and not so much of “structure”, as would be done later) [115,116] is the
sign (signe).

The sign is a unit that carries meaning and, coordinated with other signs to construct
messages, makes communication possible. The linguistic sign is defined as a “two-faced
psychic entity” (entité psychique a deux faces) [93] (p. 153), namely, a “concept” and
an “acoustic image” (image acoustique).

Although one tends to think that the concept is a psychic component while the acous-
tic image is the physical configuration, the sound emission corresponding to the concept
designated by specific sounds, Saussure specified that both “faces” of the sign are to some
degree psychic: “c’est un phénomeéne entierement psychique” [93] (p. 76). The concrete
phonetic execution is nothing but the articulation, through the organs of the phonatory
apparatus, of sounds (phones) from their ideal and mental model (phonemes). The phys-
ical plane does not “materialize” the phone; rather, it executes, within a possible range,
sounds that are referable to an ideal phonemic model. There is no single pronunciation
of vowels and consonants, since each person will have their own way of producing them.
However, there is a range within which speakers of a given language correctly recognize
those sounds as one archetype, which is an ideal phoneme.

Thus, in the case of the sign, Saussure speaks of an “acoustic image” because it is
a mental datum. The true dualism, he writes in the Ecrits [94] (pp. 20-21), “réside dans
la dualité du phénomeéne vocal comme tel, et du phénomene vocal comme signe—du fait
physique (objectif) et du fait physico-mental (subjectif), nullement du fait « physique » du
son par opposition au fait « mental » de la signification”.

It is the same circumstance in which he speaks of an “interior domain” (semiotic)
and “exterior domain”, in which the sign is “reduced to a succession of sound-waves”.
In other words, it is the opposition between what is “internal” (ajjhatta) and what is “ex-
ternal” (bahiddha) in the Buddhist conception, or what is “sensorial” (known as cha ajjhat-
tikani ayatanani) and what is “effectual” (cha bahirani ayatandni) in the biosemiotic concep-
tion [20] (pp. 8-13) [117,118]. This reflects a perceived phenomenological duality be-
tween inner and outer world [110] (p. 199). As SN 12.19 also affirms, there exists a per-
ceived duality between inner body and outer name-form, and “contact” is what depends
upon this dualism (eti ayaficeva kayo bahiddha ca namariipam, itthetam dvayam, dvayam paticca
phasso salevayatanani...).

The two faces must associate a certain set of characteristics, rendered a concept, with
a certain set of ideal sounds, rendered a name.

Let us recall that Buddhists understand sensory data as belonging to six possible cat-
egories: besides those pertinent to the five senses we also possess, there is a sixth sense,
the mind (manas), which processes a sixth type of sensory datum, namely ideas (dhammas).
It follows that a set of ideas can constitute a concept, just as a set of forms, sounds, odors,
tastes, and surfaces can constitute a whole set of data representing the ideal object of ref-
erence. It is with these data that something is distinguished from something else: it is the
diversity of sensory data that creates, in our mind, the diversity of objects.

The concept of “form” (riipa), as noted, represents by synecdoche all sensory data, and
therefore lends itself well to representing the “conceptual” side of the sign.

The “name”, instead, is exactly what it seems: a signifier, that is, a certain ideal way
of designating a concept. It is not the phonetic execution in the articulatory sense (this
concept is expressed by other terms we have seen earlier, such as akkhara and adhivacana,
or others, such as ghosa, see Appendix A), but is the name in the ideal sense—in short,
the signifier.
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The first proposal to compare the ndmariipa binomial with that of signifier/signified in
modern linguistics (see Figure 2) was advanced by Edward Small in a 1987 article for the
Journal of Semiotics.

Signifié rupa
Signifiant nama

Figure 2. Proposed comparison between Saussurean sign and ndmariipa binomial.

Small’s proposal does not go too deeply into the details, limiting itself to noting the
possibilities of comparison between the two binomials [119] (p. 455), hoping that this
“provisional transliteration” may be of use for semiotics. Small also notes the possibility
that these similarities are not accidental, but may somehow be due to Saussure’s knowl-
edge of Sanskrit grammatical literature and beyond (p. 454). This fact has been con-
firmed through a more detailed analysis of Saussure’s writings, particularly the Harvard
manuscripts [20,120-123] (pp. 19-20).

However, Small’s proposal must be framed in a context in which he attempts to re-
solve the problem of referentiality, and in his article he seems to lean more on Peirce than
on Saussure, which is explainable by the fact that “nowhere in Saussure’s Cours does the
slightest attention seem to be given to a component like referentiality” [119] (p. 450).

But if we turn to Peirce, in order to recover the theme of referentiality, we realize that
the semiotic reading of cognition offered by the Buddha does not lose value; in fact, it
becomes more readily comprehensible.

4.5. Peirce and the Semiosical Function of Name-Form

In order to interpret correctly the linguistic function of the name—form binomial in the
Buddhist conception, we are inevitably bringing Saussurean semiology closer to Peircean
semiotics, and we will see how the triadic model [124] provided by the latter is at times
more adequate for understanding the functions of this binomial.

For Peirce, signs are fundamental units of information exchange, and language is thus
a universal principle, not solely human. Signs are everywhere in the world [CP 5.448],
and what best describes their operation is above all their reciprocal relation, since they are
organized among themselves in complex systems.

The meaning of a given sign is not found in the sign itself but rather in the relation that
sign has with other signs. This conception of a system essentially composed of reciprocal
determinations, in which “everything holds together”, is compatible with the Buddhist
idea of interdependence, whereby no existent is autonomous and independent, but stands,
appears to us, and manifests because it is co-determined by others, and in turn contributes
to co-determining others, and so on. Nothing is autonomous and self-sufficient in the
Buddhist ontology, and only the totality, in its infinite possibilities (which, however, are
perhaps inconceivable to ordinary sentient beings), acquires real overall meaning. “Signs”
are contingent manifestations corresponding to individual determinations of this totality,
and are therefore partial and misleading.

Peirce describes in detail the process through which a given sign acquires its own
contingent sense, that is, presents itself as a certain determinate. This process is called
“semiosis” and entails the interaction of three different signs, which represent three differ-
ent semiotic modes, corresponding to three great categories [125] which for Peirce explain
every phenomenon, and which we shall therefore find again later.
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If semiosis is nothing but an interaction of signs, then nama is in turn a sign, and
specifically it is the sign properly speaking. In the process of semiosis, Peirce refers to this
“first” element as the “representamen” [126,127]. This is the “sign” to which we commonly
refer when we speak of a “sign”.

The representamen is the “first” element of the triadic model of semiosis, and is thus
“something that stands for something else” (aliquid stat pro aliquo), and this something else
is another sign—specifically, an object-sign.

We make the nama of the semiosic binomial correspond to the representamen. That
nama itself is a sign can be confusing, since Peirce’s model tends to treat as a sign every-
thing that is determined or determining in a certain way [128-137]. However, the sign as
understood in semiology is something determined by the relation of all three elements of
semiosis. The way in which nama is a sign is different from the Saussurean model.

If I pronounce the word “water”, the person who is able to identify that phonetic
datum with the corresponding word will correctly associate that signifying sound with the
signified concept. It is in the union of these two processes that the sign “water” consists
(likewise if I signify it in written form, the process would be analogous, with only the
vehicle of the nominal signifier changing).

Thus, while for Saussure the nominal signifier and conceptual signified are compo-
nents of the sign, for Peirce the components of semiosis are in turn signs (we might un-
derstand them as incomplete signs) that interact with one another, and in their interaction
(semiosis) the sense of the sign is determined.

Once this aspect is understood, we too will consider nama, as representamen, a kind of
“incomplete” sign, which acquires its authentic value as a sign in its referring to an object
(riipa) and in its being interpreted by another sign—a “third” element, called the “interpre-
tant” [138-140]. The “sign” itself is something given by semiosis or the semiosic process,
that is, by namariipa. In the Agamas, for example, namariipa is considered to be equivalent
to the “totality of signs” (sarvanimitta) [141] (p. 345).

The end-point of the model of referentiality, the “second” of the relation, is what in
other contexts is called the “immediate object” [CP 1.541; 2.228]: it is the referent to which
the sign refers. We may understand it in turn as a sign—it represents the object as the
sign constructs it [142] (pp. 219-220). It is not a physical object, or rather, not the pure
effectual data. The effectual organ, to use biosemiotic terminology, corresponds instead to
what Peirce calls the “Dynamical Object” [143] (p. 51). These effectual data are mirrored,
naturally, in sensory data that come to constitute the immediate object, which is nothing
other than the organization of certain effectual data suited to constituting the ideal object
to which the referent will refer. Put differently, the immediate object is simply the mode
in which the dynamical object is focused upon [135].

We understand this sensory object in turn as a “primary sign”, and we make it cor-
respond to riipa for obvious reasons, insofar as this part of the binomial is precisely the
one that represents the objectual aspect of the sign.

At this point, Peirce requires a third element, itself another sign, which interprets the
sign to be determined. This semiotic determinant is called the “interpretant”.

We will not dwell here on the nature of the interpretant because it is not relevant
to our concerns in this context. I limit myself to saying that Buddhism foresees this
possibility in the form of citta, “cognition” (see Figure 3). As we read in SN 47.42, ni-
mariipa is “determined” by cognition (namariipasamudayd cittassa samudayo), and there-
fore, as it has been proposed elsewhere, the element cifta functions in this system as the
interpretant [90] (p. 18).
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citta
[Interpretant]

nama rupa
[Representamen] [Referent]

Figure 3. Scheme of the relational boundaries in the process of semiosis. The arrows indicate a direct

relationship between signs. The basis of this process is the direct reference from a Nominal Sign
(nama, i.e., the Representamen) to an Effectual Sign (riipa, i.e., the Referent, that Peirce calls “Immedi-
ate Object”). A third, Interpreting Sign (citts, i.e., the Interpretant), serves the function of conferring
a certain meaning to the Nominal Sign.

Moreover, this nature of continual references among first, second, and third makes
semiosis a potentially unlimited process, and Peirce indeed speaks of “unlimited semio-
sis” [CP 5.284], precisely because it is a constant mechanism of reciprocal references that
can potentially produce meanings ad infinitum [CP 2.303]. It is interesting to note how
this idea is perfectly reflected in the Buddhist concept of “proliferation of name-form”
(papaiicanamariipa), a mechanism that in Snp 3.6 is even equated with the root of every
illness (sabbarogamiilabandhana...).

For various reasons we consider the state of “cessation” (nirodha) sought at the cul-
mination of meditation precisely as a cessation of cognitions (see Section 5) and, more
specifically, as a cessation of the mechanisms of percept-cognitive proliferation. Similarly,
Peirce recognizes that “every cognition is determined logically by previous cognitions”
[CP 5.265], confirming that a semiotic model exists that explains the mechanisms of “pro-
liferation” (paparica).

Snp 4.11 tells us that name and form are the precondition of contact (namarica riipaiica
paticca phasso), and contact, as we know, is the triggering element of the entire process
of dependent production. For this reason, name and form are factors responsible for the
arising of the desire for possession (pariggaha). Therefore, to overcome the mechanisms of
“appropriation” or possession, it is sufficient to interrupt the action of semiosis (... riipe
vibhiite na phusanti phassa).

Desire as the triggering factor of the primordial organization (division) of the world
is already present in RV 10.129.4, where a link is established between desire (kdma) and the
originary seed of thought (mdnas): “desire overcame that in the beginning, which was the
first seed of thought” (kamas tad agre sam avartatadhi manaso retah prathamam yad asit). Bausch
interprets this original divisive intervention of desire as the “bifurcation and multiplication
of That One into many, generating the mind that experiences dualistically” [53] (p. 31).

The implications of this process are principally two: on the one hand, the absolute
is connected with an originary singular and unified source, which may be understood as
a pre-determined totality; thus its division is not a true splitting but the progressive ap-
pearing of aspects of the originary in the form of “determinates” —that is, of “signs” recog-
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nizable by cognition, which “isolates” those aspects by considering them as separate. This
mechanism corresponds to what the Buddhists define as “proliferation” (paparica).

On the other hand, emphasizing the fundamentally cognitive nature of the experience
of this appearing explains how human cognition operates essentially through mechanisms
of appropriation, which Husserl more properly described as “intentionality” [57]. The di-
recting of attention toward an object or sign x implies an investment that “encompasses”
the intended thing in an attempt to grasp its usefulness, which is the only possible way
of conceiving a “something”. The mechanism of possession is closely tied to that of de-
sire (chanda), and for desire to be possible at all it is necessary that an object be present to
the mind, generating a need in the one who intends it, to the point of desiring it. What
we Husserlianly call “intentionality” [110] (p. 186) is nothing other than what Levman
identifies as the process of “objectification of the ‘world” [73] (p. 29).

The texts attribute to discriminative thought (vitakka) the origin of desire (vitakke sati
chando hoti) [DN 21], and discriminative thought is in turn determined by perceptual-
conceptual proliferations (paparicasafiiidsankhd). This term forms a binomial together with
vicara, which Kalupahana translates as “initial thought” [82] (p. 42). It is significant that
discriminative and initial thought must be surpassed by contemplative practice. Repeat-
edly, texts dealing with the foundations of contemplation affirm that, since the teaching of
the Buddha lies beyond the logics of discriminative—and therefore linguistic—thought, it
is to be considered “beyond logic” (atakkdvacara) or, in other words, “devoid of any con-
ceptualizations” (p. 42).

The overcoming of the vitakka/vicira binomial is closely linked to jhana medita-
tion [144], which has a fundamental role in the process of overcoming semiosis [90]
(pp. 24-25). For this reason as well, Kalupahana recognizes that vitakka/vicara may be iden-
tified as functions inherent to vacisarikhira, or “speech dispositions”, that is, “the internal
mechanism that connects language with consciousness” [82] (p. 43).

At this point what I wish to examine in conclusion of this section is the nature of nama
as referent. This indeed places this element on a level of particular importance, and it is in
fact what constitutes the head of the compound namariipa.

Peirce describes the relationship between first and second (representamen and object)
as a relationship between agent and patient [CP 1.359], or between immediate conscious-
ness of the thing and a “dead external” thing [CP 1.361]. These definitions are rather cu-
rious, in that they would describe the nominal entity, the representamen or nama, as an
active factor, capable of defermining, and this extends to cognitive capacities in general.

Peirce in some way inherits the Greek conception of the nominal aspect of the sign
(&voper). Aristotle describes dvopx as that “sound” which “by convention signifies some-
thing without temporal specifications, and no part of which, taken separately, has any
meaning in itself” (ué&v o0V €0TL @WVT ONUXVTLKT KXTX CLVONKNV AVEVL XPOVOL, NG
undev pépog €0TL oNUAVTIKOV KexwpLopévov, cf. Aristotle, I[Tept Epunveiag 16a). The
center of his definition is @wvn onuavTikn Kt ovLVON KNV, “sound which by conven-
tion signifies something”, exactly as Saussure defines the relation between signifier (sound,
acoustic image) and signified (“something”, concept).

In Aristotle’s definition, however, we notice that it is 6voue, and not merely onpeiov,
that has a semiotic value. The “name” is already in itself a “something” (a sign) that stands
for something else, and precisely in its “standing for” it is a “sign”: it is a determinate that
is determinative of another determinate.

The name points back to the sign because the representamen always points back to
an interpretant which is another sign [CP 2.228]. This type of sign can only limit itself to
representing the “object” and saying something about it [CP 2.231].
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DN 15 tells us that “name” is something seen as possessing “features, attributes, signs,
and details through which the aggregate of phenomena” allows what is called “name” to
be recognized (akarehi yehi lingehi yehi nimittehi yehi uddesehi namakayassa pafifiatti hoti). 1f
these factors were not present, thus enabling the appearing of the nominal phenomenon,
even form would not be given (tesu akdresu tesu lingesu tesu nimittesu tesu uddesesu asati api
nu kho riipakaye adhivacanasamphasso paiifiayetha).

Finally, it is in fact liberation from the whole set of names (namakaya vimutto) that
allows the sage (muni) to reach a condition in which he himself becomes unrecognizable
(attham paleti na upeti sankham), free from conceptual determinations [Snp 5.7].

4.6. Conception of “Name” and the Problem of Referentiality

The importance of the conferral of the name is already found in the Vedic hymns, for
example in RV 10.71.1 (namadheyam dadhanah), which links the name to the power of speech
(prathamam vdco agram).

In this sense, although it is not a study centered on the semiotic value of the namariipa
binomial, the important work of Liudmila Olalde from 2014 should be mentioned, unfor-
tunately available to date only in German [145]. In her careful examination of the concept
of namariipa, Olalde presents some extremely useful considerations on the archaeology of
this binomial in the pre-Buddhist world, and also on its individual components (ndma and
riipa) even before they were associated to form a unitary force. In this investigation Olalde
nevertheless presents data of interest to us, which I will summarize here.

According to Olalde’s theory, the concept of namariipa is used in the suttas to indicate
the person as a whole. Prior to its analysis as an aggregate of principal factors, a namariipa
is first and foremost a “something” endowed with a “name” that is its own. Similarly, the
theory according to which the originary use of namariipa was that of indicating the psy-
chophysical subject prior to the five aggregates is rather difficult to demonstrate, because
it presupposes a development of the concept of the five aggregates in a later phase, and
it also does not demonstrate that originarily namariipa had no semiotic implication (some-
thing clearly refuted by the texts). What is certainly true is that the five aggregates describe
the psychophysical subject—they are in fact an incontrovertible synonym of it [146]. There
is no strong evidence supporting the idea that namariipa previously fulfilled this function.

The formal aspect of riipa is understood as the set of organic factors that constitute
a “body”, or a “something” physical in general, sometimes called Kérper by Olalde [145]
(p- 70), to which a nama proper to it is associated: “a body that has a proper name, i.e., a per-
son” [145] (p. 156). This is an interpretation that is, however, too clear-cut and does not
take into account the fact that already in the earliest texts in which namariipa is mentioned,
it is not used at all to indicate a person, but rather a principle through which the experience
(or better, the cognition) of a person is directed, like is described in the mechanism of im-
plication (1.) seeing through name-form — (2.) knowing accordingly to name-form, that is, (1.)
passam naro dakkhati namariipam — (2.) disvana va fiassati tanimeva [Snp 4.13]; or also what is
described in AN 9.14: name-form is the basis (namariiparammana) through which thoughts
arise (kimarammand purisassa sankappavitakkd uppajjanti).

Certainly, the social function of the name as Eigenname (“proper name”), that is, a fac-
tor of identification of an individual as belonging to a group (welcher als Erkennungszeichen
fiir die Person und ihre Gruppenzugehorigkeit dient) [145] (p. 4), is truly real. This is certainly
confirmed also by texts such as Snp 4.13, but the point is that the identifying power of the
name is already understood by virtue of a semiotic reasoning, which sees above all the
binomial namariipa as an action of semiosis that allows these mechanisms of identification.

In any case, the conceptions of name and form, before the two terms were com-
bined, must certainly owe a great deal to the use that the Vedic world makes of these
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terms. Here too, however, I find myself in disagreement with Olalde. According to her
interpretation, naman in the Veda has no linguistic value but merely an ontological one.
It would have no value of designation but of mere identification: “Die Identitat—und
keine blofie Korrespondenz! —des Namens mit dem Namenstréager sehr oft vorausgesetzt
wird” [145] (p. 40).

But this argument applies equally well to Buddhism, which seems to treat the name
as an object in itself. The fact that the correspondence between the thing designated and
its nominal designation is arbitrary does not mean that the name is false and that “out
there” there is a real object. On the contrary, the name acts as a thing, but it is its objec-
tive correspondence that is called into question: since semiosis creates “objects” without
their having any correspondence with absolute reality, which is neither segmentable nor
reducible to the identities it designates.

Olalde above all wishes to avert the reduction of naman to concept [145] (p. 43), in-
sisting that in the Veda naman already indicates a “thing in itself”, a real entity. This inter-
pretation would seem amply refuted by all the circumstances in which naman is employed
with a clear function of designation, and this absolutely does not diminish its importance.
Certainly, there is a greater correspondence between the act of naming and the creation
of the thing in itself in the Veda, but not because it is created ex nihilo at the moment in
which it is named (and therefore not because the name is the thing in itself), but because
the name makes it manifest, evokes it, sections it from the original undifferentiated unity
(see Appendix B). In the Vedas, “there is no creation from nothing. The ‘non-being’ (asat),
placed at the beginning of the world, corresponds to chaos rather than to a true absence of
matter” [147] (p. 3). The situation is very different from a perfect correspondence between
name and entity.

From an ontological point of view, the “substance”, or rather the essence, of the thing
is already pre-existent. The name does nothing but identify a section of that continuum
and confer upon it a sort of autonomy of its own (that this autonomy indicates its self-
essence is something that the Buddhists will criticize), and therefore it makes no sense to
speak of ontological correspondence with the name. Conversely, the Veda would recog-
nize the necessity that every being have its own name, whereas the name is clearly a des-
ignation that groups similar objects under a common umbrella. Olalde herself recognizes
that the term ndman is polysemic, oscillating between two poles: that of proper identifica-
tion (Eigenname) and that of genus (Gattungsname). In the case of the discourse of the frogs,
for example, Olalde justifies the clearly designatory use of ndman by saying that “the in-
dividuality of the frogs among themselves derives only from their different appearance,
not from their names, which simply distinguish them from other animals or species” (Die
Individualitit der Frdsche untereinander ergibt sich nur daraus, dafs sie anders aussehen, nicht aber
aus ihrem Namen, der sie blof§ von anderen Tieren bzw.) [145] (p. 22). This unfortunately seems
arather weak justification for denying a use of the nominal function that clearly contradicts
her theory.

The fact that in general the use of the name seems to indicate directly the thing in itself
in the Vedic texts does not imply that the name as such is the thing in itself, and not a way
to recognize and evoke it, since this is the common use that all civilizations have of the
name. The importance of naming is to be attributed to the Vedic conviction that language
has a power over the shaping of reality, and it is therefore natural that the name suffices in
itself to evoke the thing, but this does not in any way imply that it creates it ex nihilo and
therefore that the ontology of the thing is reducible to its name.

The confusion derives from the use of the proper name. If on the one hand the Gat-
tungsname is indeed a collective that indicates a set: “frog”, which encompasses various
individuals, on the other hand it is true that the name is also used to indicate individuals
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(Eigenname): “my” name is specific to me, just as the name of Agni indicates only and solely
the god Agni. Does this mean that the very existence of Agni depends on his name, or
that Agni is the very name “Agni”? This interpretation, the Naman als Daseinsmacht, derives
from the conviction that the name indeed persists beyond the death of the body. Or rather,
the name accompanies the deceased and is his guarantee of access to another world:

Mit naman ist hier also keinesfalls die abstrakte Vorstellung, die wir von einem
Verstorbenen als Erinnerung behalten, gemeint. Vielmehr tritt der Name hier
wieder als Bestandteil der Person auf, und zwar als der einzige, mit dem der
Verstorbene in eine andere Welt gelangt. [145] (p. 44)

However, this is also stated in the Buddhist texts (riipam jirati maccanam, namagottam
na jirati) [SN 1.76], and it certainly does not mean that the name is permanent or an au-
tonomous ontological substance. The mention of the persistence of the name and of the
lineage after the death of the body rather indicates its distinct semiotic function, since the
sign is associated with bodies in order to designate them, and can be disassociated from
them and used for something else.

The fact that in the Vedic conception the name follows the deceased into the world of
the dead does not imply that the name is the deceased.

Namariipa konnte sich hier sowohl auf die eigene Person bzw. Identitét als auch
auf Objekte beziehen. Ersteres wiirde bedeuten, dafs man von Kérper und Na-
men Besitz ergreift, d. h. sich mit ihnen identifiziert, und um deren Nicht-
Existenz—wohl nach dem Tode—trauert. [145] (p. 121)

If anything, the Vedic texts are concerned with reaffirming the ontological autonomy
of the deceased, and therefore for this reason the name, which is his identifying character-
istic, the indication of this autonomy of his, follows him, but this certainly does not imply
that the name corresponds perfectly to the individual. In this sense as well, the critique di-
rected at Hamilton [145] (p. 45) turns out to be rather weak. Olalde rejects the conceptual
nature of naman without, however, providing a convincing alternative explanation.

Although the conception of the name in the Vedic world is undoubtedly linked to
ontological questions, differently from Buddhism, in which the name is understood as
a mere signifier or representamen (see Figure 3), the reason for this cannot be attributed
to an ontological correspondence of the name: in no passage of the texts analyzed does
there seem to be any suggestion that the name “creates” the thing, but rather that it evokes
it, that it removes it from the undetermined (and indeed, by determining it, designates it
unequivocally), that it allows it to appear as such, but not that it confers ontological essence
upon it: the latter is drawn from a pre-existing substratum (see Appendix B).

Nevertheless, it is worth recalling that the semiotic nature of the name does not mean
that it is a sign in its full sense. The name remains, even in this consideration, a signifier.
Here we wish to avoid the phenomenon of glissement that Saussure described with a cer-
tain irritation and that he observed in relation to the sign, namely the “tendance naturelle a
prendre le sens de signifiant” [148] (p. 87). We certainly do not wish to lapse into glissement,
and yet we will employ the conception of the name as a “nominal sign”, that is, as an in-
complete part of the sign in its totality as semiotically understood. Nevertheless, for us the
“sign” is also any “determinate”, on the basis of the definition we derive from reading the
Buddhist texts, and therefore, however incomplete, the name is already a “sign”, just as
the conceptual datum and the sensorialized actual datum are.

5. Fourth Idea: The Perceptive-Sensory Circuit (safifiavedayita)

That there exists a direct relationship between the perceptual process and psychosemi-
otics is a fact that in itself would not need demonstration. Interestingly, the Buddhists con-
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struct a system in which this relationship is explained and contextualized within the aims
of contemplative practice, namely the cessation (nirodha) of the entire process.

The safifiavedayita binomial appears only in relation to the concept of cessation
(nirodha). Nevertheless, the pairing constituted by saiifid + vedayita is very fascinating. The
term vedayita indicates “what is felt”, and in itself is a derivative of vedana, “sensation”.
To pair “perception” (safifid) and “sensation” (vedand) is curious for a fundamental reason:
both these factors are part of the system of the five aggregates (pancupadanakkhandha). This
system defines a basic process of every system, whether physical, psychological, or lin-
guistic. Whatever appears as a certain “determinate”, whether sign or phenomenon, is
constituted by a set of five fundamental factors, and thus if subjected to analysis one can
identify this stratification.

5.1. Perception and Sensation in the Five Aggregates

The five layers begin from a fundamental actual core, in this case also simply called
riipa, representing however all possible actual data. Starting from an actual core, sensa-
tion (vedana) processes the corresponding sensory datum. The binomial riipa-vedana thus
constitutes a sort of primary basis of the process. This core is still undefined; it is pure
undetermined quality. It may be the shape of an object, its color, and so on, but this shape
is still pure undetermined quality, not yet recognizable through a precise identifier. To
say “red”, “blue”, “square”, “cylindrical” already means to have developed a subsequent
phase of identification, which associates to that pure primary quality a secondary element
of perception.

The percept (safifia) is the third layer. As we know, perception is in some way a “se-
mantic” force [149], in the sense that it attributes a sense of recognizability to the thing: it
organizes the sensory datum on the basis of its resemblance to ideal prototypical models,
allowing for identification. This phase is not yet true discernment, but a mode of associa-
tive, synthetic knowing (sam + 7id).

If therefore with the process riipa-vedani we are in a dimension of pure primary un-
determined quality, with the intervention of perception (safifid) we enter a secondary phase,
based on recognition: “safifid processes the bare contact and the result of the bare contact
(that is, vedand) in order to transform such a result into an actual sensory ‘information’;
that is, into a datum that is so made available to the consciousness” [150] (p. 698). This
second phase is characterized by dualism, a dualism in which the element of secondness
necessarily positions itself in relation to an element of firstness, with respect to which it
is “second”.

Always part of the process of secondness is the fourth aggregate: sarnkhira. This is
a complex term that indicates composite constructs (sam + kar), referring to ideas, mental
constructs, and volitions. The term sarnkhira indeed possesses a volitional, desiderative
nuance, and is used to indicate the result of the “conceptual” elaboration (sam + kar) that
it constitutes. In other words, it is the beginning of a process of intentionality: now that
the “thing” perceived has been traced back to the percept, its fundamental “values” are
recognized, which are its eidetic correlates. A thing is in fact not devoid of values relating
to its usability in the human world, and these values are perceived together with the ideas
correlated to it.

As Husserl writes, whatever appears to us structured in a certain way, including its
variation in time, space, and physical forms, is nothing but a series of contingent deter-
minations (zufillig) of relative states. Such contingencies are factual data, but correlated
with necessity (“Zufélligkeit und Tatsachlichkeit... daf$ sie korrelativ bezogen ist auf eine
Notwendigkeit”) [114] (p. 12).
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The “value predicates” (Wertpridikate) also contribute to this process of correlation
that allows us to recognize the usefulness, the role, the (socioculturally determined) iden-
tity of the “thing” we are perceiving. It is precisely in the role of value predication that the
action of safifia lies. Such perceptual-predicative processes constitute that set of recogniz-
able data that populate our “environment”:

la prédication ne décrit pas des interactions dans le monde mais présentifie et or-
donne le couplage des individus avec leur entour, par la constitution sémiotique
de leur monde propre (I'Umwelt selon Uexkiill). [151] (p. 45)

The notion of “environment” (Umawelt), that biosemiotics has provided us [152], is fun-
damental for understanding the relation between perception and language [153,154]. In
other works I have proposed comparing the idea of Umuwelt with that of loka [20] (pp. 8-9),
since the constitution of loka is described precisely starting from the process of develop-
ment of six consciousnesses, based on the six principal sensory-actual relations.

L __ . ph .. R _ .
bahirani ayatanani s ajjhattikani ayatanani — lokassa samudaya

According to Husserl, the Umwelt is not merely the physical space surrounding the
subject but is more precisely that surrounding area of which the subject is conscious: it
is a cognitive dimension as it exists as such only insofar as the subject “knows” of it (son-
dern nur soweit sie von thr ,,weif§”), inasmuch as they grasp it through their field of per-
ception (Erfassungsbereich), and posit it, or when they are conscious of it as something
given in their horizon of existence (Daseinshorizont), which is ready to be apprehended
(vorhanden) [110] (p. 186).

This interaction between actual organs and sensory organs is always described as
an interaction between two dimensions. The texts indicate in fact as “external” (bahiddha)
everything that pertains to actual data, while as “internal” (ajjhatta) everything that per-
tains to sensory data. This oscillation between external and internal, which constitutes the
foundation of consciousness processes, is also what constitutes the “world” (loka), or the
environment (Umuwelt), exactly as in biosemiotic theory [155-157].

5.2. The Role of the Biosemiotic Circuit

In Snp 1.9 also it is said that the world “is arisen in six” (chasu loko samuppanno), and
because of grasping these six, the world is troubled sixfoldly (channameva upadaya, chasu
loko viharifiati). It is no coincidence that the texts insist on the necessity of detachment from
the entirety of the world (sabbam lokam visamyutto).

Dhp 167 speaks to us of the consequences of wrong views (micchaditthim), describing
them as what “perpetuate the world” (siya lokavaddhano), and therefore in Dhp 170 it is said:
“regard the world as a bubble, or a mirage, so that the king of death does not see you” (yatha
pubbulakam passe, yathd passe maricikam; evam lokam avekkhantam, maccurdja na passati).

The idea of the world as a “bubble” is also present in biosemiotics. Uexkiill indeed
describes the world (Umwelt) of sentient beings as Seifenblase [158] (p. 75). In SN 12.44, as
well as in SN 35.107 and in a more poetic form in SN 35.82, it is said that the world (loka)
is what is “broken”, playing on the expression lujjati (“is broken”, “canceled”, “to wear
away”) and its resemblance to loka (“world”). This wordplay would have been apparent
to speakers of Indo-Aryan dialects, as the verb lujjati (\/Iuj) [159] (p. 42) is phonetically
similar to loka (y/lok-) [71] (p. 906). Also for this reason the good meditator is one who is
“dwelling on the non-self of the six inner and outer sensory fields” (chasu ajjhattikabihiresu
ayatanesu anattanupassi viharati).
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In short, to put it in Husserl’s terms, the world is what for various reasons is “expe-
rienceable” (erfahrbar) [114] (p. 102). This condition of experienceability is precisely what
conveys the expression safiiidvedayita.

Once the thing is fully identified in its fundamental aspects (felt through the senses,
associated with its ideal identity through perceptions, and recognized in its fundamental
correlates through intention), we enter a third level, which is its full discernment. The
fifth aggregate, vififiana, is a form of discriminating knowledge (vi + 7id), whose task is to
put the various “things” of the world into relation in order to emphasize their difference.
The value of thirdness is therefore given by the contextuality of the thing: object x is not
object y, which is not object z, and vice versa. Discernment creates a gap between x, y, and
z, just as it distinguishes each thing based on its fundamental value.

It should be specified, as Kalupahana notes, that the term vififidna does indeed indicate
consciousness, but that the latter is conceived by the Buddhists as a process that “involves
analysis, discrimination or distinguishing”, being a term composed of vi— “divide” and 7ia
“know” [82] (p. 38). Moreover, the term pasifid is also treated in a similar way, and differ-
ently from its Sanskrit equivalent prajiia understood as “wisdom” in the higher sense. In
the Nikaya, and in particular in MN 43, it is said that pasifid and vififiana are the same thing
(ime dhamma samsatthd, no visamsatthd), which does not mean that they are identical (oth-
erwise they would not have two terms) but rather that, as Kalupahana hypothesizes [82]
(p- 39), they are part of a common process.

Both involve cognitive processes (7id), of which pafifia represents the “objective” aspect,
which is reached “with wisdom”. Part of the cognitive processes involving the root 74 is
also sarifia. This term is found in a particular relationship with vififidna. As stated, safisid is
a type of synthetic knowledge, in that it “puts together” (sam), and in doing so, knows (iia).
It may also be a form of associative knowledge, and it is interesting when compared with
vififidna where the prefix vi- indicates the opposite action: divisive-discriminating.

In a previous work [149] (p. 19), I had hypothesized that vififiana and safi7id alternated
as two parts of the cognitive process, one cognitive and the other perceptual, and I had
coined the expression spL1T/sPLICE to signal how the two phases proceeded in unison. On
the one hand, cognition discriminates, separates A from B, while on the other, perception
assimilates, associating to the sensory data the correlates or percepts.

Kalupahana also speaks of “synthetic knowledge” [82] (p. 39) in the case of sarifid, and
recognizes its synchronous functioning with vififiana: “In this process of comparison and
synthesis, the object becomes more and more delineated” (ibid.). What results from the
split/splice mechanism is the tracing of “boundaries”. This is, for Kalupahana, a “need” of
language: “Distinguishing things is important for cognition, synthesis is needed when the
content of cognition has to be placed in context, and distinction is again necessary when
trying to determine the truth of the content of cognition” (p. 40).

Within this system of the five aggregates, it is therefore possible to create different
types of groupings. The first type is that proposed by the Buddhists themselves, who
indicate sensation, perception, and eidetic-volitional constructs as part of the cognitive
factors (cetasika) [146] (p. 673), separated from the head and tail of the aggregation process,
which instead are part of a fundamental cyclic dynamic: vififidna is in fact not only the
outermost layer of the aggregates but, precisely by virtue of this, it is also the one that
constantly interacts with the “world”, and thus enters into “contact” (phassa) with actual
data (riipa), constantly triggering the aggregative cycle.

Another way of grouping the five aggregates is according to their fundamental func-
tion. As we said, actual data and the corresponding sensation constitute a first sensory
phase, of feeling. The second group concerns the volitional aspect, which brings together
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the phases of perception and eidetic association, in which value correlates also arise. Fi-
nally, consciousness or discernment is a phase of full knowing.

This type of grouping is inspired by a classification that Peirce himself formulates in
relation to the three fundamental categories of human experience. Knowing these three cat-
egories will be essential for us in Sections 6 and 7, where I will propose the semiotic reading
of some fundamental ideas of “sign” in the Pali texts.

According to Peirce’s theory, in fact, every form of human experience is characterized
by three fundamental aspects. These three categories also describe, as we have seen in
Section 4.5, the process of semiosis. The sign is indeed at the center of a mechanism of
reciprocal relations based on three fundamental semiotic actors.

Human experience, too, can be described in three fundamental aspects. The as-
pect of firstness describes what is unique, initial, ancient, original, spontaneous, and free
[CP 1.357], without a second: it is pure possibility [CP 1.25] and indeterminate and imme-
diate quality [CP 1.531]. At the very moment one thinks one has grasped it, one loses it
[CP 1.357]. Its actualization is already secondness [CP 1.24]. The “tableness” of a table, its
“squareness”, the brownness, the smothness of its surface, are unique and unrepeatable as-
pects [CP 1.418] (there are no two perfectly identical smothness), and therefore also the cat-
egory, however undefined, of “tableness” or of “smoothness” of its surface, are already as-
pects of a perception that thus makes firstness slip away and reduces it to a relational form
with a second, which indeed shifts immediate sensoriality into a perceptual-categorical
dimension of secondness.

Even without having the categories, we can already identify the similarity of two sen-
sory experiences, but in doing so we place them in a perceptual dimension, of secondness.
Even more so is secondness that which begins to conceptualize, and for this reason it nec-
essarily implies firstness [CP 1.358; 1.528].

From the point of view of cognitive experience, Peirce thus distinguishes firstness as
that which is pre-categorical “feeling”, “sensible quality” [CP 1.304; 1.422; 1.424], while
secondness is experience [CP 1.321], resistance [CP 1.322], recognizing the mere fact
[CP 1.427].

The aspect of knowing is what Peirce defines as thirdness. Thirdness is the dimension
that we might call “social” or “cultural”. It refers to the role of the interpretant in semiosis
processes, and is therefore the third element that intervenes to confer a precise meaning
upon secondness [CP 1.343; 1.345; 1.541]. This meaning is “mediation” [CP 1.26; 1.356],
it is what places the sign within a system of relations and shared values that interpret it
based on the arbitrariness of a collectivity. Thirdness is the dimension of norms, laws, and
conventions [CP 1.420].

5.3. Feeling, Willing, Knowing

Now, for Peirce the primary function of the sign is that of knowing and recogniz-
ing an object [CP 2.231]. From here Peirce develops an interesting cognitive theory based
on the three fundamental categories of experience. According to the summary made by
Knight [160] (p. 86), these are defined as follows:

Firstness: feeling, sensation;
Secondness: willing, volition;
Thirdness: knowing, cognition.

These cognitive functions stratified according to the three fundamental categories pro-
vide us with a development of the process that leads from the experience of a pure quality
to its “recognition” in cognitive terms, which seems to perfectly mirror the system of the
five aggregates: firstness is represented by ripa-vedand, which is what Peirce considers
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the dimension of feeling/sensation; secondness is represented by the volitional dimension
of safifia-sankhara; thirdness is the cognitive level, represented by vififidna. Even better, in
MN 43 these three categories (sensory quality, perception—volition, and cognition) are pre-
sented perfectly in order, and their relationship of mutual conditionality is also explained:
“you perceive what you feel, and you cognize what you perceive” (vedeti tam safijanati,
yam safijanati tam vijanati). For this reason too the text tells us that sensation, perception,
and consciousness (vedand ya ca safifid yafica vififidnam) are not separate, but mixed together
(samsattha, no visamsattha).

We come to the third interpretative possibility, which is provided again by the Pali
texts. According to this idea, perception and sensation constitute a particular binomial,
safifidvedayita. This term brings together the second and the third aggregate (indeed, first
the third and then the second), and indicates what must be overcome in the course of
a very important eight-stage contemplative exercise, namely the eight jhanas [161]. We
find safifiavedayita always in relation to nirodha (cessation), which indicates to us that it is
part of a process, but why precisely perception and sensation are paired to indicate it is
a question difficult to resolve. We do, however, have some clues that help us.

In the context of the meditation of the eight jhanas, for example, the cessation of the
perception-sensation group (safifidvedayitanirodha) is what must ensue after the overcom-
ing of the dimensions (ayatanas) from 1 to 4. Jhana meditation is based on the progressive
overcoming (samatikkama) of a series of “dimensions”, which are constituted by different
ways of the formation of “worlds”. What defines the world we conventionally inhabit,
socioculturally determined, with its norms and conventions, encompasses four types of
formal dimensions (contemplated in the respective formal meditations, riipa-jhina) orga-
nized through the perceptual-sensory force (safifidvedayita), which depends on the formal
perceptions (ripasaniiiana) [144].

The ultimate goal of this exercise is the cessation of perception and sensation (safi7idve-
dayitanirodha). We will not explore jhanas 5 to 8 because this would take us off topic, so I
refer to a previous work where I analyzed the psychosemiotic value of the exercise [90].

The overcoming of the safifidvedayita dimension is mentioned in several texts such as
DN 16; SN 6.15, 16.9, 48.40, 54.8; DN 33 and 34; as well as SN 36.11, where it is described
in terms of cessation (safifidvedayitanirodham samapannassa saiifid ca vedand ca niruddha honti).
It is also cited in other texts such as SN 14.11, 36.15, 36.19, 41.6.

In all cases, these are meditations intended to overcome (by making it cease) this mech-
anism. That this binomial has an eminently semiotic value is also confirmed by Levman,
who writes: “The highest meditation level, the cessation of feeling and perception (safifidve-
dayitanirodha), is attained by ceasing to form mental intentions and thoughts; as long as
one continues to plan and aspire—which is at least in part, if not wholly a linguistic
process—one remains in a conditioned state” [73] (p. 30).

5.4. The Psychosemiotic Function of safifidvedayita

The association between sensation and perception constitutes in fact the passage from
the qualitative and pre-categorical dimension to the categorical one. Without the initial
sensation, the association with the perceptual datum cannot take place, and perception is
a beginning of the semanticization of the datum, a cataloging of it based on pre-constituted
ideal models.

As stated in the Addhasutta [Iti 63], sentient beings perceive only what can be ex-
pressed, meaning by “expression” the vehicle of concepts allowed by language (akkheyya-
safifiino sattd, akkheyyasmim patitthitd). The centrality of “communicability” is fundamen-
tal, and we learn that it is anchored precisely to the perceptual function: akkheyya + safiii,
acquiring perception of what is expressible.
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According to AN 6.63 perception is the fundamental requirement for constituting ex-
pression, and therefore precedesit [73] (p. 29). Moreover, perception is associated with spe-
cific sensory data, and for each of them it elaborates specific percepts. This process is called
“perceptual diversification” (safifianam vemattatd). We therefore have visual (formal), audi-
tory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and eidetic percepts (riipasaiiiid, saddasaiiia, gandhasaiiiia,
rasasafiiid, photthabbasafifia, dhammasasiiid). The text finally evokes the necessity of knowing
the path that leads to the cessation of percepts (safifianirodhagamini patipada veditabbati).

Furthermore, MN 44 brings together perception and sensation as cognitive factors
(safifia ca vedand ca cetasika ete dhamma cittappatibaddha), without mentioning the eidetic con-
structs, as in other cases. Moreover, also MN 44 informs us that by obtaining the cessation
of the perception—sensation binomial the meditator first obtains the cessation of the verbal
process (vacisankhara), and subsequently of the physical and cognitive ones (safifigvedayi-
tanirodham samapajjantassa kho, avuso visakha, bhikkhuno pathamam nirujjhati vacisankharo, tato
kayasankharo, tato cittasankharo).

This explains not only the “linguistic” nature of percepts, but also the insistence of the
texts on the necessity of stopping precisely the perceptions: “itis possible to go beyond this
entire realm of perceptions” (atthi imassa safifiagatassa uttarim nissaranam, MN 7).

The safifidvedayita binomial can indeed be considered, precisely as a proto-semiotic
force, as the instance capable of tracing boundaries: it is a mechanism of organizing reality
based on general principles. As we have seen, the true/false dualism is one of these. Percep-
tion is no less: in the texts it is described as a worldly factor (loka) that leads to believing in
the existence of multiple truths (saccini), which exist only in worldly configurations (afifia-
tra safiiiaya niccani loke, Snp 4.12). As Kalupahana writes: “it appears to be the mind that
draws the conceptual boundaries, an all-important issue to experience and language” [82]
(pp. 35-36). Indeed, as SN 1.62 states: “cognition guides the world, cognition drags it
around, cognition is the only thing that has everything under its sway” (cittena niyati loko,
cittena parikissati, cittassa ekadhammassa, sabbeva vasamanvagii).

The final reason for the link between sensation and perception in the construct safifidve-
dayita depends on the fact that, probably, this function describes the capacity for the elabo-
ration of abstract thought, which indissolubly binds sensory stimulus to somatic reaction
and vice versa: just as the sensory stimulus leads to a perceptual reaction, percepts too lead
to a sensory reaction.

Abstract thought is the capacity to evoke into attention an object for which the physical
effectors are not present, and which therefore is not processed by the sensory organs in
order to be traced back to its specific identity. In this case, the identity is directly evoked.

What is interesting about this process, which certainly played a key role in human evo-
lution [162-166], is not only that it is characteristic of language, a system in which one can
indeed evoke “something” through the name even if it is not present in its actual counter-
part (the set of sensory data normally associated with it), but also the capacity to evoke
sensory stimuli analogous to the evoked thing even in the absence of its actual organs.

An example will hopefully clarify what I mean. It will suffice to conduct a mental
experiment by recalling experiences from our daily life. If we are hungry, or if we are in
general lovers of a certain food, say strawberries, if we were to encounter strawberries,
they would stimulate a physical reaction in us, activating hunger, salivation, the desire to
eat chocolate.

In the same way, however, even in the absence of the object “chocolate”, it will be
enough for someone to evoke the name “chocolate” for the same identical processes to be
triggered, as if the thing were actually before us.

In the first case, the stimulation of the actual data that correspond to the characteristics
of chocolate made us recognize the object “chocolate”, and with this triggered a somatic
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reaction. In the second case, the opposite occurred: upon hearing the word “chocolate”, the
hungry person may almost smell it, recall its taste, the organoleptic qualities that stimulate
the reaction of hunger, as if the chocolate were there, though it is not.

In short, not only is it true that the presence of actual data (form, color, smell, taste
of chocolate) stimulates a psychological (recognizing “chocolate”) and somatic (hunger or
desire) reaction, but the opposite is also true: the evocation of a nominal datum stimulates
sensory perception as if the thing were there. This is an extraordinary power of language
that the Buddhist thinkers knew how to describe well.

As stated in Snp 4.2: “having fully understood perception, the sage, unattached to any
possession, having removed the poisoned dart and living diligently, desires neither this
world nor the next” (safifiam pariiifia vitareyya ogham, pariggahesu muni nopalitto; abbiilhasallo
caramappamatto, nasisati lokamimam parafica). As formulated in other texts, one who has sur-
passed the perceptual-sensory bond experiences a condition in which “there is no longer
the world or that which we designate as the world” (... natthi tattha loko v lokapariiiatti va)
[SN 35.68].

At the end of the analysis of the functional circuit we understand why the Buddha dis-
trusted language. Language is ultimately based on the senses, and for this reason, exactly
like the senses, it is unreliable and constructs a deceptive reality. The genesis of conscious-
ness from the sensory spheres [MN 18] means that the nature of consciousness, however
sophisticated, is still the same as that of the sensory spheres, of which it is nothing but
a complex re-elaboration of data.

We have specified that the goal of contemplative practice is a state indescribable in
words, as it is beyond language, and therefore ineffable. Kalupahana already glimpses
this idea of ineffability in the attainment of the condition of “neither-perception-nor-
non-perception” (nevasaiifiandsafifidyatana) which characterizes many contemplative prac-
tices [82] (p. 44) and which he describes as “the best candidate for ineffability”. However,
ineffability in itself is not sufficient, and for this reason it is the state of safifidvedayitanirodha
that best describes the state of one who has “gone Beyond his strivings” completely (ibid.).

In any case, the ineffability of the absolute to which the meditator aspiring for libera-
tion aims seems to echo Vedic reflections on the nature of the originary: “one cannot use
the intellect to know the origin” [53] (p. 31). The type of mind that human beings have
cannot conceive the originary because it reasons in a dual way, while, as RV 10.19 remarks,
“the many arose from the One without duality” [53] (p. 31). The originary state is also de-
scribed as “perfect fullness without manifestation”. It is interesting to note how something
that is perfectly full can also be understood as having no real content, hence the Buddhist
reinterpretation of “emptiness” (sufifia) as the culmination of meditation [27,28,167]. All
these comparabilities between the Vedic world and early Buddhism have a historical rea-
son and a real intellectual filiation that brings the figure of the Vedic ssi closer to that of the
samana, especially on the themes of language and its relation to reality [63].

In Snp 3.6 it is said that one who has dispelled all perceptual or percept-based expres-
sions is passed over the dark flood (safifiakkharasafifianissitani, osaranani vineyya oghatamaga).
Interesting is this reference to a certainly Vedic imagery of the dark originary waters (see
Appendix B).

6. Thirdness, Secondness, Firstness: Meditation as Transcend Semiosis
by Going Backwards

The proposal I intend to articulate in this section brings our exploration of Buddhist
contemplative semiotics to its conclusion. Ideas 5 through 7 (Sections 6.1-6.4) concern
three different interpretations of the concept of “sign”.
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Here too, the notion of sign we will adopt is that of Peirce, the only one capable of
providing us with a triadic model, that is, one focused on three possible aspects of the sign.

Indeed, there does not exist a single way of being a “sign”, which in our case means
being a certain “determined”. Since signs are above all organizational functions of reality
and therefore, in the case of human constructs, also of everything concerning traditions,
behaviors, cultures, societies, ways of communicating and, above all, of perceiving, Peirce
identifies three fundamental levels through which these processes are organized.

In Section 5.3, we saw how, from the point of view of human experience, these
three levels can be identified as felling (the primary qualitative—sensory core, or firstness),
willing (the formation of the secondary perceptual-intentional layer, or secondness), and
knowing (full cognition, the outermost level where mediation, interpretation, and norma-
tive order prevail, or thirdness). Corresponding to these three experiential levels are three
semiotic functions. Since this is nothing other than the process of aggregation of phenom-
ena and complex psychophysical constructs, we must understand the value of thirdness
as the most external and thus the most superficial: that with which we constantly interact.

Meditative practice is grounded in processes of analyzing complex phenomena in
search of their primary qualitative foundations, that is, that which is not susceptible to
further analysis. A similar analytical process had been hypothesized also by Peirce, in
the form of phaneroscopy [168,169]. Buddhist meditative exercise, however, is more
than a simple theoretical activity; it is something that must be experienced firsthand.
In the course of my analysis of the semiotic terms found in these texts I discerned an
organizational model of three ideas of sign that is clearly comparable to that hypoth-
esized by Peirce, and since the Buddhists’ attitude toward these types of signs is al-
ways deconstructive, what emerged from my analysis was a true process in reverse,
which, starting from the level of normative and sociocultural designation —the outermost
conventionality —proceeded all the way to the level of pure pre-determined quality, the
sensory-actual core that forms the basis of the aggregative processes that then determine
the semiotic (and cognitive) unit.

6.1. Fifth Idea: Designation (paiiiatti) and the Relational Function of Thirdness

Previously (Section 3.3) we encountered the notion of parifiatti. What I wish to propose
in this section is not only an explanation of the term paifiiatti within the context of Bud-
dhist linguistic thought, but also how it forms part of a semiotic conception comparable to
Peirce’s system of the three categories [124,125,135], together with the last two linguistic
notions we will explore.

The heart of the entire psychosemiotic process is the function of “designation”. A sign
is something “designated”, that is, something “determined” —inserted within a system of
cognitions—and as such made known or knowable [170].

This function of designation is, as we have seen, called pasifiatti in the Pali texts. This
term will assume a crucial importance in the Abhidhamma, where it constitutes one of
the fundamental descriptors of psychosemiotic processes. The term indicates any desig-
nated entity, in contrast with that which is the essence and fundamental constituent of
a phenomenon (dhamma), that is, something no longer further analyzable. The study of
Abhidhammic conceptions from the starting point of semiotics is only just beginning [51],
and we cannot dwell on the Abhidhamma so as not to prolong the discussion excessively.
However, it will be appropriate to deepen our examination of Abhidhammic themes as
well, since they considerably broaden semiotic conceptions.

In the suttas it is clear that this term is used simply to indicate a designation. Yet
such designation is infused with all the evaluative and conceptual correlates that a given
culture attributes to a certain sign. For example, someone “designated as foremost” will
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be defined aggaparifiattiyo [AN 4.14]. In this context, the text is not simply saying that the
person is “called foremost”; it is not a mere terminological indication, but something that
together with the term carries the evaluative correlate.

DN 15 indicates the existence of the nominal object as something “designated”, or
rather, that designated entity which is the nominal object (namakayassa pafifiatti), a way of
perfectly understanding a “sign”.

However, as we will have the opportunity to see, these texts seem to indicate the
existence of three different types of sign, depending on the evaluative dimension to which
they belong.

In other words, parifiatti indicates that semiotic aspect which corresponds to thirdness,
that is, which is normative, evaluative, social. Yet DN 15 also mentions nimitta, and the
nimitta is something fundamental for determining designation, the “sign of name-form”
(namariipassa pafiiiatti). The nimitta is placed together with the features, the characteristics
(akdarehi, lingehi), and the details (uddesehi) that determine the name, the form, the name-
form, and their designation, that is, their manifestation as determined signs. The term
pafifiatti may also indicate a description, something that contributes to recognizing what
is “determined”.

According to Saussure, “notre point de vue constant sera de dire que non seulement
la signification mais aussi le signe est un fait de conscience pur” [94] (p. 19). Likewise,
this connects the function of the designated with the issue, seen previously, of the con-
struction of “opinions” (micchaditthi), which are based on dogmatic constructs of reality
and falsity and are also at the foundation of human experience. Saussure is no less ready
to acknowledge this issue as inherently present within the very function of designation:
“nommer un objet, ce n'est pas autre chose que d’invoquer un point de vue A déterminé”
(p. 23). This determination of A, through the signification “A”, contributes to constructing
what for Peirce is the dimension of thirdness, that is, the dimension of mediation, of norms,
of conventions.

This “mundane” dimension must be understood as a dimension inhabited by subjects
capable of performing designations. The signs of the third category—that is, norms and
conventions—constitute the basis for mediation among different subjects. This mundane
dimension, characterized by the action of pasifiatti, is what Husserl calls Umwelt. For him,
indeed, the “subject” is such only as subject of an environmental world (als Subjekt einer
Umwelt) [110] (p. 185). For the Buddhists, it is the cognitive process that leads from the
sensory organ to the elaboration of the actual datum and to the development of the cor-
responding consciousness that constructs what we call “world” (loka), and that makes it
possible to “render the world designated” or “known” (loko va lokapaririatti) [SN 35.68]. In
this sense, lokaparifiatti is also the “sign” of the world, the system of designation that renders
the world known. This process of designation, of constructing the mundane sign parifiatti,
is the same process that, starting from an indistinct nebula of pre-determined meaning,
allows the determination of parts of it, severed from the undifferentiated continuum of
sense, so as to be framed within a “determined” semiotic boundary: an act of semiotic
“designation” (pafifiatti).

Husserl describes something very similar: an unbestimmte Umgebung, the infinite
world that transcends the limits of our perceptions as a “floating of the signifying” that
leads to a “floating of meanings”, but also as an “empty dark nebula” (ein leerer Nebel) that
is “populated by uncertainty” (der dunkeln Unbestimmtheit bevilkert).

Das aktuell Wahrgenommene, das mehr oder minder klar Mitgegenwértige und
Bestimmte (oder mindestens einigermafSen Bestimmte) ist teils durchsetzt, teils
umgeben von einem dunkel bewufSten Horizont unbestimmter Wirklichkeit [...].
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Im allgemeinen ist der Erfolg aber ein anderer: ein leerer Nebel der dunkeln
Unbestimmtheit bevolkert sich mit anschaulichen Moglichkeiten oder Vermut-
lichkeiten, und nur die ,,Form” der Welt, eben als ,Welt”, ist vorgezeichnet. Die
unbestimmte Umgebung ist im {ibrigen unendlich. Der nebelhafte und nie voll
zu bestimmende Horizont ist notwendig da. [114] (p. 57)

We find the very same metaphor expressed in Saussure’s Cours, as we saw in Section 4.

At this point, however, a problem arises. These mechanisms, like every semiotic form
of experience, are considered the basis of human beings’ suffering (dukkha). The construc-
tion of a conventional world populated by arbitrary designations is nothing but an illusion
that reduces the vastness of possible meaning into interpretations that are nevertheless as-
serted as truth.

The insistence with which the texts promote the overcoming of every linguistic mech-
anism confirms that contemplative practice is focused on the cessation of semiosis. In the
case of the dimension of designations—that is, the “world” (loka)—we must refer to the
numerous texts that promote a veritable cessation of the world itself (lokassa nirodha), or
an “end of the world” (lokassa atthangama, lokanta, lokassa anta, and various other terms).
The texts on the “end of the world” [50] (p. 58) [46] (pp. 108-20) [171] (p. 145) do noth-
ing other than describe the “world” (loka) as that process which emerges from the func-
tional circuit: the interaction between sensory organs and actual organs and the arising
of the corresponding consciousness (for example, cakkhuiica paticca riipe ca uppajjati cakkhu-
vififidnam). The “end of the world” is nothing other than the cessation of this very mech-
anism, and thus the prevention of the arising of a discriminating consciousness (... ayam
kho... lokassa atthangamo).

6.2. Sixth Idea: Sign (nimitta) and Secondness

While the semiotic function of pafiiatti is fundamentally relational in nature, with
nimitta we confront a semiotic idea very close to what for Peirce is the representamen.
Cousins defines nimitta as “the object of meditation, of whatever kind” [172] (p. 5). At
least, this is the sense he attributes to the early literature. It is important for us to focus on
the “whatever kind” nature of nimitta.

The semiotic dimension of nimitta is that of true secondness. In semiotic terms, this
function translates into operations that, depending on the context, may be defined as iconic-
ity, indexicality, or symbolism. In many respects, the function that nimitta most frequently
assumes is precisely indexicality. In other words, nimitta may represent, depending on the
context, the signs of the second correlate in Peirce’s trichotomic theory.

For example, in DN 1 the “sign” indicates or designates the limbs (arigam nimittam)
employed as a divinatory technique along with omenology, planetary sign reading, and
various similar disciplines. Analogously, in DN 18 the “signs” are considered an index
marking the advent of certain phenomena, “as indicated by the signs, the light and radi-
ance that appear... since these are the premonitory signs of the appearance of Brahma, that
is, the arising of light and radiance” (yatha kho, marisa, nimittani dissanti, ularo aloko safijay-
ati, obhaso patubhavati... brahmuno hetam pubbanimittam patubhavaya yadidam aloko safijayati
obhaso patubhavati). Later it is explicitly stated “just as indicated by the signs” (yathd nimitta
dis-santi). Again, Ud 6.1 uses the expression “obvious indication” and a “clear sign” (olarike
nimitte kayiramane, olarike obhase kayiramane).

If the nimitta possesses characteristics that make it significant, it is defined as an icon
[CP 2.304], or rather, the icon is that sign which denotes an object by virtue of its character-
istics [CP 2.247]. Whereas if the characteristics of the nimitta are determined by the object it
denotes, this means that the nimitta is the “sign” of the existence of that object, and thus its
function is indexical [CP 2.248]. In this regard, we may refer to texts such as DN 2 and DN
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10: “when one knows a phenomenon with one’s own mind, one is not distracted by signs
and details” (manasa dhammam viiifidya na nimittaggahi hoti nanubyarijanaggaht). An iconic
use of the sign/nimitta is also found in SN 35.95, in which, during the meditative exercise,
one is asked to evoke a positive icon, “to focus on a positive sign” (piyam nimittam manasi
karoto). Lastly, I mention the example of AN 10.72, which refers to a meditative practice fo-
cused on the “beautiful icons” of something, which is considered an obstacle (“thorn”) for those
instead meditating on ugliness (asubhanimittanuyogam anuyuttassa subhanimittanuyogo...).

If instead it is by virtue of an arbitrary choice or a convention that the nimitta refers
to a given object, then it corresponds to the Peircean idea of symbol [CP 2.249]. AN
3.102, for example, speaks three typologies of symbols (tini nimittani), saying that in con-
templation one should focus on the symbol of unification, the symbol of discipline, and
the symbol of equanimity (kalena kalam samadhi-nimittam manasi katabbam, kalena kalam pag-
gahanimittam manasi katabbam, kalena kalam upekkhanimittam manasi katabbam). Again, AN
7.38 speaks of those who bear the symbol of darkness or of light (kanhasukkasappatibhagesu
nimittam), naturally a symbol here representing something else, such as a moral judgment.
All three of these aspects are derivations of the function of secondness, and correspond
to various modes of employing the nimitta in the Buddhist texts [173] (pp. 31-32) [174]
(p. 187) [90] (p. 4).

These nuances seem to be preserved also in the Abhidhamma.

The term nimitta, meaning ‘mark/sign” in Pali and Sanskrit, is used in multiple
contexts: omens, visions in dreams, and the visual/physical experiences of med-
itation are all referred to with this one term. [175] (p. 14)

The influence of the nimittas on human life is equally pervasive. In certain respects,
the basis of human perceptual processes is dominated by a series of nimittas. To observe
an object x means to attest it as a “sign”. Closing one’s eyes and evoking it in the mind is
another sign, and even more abstract forms are concretized in the mind as “signs”.

6.3. Transcending Secondness: From nimitta to animitta

The nimittas populate our mind and coordinate our thoughts without our realizing it.
To use Harvey’s definition, a sign nimitta is any “delimited object of attention, that may,
or should be taken as indicating something beyond itself or the general features of that to
which it belongs” [173] (p. 33).

For this reason, one of the most important meditations of all bears precisely the name
animitta, or “signlessness”. The contemplative exercise proposed has as its goal the attain-
ment of an asemic liberation of cognitions (animitta cetovimuttiyo). In other words, to stop
the action of signs in the influence they exert on human cognitions. The state of “liberation
of cognition free from signs” (animittaya cetovimuttiya samapattiya) is achieved in two main
phases [MN 43]:

1.  Not focusing on any sign (sabbanimittanafica amanasikdro);
2. Focusing on the condition of signlessness (animittaya ca dhatuya manasikaro).

This type of meditation is presented in various ways in the texts, sometimes in as-
sociation with different exercises. It is not my intention to examine these contemplative
exercises in detail, having already done so in another work [90], but rather to reflect on
the asemic nature of the condition of signlessness (animitta), and on why it is so impor-
tant. Furthermore, I intend to advance the hypothesis that the condition of animitta is es-
sentially analogous to that of sufifiata, or “emptiness”. The two terms would in fact be
understood as synonyms, and both would essentially involve attaining a liberation from
semiosic processes.
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My proposal is based on an association made by the Buddhist texts themselves: in
Dhp 92 we read that those who do not accumulate goods and who reflect attentively on
their food also experience the condition of liberation of the mind that is “emptiness and
signlessness” (sufifiato animitto ca vimokkho yesam gocaro). It is therefore the Buddhists them-
selves who associate emptiness and signlessness (sufifiato-animitto), and it is easy to under-
stand why if we observe the way in which the concept of “emptiness” is employed in these
texts, always in relation to a condition of “absence” of objectual determination, and there-
fore the absence of the object’s influence on cognitive experience. The environment is not
“emptied” of objects because they annihilate themselves, but because they are no longer
“distinct” through the psychosemiotic force that “determined” them as “signs”. For this
reason, the condition of emptiness is likewise the condition of signlessness.

Necessary mention must also be made of those texts that evoke a condition of
supramundane attainment achieved through emptiness (lokuttara sufifiatappatisamyutta)
[AN 5.79, SN 20.7 & 55.53].

Meditative exercises that employ the evocation or manipulation of certain nimittas are
still practiced today in the South Asian world, particularly in relation to traditions such as
Boran Kammatthiana, which are strongly inspired by the Abhidhamma.

These meditations make use of mental operations inspired by actual linguistic pro-
cesses. For example, a specific “sign” (nimitta) is evoked and visualized in order to serve
as the substitute for a particular cognitive factor (cetasika) that the meditator wishes to pu-
rify: “The use of substitution in the representation of cetasika by nimitta or letter symbols
might draw on a certain similarity between substitute and substituted” [176] (p. 125). The
exercise of “substitution”, as Crosby notes, is one of the many examples of “grammatical”
inspiration in the contemplative process. In this case, the inspiration is lopa, the grammati-
cal principle of deletion (p. 123). Mention must also be made of the use of “letter syllables
in boran practice”, which reflects a conception of language, and specifically of Pali, which,
Crosby writes, is conceived as “potent in a way that is different from ordinary language.
All language is potent in that it has the power to convey meaning” (p. 126).

The general principle of contemplative exercises that involve the use of nimitta may be
summarized as follows: the “signs” are evoked, manipulated, and used to convey a certain
“effective” action. The nimittas may therefore be a particular way in which the meditator
“directly experiences all meditation objects” [177] (pp. 211-212).

There are then mentions of different types of contemplative sign such as the uggaha
nimitta and the patibhaga-nimitta (p. 213):

... a nimitta is an eidetic image, seen with the practitioner’s internal/mental eye-
faculty, and when developed typically has the form of a coloured sphere of light
or crystal.

The uggaha nimitta is restricted in size and brightness and does not change
throughout each meditation session. The patibhaga nimitta however is qualita-
tively different, being both brighter and clearer but also capable of change during
the course of the meditation. Reflecting the quality, i.e., purity and concentra-
tion, of the practitioner’s mind, the patibhaga nimitta can change colour, become
intensely brighter and expand in size during the meditation session, as the mind
is purified. One can only gain access concentration (upacara samadhi) with the ug-
gaha nimitta, whereas full absorption (jhana) or absorption concentration (appana
samadhi) occurs with the patibhaga nimitta.

Attention should be paid here to the process of the progressive rarefaction of the sign
and to the “chromatic” residue as a more rarefied or purified form of the sign, since this
aspect will be useful in the next section.
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In general, a certain luminous sign that represents the purifying action is “incorpo-
rated” during a visualization exercise in which the luminous sign-nimitta is introjected
into oneself in order to acquire the beneficial action that that sign conveys and deter-
mines [176] (pp. 155-157), something that already occurs, though in a slightly different
form, in texts such as AN 3.103 (adhicittamanuyutto bhikkhu kalena kalam samadhinimittam
manasi karoti, kalena kalam paggahanimittam manasi karoti, kalena kalam upekkhanimittam manasi
karoti, tam hoti cittam mudufica kammaniyafica pabhassaraiica, na ca pabhangu, samma samadhiy-
ati asavanam khayaya).

These meditations do nothing other than echo the attainment of what in other con-
texts is described as the purest and most absolute emptiness (parisuddham paramanuttaram
sufifiatam) [MN 121], through a process of stripping away the “determined”, that is, break-
ing down the elements which, by aggregating, lead to their appearing, and in doing
so approaching that undetermined essence that is one step before the undifferentiated
totality — precisely “the void”, the absence of semiotic determination (animitta).

6.4. Seventh Idea: What Can Be Behold Directly (kasina) and the Sheer Quality of Firstness

We arrive at the last semiotic conception in our analysis. I have chosen to focus on
a concept that, within the Suttapitaka, has been little studied. The reason is the rather
nebulous nature of the concept in question, which, however, gains greater clarity when
compared with contemplative exercises and traditions of unquestionably long history that
originate precisely from these texts and their interpretations.

In Peirce’s system, the dimension of firstness is characterized by pure possibility of
being in and of itself [CP 1.25]. Describing this aspect from the point of view of human
experience is very difficult. It cannot pertain to cognition, since cognition belongs to the
sphere of knowing and of thirdness, and is therefore too socioculturally determined and
tied to processes of mediation. It cannot pertain to perception, since perception is already
semantized, but it pertains to sensory experience understood in its pre-categorical sense,
thus before it determines the “felt” quality in a specific percept.

Firstness is what concerns pure qualities or immediate sensations [160] (pp. 74-77),
is present and immediate, “fresh and new” [CP 1.357], which makes it extremely difficult
(indeed, impossible) to determine linguistically. The Buddhists, in my view, attempted to
do so, though with difficulty. In many respects, the aim of meditative practice is to stop
semiosic action, and in this I fully share D’ Amato’s claim: “Buddhism is directed toward
the end of semiosis” [174] (p. 202). Yet the consequence of this liberation from semiotic
systems is that the meditator progressively comes closer and closer to the pure essence
of things—but this essence is unnamable, and every attempt to name it conceptualizes it
again, reducing it to a word. The table-ness of the table, its smoothness, its brown-ness, are
all essences that escape conceptualization, and thus the concepts of table-ness, smoothness,
or brown-ness are terribly insufficient to describe it.

And yet, some kind of expedient must be found. Using language to transcend lan-
guage is difficult, and this is also why meditative exercises so often employ metaphors
and forms of symbolism that are not to be taken literally, but describe a “as if” that serves
primarily to give an idea. In the concrete reality of meditation, only direct personal expe-
rience of the process can make one fully understand what is meant.

The least semantized level of the sign, its fundamental qualitative bases, is what most
closely approaches the idea of firstness, and is also what, according to my theory, corre-
sponds to the idea of kasina.

For the moment let us begin from this assumption: a kasina indicates an indis-
tinct fundamental quality, a degree of firstness that is therefore at once a totality and
an indeterminate, a fundamental constituent, something that remains as a residue from
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a process of distillation or rarefaction of a more complex sign, a stripping down of its
qualitative components.

Just as in the five aggregates the point of departure is always the qualitative—sensory
datum (riipa-vedand), to which the perceptual-conceptual aspect (safifid-sarnikhara) is then
associated —and thus the semiotic—up to its mediation within a complex cognitive sys-
tem (vififiana), similarly, meditation proceeds in reverse, manipulating the sign (nimitta)
and then, once it has been mastered and no longer conditions the meditator, stripping it
down, loosening it to dissolve its compactness and rarefy it until its purely qualitative and
primary components are identified.

6.5. Rarefaction: Contemplating Firstness Directly

Such an exercise is found in the Visuddhimagga, where a system based on ten kasinas
is presented. The term kasina literally means “whole”, “entire”, or “total” [178] (p. 29).
A very general term used in the texts to identify a meditation object, whose characteristics,
however, are extremely generic and undefined.

For example, the ten kasinas presented in the Visuddhimagga are “earth (pathavi), water
(apa), fire (teja), air (vaya), blue (nila), yellow (pita), red (lohita), white (odata), light (aloka) and
limited space (paricchinnakasa)” [179] (p. 3). The reader will notice the absolute generality
of these “signs”, which appear rather as primary and fundamental constituents —elements,
colors, or even light and space.

In any case, the Visuddhimagga did not invent anything. Similar conceptions of these
indistinct qualitative signs are also found in the suttas: AN 10.25 speaks of a meditation
on the same ten kasinas (dasayimani... kasinayatanani), and for each of them the meditator
perceives its essence “above, below, across, undivided and unlimited” (uddham adho tiriyam
advayam appamanam). These qualitative notes, equally generic and “universal”, are very
interesting. Similar mentions are found in AN 1.455-464; 10.26; 10.29.

Now, if we observe the meditative traditions that developed from these texts (or
rather, from later texts that elaborate upon these), we notice that the attainment of the pri-
mary or proto-semiotic quality of the kasina would seem to be directly linked to a process
of rarefaction of the previous stage of secondness, that is, of the nimitta.

... wenotice that the practitioner asks for the meditation with and without nimitta.
Nimitta, as noted above, is often translated as ‘sign’. The term may derive from
the Pali verb ni-ma (‘to create’) and means the image or experience created by
meditation on a meditation object. These are usually associated with kasina, ex-
ternal devices used as the basis for meditation, because the Visuddhimagga pro-
vides its fullest explanation of nimitta in the chapter on kasina [...]. [175] (p. 24)

The meditation described in the Visuddhimagga serves us as a compendium to those
far more generic indications given in the Suttapitaka.

The starting point is a rarefaction of the sign. The meditator takes up an object, which
we know is perceived as “determined” (distinct from other objects) precisely insofar as it
is a “sign”. The first phase therefore consists in becoming aware of the semiotic nature of
determinations. The sign of the object is introjected (uggahanimitta). At this point, the sign
is progressively rarefied, gradually arriving at the pure general quality.

An admirable description of this process is given by Greene, and is therefore worthy
of being quoted in full. Let us begin, for example, with the contemplation of a physical
sign-object composed of earth, “such as a flattened patch of dirt”. This is a good starting
point, and the process of rarefaction is simple because the object is not conceptually very
complex. The first phase, as noted, is to concentrate on the sign (nimitta) of the object:

The meditator stares at this object until able to “see” it even with closed eyes.
This mental representation of the meditation object is termed the “acquired sign”
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(uggahanimitta), and by continuing to focus on it the meditator eventually enters
“access concentration” (upacarasamadhi), a state that, while technically still pre-
liminary to the first dhyana, is described as a momentous achievement marking
the first taste of the higher “world of pure form” to which dhyana gives access in
this life and the next. [180] (p. 69)

We note here that the general compass guiding the meditative exercise is the “world
of pure form”. Now that we have the nimitta of the object (uggahanimitta), this must be
reduced to its essential qualities, that is, to its counterpart (patibhaganimitta):

For the earth kasina, originally a patch of dirt, the counterpart sign is “like
a mother-of-pearl dish well washed, like the moon’s disk coming out from be-
hind a cloud”. [180] (p. 69)

At the beginning of the purification process, the “counterpart sign” (patibhaganimitta)
is “described in distinctly visual terms as a purified version of the original meditation ob-
ject”. The purification process proceeds until the attainment—at least as far as possible —of
the firstness of the sign that was originally taken up.

Importantly, the counterpart sign is not a perfect, eidetic visualization of the initial
object in the sense of a mental representation that is phenomenologically equiv-
alent to ordinary vision. Rather, it is something like the purified essence of the
object. For the water kasina, for example, both the original object and the “ac-
quired sign” have bubbles, froth, and other such details whereas the counterpart
sign “appears inactive, like a crystal fan set in space”. [180] (p. 69)

The emphasis on colors as an example of a sensory datum constituted by pure qual-
ity will also be taken up in the centuries that follow. Incidentally, what likely fascinated
these thinkers was the direct connection through which, starting from the sensory datum
of pure, indescribable quality, one immediately frames it within a level of conceptuality:
precisely the passage from the pure blueness of blue to the recognition that associates the
visual sensation with its corresponding percept: “blue”. This passage from vedana to safifia
is also reflected upon by Dinnaga, who uses the example of the twofold phase of recogni-
tion: 1. “one knows blue” (nilam janati) and 2. “one knows that is blue” (nilam iti janati) [82]
(p- 46). We must not understand the chromatic phase in a literal sense, as the perception of
“blue” understood in its semiotic sense. It is not being said that the “true nature” of a blue
object is its “blue-ness”. Such an interpretation would merely create an ontological hierar-
chy within the semiotic system, whereby a certain sign—“blue” —would be ontologically
superior (as constitutive) to another.

On the contrary, when “blue” is intended, what is meant is not the determina-
tion of the concept “blue”. That would itself be a sign and would fall within the
perceptual—cognitive system, as MN 43 already fully explained, in its distinction between
sensation and perception: what is called “feeling”, the text says, is so called because “it
feels” (vedeti vedeti’'ti kho, dvuso, tasma vedanati vuccati), and “perception” is so called be-
cause “it perceives” (safijanati’ti kho... tasma safifiati vuccati). But what does “feeling” and
“perceiving” mean in this sense? What sensation feels is simply said, in worldly terms, to
be what may be called pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral (sukhampi vedeti, dukkhampi vedet,
adukkhamasukhampi vedeti). Perception, itis said, perceives things such as “blue, yellow, red,
white” (nilakampi safijanati, pitakampi safijanati, lohitakampi safijanati, odatampi safijanati).

Perception therefore conceptualizes what in other contexts is considered “pure qual-
ity”, with the difference that when it is described in terms of pure quality, the inten-
tion is not to dwell on the sign that describes that concept. Conversely, when the con-
cept is evoked in perceptual terms, then it is being semantized (safijanati’ti ... tasma
safifiati vuccati).

https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007


https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007

Philosophies 2026, 11, 7

45 of 60

The final step clarified for us by Greene is thus very important for understanding the
relationship between the kasina and the stage of patibhaganimitta. This meditative exercise,
precisely the attainment of what Greene calls the “purified essence of the object” [180]
(p. 69), is a perfect example of the passage from secondness to firstness. In these terms the
meditative effort must in fact be understood —an effort which, in other words, is also the
inevitable cessation of the semiosic process, as D’ Amato had hypothesized.

Similar to D’Amato’s conception is the idea of zeroness proposed by Arning, accord-
ing to which the culmination of meditation is a drawing away from the flow of semiosic
action, a “step outside of its flow, having been conditioned to regard it as all encompass-
ing” [181] (p. 102). Arning specifically studies vipassand meditation, concluding that:

The whole procedure of Vipassana meditation is dictated by the use of
indexicality —the pointing function of the mind in determining the vector of
body scanning. The use of indices—sign to referent through a relationship of
contiguity —is more of a last resort than a first call. It is a way of reaching out to
the more hard to sensitize areas of the body [...].

This is an indexical operation of conscious maneuvering rather than “blind com-
pulsion.” It is a method for reckoning approximation of position through conti-
guity. Often it is a way by which completely inaccessible areas yield, after mul-
tiple scannings, to touch. [181] (p. 106)

This condition is described in a very similar way also by Arning, who holds that
meditation reaches a state of semiotic perfection, that is, of de-semiosization, to put it in
other terms:

When everything has been signified, when the sign encompasses all possible
interpretants (signs), then a state of semiotic perfection has been attained and
semiosis has been brought to its completion. [174] (p. 202)

In other terms, this mechanism is analogous to the meditative exercise that focus on
the absence of a “something” (na + kifici) determinate, or absence of the referential object
(akificarifiam pekkhamano satimd..., cf. Snp 5.7). With this final definition, which seems to
me very pertinent, I conclude the section on the last semiotic concept in archaic Buddhist
thought, and we are now ready to draw the appropriate conclusions from this analysis.

7. Concluding Remarks

In this text a linguistic reading of Buddhist philosophy as found in the Pali texts
has been proposed. The center of the discussion has unfolded around seven fundamen-
tal themes, all comparable to major issues in semiology and semiotics, and these have
allowed us to understand how these texts developed a complex system of phenomenal
analysis capable of interweaving language, perception, cognition, and contemplative prac-
tice: an authentic psychosemiotics and a proposal for the “cessation” (nirodha) of mech-
anisms of semiosis that bind human beings to the power of signs and their proliferation
(papaiicasankhd). According to Tragel, “Signlessness should not be considered as an oppo-
site of the sign, but rather a situation of absence of the sign, or the mind being cleared of
signs” [182] (p. 107). Furthermore, Tragel describes the state of animitta as “a fundamental
dimension of Buddhist thought and a characteristic of the final level of absolute truth”.

The hope of this study is that of a renewed dialogue between different semiotic tra-
ditions, which might contribute to a new understanding of psychological phenomena
through a different epistemological perspective. Studies on contemplative practice, for
example (contemplative studies), can benefit enormously from adopting a psychosemiotic
system grounded precisely in the Buddhist texts, and which finds its foundation in the prin-
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ciples of structural linguistics or semiotics—fields that both Saussure and Peirce based on
a deep understanding of issues related to perceptual-cognitive processes.

Small’s proposal of a semiotic reading of the namaripa dyad has allowed us to estab-
lish a basic foundation for comparing this concept not only with Saussure’s semiological
conception of the bifaciality of the sign.

Thus, our analysis is not a simple equivalence between namariipa and the signi-
fier/signified dyad, since the Buddhist concept goes well beyond a simple definition of
what a sign is in a general sense: it describes the semiosic force with which the sign is de-
fined in a given context. This force involves not only perceptual-cognitive processes, and
therefore a knowledge of cognitive science and the phenomenology of perceptions, but
also knowledge of the extensive work in biosemiotics [183]—an interpretive key which,
although imperfect in many respects [158,184-186], allows us to employ a framework that
corresponds perfectly with the model described by the Buddhists, in which there is no
sharp separation between subject and environment, but rather a functional circuit in which
continuity prevails between effector and sensor, between datum and sensation, and which
explains how everything is permeated by semiotic systems, by dense networks of informa-
tion exchange through fundamental units endowed with meaning and themselves “con-
stituted” (semiosis) in continuity with the individual-environment that uses them and is
also “used” by these systems. As Tragel writes: “From the point of view of semiotics,
meditation could also be modelled as a complex communicative act” [182] (p. 101).

And it is here that the Buddhist reading intervenes, from which arises the neces-
sity of a “cessation” of the mechanisms of semiosic production or of the proliferation
of concepts. This achievement is crucial in the meditative practice, as the cessation of
semiosis (name-form) determines also the cessation of cognition (namariipanirodha cittassa
atthangamo) [SN 47.42]. Small defines this attitude as “a-semiotic mentation”.

However, the contradistinct regard for a-semiotic mentation which is meta-
physically interwoven with the Sanskrit nama-riipa provides a far more posi-
tive promise for Saussure’s “uncharted nebula” (within which, it would seem
to agree, “there are no pre-existing ideas”) [119] (p. 455).

Small also correctly identifies the potential of the binomial, particularly with regard
to its mutual dependence on the human sensorium, which indicates a conception “that
is neither positivist nor materialist but which rather suggests that signs are constitutive
devices for cognitive-perceptual categorization” (p. 458).

SN 41.6 informs us that “when a mendicant has come out of the attainment of the
cessation of perception-sensation [safifidvedayitanirodha], only three types of contact are
experienced” —namely: the contact of emptiness (sufifiato phasso), the contact without sign
(animitta phasso) and the undirected contact (appanihito phasso).

In conclusion, in this paper, we analyzed the importance of signs in cognitive pro-
cesses in the context of Pali Buddhist philosophy. We started from the assumption, al-
ready shared in semiotics, that there is a direct correlation between signs and cognitive
processes [170]. Starting from this basic understanding, we analyzed the Buddhist philoso-
phy of language. The topic of language has been recognized as very important in Buddhist
thought in recent decades [187], but although its role has subsequently been significantly
explored within the Mahayana traditions, Pali literature has not enjoyed the same attention,
despite its incontrovertible richness, as we have observed throughout this examination.

The hope of this paper is to lay the foundation for the subsequent development, within
the philosophy of cognition and language, of a new way of doing philosophy that adopts
these texts as valid interlocutors for developing its own reflections.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007


https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies11010007

Philosophies 2026, 11, 7

47 of 60

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.
Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: No new data were created or analyzed in this study. Data sharing is
not applicable to this article.

Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Marilena Fatigante, who since 2024 has invited me to hold
seminars for psychology students at Sapienza University of Rome, which have been an exceptional
testing ground for the presentation of the contents of this paper as well as many of my previous stud-
ies. Specifically, the seminar she invited me to teach at Sapienza University of Rome on 12 November
2025, entitled “Buddhist Psychology in Seven Fundamental Ideas”, served as the prototype that led
to many of the contents of this article. Without the constant support of Marilena and the Faculty of
Psychology at the University of Rome, the current project of psychosemiotic analysis of Buddhist
meditation would not have taken place.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

Rgveda, Rajwade, V. K., Abhyankar, V.S., Sontakke, N. S,, et al. (1965) (eds.), Rgveda-Sam-
RV hita with the Commentary of Sayanacarya, vol. 1, Mandal 1 (Poona: N. S. Sontakke for the
Vaidic Samshodhan Mandal).
Suttanipata, Andersen, Dines, and Smith, Helmer (1913) (eds.), Sutta-Nipata (Oxford: Oxford
University Press).
Dhammapada, Anandajoti Bhikkhu (2020), A Comparatve Edition of the Dhammapadawith
Dhp Parallels from Sanskritised Prakrit Edited Together with a Study of the Dhammapada Colle-

ction (4th edn., Colombo: University of Peredeniya).

Itivuttaka, Kashyap, Bhikkhu (1959) (ed.), The Khuddakapatha-Dhammapada-Udana-Itivut-
Iti taka-Suttanipata (Bihar: Pali Publication Board). Other reference edition: Mahasangiti Tipi-
taka Buddhavasse 2500.
Dighanikaya, Davids, T. W. Rhys, and Carpenter, J. Estlin (1890-1911) (eds.), The Digha Ni-

Snp

DN kaya (London: Henry Frowde for the Pali Text Society).

MN Majjhimanikaya, Trenckner, Vilhelm, and Chalmers, Robert(1888-1925), The Majjhima-nikaya
(Pali Text Society Text Series, 60; London: Published for the Pali Text Society, by H. Frowde).

SN Samyuttanikaya, Feer, Léon (1884-1904) (ed.), Samyutta-nikaya, 6 vols (London: Henry Frow-
de for the Pali Text Society).

AN Anguttaranikaya, Morris, Richard, Hardy, E. Hunt, Mabel, and Davids, C. A.F. Rhys

(1885—1910) (eds.), The Anguttara-Nikaya, 6 vols (London: Pali Text Society).
CcP Peirce’s Collected Papers.

Appendix A

In this appendix I intend to present some necessary reflections on the ambivalent
relationship that the Buddha shows toward language. In particular, the relations with
grammatical science and with knowledge that is certainly linguistic in nature: morphol-
ogy (veyyakarana), phonetics (byafijana), syntax (pubbapara), and so on. On the one hand,
early Buddhism rejects that language reflects reality, while on the other rejects also the
opposite extreme, “that language plays no role at all in expressing reality” [19] (p. 22).

It is undeniable that the Suttapitaka contains numerous allusions to grammatical is-
sues, which therefore testify to a particular attention on the part of the Buddha to linguistic
themes—not only as a philosophical matter or one linked to the explanation of cognitive
processes, but also to linguistics understood as the study of language as such.

The two things are not necessarily separate. On the contrary, they probably influenced
each other. Levman even goes so far as to suggest that the Buddha “may have been trained
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in the Vedas and Vedangas” [73] (p. 35). And the practice of interpretation (nirukta, related
to nirukti, “grammar”, “linguistic explanation”) is part of one of the six ancient Vedargas.

The term nirutti used in the suttas derives directly from the Vedic tradition. In that con-
text, as mentioned earlier, a science of language had become indispensable, one that would
allow absolute mastery of the medium used to codify the sacred verses. It is noteworthy
that nirutti is a term that contains vdc, since it derives from nir + y/vac, which yields niruk-,
and various derived terms such as nirukti (which gives nirutti in Pali), but also nirukta and
nirvacana. While nirukti properly indicates a kind of etymological explanation, since, as
Kalupahana writes, it means “making explicit what is being spoken” [82] (p. 6): nir + \/vac,
the other terms indicate the “etymological explanation” (nirukta) (p. 8) and the “definition”
(nirvacana) (ibid.).

This link with the earlier tradition makes the interpretation of the term in Pali some-
what difficult. I would suggest avoiding univocal readings. The interpretation of nirufti
as “technical definition” [73] (p. 31) may be valid, but it does not work if applied rigidly,
as we saw in the case of the Niruttipathasutta (Section 3).

What interests me in this appendix, therefore, are the reasons behind the apparent
contradiction in the Buddha’s position: on the one hand he seems to inherit certain Vedic
conceptions of language, while on the other he rejects them.

Part of the contradiction also lies in the adoption of an ambiguous attitude, in which it
is claimed at once that meter (the preferred medium for encoding Vedic verses) is abhorred
by the Buddha, yet at the same time the texts recognized as the oldest in the Pali corpus
employ a system of verse construction that is clearly modeled on the Vedic one. It therefore
seems undeniable that this system very early established itself as the most practical for
guaranteeing effective transmission of the teaching, but we must also consider reasons of
prestige. In this sense, the Buddha never concealed his admiration for the figure of the seer
(rsi), and thus for Vedic wisdom. What he clashed with was perhaps a certain faction that
had emerged much more recently, and certainly in his own time, which debated what the
correct interpretation —and with it the sociocultural and normative consequences—of the
Vedic text should be [188] (pp. 51-58).

The ambivalent attitude is therefore to be located in this double nature of Buddhist
teaching: neither fully conservative nor fully innovative. The rejection of the sacralization
of a language is anchored in the philosophical view of worldly phenomena, which sees in
language the epitome of those cognitive means capable of constituting norms and conven-
tions and which by their nature are unreliable in describing reality: “all phenomena are
conditional and relative, including language” [189] (p. 20). At the same time, language
was indispensable in order to allow the transmission of the teaching [190,191].

In AN 2.20 the disappearance and decline of the correct teaching (dhamma saddham-
massa sammosaya antaradhanaya) is attributed to eminently linguistic causes: misplacement
of words and phrases leading to misinterpretation of meaning (dunnikkhittaiica padabyari-
janam attho ca dunnito).

Nevertheless, to preserve this teaching a “popular” language was chosen, that of the
vulgus [189] (p. 18), in sharp contrast at least to tendencies toward the sacralization of
a worldly medium such as a human language. It follows that secondary phenomena
beyond the simple need to preserve the teaching did not take root in the most archaic
Buddhism—such as sacral conceptions of sound, proto-mantric forms, or recitation of mag-
ical formulas. The only thing that mentions the relation between word and sound is lim-
ited to the mention of producing pleasant sounds (cittakkhard), which perhaps are such by
virtue of a closer affinity with concepts important to the doctrine.
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The Buddha did not believe in the ultimacy of sound; sound and language were
conventional phenomena developed by humans by mutual agreement for the
purposes of communication. [189] (p. 33)

The very conception of brihman was originally a technical term linked to the power
of language: brdhman indicated the correctly recited formula [192], and then, by extension,
the power that resulted from correct recitation of the formula [53] (p. 26), until it became
creative power itself. Indeed, “in the Rgveda, brdhman can be a verbal utterance, the power
manifested in the words, the ability to formulate reality, and the absolute” (p. 27). As
the absolute, the bridhman that “arises from a place beyond thought” (p. 41) is understood
to grant the meditator “a unified state of perfect creative possibility” (p. 42). Mastery
of the formulas is effective for one who lives in unity with the brdhman (rco aksare parame
vyoman yasmin deva adhi visve niseduh...) [RV 1.164.39]. Here, and in RV 1.164.41 as well,
emphasis is placed on the fact that the space of speech is supreme, “further” (sahasriksara
parame vyoman).

Similarly, Vac possesses an authentic demiurgic role on which all things depend, since
they originate from her [53] (p. 45).

It is precisely by channeling Vac that the poet obtains divine inspiration. This chan-
neling takes place through the articulation of the formula, of the brdhman (p. 48). In short,
it is precisely “Vac herself, awakening the mind to its fullest potential” that allows one to
glimpse the absolute originary (p. 49).

As we saw in Section 1, all these conceptions are radically overturned in the Buddhist
idea of vacas or vacana, in which the term assumes the simple function of speech, or of an act
of words, to use the Saussurean expression. This does not deny the performative power
of speech, a capacity already attributed to Vedic Vac. But whereas in the Vedic world this
is a positive power, because it is capable of creating, in Buddhism linguistic forces are
intrinsically binding, constitutive of a world that is constraining in itself, like any world
(loka), and therefore must be transcended.

ye ca rilpe pamanimsu,

ye ca ghosena anvagii

chandaragavasiipeta

Those who judge according to form,
And those who are guided by the voice,
Are filled with desire and greed.

[AN 4.65]

Another issue that seems to have required Buddhist attention to language is the need
to distinguish explicit meaning (nitattha) from implicit meaning, or meaning that nonethe-
less needed to be inferred (neyyattha) [82] (p. 82) [76] (p. 11). Although this is a fairly com-
mon interpretation, it should be said that the importance of such an antinomy is not found
in the suttas, where the two terms are mentioned only in AN 2.25, and moreover do not ap-
pear to have great doctrinal importance. Certainly, this is a distinction that took hold later
on, and would become the probable basis for strengthening the sammuti/paramattha bino-
mial, where sammuti, if interpreted as a derivation of sammata [73] (p. 39) indicates some-
thing collectively “agreed upon”, whereas parammattha indicates the “ultimate” (parama)
“sense” (aftha).

In AN 2.25 the discourse does not seem to favor either of the two interpretations;
indeed, it even defines both as ways in which someone “calumniates” or “misinterprets”
(abbhdcikkhanti) the Buddha. Both “the one who explains a discourse whose meaning needs
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to be inferred as if it were an exoteric discourse” (yo ca neyyattham suttantam nitattho suttan-
toti dipeti) and “the one who explains a discourse whose meaning is exoteric as if it were
instead explicit” (yo ca nitattham suttantam neyyattho suttanto’ti dipeti) are misinterpreting
the Buddha (dve tathagatam abbhdcikkhanti). Rather than a solid assertion of a difference be-
tween esoteric and exoteric teaching, this seems instead to confirm the attitude of archaic
Buddhism toward language, always seen as a misleading instrument. The final goal is the
incommensurability that transcends linguistic determinations; therefore both exoteric and
esoteric meanings are viewed with suspicion.

It must also be taken into account that this is the only mention of the distinction in
the Suttapitaka, and it may be later than we imagine. It is true that the Buddha is often
asked to “clarify the meaning” of a certain teaching (etassa bhasitassa attho), for example in
AN 10.58; however, these mentions of attha, “meaning”, “sense”, do not seem to confer any
mystical nuance to it, as if its explanation implied the unveiling of something esoteric, but
refer simply to episodes in which the Buddha is asked to explain in detail certain aspects
of his doctrine.

In the Vedic world, Vic, on whom the entire universe depends—seemingly substan-
tiated through the emission of sacred syllables (aksdra) — continues to reverberate through-
out the cosmos; yet Vic is “hidden from ordinary cognition” [53] (p. 46). One must
therefore develop a higher type of cognition in order to understand what transcends
ordinary capacities.

It will instead be the commentarial tradition that increasingly emphasizes the correct
transmission of language, precisely by virtue of the neyyattha/nitattha opposition, which
seems to echo the same importance the Vedic world gave to mastery of the linguistic
medium. The transmission of the correct meaning as well as the correct phonetic real-
ization of terms in Buddhaghosa’s reflections [73] (p. 32) belongs to that commentarial
tradition that began to develop “grammatical” attention to language in order to prevent
“the possibility of misunderstanding the meaning of the dhamma” (p. 33) due to even
marginal issues such as “consonantal confusion”, but nonetheless relevant because of the
extremely diverse linguistic backgrounds of the individuals who received, repeated, and
transmitted the Buddha’s message.

This concern for “correct” transmission of the message seems already to have preoc-
cupied the Buddha. In MN 139 there is a discourse on synonymy. In this text the Buddha
notes how, to indicate the same object —a “bowl” —there existed numerous different words
depending on regional linguistic variation. This is a view fundamentally detached from
any sacrality of language, since it emphasizes its worldly and shifting nature, but it also
attests to concern about the unreliability of the linguistic medium. The issue is also men-
tioned by Kalupahana [82] (p. 49).

This discourse is formulated in a similar way in RV 7.103.6, where the designatory
function (Erkennungszeichen for Olalde) of the nominal sign (nama) is considered through
the example of the name of frogs. There are very many frogs, and none is perfectly identical
to the others; and yet, despite this formal divergence (viriipah), there exists a unique and
“common” nominal sign (samanam nama) that designates “frog” [145] (p. 8).

Levman likewise hypothesizes that differences in the linguistic background of the
Buddha’s disciples led to a renewed grammatical focus, so as to ensure the “correct” trans-
mission of the teaching. Originally, however, language was primarily criticized for its mis-
leading power over human cognition. This leads to the paradox that the Buddha initially
addressed issues such as vocal sound as essentially “arbitrary”, thereby anticipating one of
the central principles of modern linguistics, while “centuries after the Buddha, Buddhist
scholasticism developed its own essentialist theories of the origin of the names of things
which come very close to Brahmanism” [73] (p. 37).
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Levman suggests that fear of the “misunderstanding of phonemes” (p. 49) grew es-
pecially due to disciples who were not native speakers of Indo-Aryan dialects, or whose
speech was too distant from that of the Buddha. But it was only “well after his death
that the distinction between conventional and ultimate naming developed, in the hands
of his disciples” (ibid.). We must therefore consider the linguistic conceptions prior to this
renewed grammatical interest as primarily directed at deconstructing language in a phe-
nomenological sense, with reference to the idea explored throughout this paper, namely
that signs and phenomena act essentially in the same way, and that both are “conditioned”,
and thus “all conditioned dhammas which led to the creation of a sense of ‘I, and craving,
clinging and afflictions” (ibid.).

In conclusion, the Buddha certainly had a conflicted relationship with the linguistic
medium. On the one hand, it is necessary to convey the teachings; on the other hand,
language underlies precisely those mechanisms that imprison human beings and from
which meditation must liberate practitioners, representing in every respect a practice of
transcending language.

This leads to the paradox by which Buddhism develops a particularly refined and
detailed technical vocabulary in order to express with precision the concepts it wishes to
convey, while at the same time disdaining the importance of language in various ways.

One example is provided by Buddhist phenomenology itself [22], which develops
from a highly advanced technical vocabulary that Kalupahana calls the “language of condi-
tionality” [82] (p. 18), and which describes—through the device of the term paccaya (“sup-

V77,

port”,

v

condition”, “dependence”, “necessity”)—the mechanism of conditioned produc-
tion of phenomena. This phenomenological perspective may be summarized in the phrase
“when this is present, that comes to be; due to the arising of this, that arises” (iti imasmim
sati idam hoti, imassuppada idam uppajjati). And precisely because of this focus on the origin
of phenomena, “etymology and grammar were very useful disciplines so long as they were
not utilized as means of discovering either the ultimately irreducible ‘individual,” the “self’
or the incorruptible “universal” [82] (p. 18).

Appendix B

In this appendix I intend to highlight another aspect of Buddhist philosophy of lan-
guage, namely the reflection concerning the relationship between signs and phenomena.

As we know, the Buddhist conception of the sign is that it is a “designating” force,
capable of conferring a certain nominal identity (signifier), a true label for recognizing
something from something else, upon a certain set of “formal”, or rather “morphological”,
data (if with this term we mean everything pertaining to the actual dimension in its six
possible configurations).

This idea implies that phenomenological appearing constitutes a true “morphophany”
(from popen, “form” and @avele, “manifestation”, “appearing”), such that everything we
witness is nothing but the simple change of configuration of substances or essences; and,
as the form —the appearing —of something changes, there must correspond, according to
our cognitive system, a different identity, therefore a different designation, a different sign
to recognize it.

This raises a fundamental problem, which also underlies the view concerning the re-
lationship between signs and phenomena. If one claims that everything is a sign, the view
is that of a pansemioticism (avto onpeldv €otiv) very similar to Peirce’s idea of semi-
otic omnipervasiveness [CP 5.283]. Yet at the same time, one loses the distinction between
an objective reality and a perceived reality —and the two do not coincide for the Buddhists.

The other view is that of a radical dualism between the objective and the subjective,
but we know that this view is also rejected by the Buddhists.
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The mediation between Buddhist radical anti-dualism and the view that we nonethe-
less live in an unreal world lies in the way “world” is conceived. According to the Buddhist
psychosemiotic view, the world is not a mirror of reality; it is not “constructed” by signs
butis “described” by them. The world would be a reduction of the phenomenal framework
of the real —potentially unlimited —restricted instead to a section limited by the subjects’
perceptual means. In this “reduced” context, things appear distorted because the means
by which we perceive them are limited. Signs are not distortions of reality; they are the
very things of the world. But since they do not appear to us in an unlimited way, but re-
duced to a specific frame, that is, to a specific worldly system that considers only some
signs as possible, they guide the experiences of individuals and do not provide a faithful
picture of reality.

Reflection on language is the consequence of a careful phenomenological analysis
of cognition. What describes the functioning of signs and concepts is governed by the
same principles that drive every phenomenal change. This perhaps derives from a shared
pansemiotic vision that unites Peirce and the Buddha. What is certain is that sign and
phenomenon are certainly understood by the Buddha as essentially the same thing, and
therefore the analysis of the behavior of signs is the analysis of the behavior of phenomena.
These are “linguistic” laws, according to Kalupahana, which lead the Buddha to develop
his fundamental phenomenological laws, such as the law of causalism that explains how
“when that is, this comes to be”, and which explain nothing other than “the observed in-
stances of phenomena” [82] (p. 69). Said otherwise, it is the law of causal dispositions
that explains how every observable phenomenon is nothing but a determinate, that is,
asign made a sign by another sign that renders it dispositionally conditioned (sankhata) [82]
(p. 80). Yet there is a mutual reference among these dispositions that makes every sign de-
pend on the others reciprocally, such that nothing that is a single “determinate” can be
said to be ontologically autonomous or self-sufficient.

This does not imply the nonexistence of what evidently appears. What this pansemi-
otic law implies is rather that what appears to us is nothing but a set of determinations
arising from a complex network of relations that cannot be reduced, in its incommensu-
rable totality, to individual determinations.

The progressive determination given by the name is therefore not the “creation” of
something that previously did not exist, but the shaping, with already-existing clay, of
certain forms that previously did not appear to our perceptions. In Chandogyopanisad 7.1.5
we find an authentic exaltation of the name (the nominal designation) as an act “capable
of creating” and “more powerful than any other” (sa yo nama brahmetyupdste yavannamno
gatam tatrasya yathakamacaro bhavati yo nama brahmetyupdste’sti bhagavo namno bhiiya iti namno
vava bhiiyo’stiti tanme bhagavanbravitviti).

We must therefore avoid extreme linguistic determinism, while not denying the in-
credibly effective capacity that words have in “determining” the way we experience the
real. This was also true in the Vedic world, where the power of the word did not cre-
ate from nothing, but determined something that was previously undetermined; and here
lies the distinction between existent (determined by the name) and nonexistent (undeter-
mined). Not an ontological difference, therefore, but a phenomenological one, or better
yet, a morphophanic one.

The conditions of existence (sdf) or nonexistence (dsat) of something in the Vedic world
are not meant ontologically: existence indicates something that is linguistically “deter-
mined”, thus a “sign”, something “recognizable”, whereas dsat is not nonexistence in a ni-
hilistic sense. On the contrary, dsat is identified with brahman [64] (p. 177), precisely to
indicate its pre-determined nature, and therefore not formed linguistically, or more sim-
ply “devoid of name and form” (p. 178).
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The condition of dsat described as the principle of the world does not indicate nonexis-
tence, and therefore even statements of “existence coming from nonexistence” (nasad dsin
no sad asit tadanim nasid rajo no vyoma paro yat...) [RV 10.129.1] are not incoherent, since
they must be interpreted as “the determinate arising from the indeterminate”, indeed
thanks to name—form, as affirmed in Satapatha Brahmana 14.4.2.15 (taddhedam tarhyavyakr-
tamasit tannamariipabhyameva vyakriyatasaunamayamidamriipa iti tadidamapyetarhi namaripab-
hyameva vyakriyate’saunamayamidamriipa iti). For this reason, these statements are traceable
to the original division of the world through linguistic means.

As Ronzitti aptly summarizes, “asat refers to the unmanifest aspect of reality, and sat
to its manifest aspect” [147] (p. 89). Moreover, RV 10.129 specifies that the condition of
nonexistence is essentially the indeterminate that precedes the appearing of determinate
phenomena, like the undetermined night: “there was no distinguishing of night from day”
(na tarhi na ratryd ahna asit praketah) [RV 10.129.2].

It has to be noted that the Buddhists employ the concepts of “being” and “non-being”
in a similar way. Their reading is exclusively phenomenological, as Brown already noted
in a detailed analysis published in 1999: “the problem of a perishing into nonexistence is
a confusion of an entity with an identity, the construal of a nonexistence with a change in
the identity of an entity, not the assumption by the entity of an altered state. [...] In sum,
an entity does not arise from nothing nor does it perish into nothing, but is a transition
from one baseline state to the next. Something is retained in the causal transition that is
the basis for the close replication” [193] (p. 264).

It is indeed through linguistic dynamics that we must understand the mythologi-
cal constructions of the “emergence” of being (represented as light) from non-being (rep-
resented by dark primordial waters). Darkness does not represent a nihilistic nothing-
ness, but rather something indeterminate. Light, by contrast, is a “sign”, since it provides
a determination: it renders visible a “something”, which becomes determined out of the
prior darkness.

The same symbolic-mythological conception reported in DN 27, according to which
originally there was only a single mass of dark waters from which everything emerged
(ekodakibhiitam kho pana, vasettha, tena samayena hoti andhakaro andhakaratimisd), is nothing
but a mimicking of the Vedic myth of the emergence of Agni precisely from the darkness
of primordial waters (tvam agne tamasi tasthivamsam) [RV 6.9.7], [98,194-197].

This kind of mimicking of the Vedic myth is also meant to ridicule what, relying on
its authority, had been proposed —such as caste division and the superiority of the priestly
class (brahmanova sukko vanno, kanhd afifie vannd). Besides the rejection of normative order
and social classes [99], this parodying of the Vedic myth also counters the narrative of lu-
minous cognitions and of fire, which represents cognition and is metaphorically presented
as the positive and benevolent light of the world [198].

This process in which the original condition, in the Vedic world, is an anomic dark-
ness preceding any cognitive determination, followed by the “light” of fire—that is, the
manifestation of cognitions—seems replicated perfectly in Genesis 1. The first phase, ex-
actly as in RV 3.39.5; 5.40.6, is that of a world covered by dark waters: Genesis 1:2 speaks
of an earth that is formless and empty, with darkness over the face of the deep (waha ares,
hayatahtohil wabohil, wahosek, ‘al-panétohom; warilah ‘€lohim, marahepet ‘al-pané hammayim).

Then we have the second phase (Genesis 1:3), comparable to passages like RV 4.3.11,
in which light (in the form of the god Agni) manifests. And in manifesting, fascinatingly,
it does so through speech: “God said ‘let there be light’, and there was light” (wayyo ‘mer
‘elohim, yahi "6r; wayhi-"0r). Exactly as in the Vedas there is insistence on the connection
between the sacred syllable aksdra and Agni or the Dawn [RV 3.55.1]. Moreover, in Satap-
atha Brahmana 6.1.3.9 it is reported that when Agni emerges, he asks Prajapati to give him
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aname so that he may be protected from evil. In general, as RV 10.125 reiterates, the world
is nothing but the result of the progressive division of Vic (in the form of uktam, “what is
spoken”), which therefore pervades various places [64] (p. 162).

One cannot fail to mention also the parallel with John 1:1, where again language, in
the form of the Adyog, is the principle of all things (¢v &px™) 11V 6 Adyog). Furthermore, the
divine nature of language is confirmed by its being not only with God, but God himself
(kaxt 6 Adyog 1)V TTpog TOV 0edV, Kot BeOg 1)V 0 AdYO0G).

Itis to this originary light-language that the Vedic seer intends to return in his contem-
plations. This “steadfast light” (dhruvam jyotir) [RV 6.9.5] allows one to attain a perception
vastly superior to ordinary perception, so that the seer illuminated by this light “no longer
operates according to ordinary cognition” [53] (p. 37). Vac, who shares with the originary
light the same divine nature, does not reveal herself to just anyone, but only to one who is
“fully committed” [53] (p. 39) [RV 10.71.4]. From Vac then flows the sacred syllable (aksdra),
which is the foundation or resonance of “this entire universe” [53] (p. 45), [RV 1.164.42]
(tatah ksaraty aksaram tad visvam upa jivati). As Bausch summarizes, “Everything flows from
the aksdra when Vic speaks” [53] (p. 51).

Recalling this myth of primordial waters from which cognitive dualism emerged is
important because the Buddhists themselves evoke the metaphor of the ocean and its im-
measurable vastness (tathagato gambhiro appameyyo duppariyogaho) [SN 44.1; MN 72; MN 77]
precisely to indicate the condition of one who has attained Buddhahood. The ocean is the
preferred metaphor for something too great to be conceived [50]. The Buddha is calm, vast,
immeasurable, and ineffable like the ocean (mahdsamuddo), thus returning to a kind of orig-
inary condition that the Vedas themselves described in the myth of the primordial waters.
And in the Greek world, too, we witness the same association between light and “name”:

aUTAP EMELON TTAVTX PAOG Kol VOE OVOpHooTAL

KoL T KT CQETEPXKG BV VALELG €TTL TOLOL TE KL TOLG,
TIXV TAEOV €07TLY OOV PAEOG KL VUKTOG APAVTOU
lowv ApQoTépwy, €mel 0VdETEPW HETX UNdEV.

Now that all things have been called “light” or “night”, and that these things, per-
taining to their respective powers, have been assigned to these and those other
things, everything is at once full of light and hidden night, both equal, since nei-
ther of the two shares anything with the other.

(Parmenides, Ilept voewg, fr. 9)

If therefore in the Vedic world Vic is “the prototype of the absolute” [53] (p. 25), it is
so by virtue of the profound relationship that the Vedic texts establish between word and
light [20] (note 6). The word itself is luminous, luminescent (vacah... jyotiragra) [RV 7.101.1].
The Buddhists, by contrast, will oppose this conception of the luminous world with one in
which the world is “aflame”, “ablaze” (ddittaka) negatively connoting fire—which in the
Vedic conception was the positive light of the world —as a fire that instead consumes and

corrodes everything [50].
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