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Abstract

This article aims to offer a comparative analysis between Buddhist thought and Peircean
semiotics, situating the discussion within the framework of a Buddhist theory of signs
that addresses aspects related to perceptual processes and cognitive experience. The
influence of signs on cognition is what led Buddhism, from its earliest formulations, to
adopt contemplative practice as a means of liberation from the effects of semiosis—an
aspect that this paper hypothesizes to be represented by the namariipa dyad. Following
an examination of the perceptual and sensory processes underlying the functioning of
namariipa, the paper will analyze occurrences of this technical term and propose its semiosic
functions, subsequently exploring how contemplative practice aspires to disengage from
the power of signs.

Keywords: semiosis; buddhist philosophy of language; semiotics; buddhist philosophy of
mind; buddhist meditation

1. Introduction

This article aims to provide an overview of Buddhist perspectives regarding language
and what could be termed the “sign”, as well as its role in shaping cognitive experience.
The primary objectives are twofold: firstly, to analyze the Buddhist conception of the “sign”
and explore possible comparisons with the notion of semiosis, which finds remarkable
parallels in Buddhist conceptions of namariipa; secondly, to contextualize these conceptions
within contemplative practices which, as will be shown, in all their forms strive toward
the deconstruction of semiosis. In this respect, contemplative practice is situated within a
philosophical framework wherein transcending or surpassing the semiotic dimension is
considered achievable.

The analysis will focus exclusively on the Pali Canon and on the comparison with the
work of Charles Sanders Peirce ([1] henceforth abbreviated as CP). Although numerous
insightful studies have acknowledged an elaborate conceptualization of the relationship
between signs and the perceptual-cognitive system within Mahayana Buddhism [2-7],
almost nothing exists regarding Pali literature [8-11]. For example, still within the context
of a Mahayana semiotics, there is the important volume by Rambelli, which attempts
to outline a theory of semiotics based on Japanese Buddhism, particularly the Shingon
tradition [12]. As for China, we have Greene’s work, which analyzes meditative experience
and visionary phenomena in Chan Buddhism [13].

Nonetheless, even if to date it is still less studied, the Pali literature not only potentially
provides foundational elements for later developments in Mahayana traditions but also of-
fers equally profound and original considerations on the nature of a sign, how it contributes
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to cognitive processes, and how it partially defines perceptual experience. Ultimately, the
Pali Canon presents a semantic theory of perception and a sophisticated semiotic theory
of cognition.

The second section of this paper is about the ayatanani (sense spheres) which assumes
a basic dualism of the cognitive process: the internal/external or ajjhatta/bahiddha contrast,
which underpins perceptual circuit. It is argued that perception in Buddhism is constructed
by a complex interplay between sense faculties within and external objects, forming an
A/B circuit. Duality, however, is conceived of as a construction and not reflecting real
ontological distinctions. This duality is perpetuated by the activity of the six internal and six
external spheres and their corresponding contribution to discernment (vififiana) that arises
by contact (phassa). Finally, this section emphasizes the provisional, temporary, and non-self
quality of the system in question and its function as a point of entrance into semiosis.

Building its fundamental semiotic argument around namariipa, the third part of the ar-
ticle argues that namariipa is not merely a conjunction of name and form but is a stand-alone
semiosic process. Using Peirce’s triadic sign model (Sign—Object-Interpretant), namariipa is
seen to comprise representamen and object, with cognition (cifta) as interpretant. The model
places cognition’s act as being inseparable from semiosis: in order to observe something,
there is an emergence of a semiosic event. The article offers an analysis of how namariipa
functions dynamically—not as a product of cognition but as a semiogenetic energy that
coheres subjectivity and world experience.

The approach is a close reading of Pali canon texts alongside an interpretive ap-
plication of Peircean semiotics. This is to say, examining how technical Buddhist ex-
pressions like safifid, vififiana, phassa, manasikira, etc., map onto elements of semiotic the-
ory and how these mappings present us with a rich theory of perception and cognition.
It also employs secondary sources in Buddhist studies and semiotics to underpin its
comparative methodology.

Lastly, the article tries to demonstrate that early Buddhist philosophy is an advanced
theory of signs grounded in phenomenology and contemplative psychology. It indicates
that Buddhist meditation is a serious effort to reverse semiosis—overturn conventional
recognition and reification of signs that structure ordinary experience. Reversal brings
liberation from the very processes of signification that constitute the self and world.

Buddhist thinkers arrive at such refined reflections primarily through contemplative
experience. Indeed, meditation is essential for understanding why these considerations
were formulated in the first place. Among the primary, perhaps preliminary objectives of
contemplative practice is the dismantling of habituation processes driven by linguistic signs.
These processes progressively inhibit perceptual stimuli in their pre-predicative nature,
their “essence” (yathabhiita) [14], and instead organize them within a network of specific
relationships, where certain sensory aspects are recognized as belonging to clearly defined
identities and become designated by a perceptual coordinator. This semiogenetic process,
or semiosis, parallels the direct recognition of a “sign” as a specific perceptual marker.

According to Peirce, signs pervade the entire universe [CP 5.448], and we can find
systems of signs in every aspect of the world—not just in human language. Anything
related to the organization of a system can be seen as involving a constant exchange of
signs. It is therefore not surprising that Peirce’s semiotics inevitably leads into a form of
phenomenology (or phaneroscopy, as he began calling it in 1904), in which the analysis of
signs and the analysis of phenomena in search of their fundamental formal structures is
essentially the same undertaking.

Buddhism, as we will see, holds a remarkably similar view, making the analysis of
phenomena the foundation of its contemplative practice. Everything that falls within
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human attention can thus be considered a “sign” or a fundamental phenomenal unit, which
Peirce called a phaneron.

The analysis of phanera (or phanerons) is called phaneroscopy, which is the study of the
phaneron as it is, setting aside influences of an authorial, cultural, conceptual nature, and so
on [CP 1.287].

Pali Buddhism appears to make a principal distinction between the sign as the outcome
of semiotic activity—thus recognizing a predetermined identity in experienced phenomena—
and the sign as a distinct marker, “something that stands for something else” [CP 2.228]
in a clear and evident manner. This latter could include not only a graphic sign but also
any entity whose appearance implicitly conveys meaning. For instance, the appearance
of gray clouds stands for something else in the mind of one who “interprets” that specific
“sign”, namely the possibility of rain. Conversely, when perceiving a certain set of sensory
data—such as specific colors, scents, and forms—I directly associate them with a particular
identity, such as “flower”, and become unable to perceive this set of data within the
sensory continuum in a pre-predicative manner. However, the “flower” does not stand for
something else; it is instead an associative arrangement of sensations cognitively linked
to the identity “flower”. This identity is semiotic, defined by semiosis, and is the primary
focus of Buddhist reflection within the Pali Canon. Slightly less attention appears to be
given to subsequent associations between a recognized semiotic identity and its reference
to another sign. Nevertheless, as will be seen, the aspect of volition—whereby recognizing
a certain identity involves implications (its possible uses, availability, and responsiveness
to volitions)—is intrinsic to semiosis itself and extensively explored in contemplative
reflections that the skilled meditator must master.

These two semantic aspects are represented by different terms, yet the processes defin-
ing them form part of a continuum concerning the nature of perceptions and cognitions.

For the purposes of our analysis, it will be necessary to employ certain technical terms
when referring to the various semiotic aspects under examination. These technicalities
have already been utilized in previous studies [9,15], where their utility in analyzing
cognitive processes has been demonstrated, significantly clarifying the comprehension of
the structures discussed. Therefore, reference to these prior works will be made to simplify
our exposition.

The elements of Buddhist semiotics that will be examined in this article, presented
along with their corresponding technical terms, are as follows:

§2. The dimensions or spheres (@yatanani) of the perceptual-sensory circuit and the
ajjhatta/bahiddha (A /B) dichotomy.

§3. The discrete sign namariipa (N/R) and fundamental semiosis (N/Ro). This founda-
tional process entails two secondary forms of semiosis: discernment (vififiana), dependent
upon divisive semiosis (Vo), and synthetic perception (saiia), dependent upon associative
semiosis (So).

§4. The perceptual-sensory circuit (safifidvedayita) and its transcendence.

§5. The functioning of the complete semiotic process (safifid, vififiana).

§6. Meditation as the practice aimed at transcending the sign.

All the aspects described in these five points, each of which will be analyzed in
dedicated sections of the article, are also closely interconnected. As we shall see, a deeper
understanding of any single aspect necessarily involves the examination of the functions
of others.

Ultimately, we must clarify the meaning of “sign” in this text before proceeding.
Within the context of Pali Buddhism, there are at least three terms pertinent to the semiotic
sphere. One, which will be the focal point of this paper, is the pair namariipa. Another term
intimately connected to semiotic reality is safifig, literally meaning perception but closely
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linked, as we shall see, to the capacity to recognize “something” in its “determined”, sign-
based reality. The verb associated with this noun, sasijanati, implies not only “perceiving”,
but also “knowing” or “recognizing”, insofar as something is recognized through the sign
that describes it.

The third term that may be translated as “sign” is nimitta, and “The state of being
entranced by nimittas is clearly portrayed, in the suttas, as one full of danger” [16] (p. 36).
This aspect will be less central to our discussion, partly because it has been exhaustively
treated in an article by Harvey, and partly because the kind of sign it denotes primarily
concerns a particular referent. The term nimitta resembles closely the Greek concept of
onueiov, aligning more closely with semiology than the broader semiotics relevant here. To
clarify my intended meaning, I will summarize Harvey’s conclusions regarding definitions
of nimitta, drawing also from D’Amato’s synthesis. A nimitta may refer to anything falling
within the following categories:

(1) A deliberately made sign

(2) A natural sign or indication

(3) A specific type of natural sign—an omen or portent of future events

(4) A marker

(5) A sexual organ (male or female)

(6) A characteristic [2] (p. 187), [16] (pp. 31-32)

Keeping these definitions in mind, we can now consider the archaic Greek conception
of sign. On the one hand, nimitta involves a mental image, representation (see Figure 1),
or a focal point—a “sign” upon which one concentrates (samadhinimittam manasi katabbam;
nimittam manasi karoto, [AN 3.102; SN 35.95]). On the other hand, we find the sign as a
“manifestation”, something that “represents” something else—an omen, a portent (yatha
kho, marisa, nimittani dissanti, [DN 19])—or as an indication, a characteristic, a cause, a
reason [AN 4.8]. In this sense, as we will see in §3, a nimitta is closer to the Interpretant, the
aspect of the sign that can “stand for” something else.

nimitta

ayatanani

nama rupa
(ajjhatta) (bahiddha)

Figure 1. Hypothesis on the Functioning of the Semiotic Circuit in Pali Buddhism. The base of the
triangle is constituted by the A/B dynamic transposed onto the semiotic plane. The constituent
elements of the N/R dyad correspond to aspects of the intentional process (pertaining to “internal”
nominal cognition) and to perceptual markers (represented by the notion of “form”, which pertains
to the perception of the “external”). The mediating element between these two bases—which we
may understand as FIRSTNESS (the “external” form) and SECONDNESS (the “internal” nominal
intentionality)—is a THIRD element: nimitta, which has among its possible meanings that of being a
“representation” of a given “sign”, “mental image” or “mental representation”. In this case, nimitta is
just one of the possible signs. As a general interpretant however, that could potentially be any sign,

we have citta as the most plausible candidate.
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The notion of onueiov is, in this sense, remarkably similar. Before evolving into
the semiotic sense of sign (which corresponds more closely, as we have discussed, to
the notion of namariipa), the Greek onueiov indicated something “marked”, a “mark”, a
“token”, an “indication”, something recognized as standing for something else: onpeix t&v
dedikaopévwy (“marks of the judgments”, [Herodotus, The Histories 2.38]). Similarly, sign
can mean a “trace” (onpeioe §° olte BNEOG oUTe TOL KLVEV, [Euripides, Hippolytus 514]).

If I see a road sign bearing a particular symbol, it is a sign for something else—that
is, what it signifies within the code system of road regulations. A signal or a flag also
represents forms of signs (dvéde&e onuriov toiot dAAotot dvdyeoBat, [Herodotus, The
Histories 7.128]).

Similarly, if I see a cross depicted in a Renaissance painting, it is a sign for something
meaningful within Christian doctrine. This applies equally to Buddhist and Greek contexts,
as well as to non-human phenomena interpreted through humanly constructed systems of
knowledge. The most evident example involves meteorological phenomena: dark clouds
are a sign for impending rain. Another instance is the medical use of signs as symptoms, as
employed by Hippocrates—onpeiov xonotdv [Epidemics 6.2.17]—where the occurrence of
a bodily condition, such as irritation, constitutes a sign for something clinically interpretable.
Additionally, mental images can also serve as signs; thus, the particular objects evoked in a
meditator’s mind during contemplative practice are designated as nimittas, or “signs”.

Thus, more explicitly than other terms, nimitta matches the definition of “something
that stands for something else”, as demonstrated by its pragmatic use. Even communication
from a higher power, such as a deity, manifests through a “sign”:

brokoutod, TO pev mEOoWTOV ToD 000X VoD YIVOOKETE dtaxkoively, To 08 onpelx
TEV KALE&V 0 duvaode.

In this context, onueix (signs) and kogol (times or opportune moments) refer
to prophetic signs or extraordinary events signaling a spiritual or eschatological shift.
[Matthew 16:3]

Likewise, in Matthew 12:38, the phrase amd cob onpeiov 1deiv (“to see a sign from
you”) is employed; and again in Matthew [12:39], “no sign will be given” (onueiov oV
dobroetat). This expands upon the Greek notion of omen (té& &m0 &V Be&v onueiov
vevépeva, signs given by the gods). Lastly, as an extension of “mark”, the term can even
denote a “landmark” or boundary (¢£w t&%v onpelwy Tod LreTEQOL EnTogiov, [Demos-
thenes, Against Lacritus 35.28]).

All these potential definitions correspond closely with the conception of nimitta, al-
though they differ from the more technical notion of namariipa, which nevertheless strongly
resembles the semiotic idea of “sign”. The ancient Greek conception, in fact, is not perfectly
correspondent to that developed in the context of the philosophy of language, semiotics
and linguistics. For example, “the Stoics used to speak of a signifier (to6 onuaivov), a thing
signified (to onpotrvopevov), and an external object (6 Tvyxdvov, [Sextus Empiricus,
Adversus Mathematicos VIII, 11-12]), but the combination of signifier and thing signified
is not a onpetov” [17] (p. 260). The same happens in the difference between nimitta and
namariipa, with the latter being a more technical conception of the sign, strictly related to
the idea of semiogenesis, and comparable to the process of semiosis.

2. The Spheres of the Perceptual-Sensorial Circuit

The term ayatana (plural ayatanani) is undoubtedly among the most significant con-
cepts in Pali Buddhism [18], a fact that will become increasingly evident as we analyze
occurrences of this term, especially regarding its relationship not only with cognitive and
perceptual matters but inevitably also with language and semiosis in a broader sense.
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Traditionally, ayatanani are believed to refer to sensory spheres, which, according to
Buddhism, number six—one corresponding to each sensory organ. However, this is only
partially correct, as ayatanani actually describe a complex circuit composed of twelve factors
rather than six. Indeed, the six sensory spheres constitute only one component of this circuit,
complemented by another set of six spheres, representing sensory objects. In other words,
employing the terminology borrowed from theoretical biology [19-25], we have six classes
of sensors, corresponding to the sensory organs, paired with six classes of effectors—that is,
the organs capable of being intentionally targeted by these sensory organs.

The Pali Canon distinguishes between these two sets by employing very particular
terminology, the analysis of which proves equally fascinating. The canonical texts refer to
the “six internal spheres” (cha ajjhattikani ayatanani), corresponding to the sensory organs,
and the “six external spheres” (cha bahirani dyatanani), corresponding to their associated
effectors or sensory objects. Consequently, the sensory circuit oscillates between an “inter-
nal” (ajjhatta) and an “external” (bahiddha) dimension. For convenience, we will refer to this
as the “A /B circuit”. We will demonstrate that this circuit profoundly relates to a broader
semiotic system.

However, it should be noted in advance that the use of the terms “internal” and “exter-
nal” presents several interpretative challenges. Particularly problematic is the potential for
misunderstanding that might lead one mistakenly to conclude that Buddhism genuinely
considers plausible the existence of something truly “internal” or “external” to something
else. Hence, caution is recommended in discussing these terms, and we will subject them
to rigorous scrutiny.

The A /B circuit primarily references the ayatanani, frequently appearing in abbreviated
form as shorthand for sensory or effector organs, conveniently labeled simply as ajjhatta
or bahiddha.

2.1. Effectual Organs and Sensory Organs

As previously mentioned, sensory organs number six. This is because, in addition to
the five sensory organs familiar to us (sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch), Buddhism
posits a sixth sensory organ, “thought” or “mind” (manas). Within their system, there is
an almost perfect correspondence between the organ and its function: the “eye” (cakkhu)
specifically denotes the faculty of sight, and similarly for all the other senses.

However, the sensory organ alone is insufficient; it requires an effector organ—an
effectual organ—with which it engages in interaction. This interaction, forming what we
refer to as the circuit A /B, is responsible for discernment (visifiana). The choice to translate
vififidna as “discernment” derives from its etymological root, associated with the act of
knowing (-7id) through division or differentiation (vi-), comparable precisely to the Latin
discerno and the Greek diaxkolvw.

A distinct vififiana arises for each sensory organ, conditioned by the contact (phassa)
between the sensory organ and its corresponding effector. For example, visual discernment
(cakkhuvififiana) specifically emerges from the interaction between the sensory organ of
sight and its effectual organ, “form” (riipa).

From this, we gain two insights: first, that discernment (vififiana) serves as a rela-
tional force bridging the fundamental components of circuit A/B; second, that there exists
a specific relationship between these components, involving a unique effectual organ
corresponding to each sensory organ. It follows, importantly, that vififiana cannot exist
independently, but only in relation to something else. Equally significant is the notion that
this cognitive potency (7iana) is inherently linked to division (vi-, dvi-); its essential role is to
differentiate one element from another, thereby segmenting the sensory continuum into
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discrete units (discretumy). Table 1 illustrates the dynamics of circuit A /B, providing the
original Pali terminology of the participating organs:

Table 1. The “internal” sensory organs and their “external” effectual counterpart.

Sensory Organ (ajjhatta) Effectual Organ (bahiddha)
Eye (cakkhu) Form (riipa)
Ears (sota) Sound (sadda)
Nose (ghana) Smell (gandha)
Tongue (jivha) Taste (rasa)
Body (kaya) Surface (photthabba)
Thought (manas) Idea-phaneron (dhamma)

Numerous suttas detail the components of circuit A/B (e.g., SN 35.188 and 35.159).
Frequently, these texts instruct meditators to direct attention either inwardly or outwardly
to achieve full understanding (aparijanana), as exemplified in SN 35.111-2. Effectual organs
are commonly referred to as “elements” (dhatu), as seen, for example, in SN 14.6 (ritpadhatu,
saddadhatu, gandhadhatu, rasadhatu, photthabbadhatu, dhammadhatu).

One particularly comprehensive sutta is MN 148, enumerating in detail all components
of the “sixfold system” (cha chakkani). This includes not only the six internal and external
spheres but also their associated categories, all grouped in sextets. Thus, we find “six classes
of discernment” (cha vififianakaya) and “six classes of contact” (cha phassakaya), reflecting
the six sensory organs and their corresponding effectual organs. For example, it is stated:
“Visual discernment arises dependent upon the eye and form; the convergence of the
three is contact” (cakkhuiica paticca riipe ca uppajjati cakkhuvififianam, tinnam sangati phasso).
Nevertheless—and importantly, we anticipate this point—neither the eye nor form, nor
consequently visual discernment arising from them, possesses an autonomous or self-
sufficient selfhood: “Should anyone assert ‘form is a self’, such a statement is unsustainable”
(‘ritpa atta’ti yo vadeyya tam na upapajjati). This is due to the evident arising and cessation
(uppadopi vayopi pafifiayati) of these phenomena. Because arising and cessation apply equally
to the eye, form, and visual consciousness, none of these can be considered autonomous
selves (iti cakkhu anatta, riipd anatta, cakkhuvififianam anattd), a principle equally valid for all
other sensory and effectual organs.

Among the notable implications derived from Table 1 is the emphasis on the dynamics
of the discernment process itself. Moreover, thought (manas) specifically corresponds to
dhammas as its effectual object. Thus, the precise interpretation of the term must necessarily
be linked to mental phenomena—not in a Cartesian sense, but as that which can be inten-
tionally apprehended by thought. The object of thought is dhamma, leaving few alternative

i

interpretations other than “idea”, “concept”, or perhaps, as proposed here, phaneron.

Peirce conceives of mind as the process of semiotic interpretation, and for any-
thing to have being at all it must enter into the semiotic triad of Sign-Object-
Interpretant. Therefore, mind is an inextricable element in the constitution of all
being. [26] (p. 733).

Charles Peirce defined the minimal phenomenal unit or phaneron [CP 1.284] as “any-
thing present to the mind at a given moment”, or “whatever is present at any time to the
mind in any way” [27] (p. 74). A phaneron is what is directly observable par excellence, i.e.,
there is nothing as directly observable as the phaneron [CP 1.286]. Temporarily adopting
this conception of dhamma as phaneron is beneficial, as it aligns well with the subsequent
developments in Abhidhammic thought and the so-called “dhamma theory” [28], where
dhamma became a technical term denoting fundamental phenomenal units—elements irre-
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ducible and not susceptible to further analytical decomposition, and thus termed “absolute
realities” (paramattha) [29-33].

In pre-Abhidhammic Buddhism, it is difficult to sustain that the term dhamma carried
such precise technical connotations. Nonetheless, it appears reasonable to interpret dhamma
generally as “phenomenon”, given its role as the effectual object of the sensory organ
of thought (manas). In this sense, the sixth sensory organ might effectively serve as a
coordinating entity for the other five, as the sensory continuum experienced by the initial
five organs contributes collectively to immediate sensory experience.

Particular attention should be given to the object of sight—the form (riipa). Specifically
understood as visual form, it occupies the foremost position in the enumeration of effectual
organs, an order significant for understanding its role within subsequent classifications of
which riipa is a part.

2.2. The Relationship Between the A /B Circuit and the Five Aggregates

In the system of the five aggregates, which, in some respects, represents an evolution
of this scheme, the term riipa is listed first, initiating the process of constituting experienced
phenomena. It is followed by sensation (vedand), which we may assume is a collective
term referring to the set of outcomes produced by the six sensory organs. Similarly, riipa
does not merely denote visual form but rather stands as a representative term for a group,
just as vedana does. In other words, the first two terms of the five aggregates system
correspond to the A /B circuit (or more precisely, b/a when following the correct order).
They point toward a more complex process—or, more accurately, another aspect of the
sensory circuit—that involves in greater detail the development of perception (saifia) and
discernment (vififiana).

However, whereas the A /B circuit is fascicular—meaning the six sensory organs func-
tion simultaneously—the five aggregates system is concentric, with the sensory-objective
core progressively enveloped by additional layers, ultimately forming a discrete unit. This
unit is a “conceived” or “perceived” thing [SN 18.10, 26.10, 56.12; AN 4.90]. Buddhists
recognize that every conceived thing comprises five fundamental constituent layers, which
are precisely the five constitutive strata of the five aggregates [SN 22.82; MN 109]. In other
words, any experienced “thing” is actually a complex aggregate composed of five factors
[SN 22.48].

Thus, even in the context of the five aggregates, the A /B circuit remains fundamental.
Therefore, before we can better understand the system they describe, we must first clarify
the Buddhist conception of the A /B duality. Although these terms literally denote “internal”
and “external”, it would be highly misleading to interpret this system as representing a
subjective/objective dichotomy—as if Buddhists genuinely believed in an “interior” that
acts as a mirror processing data from an objective external world.

Certainly, Buddhists recognized that such a duality was at least conceived or experi-
enced as such, yet this does not render it objectively real. Neither did Buddhists aim to
negate one reality in favor of the other, which would implicate them, depending on which
reality is elevated, in naive psychologism or objectivism.

The Pali Canon is explicit in stating that both the six sensory organs and their corre-
sponding six sense-objects are impermanent constructs (anicca). There is no preferential
treatment for either element, and, for reasons outlined in §3, any duality forming part of a
binary system is already regarded as illusory and impermanent in early Pali Buddhism.

2.3. The Unreal Nature of the A /B Circuit

It therefore appears that the A/B circuit is part of human experience, which tends to
perceive reality as structured around two fundamental polarities (plus a third relational
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factor, which will become significant later), thus forming a triadic system. However, beyond
the relative, conventional, or experiential nature of this circuit, there is no “real” reality
inherent in these dynamics.

The Ajjhattasutta [SN 22.150] deconstructs the objective nature of the five aggregates
as being impermanent. These aggregates are associated with the arising of pleasure
and displeasure, but none of them represent anything beyond transient states (vifiriane
sati vififianam upadaya uppajjati ajjhattam sukhadukkham. .. riipam niccam va aniccam va. . —
aniccam, bhante). Another discourse, SN 35.1, is even more explicit, enumerating all six
sensory organs and designating them as impermanent. Recognizing this fundamental na-
ture helps meditators become disillusioned, free from desire, and thus liberated (nibbindam
virajjati; viraga vimuccati; vimuttasmim vimuttamiti fidnam hoti). It is noteworthy that the for-
mula for liberation from desire associated with the six sensory organs represents a process
of disassociation from possessiveness regarding experiences and the ensuing identification
process, as explicitly stated: “that which is non-self must be accurately perceived and
understood as such: ‘this is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self’” (yadanatta tam

‘netam mama, nesohamasmi, na meso atta’ti evametam yathabhiitam sammappafnifiaya datthabbam).

This concept is similarly expressed in SN 35.140, listing sensory organs as imperma-
nent. In SN 35.141, they are indicated as sources of suffering (dukkha), whereas in SN 35.142,
they are defined as devoid of self (anattasambhiita). These are only select examples among
numerous similar references.

The so-called “external” (bahiddha) does not possess greater reality. It is often referred
to using the synonyms bahira or bahiraki. For example, SN 35.10 explicitly describes the
external as “impermanent” across the three periods of time, affirming the impermanence of
each individual sensory organ: “O monks, form is impermanent in the past and future, and
even more so in the present” (riipa, bhikkhave, anicca atitanagata; ko pana vado paccuppannanam).
Similar formulas are also employed to indicate the impermanence of the internal (see, for
instance, SN 35.186-8). Evidently, suffering (dukkha) and selflessness (anattd) are similarly
articulated across the three temporal dimensions ([SN 35.189-191 and 35.192-4], as well as
[35.210-12 and 35.207-9]).

The external is suffering [SN 35.5; 35.144; 35.226], impermanent [SN 35.4; 35.143;
35.225], non-self [SN 35.6; 35.145; 35.227], impermanent across the three times [SN 35.10;
35.195-7; 35.213-5], suffering across the three times [SN 35.11; 35.198-200; 35.216-8], and
non-self across the three times [SN 35.12; 35.201-3; 35.219-21].

The internal is similarly described: suffering [SN 35.2; 35.223], impermanent
[SN 35.222], non-self [SN 35.224; 35.3], impermanent across the three times [SN 35.7],
suffering across the three times [SN 35.8], and non-self across the three times [SN 35.9].

Clearly, when affirming the unreal nature, we do not claim the non-existence of the
A/B circuit. Instead, we assert that this circuit cannot be considered ultimate reality but
rather represents a relative reduction thereof—a conceptual and experiential construction
of mundane reality that does not encompass the totality of possible determinations.

2.4. The Role of the A /B Circuit in Semiogenesis

At this juncture, it is necessary to address the topic of cognitive experience. The pri-
mary intention of this paper is to examine the processes which, according to the descriptions
found in the Pali Canon, are considered foundational to perceptual and cognitive experi-
ence. Although the A/B circuit is, to a certain extent, antecedent to the formation of specific
percepts, given its fundamental association with sensation (vedana), it must be noted that
sensation itself plays an indispensable role in cognition. Indeed, the perceptual-cognitive
process, as presented in the Pali Canon, is viewed as a progressive layering process. Onto
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a fundamental sensory core, progressive structures are superimposed, each performing
distinct associative functions.

What is suggested by the five aggregates (paricupadanakkhandha, [AN 4.90]) is that
the fundamental sensory core, rijpa-vedana (which we recognize as practically equivalent
to bahira-ajjhatta, i.e., the ayatana core), subsequently incorporates a perceptual construct
(safifia). Further, volitional or eidetic constructs (sarikhara) are added onto this perceptual
layer. These constructs are crucial as they confer intentionality to the perceptual layer,
aimed at grasping the potential implications of the percept already recognized at the
sensory level—its possible uses, applications, and conceptualizations. Moreover, vedana,
safifia, and sarnikhdra constitute a distinct subgroup known as cetasika or “cognitive factors”
[SN 41.6].

It is essential to understand that this aggregative process functions as a recognition of
the perceived “thing”, occurring at extraordinary speed. A specific cluster of sensations
(vedana), derived from experiencing a continuum of effectual stimuli, is assigned to a
particular percept (saifia), which is subsequently linked to a set of potential utilities or
volitional possibilities (sarikhira). This progressive stratification enables the recognition of
an entity in its attributed identity. Thus, when an individual experiences a certain form,
tactile sensations, odors, and so forth, that have been learned to correspond to a particular
specific identity—such as “flower”, “table”, or “pen”—the sensory stimuli associated with
that ideal prototype are inevitably integrated into a perception that is already semiotic in
nature. Safifia, the percept, is thus inherently a “sign” such as “flower”, “table”, or “pen”.
Only upon recognizing the designated percept can one subsequently link it to its volitional
possibilities. This process effectively “separates”, “distinguishes”, or “discerns” a given
sensory continuum into specific, discrete signs.

For this reason, the phase following sanikhara is precisely vififiana. Such discernment
stands in contrast to the sensory apprehension phase, yet it arises directly from the contact
(phassa) between effector and sensor. Thus, the aggregative process reflects an embryonic
theory of intentionality and identity recognition of “something”. When something before
us is perceived as a “flower”, it should be understood as a multifactorial aggregate—the
combined set of sensations triggering the associative process between perceptual marks
and the percept itself, the association between percept and volitional constructs, and the
definitive recognition of the entity as possessing a separate identity: a “flower” is not
a “table”, nor a “pen”, etc. The identity of “flower” claims to exist within a vacuum
that ostensibly renders it autonomous and self-sufficient. Naturally, this is not actually
the case, and such isolation of the perceived entity is one of the sources of suffering,
as it leads to forgetting the impermanent nature of these constructs. In reality, these
constructs are interconnected within a network of interdependent relationships, wherein the
determination of x depends precisely upon its contrast with y, z, and so forth reciprocally:
“there is no such thing as a sign in isolation, every sign being a constituent of a sequential
set of signs, so that apart from membership in this set, a thing has no meaning” [34] (p. 88).

Consequently, the aggregative process involves the A /B circuit as the sensory-effectual
core underlying the initiation of aggregation itself, upon which depends the acquisition of
a specific percept—a “sign” determined by the synthetic association of sensory data with a
particular designated identity.

3. Semiosis and namariipa

The process of semiogenesis, or semiosis, establishes within the human cognitive
apparatus the ability to distinguish discrete entities as endowed with distinct identities
that set them apart from one another. Thus, a flower is not a stone, a stone is not a tree,
a tree is not a flower, and so forth. Humans are so accustomed to this discriminative
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capacity that we tend to consider it naturally inherent in human cognition, leading to a
common misunderstanding. While the tendency to establish discrete signs can indeed be
demonstrated—and consequently assumed to be inherently human—the assertion that
identities constituted through semiosis reflect natural identities, that is, objective facts,
remains to be proven. Nevertheless, humans commonly presume the naturalness of both
processes, implicitly accepting as self-evident that the necessity of naming something a
“flower” or a “fruit” arises because objective realities corresponding precisely to “flower”
or “fruit” exist in what we conventionally refer to as the “external” world (a problematic
assumption in itself). Accepting this as a given, humans merely label something already
discrete, autonomous, and self-sufficient: a flower inherently is a flower precisely because
it is neither a fruit, nor a stone, nor a tree, and so forth.

The establishment of these associations through the process of semiogenesis also gives
rise to intricate networks of relationships within a system that regulates interactions among
various signs. These relationships are maintained through common consensus, under-
pinning conventions and beliefs, norms, laws, customs, notions—phenomena typically
regarded as “truths”. The solidity of such sign-derived “truths” is critically questioned
within the Buddhism of the Pali Canon, which undermines the very processes by which
perceptions reinforce convictions of truth. A fundamental feature of semiosis, indeed, is
its dependence upon perception and cognition. There can be no percept without semiosis,
and no manner of comprehending the world absent the mediation of signs. Consequently,
humans become subjected to signs, which ultimately escape their control, guiding them as
anticipatory forms of knowledge.

This foundational, nuclear force resulting inevitably from semiosis, is referred to by
Buddhists as namariipa. Numerous reasons support interpreting namariipa as the most
authentic notion of “sign”, although, as previously indicated, another conception of the
sign exists—nimitta—though this aligns more closely with the notion of a “mark”, as seen
in the Introduction. While from the Abhidhamma onwards the term lakkhana would gain
increasing importance—eventually becoming a specific way of understanding the concept
of “sign”—in the Pali Canon this term generally carries the meaning of “characteristic”,
without having a technical use. However, it is especially in Mahayana Buddhism that the
idea of “characteristic” can also be understood within a specific semiotic framework.

In the Pali Canon, much of the idea of the sign is instead conveyed by nimitta, although
this is not the only term that can be understood as such. Nevertheless, it is certainly the
sign par excellence, or what Peirce referred to as the sign of the second correlate [CP 2.247].
The term nimitta, in fact, depending on the context, can refer to what Perice calls an icon
[CP 2.304], an index [CP 2.248], or a symbol [CP 2.249].

As we saw in the introduction, a nimitta is well suited to represent a sign that refers to
the object it denotes by virtue of the characteristics it possesses—like an icon [CP 2.247].
Or, again depending on the context, it can serve as a representamen whose representative
qualities consist in something determined by a specific factor [CP 2.283]. We also find cases
in which a nimitta behaves like a symbol—that is, as a representamen whose representative
character consists of a rule that determines its interpretant, like words, phrases, and the
conventional use of other signs themselves [CP 2.292].

If on the one hand the nimitta represents a sign, on the other we must ask ourselves by
what process a given sign influences the surrounding environment. This process, defined
as semiosis, is explained by Peirce as the interaction of three fundamental factors, of which
two are of interest to us at the moment: the representamen and the referent object. The
representamen is the subject of a triadic relation [CP 1.541] that refers to a second element,
which is its object of reference. In other words, the representamen is a sign that refers to
an object, something with which it has some kind of relationship [CP 2.228]. Peirce also
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describes the relationship between the first and second element as one between agent and
patient, cause and effect [CP 1.359], or again, immediate consciousness and dead external
thing [CP 1.361]. The theory this paper draws on, and which has already been outlined in
previous research, is that these two basic elements of the semiosic process correspond to
the two components of the namariipa dyad.

The namariipa binomial possesses two aspects: firstly, as a semiotic force intrinsically
connected to the perceptual process; secondly, as the discrete sign—the identity of the
perceived and therefore known entity, such as “flower”, “fruit”, and so on. To distinguish
these two functions, we shall represent the discrete sign with the binomial N/R and the
semiotic process itself as N/Ro. Additionally, I propose that multiple semiotic forces
(o) exist, thus necessitating multiple o terms. The term N/Ro designates fundamental
semiosis—the semiotic force of attribution, the manifestation (appearing) of a specific
identity as such. For the identity “flower” to manifest cognitively, it is insufficient merely to
possess the corresponding word, understood either as a concept or a sound-image—that is,
a collection of phonetic data associated with yield a pronunciation connected to a specific
concept. The association of these two aspects entails a twofold nature of the sign, thus
revealing its inherent duality.

However, this duality does not arise from a bipolar A /B distinction, as the sign simul-
taneously embodies both dimensions concretely, thereby exhibiting its own agentivity. In
fact, there is no “internal” psychological competence distinct from the concrete, external,
physical enactment of the sign. This aspect falls outside the scope of the N/R binomial, re-
lating instead to other specialized terms within Pali Buddhism, such as adhivacana [Snp 5.18;
DN 15; SN 17.3, 22.62, 22.84, 35.241, 35.238, 36.4, 41.5, 45.4, 45.7, 47.20], which specifically
denotes the concrete act of designation performed vocally (adhi + /vac). The most used for-
mula we can find in the canon that makes use of adhivacana is “this is called x”, where a term
marked in the accusative form is accompanied by adhivacanam. Thus, x-ACC adhivacanam
means “this is called x”. For now, we set aside these further aspects and concentrate
explicitly on the duality of the sign.

3.1. The Composition of the N /R Binomial

The constituents of the binomial N /R are precisely name (ndma) and form (riipa). As
we shall see, the name is not to be understood as the phonetic execution, nor as phonetic
identity. It corresponds to the Saussurean signifier [35], but it is also an autonomous
force, described in the process of nominal apprehension, which informs us about how a
certain nominal identity comes into being. Due to its particular nature, we understand
that it transcends the mere role of the Saussurean signifier. In certain respects, the nama is
simultaneously both “concept” and “sound-image”. The Buddhist conception of the sign,
as we are beginning to understand, differs significantly from that of structural linguistics.

It is well known that Peirce’s theory of signs is fundamentally different from the dualis-
tic model of Saussure’s semiology. The latter conceives a sign as a bifacial entity composed
of a signifier and a signified. This model lacks a third element, an Interpretant, which is part
of the Peircean idea instead [36] (p. 207). Nonetheless, the other two elements of Peirce’s
triadic model do not correspond perfectly to Saussure’s signifier/signified dichotomy. It is
possible that their theory of the sign is completely different from this perspective.

Saussure defined a sign dyadically as consisting of a signifier coupled with a
signified; that is to say, a sign is a dyad. And that, already, is two differences
from Peirce’s view, in which a sign is defined triadically but not as a triad;
instead, Peirce made a sign to be just one of triad. But more important still,
Saussure’s signified is always a concept, whereas in Peirce’s scheme, objects of
signification include all that may in any way be thought of, spoken of, defined,
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described, judged to be or judged not to be, postulated, imagined, pictured,
depicted, mapped, outlined, diagrammed, felt, pointed to, inferred, or, among
other possibilities, shown; objects may therefore be physical things and events,
both real and unreal, individuals and species and types, processes and persons
and nations, places and times, possibilities and impossibilities, thoughts, ideal
entities, and so on. [37] (p. 511)

Nonetheless, according to Short, “Saussure stipulated that the conceptual signified is
always assigned to the material signifier by a convention. The role of convention might be
said to make semiology implicitly triadic” [37] (p. 511).

If, therefore, the nama partly constitutes both concept and acoustic image, what does
rilpa denote? According to the texts, riipa is a synecdochical notion: the term denotes the
object or the effective organ intended by the sensory faculty of vision. There are five other
objects, one corresponding to each sensory organ. When referring to the totality of sensory
and/or effective organs, Buddhists tend to indicate only the first term; thus, the eye or the
form serves as a metonym to signify the entire set. Riipa itself is identified as the first of the
five aggregates but is understood as an extended cognitive form, not merely a visual form.
This is because the activation of the cycle of the five aggregates arises from any contact
between an effective organ and a sensory organ. Hence, riipa signifies the first term of a
group, representing the entirety of that group.

The binomial N /R is thus a compound of two fundamental components: a nominal
identity (a concept evoked by a word) that is associated with a given effective datum
(a specific sensory datum). Not every sensory datum can be intended by the nominal
identity. In the case of form, for example, what we have is a cognitive prototype—the
ideal form of the object—associated with its name, which is used as a model to recognize
anything that can be identified by the same nama due to resemblance. This is also the model
of modern cognitive linguistics based on prototype theory [38—41].

We therefore understand that the two parts of the binomial N/R cannot occupy two
distinct positions within the A /B polarity, as the datum of riipa encompasses both the
“internal” aspect of the prototypical cognitive image and the “external” aspect of the
effective image to which it must apply. We might thus speak of a concept-form to approximate
the Saussurean signified, but as noted, a perfect equivalence is impossible.

Similarly, nama indicates both an “internal” conceptual identity and an “external”
phonation to evoke it, or even a written code through graphic signs, if preferred. In many
respects, as we shall see, a comparison with Peirce’s semiotics—which always involves a
triadic system or three levels—is more apt, allowing greater flexibility in the comparative
reading of Buddhist texts.

Knowing the actual composition of the N/R binomial is considered the acquisition of
“correct view” (sammaditthi), as explained in MN 9. In this sutta, in addition to revisiting
the composition of the “six sensory classes” that the meditator must know (chayime. ..
vedanakayd. . . saldyatanaiica pajanati) and the six effective classes—here called “six classes
of craving” (chayime. .. tanhakaya)—along with the six classes of contact (chayime. .. phas-
sakayd) and the six classes of discernment (chayime. .. vififianakaya), it is stated that the
chayimani ayatanani, the “six spheres”, “originate from N/R and cease when N /R ceases”
(namaraipasamudaya salayatanasamudayo, namariipanirodha salayatananirodho). Since the sys-
tem of six spheres depends directly on N/R (we might say N/R = A/B), it is crucial for
the meditator to understand what N /R is for the purpose of attaining its “cessation”, with
consequent liberation from all its attendant afflictions.

Although N/R acts as a unified force with distinct and specific characteristics, its com-
ponents can be analyzed separately. MN 9 informs us that the first component, the “name”,
taken individually, is a force comprising five fundamental phases: vedana (sensation), safifia
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(perception), cetana (volition/intention), phasso (contact), and manasikara (attention). The
first two—sensation and perception—are phases shared with the process of aggregation,
which is noteworthy for reasons explained later, while the other three appear related to
a sort of apprehension process through an intentional force. Cetana is a term associated
with cognition (root /cit), but more specifically it refers to volitional understanding. We
may therefore understand cetana as “intention” in the dual sense of “understanding” and
“volition”. This is not an instinctive volition, as in the case of sarikhara, but something
partially linked to cognition. Contact (phassa), which separates cetana from the final element
of nominal constitution, demarcates a more strictly cognitive phase from one of grasping
the intended “thing”. Contact may also describe the encounter between perceptual marks
and sensory organs and should not be interpreted merely as physical grasping but as the
moment when the relationship is established between the cognitive construct determining
the nominal identity of the perceived thing and the sensory data to which this identity
refers. Finally, manasikdra is another term related to intentionality but primarily connotes
attentional capacity—an “attention” that is a more developed form directed toward the
object, the “thing” endowed with a nominal identity (let us not forget that we are discussing
the components of nama). According to SN 47.42, manasikara is also at the origin of dhammas
(manasikarasamudaya dhammanam samudayo).

For these reasons, the similarities with the process of the five aggregates are consid-
erable. These components describe the composition of the nominal identity attributed to
a “something”, and the text informs us that to arrive at nominal identity, it is necessary
to process sensory data, associate them with corresponding percepts, recognize volitional
understanding in those percepts, establish contact (phassa), a “grasping”, an encounter
between the effective and cognitive aspects, and finally invest the grasped object with the
necessary attention.

The second component of the N/R binomial, MN 9 tells us, is symbolized by the set of
possible effective conformations, described in the Buddhist system by the ways in which the
four fundamental elements combine with each other. MN 109 is another sutta attributing
the existence of “form” to the combination of the four elements (cattaro kho. . . mahabhiita hetu,
cattaro mahabhiita paccayo riipakkhandhassa paiifidpandya). Everything in the so-called external
world is considered by Buddhists as a combination of the four fundamental elements:
cattari ca mahabhiitani, catunnafica mahabhiitanam upadayariipam. This is the nature of “form”
(idam vuccatavuso, riipam). For us, these four elements are representations of effective
possibilities, phenomenologically reduced to what most closely approximates the essential
constitution of the thing, in a pre-predicative, thus pre-apophantic, manner—without the
nominal aspect.

In this sense, what they call nama most closely approaches the Peircean conception of
the “sign”, or more precisely, the Representamen. In the semiotic relationship, the represen-
tamen is the subject of a triadic relation involving a “second”, which is its “object”, which
in turn refers to a “third” [CP 2.303], the “interpretant” [42] (p. 1464).

The semiotic triangle that we derive (Figure 1) differs significantly from Peirce’s
model (Figure 2), insofar as it does not presuppose the existence of an “external” reality
that is objective in the sense of being real and autonomous. The cycle underpinning the
triangle is that between the intentional process (implicit in the force of the nominal sign,
the Representamen) and perceptual markers. Could we replace the two base vertices with
the elements of the A/B circuit? Partially, but only to the extent that the two components of
the semiosis N /R are perceived as internal and external—that is, as A /B—but not in the
sense that the internal and external realities constitute concrete and real facts. As we have
seen, everything we believe to be “external” is impermanent, as is everything we believe to
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be “internal”. This impermanence merely refers to the fact that such realities are neither
autonomous nor self-sufficient.

Interpretant

Representamen Referent

Figure 2. Peirce’s semiotic triangle. According to other interpretations, the Referent can be intended as
the Immediate Object, that is in relation to a Dynamical Object, which is the reality of the Object-Referent
upon which the idea of the Immediate Object is constructed. The Representamen, in turn, can be intended
as the Signifier of the Sign, while the Interpretant is the Signified or the Meaning of the Sign.

In Peirce’s system, the Representamen is sometimes simply referred to as the Sign,
but it is more accurate, as other scholars have noted, to designate it as the Signifier of the
Sign, while the vertex of the triangle, the Interpretant, constitutes the Meaning, that is, the
Signified or Meaning [43] (p. 106). However, these two terms—which recall Saussurean
dualism and its semiology—do not correspond perfectly to the theory of the Genevan
linguist. Peirce’s sign is, in fact, a complex entity that cannot be fully explained by the
mere two-sided nature or the union of concept-form and sound-image. Certainly, the
latter aspect—the sound-image, or more faithfully, the “acoustic image”—is well suited for
comparison with nominal identity, the nama. Nevertheless, as we have observed, the nama
is not simply a set of phonemes associated with designate a concept by means of something
evocative from the act of phonation; rather, for Buddhists, it is an intentional process linked
to sensations and perceptions, coordinated by aspects of volitional intent and invested with
particular attention.

According to one of Peirce’s definitions, the Interpretant is that which a sign produces
as an effect of the semiotic process; that is, it is the effect or outcome of the sign’s action
upon an interpreter—a third element mediating between a Firstness and a Secondness. It
should also be emphasized that this process does not merely involve thought. In his more
mature theory, Peirce conceives of the interpretant not only as a feeling, but also as an
action or a concept [37] (pp. 489—491).

Indeed, Peirce distinguishes among three kinds of interpretant: the Immediate Inter-
pretant, which concerns the pure interpretability of the sign; the Dynamical Interpretant,
which refers to the actual effect produced on a given occasion—a concrete reaction; and the
Final Interpretant, which corresponds to the ideal effect or ultimate meaning toward which
interpretation tends [37] (pp. 494-496). These three aspects constitute an independent
trichotomy, which Peirce calls the modal trichotomy. It thus becomes evident that Peirce’s sys-
tem is, in essence, a series of interrelated trichotomies, wherein a vertex of one trichotomic
triangle often serves simultaneously as a member of another triangle in a different system.
In this way, various systems recursively reference and encompass one another, forming a
kind of fractal model. One example of this is the nature of the sign:
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besides this first triadic relation, the sign must take part in a second triadic relation
in which the interpretant represents not only the object, as it does within the first
triadic relation, but the sign’s representation of the object. While in the former triadic
relation the interpretant is simply another sign that refers to the object to which
the sign itself refers, in the latter the interpretant is the representation that the
sign represents the object. [44] (p. 534).

Another example is the phenomenological trichotomy, comprising the Emotional, Energetic,
and Logical levels [37] (pp. 495-497), which, respectively, denote the feeling (or quality of
experience, the emotion aroused), the physical action or bodily reaction that conforms and
responds to the stimulus, and finally the constitution of a mental domain or a norm that is
internalized and acquired.

Short demonstrates that the Immediate/Dynamical /Final trichotomy is a modal
trichotomy (possibility—actuality—ideality) but does not coincide exactly with the triad
Firstness—Secondness—Thirdness [37] (pp. 495—497). Naturally, the threefold model derives
from that general idea, but the various trichotomies are not perfect transpositions of this
model onto other dimensions (such as the modal one). What remains consistent is the
trichotomic pattern itself, which takes different structural forms depending on the context.

However, the most renowned trichotomy is, of course, the one describing the semiosic
circuit, which accounts for the process of semiosis. It should also be noted that Peirce
profoundly revised his conception of the sign and the interpretant over the years. Initially,
the sign was conceived solely as a thought; later, Peirce expanded the concept to include
natural indices, symptoms, icons, and so forth. Consequently, the interpretant could no
longer be understood merely as a thought but could instead manifest as a physical act
or a sensation.

In 1903, Peirce introduced three trichotomous divisions of signs (2.233-268); the
first trichotomy pertains to what a sign is in itself, the second to the sign’s
relation to its object, and the third to the sign’s relation to its interpretant. Under
the second heading, a sign is an icon if it exemplifies or resembles its object,
an index if it is existentially connected to its object, and a symbol if there is
a rule of interpretation that determines its object. Under the third heading,
Peirce attempted to explain and generalize the familiar triad of term, proposition,
argument: “for its interpretant,” a rheme is a sign of possibility, a dicisign is
a sign of actual existence, and an argument is a sign of law (2.243, 250-3). [37]
(pp- 502-503)

One might argue, as Liszka does [45], that the Interpretant lies at the very core of
Peirce’s theory. Indeed, the Interpretant reveals the intrinsically triadic nature of the sign:
each semiosis binds sign, object, and interpretant in a relation that cannot be reduced to
mere pairs. This triadicity [CP 2.243] accounts for the fact that meaning is not simply a
mechanical effect but rather an evolutionary regularity. In turn, the Interpretant constitutes
a fractal-like reference to yet another sign unit: triadicity thus emerges as the fundamental
form of signification, transcending the mere dyadic relation between sign and object. The
Interpretant is therefore both a translation and a practical effect of the sign; as translation, it
is nothing other than the referral of one sign to another, a continuous semiosis.

3.2. The Relationship Between Name-and-Form (N/R) and Cognition

The N/R dyad operates through the association of two forces which, within the
unity of the N/R pair, acquire an agency of their own. This force “yokes” the human
being, a metaphor found, for instance, in SN 12.58. According to this text, there exist
phenomena prone to being yoked. These phenomena also generate pleasure and attachment
in the human, but when the human being focuses on such yoked phenomena, N /R arises
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(samyojaniyesu. . . dhammesu assadanupassino viharato namariipassa avakkanti hoti). In turn, N/R
serves as a condition for the six sense spheres (namariipapaccaya salayatanam). The cessation
of suffering necessarily involves the cessation of N/R (namariipanirodha salayatananirodho
...pe. .. evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa nirodho).

The N/R dyad possesses numerous characteristics enumerated in the suttas, many of
which connect it to the other two semiotic forces I have previously mentioned. However,
before listing the principal features of N/R, I wish to highlight the comparative possibility
already presented to us by a brief yet fundamental sutta: SN 47.42. This text revisits
the four elements on which the meditator should concentrate in sati meditation. These
elements are of exceptional interest, as they are presented in a doubled form. They are body
(kaya), sensation (vedand), cognition (citta), and phenomenon (dhamma). According to the
sati meditation model, the meditator is to contemplate two aspects of each phenomenon,
marked by the repetition of the term, the first in the locative case, yielding expressions such
as “body in the body” (kaye kaya). Among the various hypotheses proposed to scholars, the
one I find most plausible is that this formulation indicates how perceptual experience is
doubled due to the A/B dualism. This dualism is indeed evoked later in the explanation of
sati meditation.

The interpretative proposal, following the same kdye/kaya model, centers entirely
on experience and subjectivity: sensation (vedana) as lived experience contrasted with
sensation as intentional object. For example, if I go outdoors and feel a cool breeze, 1
experience that sensation purely as a lived feeling; whereas if I deliberately touch a cold
glass to verify its temperature, that sensation is objectified. The same applies to cognitions
or thoughts (citta) and, naturally, to phenomena or mental objects (dhamma).

Sati meditation requires that each of these four factors be meditated upon both inter-
nally and externally (ajjhattam va bahiddha va), as well as simultaneously internally and
externally (ajjhattabahiddhd). For the purpose of our interpretation, it is important to recall
that ajjhatta and bahiddha are essentially synonymous with the internal and external sense
spheres, respectively (cha ajjhattikani ayatanani and cha bahirani ayatanani).

This interpretation of internal and external as the subjective and objective aspects
of experience can be further confirmed by the stitras’ explicit references to the six
sense bases (dyatana) as “internal” (ajjhattika), and to their respective objects as
“external” (bahira). It should also be noted that, when mentioning the six internal
and six external bases, the terms for internal and external are in their adjectival
forms (ajjhattika and bahira), while in the Satipatthanasutta and other passages
teaching specific contemplative techniques, the terms used are adverbs (ajjhattam
and bahiddha). [46] (p. 346)

What emerges is a brilliant reflection that Buddhists make through contemplative
practice on the experiential dynamics between sensory and effectual organs, and on the
nature of the subject and the object.

The sutta instructs that the entire set of sense-spheres—internal (the senses) and
external (objects of the senses)—are to be contemplated either internally, or
externally, or both internally and externally; e.g., in the case of the sixth sense-
sphere, both the internal sense, the mind (mano), and its corresponding external
sense-sphere, phenomena (dhamma), are to be contemplated either internally, or
externally, or internally and externally. [47] (p. 116)

However, it is necessary to avoid falling into a simplistic error. This is not a Cartesian
dualism, nor, least of all, a process of “copying” sensory data by the cognitive apparatus.
Such a view would generate precisely what Buddhism seeks to avoid, namely an externalist
extremism analogous to the Western objectivist perspective. This perspective holds that
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the only concrete reality is that which exists “outside” our senses, which experience the
world by creating cognitive copies of it—mental images that are merely reflections of the
truth, translated into electrochemical stimuli within the brain. Conversely, the opposing
view—that the only reality is internal—would constitute a second extreme to be avoided.
We must bear this in mind when encountering this dichotomy in reference to the “organs”.
Naturally, these terms also possess additional meanings, as in MN 28, where they are
applied to the four great elements and refer, in the case of external elements, to those
found in nature, or, in the case of internal elements, to their contribution to anatomical
constitution and the onset of diseases.

Thus, by simplifying the interpretation into a self/other axis—while remaining aware
of what this self/other implies in terms of the underlying sensory/ effective dichotomy—
we may also accept the reading of the commentarial literature, such as that offered by
Qian Lin [46] (p. 19). For example, in the interpretation of the Vibhariga,

To explain “internally” it uses atthi imasmim kaye, which most likely refers to
oneself. For “externally” it uses atthi’ssa kaye, likely indicating another person.
And for the “internally-and-externally,” it says atthi kaye, which can be understood
as referring to a body not specific to any being. [46] (p. 327)

Qian Lin likewise fundamentally agrees with the experiential reading and the subjec-
tive/objective viewpoint: the two terms “refer, explicitly or implicitly, to the subjective and
objective aspects of experience” [46] (p. 343), albeit without drawing the further conclusions
that we propose in this paper regarding the biosemiotic interpretation, which significantly
broadens the understanding of what constitutes a genuine functional circuit and a unified
system involving the self/other dynamic. In the following sections, I will endeavor to
expand on this perspective.

As we shall see, the sutta in SN 47.42 connects this contemplative exercise—aimed at
transcending the A /B dichotomy—with the issue of the N/R dyad. The text’s purpose is
indeed to explain the origin (samudaya) of the four elements on which the meditator focuses
their contemplations in the practice of sati. The origin of the four elements is explained
as follows:

kaya—ahara

vedand—phassa

citta—namariipa

dhamma—manasikara

That the body arises from nourishment (7hdra) is perhaps the least surprising element.
The relationship between sensation and contact (phassa) further confirms the essentially
relational nature of vedana: serving as a bridge between the effector organ and the sensor.
However, we arrive at the origin of cognition (citta), which is here situated in a peculiar
relation specifically to N/R. The reason for this subordination of cognition to the N/R dyad
can be attributed to a limited set of hypotheses.

The most compelling is likely that cognition intervenes as the interpreter of the sign:
it functions as the actual bridge between the two facets constituting N/R, it is what ex-
periences the semiotic aspect, holds it before itself, and thus recognizes it as referring to
something else.

This thereby generates a particular triangle (Figure 2) between the nominal object, the
representamen, and its counterpart referent, or immediate object, united by a cognitive
interpretant, without which no interpretation of the sign—that is, the relationship between
the two components—can occur.

Regarding the relationship between phenomenon (dhamma) and attention (manasikara),
I will elaborate extensively in §5. For now, turning to Peirce’s semiotics, we find something
noteworthy to highlight.
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3.3. On the Principal Functions of the N/R Binomial

Some of the fundamental notions related to the topic of namariipa are found in nu-
merous suttas, which attests to their significance. I will here present some of the principal
occurrences in order to give an indication of their weight within the canon.

1. Discrimination, “discernment” (vififiana) is a condition for N /R (namariipa), and from
N/R arise the six sense spheres (salayatana) through the same conditionality (vififianapaccaya
namaripam; namaripapaccaya salayatanam) [AN 3.61, 10.92]; [DN 15]; [MN 38, 109, 115]; [SN
12.1-2,12.4,12.20, 12.34-5, 12.59, 12.67-8, 12.70, 22.82]; [Ud 1.3]; [Ds 2.3.3.22]; [Dt 2.1.6, 2.5];
[Kv 15.2]; [Vb 6.1, 16.4]. It is said that “where consciousness is established and proliferates,
there appear name-and-form” (yattha patitthitam vififianam viriilham, atthi tattha namariipassa
avakkanti, [SN 12.64]).

A variant formulation refers to N/R as the source of the six sense spheres
(salayatanam namaripanidanam) [MN 11]; [SN 12.11]. Another variant speaks of the
namariipipanisam salayatanam) [SN 12.23]. Still other texts describe it as a surge or arising
(upayanti) [SN 12.69].

2. The cessation of N/R is the cessation of discrimination and vice versa (yattha
namarica riipaiica, asesam uparujjhati; vififianassa nirodhena, etthetam uparujjhati) [Snp 5.2]; the
cessation of name-and-form is also the cessation of the six sense spheres (namariipanirodha
viftfiananirodho vififiananirodha namariipanirodho namariipanirodhd saldyatananirodho) [DN 14];
[MN 38, 115]; [SN 12.1, 12.39, 12.51, 12.59, 12.65, 22.56-7]; [Ud 1.2]. Since the chain of
dependent origination, of which the relationship between namariipa and vififiana forms a
part, is also called the “origin of the world” (loko samudayati) [SN 12.49-50], the cessation of
N/R, and consequently of discrimination, constitutes the “end of the world” (loko nirujjhati).

Certain considerations are exclusively Abhidhammic in nature, and therefore to be
regarded as potentially subsequent to an earlier, more archaic phase, but are nonetheless in-
teresting for the reflections they offer—extended from the Buddha’s teachings, for example:

3. The appearing or manifestation of N/R implies the arising of volitional formations
or mental constructs (yattha atthi namariipassa avakkanti atthi tattha sanikharanam vuddhi)
[SN 12.64]; [Kv 1.6]. This assertion may be anticipated by AN 9.14, which attributes the
constitution of intentional-volitional thoughts precisely to N /R (sarikappavitakka uppajjanti. . .
namariparammand).

There are also certain specific, technical aspects that help us gain a profound under-
standing of the functions and capacities of the N/R dyad. Some of these functions have
already been analyzed in detail in previous studies, and therefore here I will limit myself
to introducing them. As previously explained in those contexts, these specific aspects are
often associated with more archaic texts within the broader canon, such as Snp 4 and 5,
which compels us to approach them with particular consideration:

1. The N/R dyad acts as a kind of obstructive element interposed between the experi-
encer and the experienced, giving rise to apophantic perception. In other words, the human
who sees perceives nothing but N/R, and having thus seen, will interpret all phenom-
ena in accordance with N /R (passam naro dakkhati namariipam, disvana va fiassati tanimeva)
[Snp 4.13]. This aspect has been analyzed in two previous studies [9,15].

Similarly, N/R functions as a habituating force, analogous to its apophantic nature;
those habituated to N/R believe that truth corresponds to what aligns with N/R (nivittham
namaripasmim, idam saccanti mafiiati) [Snp 3.12]. Moreover, the N/R dyad participates
in the A/B dualism, insofar as within this dyad N/R constitutes what is perceived as
“external”, while its counterpart, the “body”, is implicitly understood as the internal.
When such dualism is present, contact (phassa), which depends on the A /B dynamic, also
arises, together with the six sense spheres, and the emergence of pleasure and pain (iti
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ayaficeva kayo bahiddha ca namaripam, itthetam dvayam, dvayam paticca phasso salevayatanani,
yehi phuttho balo sukhadukkham patisamvedayati etesam va afifiatarena) [SN 12.19]. This text is
particularly important as it explicitly addresses dualism (dvaya).

2. The N/R dyad is a self-replicating force, contagious like a disease, and is therefore
associated with proliferation (paparicanamariipam), a transversal capacity acting across both
A/B dimensions (ajjhattam bahiddha ca), and described as “the root of illness” (rogamiilam)
[Snp 3.6]. This force is also responsible for attachments, insofar as it leads to recognition
of the desired object, thereby constituting a genuine chain (samyojanam). However, one
who is not attached to N/R is not afflicted by these bonds (tam namariipasmimasajjamanam,
akificanam nanupatanti saniga) [SN 1.36].

3. The N/R dyad is a force that establishes limits, and these limits are founded on
the dichotomous basis of A/B: “they have created a boundary of name-and-form, but
the one called ‘wanderer” has reached that destination” (pariyantamakasi namariipam; tam
paribbajakamahu pattipattam) [Snp 3.6].

Now, Peirce describes the sign as part of a triadic system: a semiotic triangle (see
Figure 1), whose other two vertices are the interpretant and the dynamical object. By the
latter, Peirce means an element of actual reality—the supposed concrete referent to which
the sign refers [42]. In Peirce the object is not only an “external” referent but is double:
the dynamical object constrains the sign, the immediate object is the object as the sign
constructs it [36] (pp. 219-220).

This particular aspect is quite problematic when compared with Buddhist semiotics,
as we will see. The sign is also referred to as the “representamen”, since it is something that
stands for something else (aliquid stat pro aliquo). In this sense, the representamen not only
refers to the dynamical object (the “real” one), but also implies an immediate object [48]
(p. 51), which is nothing other than the way the dynamical object is focused upon—its
attributes as rendered relevant by the sign in its act of signification [17,49].

This is one among the many possible definitions of the sign that have been proposed
by linguists and philosophers, which should give us a sense of the complexity of the
topic [48] (p. 5). We are speaking of a science that seeks to study signs and the relationship
between organisms and the semiotic world, yet even arriving at a definition of “sign”
proves problematic.

4. The Inhibitory Process of Perception-Sensation and Its Transcendence

According to SN 35.23, the sensor-effector dynamic constitutes the “whole” (sabba)
within our experience. In other words, it is “all that we experience”. Nonetheless, Buddhism
does not merely describe the constitution of conscious experience; it appears to propose a
method for liberation from what is, in effect, an imprisoning mechanism—an ensemble of
“chains” or “fetters” (samyojana). Liberation from these chains requires a concrete and active
practice, not merely an exercise in analysis and reflection. This is therefore the purpose
of contemplative practice, which, as partially seen in the case of sati meditation, leads
the practitioner to focus on specific aspects of the contemplative process with the aim of
transcending them.

However, there is a fundamental aspect of this mechanism that must be understood.
The intent of the contemplative exercise appears to be the attainment of a phenomenological
essence of things, a reality termed precisely “that-which-is” or “thusness” (yathabhiita),
and this is no coincidence. What we perceive, directed by the complex orchestration of
cognitive processes, is nothing other than the interposition of a lens between ourselves and
the experience of the real. As stated initially, it is the constitution of duality—the antinomy
A/B—that underlies everything. This antinomy depends on the fundamental semiosis,
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the N/Ro, and it is precisely this mechanism that must be dismantled in order to achieve
“liberation” (vimutti) from dual reality.

4.1. Going “Totally Beyond” Perception-Sensation (Safifidvedayita)

Since everything within A /B is not created ex nihilo but rather represents a reduction
or distortion of reality, Buddhist reasoning concludes that sensory and perceptual processes
primarily function as inhibitory forces. What they inhibit is the sensation of novelty in
relation to recurring stimuli, which must be reduced to specific percepts. For this reason,
the sensation-perception axis is fundamental, underpinning not only the five aggregates but
also the process of nominal apprehension. Its importance is such that Buddhists frequently
refer exclusively to the sensation-perception axis and the necessity of its “cessation” to
imply all problems derived from it. A specific term designates this axis: safifidvedayita,
literally “perception-sensation”.

The rationale for regarding safifidvedayita as an inhibitory process lies in its mode of
operation: human beings experience sensations in a constant and uninterrupted continuum.
There is no discontinuity between the perception of a vase of flowers, the table it rests
on, or their shared background. Likewise, perception itself is inherently pre-predicative:
there is no specific identity—and it would be impossible to quantify one—for the various
perceptual forms of the “brownness” of the table, and it would be naive to believe that all
nameable browns faithfully represent the reality of color, or that the table’s “roughness”
or “smoothness” nominally correspond to its actual nature. Infinite sensory experiences
are possible, yet the human apparatus groups them into categories under the banner of a
specific nominal identity, subsequently organizing them into specific percepts. Similarly,
an organized set of sensations is rendered recognizable and attributable to a particular
nominal identity through perceptual association. The “table” corresponds to specific
safifiqvedayita associations, traced back to the nominal identity “table”. It follows—and this
is evident from everyday experience—that we are so habituated to perceiving a “table”
when encountering what we customarily designate as such, that the mere pre-predicative
experience is no longer accessible to us. The raw visual, tactile, and auditory sensations of
what we call “table” are inhibited because, as soon as sufficient sensory data is collected,
these are immediately subsumed under the percept “table”. Thus, the safifigvedayita process
produces an inhibition of mere sensation in favor of the perception of the nameable object.

For this reason, the safifigvedayita process is of paramount importance, and there is
notable emphasis on the necessity of its “cessation”. The cessation of safifidvedayita is
directly linked to overcoming a series of dimensions. Curiously, these dimensions coincide
with those that the practitioner must transcend through progressive meditation exercises,
namely the eight jhanas.

DN 33 specifies that “for one who has attained the cessation of perception-sensation,
perception and sensation cease” (safifidvedayitanirodham samapannassa safifid ca vedand ca
niruddha honti). The same statement appears in DN 34; SN 36.11, 36.15; AN 9.36. The
objective, therefore, is to reach a state characterized by the cessation of both sensations and
percepts. The association between the cessation of this inhibitory process and meditation
on the eight jhanas is corroborated in numerous suttas. For instance, DN 16 enumerates all
eight stages, citing the cessation of perception-sensation as the attainment associated with
the eighth jhana.

atha kho bhagava pathamam jhanam samapajji, pathamajjhana vutthahitoa dutiyam
jhanam samapajji, dutiyajjhana vutthahitod tatiyam jhanam samdapajji, tatiyajjhana
vutthahitvd catuttham jhanam samapajji, catutthajjhand vutthahitvaakasanaficayatanam
samapajji,akasanasicayatanasamapattiya vutthahitvd vififianaficayatanam samapajji,
vififianaticayatanasamapattiya vutthahitvaakificaiifidyatanam samapajji, akificarifiayata
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nasamapattiya vutthahitod nevasafifidndsafifidyatanam samapajji, nevasafifianasanfiaya

tanasamapattiya vutthahitod safifiqvedayitanirodham samapajji.

This connection between “going completely beyond the dimension of neither-
perception-nor-non-perception” (sabbaso nevasafifianasafifiayatanam samatikkamma), whose
significance I will shortly elucidate, is also reiterated elsewhere, such as in DN 15; SN 6.15,
16.9, 48.40; SN 36.19, 54.8; partly in SN 14.11; and in AN 8.66, 9.38, 9.41, 9.42, 9.51.

4.2. The [hanic Meditation as a Progressive Transcendence from Signs

SN 41.6 explains that “when a mendicant has emerged from the attainment of the
cessation of perception and feeling, only three types of contact are experienced”, namely
“vacant, signless, and undirected contacts” (sufifiato phasso, animitto phasso, appanihito
phasso). Here, for the first time, we encounter an explicit reference to signlessness, that is,
the dissociation of perception and feeling from the sign process (nimitta) [2,16,50,51].

In the path of the eight jhanas (I will refer to them as Jh. for brevity), the meditator
progresses through a series of renunciations or transcendences, described as overcomings in
the case of jhana 5 through 8. This meditation is described as a progressive transcendence
of different ayatanas. The terms used to describe the overcoming differ from one jhana
to another:

Jh. 1 vivicca (“seclusion”)

Jh. 2 vitpasama (“rupture”)

Jh. 3 viraga (“fading away”)

Jh. 4 pahana (“giving up”)

Jh. 5-8 samatikkama (“overcoming”)

The reason for this different terminological choice is that the discussion here is not
about circles or “worlds”, but about negative elements. The meditative exercise emphasizes
the necessity to abandon, detach from, or renounce a series of factors that would hinder
proper “development” (bhavana). The first four stages are therefore entirely situated within
the domain of the conventional worldly sphere. In Jh. 1 the term atthanigama, “end”,
“cessation”, “disappearing”, is also mentioned, as processes are discussed that thus must
be brought to cessation.

Once those worldly factors that obstructed self-development have been overcome,
the entire second part of meditation, from Jh. 5 to 8, focuses exclusively on samatikkama.
Overcoming is the essential instrument for this contemplative state, which is described as
“formless” (ariipa) in contrast to the first group of four jhanas, which were instead “form-
based” (riipa). Forms are the element that grounds all the processes of worldliness as we
know them. It is in the transition to worlds of a nature different from the form-based one
we know that the contemplative exercise reaches its most advanced stage.

Examples of samatikkama as overcoming can be found in numerous suttas. For instance,
DN 1, DN 2, MN 8, MN 66, to name a few where it is mentioned in relation to Jh. 8.

An extraordinary mention is also made in Snp 4.1, which can be seen as the prototype
for all these usages, given the antiquity of Snp 4 in general. In this text, it appears in the
form samativattati, with a practically identical meaning:

yo kame parivajjeti,

sappasseva pada siro;

somam visattikam loke,

sato samativattati

He who, being mindful,

avoids sensual pleasures,

as though stepping beyond the head of a serpent—

he overcomes attachment to the world.
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Beyond the undoubtedly evocative poetic metaphor, in this text we must note the
following terminological relationships: the world (loka), which is that which must be
transcended, is placed in relation to sensual pleasures (kama). In fact, the avoidance
(parivajjeti) of the latter leads to the transcendence (samativattati) of the world, hence the
relational link between world-pleasures and attachment (visattika). Lastly, the second
relationship that must be noted is that between being aware (sato) and the overcoming
(sato samativattati).

The text presents the world as a problem insofar as it is the place where morbid
attachment to the senses occurs (kame. . . visattikam loke), and it presents as a solution the
transcendence (of the world) through detachment and the attainment of the state of full
awareness (parivajjeti. . . sato samativattati).

The term jhana is undoubtedly one of the most frequently used to denote contemplative
practice. However, as | hope is now clear at this point, the term does not refer to Buddhist
meditation fout court, but rather to a specific contemplative technique, just as are the
brahmavihard mentioned previously or the satipatthana.

Jhana meditation is consistently described in the Pali Canon as being highly standard-
ized. It is perhaps the contemplative exercise with the clearest and most codified form.
Specifically, jhana meditation consists of eight stages, in two groups of four. The first group
is even explicitly referred to as “first jhana”, “second jhana”, and so forth. In Pali:

Jh. 1 pathamam jhanam

Jh. 2 dutiyam jhanam

Jh. 3 tatiyam jhanam

Jh. 4 catuttham jhanam

The definition of the four jhana (from now on I shall refer to them as Jh. 14 for the
formal ones and Jh. 5-8 for the formless ones) is probably the single most problematic
theme in the entire field of research on contemplative practices. Compared to other terms,
the lemma jhana itself is perhaps the one that has received the most attention from scholars.

The term in question, comparable to Sanskrit dhyana, is difficult to reconstruct. Ac-
cording to some interpretations—though not universally accepted—it derives from an
Indo-European root of which Greek ofjuc is also a cognate [52] (p. 1323). This would
connect the contemplative exercise to the idea of “sign”, a fact that, as we shall see, is at
least theoretically correct, regardless of the etymology of the term.

Certainly, the jhana exercise is at least partially indebted to Vedic contemplation, the
dht. The Vedic contemplative exercise is conducted in a unity of vision and perception. The
term dht is comparable to the Avestan didaiti, “to see”, and is traceable to the Proto-Indo-
Iranian d"ayH-(“to perceive”). For this reason, it is recognized that dh7 primarily indicates
perception and secondarily thought. It also denotes desire, but it is more appropriate to
interpret it as intentionality, given that the Vedic contemplative exercise is founded precisely
upon the directing of attention toward a deity as the object of the poet’s veneration [53].
This directionality, this impulse toward the divine, is carried out by focusing entirely on
the deity, in a simple relation between contemplator and contemplated, a C; — C;, where
the arrow indicates dh7 as intentional impulse. In the relation C; — C;, we can say that C,
is the sign of the contemplation of C;, which is also true in the Buddhist exercise.

Iinvite the reader to consider an additional meaning of the term “sign”, which will
be fundamental for us in the course of our analysis. Let us understand a “sign” also as
something that is fixed and statically determined—a focalization of a cognitive datum,
be it an image, a sound, or something else. What matters is that it be “fixed” in some
way by mental exercise. Buddhist contemplation makes use of various types of “sign” as
the foundation of meditative practice. One of these is the nimitta, a term that is indeed
translated as “sign” [16], and which indicates any mental object upon which the meditator
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directs their total attention during the contemplative exercise. The technical usage of nimitta
develops from a much more general, though no less important, conception. To recognize,
in fact, that the mind reasons through “signs” is the fundamental step in setting up an
exercise of fixation on a specific sign as a practice for the development of attention.

In common experience, in fact, signs follow one another in a continuous and unre-
lenting flow—a chain of reciprocal references that enables the “discursivity” of thought,
but that is also indicative of subjection to the mechanisms that govern the production of
“signs”. The prototype of the sign, its fundamental cognitive basis, is precisely “form”—a
term denoting the most basic nature of the cognitive datum, the foundation around which
a more determined sign-value will be constituted. Thoughts are thus, more basically, a
constant flow of “signified” forms (forms made into signs).

What distinguishes the nimitta from the normal signs that govern our thoughts is the
fact that the nimitta is the result of an exercise aimed at halting the normal flow of thoughts,
by fixing (directing) conscious attention on a single, fixed, stabilized sign.

Now, every meditation is based on this directed attention toward a “focal sign”.
Cousins defines the nimitta as “the object of meditation, of whatever kind” [54] (p. 5).
This, at least, is the meaning “in the older literature”. Special attention should be paid to
the “whatever kind”: it is not necessary, in fact, for the nimitta to be a sign of particular
symbolic value. The contemplative exercise will concentrate primarily on deconstructing
its more complex layers, to arrive at a phenomenologically pure form, to use Husserlian
terminology. If, therefore, we begin with a leaf, the meditation that fixes this sign in the
mind will progressively “decompose” the cognitive elements of the leaf into its most basic
components, such as green, smoothness, pointed oval shape, etc.

In later developments, the nimitta will indeed be classified in various ways, depending
on the contemplative stage in question: preparatory (parikamma), acquired, or introjected
(uggaha), and semblance (patibhaga). This is a form of rarefaction, in that the final stage
aims at the pure concept, stripped of its physical substrate, residual only of its mere
ideational or perceptual association (sarifia-ja). From this point of view, such an exercise is
nearly identical to the Husserlian ¢rtox7, and the attempt to arrive at a pure €idog in the
phenomenological sense [55-58].

The jhanic exercise is described in a very large number of suttas, such as SN 16.9, DN
16,17, MN 30, AN 9.36 and 10.8, and various others dedicated to individual phases, such
as AN 5.256, 5.257-263, and some recurring ones that often add details, such as AN 5.264,
5.265-271 or again AN 6.73, 6.74. These are only a few of the dozens of possible examples.
This exercise is mentioned so many times as to leave little doubt about its importance.

The exercise is presented by repeating specific formulas. In the case of Jh.1, for example,
we find:

aham, bhikkhave, yavade akarnkhami vivicceva kamehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savi-
takkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharami. [SN 19.9]

One of the recurring formulas we encounter from the beginning is the scheme of
abandonment-acquisition. Every meditation begins with the separation, abandonment, or
renunciation of something from a previous state, and the acquisition of something new. In
this case, the separation is from passions (kama) and unbeneficial factors (akusala-dhamma).
What is acquired is savitakkam savicaram vivekajam pitisukham. I will examine these factors
in detail in a dedicated section.

According to the Abhidhamma, vitakka has at least two meanings. In a general sense,
it is “a tendency to speculate and fix upon ideas” [54] (p. 39), while in a technical sense it
denotes “the ability to apply the mind to something and to fix it upon a (meditative) object”
(ibid.). One must also consider the connection of the pair vitakka/vicara with language as
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the principal instrument for conducting thought. According to Polak [10] (p. 53): “All the
evidence in the Nikayas suggests that vitakka is a verbal type of thought”.

Vicara also carries a dual meaning: generally it is “the tendency of the mind to wan-
der”, but in its technical sense it is a form of examination of the object toward which
attention is directed. We could say that vicara may be understood as an exploratory intention
(see Table 2).

Table 2. Comparison between the different possible meanings of vitakka and vicdra.

Common Meaning Technical Sense Contemplative Phase
vitakka Speculation Fixed object of meditation Attentive investigation
vicara Mind-wandering Examination of the object of meditation Intentional exploration

Cousins explains this oscillation of vitakka/vicara as an oscillation between “thinking
about” and “thinking of” [54] (p. 39). In my view, these correspond to two levels of
intentionality, both of which may exhibit a focused aspect relevant to meditative practice
(ekaggata), specifically concerning the development of attentive inquiry or exploratory
intention directed toward the intended object (see Table 2).

The one-pointedness of cognition (ekaggata) is “generally understood as a synonym for
samadhi” [54] (p. 35). Whether or not this understanding is valid is important to grasp at this
stage of the analysis. Indeed, if ekaggatd and samadhi are the same thing, it is unclear why
two distinct terms are employed. The Pali Canon generally displays meticulous attention
to technical terminology, and therefore the use of two perfectly synonymous terms, without
at least implying different nuances, is at the very least curious.

Certainly, citta-ekaggati refers to a condition involving the focusing of the cognitive
apparatus. This does not necessarily indicate a condition equivalent to unification, which
is how we have understood the absorption phase represented by samdadhi. Far from being
an interpretation based on more recent readings, it is evident that already in the Pali Canon
samadhi is to be understood as a total indistinction between subject and object—a form of
synthetic absorption which, if anything, constitutes a further and more advanced stage
than ekaggata. In samadhi, one transcends the phase of perfect fixation on a sign within
the cognitive stream, in order to overturn the very distinction between the cogitating self,
which directs its attention to the sign, and the cogitated sign, the object of the meditator’s
attention. According to some, the actual state of samadhi is already present in Jh. 2. On a
technical level, Jh. 2 is defined as cetaso ekodibhavam [54] (p. 37). Hence, a unified state of
cognition, but since it is not a specific mention of samadhi, I harbor some doubt that it refers
to this. I also concur with Dennison in that the state of ekaggata citta “describes a depth of
concentration in which the mind is absorbed in the object” [59] (p. 33), which would render
it similar, though not identical, to samadhi. The most reasonable hypothesis is that it refers
to the specific exercise aimed at the development of the subsequent samadhi.

4.3. Formal and Formless Dimensions: The Biosemiotics of Meditation

In the context of meditation, these are phases of the contemplative exercise rather
than independent contemplative practices in their own right. Furthermore, they are se-
quential and interconnected even in situations lacking the focal aspect—namely, when
the mind oscillates between speculation and inattentive wandering. Meditation trans-
forms this oscillation, which is typical in the ordinary flow of thoughts, into one between
the establishment of attention (fixating on the object to halt the flow) and exploration
(contemplative intentionality).
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Turning, then, to how all this applies to contemplative practice, it is conceivable that
the first four jhanas are designated riipa (“formal”) precisely because they are contem-
plative exercises centered on having an object of focus. This would logically imply, as a
consequence, that Jh. 5-8, the ariipa ones, are so called because they follow the process of
stripping away intentional flows through the progressive deactivation of the mechanisms
of relationality with the perceptual riipa-object. Therefore, one enters a phase of contem-
plation aimed at the absence of a referent object, which in practical terms translates into
a transcendence of the worldly circle within whose boundaries the presence of a sensory
object subsists.

This progressive stripping away is represented in Table 3, where we see how each Jh.
progressively removes an aspect of the nature of the perceptual object from the relationship
with the meditator. Again, in Table 3, we observe the last four Jh.s and their characterization
as “amorphous” spheres, which translated into our terms simply means “devoid of signs”.
Yet even without the sign, there remain mechanisms of a perceptual nature that continue
to function, since the background of every semiotic process—the worldly environment,
the “circle”—continues to be present, or rather, the meditator continues to be-in-the-circle.
The Pali Canon expresses this condition very clearly as the persistence of the dichotomy
between external and internal [46,47].

Table 3. This table schematically presents the evolution of the first four jhinas based on the model
described above: factors acquired in the present state are indicated in green, those retained from the
previous state in yellow, and those abandoned from the previous state in red. I have marked with
[ — ] the jhanic moment in which the factor is effectively lost, while if it is retained, a [ + ] has been
indicated. Any variations or clarifications regarding the retained factor are reported in the footnotes.
There are cases in which the texts do not make clear whether a factor is retained or not; these I have
marked with [ ~ ], since it is indeterminate, even though it is reasonable to assume that in some form
it is retained. There is, finally, a case of substitution, indicated in the context of Jh. 4, where a cell is
split in two to signal that the lost factor is replaced by a condition that expressly refers to it.

_ akusald
Jh. 0 kama dhamma
Jh. 1 vitakka/vicara piti ! sukha !
2 2 ajjhattam cetaso
Jh. 2 [+] [+] sampasadanam  ekodibhavam
Jh. 3 [+]3 upekkhako satimant *

(aduukkhamasukham) [~ [~ upekkhasatiparisuddhim
1 viveka-ja; 2 samadhi-ja; 3 kayena; * sato ca sampajano; 5 dukkha here appears connected to sukha, as something to

which the meditator “gives up” together with the cessation of somanassadomanassanam.

To perceive oneself in a world means to conceive of one’s own interiority as localized
in an exterior environment that is precisely the world. This particular condition, in Pali
Buddhism, is still far from the truth, and thus from liberation.

But how can meditation occur in the absence of a referent object? Indeed, it is properly
only in Jh. 7 and 8 that we witness this peculiar phase of the absence of a referent object. In
Jh. 5 and 6, the issue remains that of the constitution of a “phantom” perceptual object, or
more precisely, of an involuntary perceptual object. These are matters that anticipate the
issues clearly articulated by Nagarjuna regarding the problem of meditation centered on
emptiness (Sianyatasinyata).

The Jh. 5-8 axis directs contemplation toward the constitution of the perceptual circle
itself. In cases of normal perceptual experience, as in any circumstance that involves a
subject/object relationship, the fundamental precondition is the establishment of a worldly
circle as a specific perceptual domain, the ground upon which any relational connection is
established according to Buddhist theory.

According to Cousins, Jh. 1-4 may derive from an embryonic threefold system. To this
system are likely added other contemplative practices that the Buddha probably learned
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from earlier traditions, and the eightfold system, based on two groups (Jh. 1-4 + Jh. 5-8),
according to Cousins, “must be the Buddha’s own creation” [54] (p. 70).

As I anticipated, we can understand the progression of Jh. 1-4 as involving three
fundamental aspects: something is abandoned from the previous state, something is
retained from the previous state, and something is acquired from the subsequent state.
With this tripartite division in mind, we also understand the necessity—explicit in the
description of Jh. 1—of positing a pre-jhanic starting phase, a kind of Jh. 0 (see Table 3)
from which something is abandoned as one enters Jh. 1.

This results in a complex system of alternation (and partial overlap) of elements, in
which what is acquired in one contemplative stage is abandoned (transcended) in the next,
in a continuous form of surpassing, as shown in Table 2.

Jh. 5-8 also follows a similar scheme. However, due to the different nature of the
elements it seeks to transcend, fewer factors are involved, such as the mere awareness of the
infinity of space. Now, to express this condition of abandonment or separation, the suttas
employ terms like vivicca (“secluded”, Jh. 1), viipasama (“rupture”, Jh. 2), viraga (“fading
away”, Jh. 3), or finally pahana (“giving up”, Jh. 4) and “end” in the sense of “disappearing”
or cessation (atthangama). Concerning Jh. 5-8, what is particularly interesting is that the
transcendence of the factor to be abandoned is always described as a “going beyond”.
The text speaks of “completely going beyond” (samatikkama). For example, to attain Jh.
5, the Buddha speaks of “completely going beyond the perception of forms” (sabbaso
ripasafiiianam samatikkama). We can understand this kind of complete surpassing as a
genuine metaphor for transcendence—not in a mystical sense, but as an actual overcoming
of something that normally acts as a limit (see Table 3).

Another aspect of this meditation that is pivotal for our analysis is that the dimensions
to be transcended from Jh. 5 to 6 are called ayatanas. The same name used to indicate the
elements of the A/B dynamic.

I consider this terminological aspect to be important. Jh. 1-4 pass through a process of
separation, distancing from what is harmful to the meditator—separation signaled by the
frequent presence of terms characterized by the prefix vi-, which indeed indicates departure,
division, etc. We see this in vivicca (vi- + \/vic + -ya), in vipasama (vi- + upa + \/sam + a),
in viraga (vi- + \/raj). A different case occurs in Jh. 5-8, where the preferred device is
transcendence, surpassing, overcoming (samatikkamd). I deem it important to highlight this
terminological issue, as it will be useful again in the final section. The progressive abandon-
ment of any dependence of one’s perceptions on these processes of “formal relationships”
is further evidence that “to develop the jhanas requires disengagement from the human
default sensory consciousness” [59] (p. 31).

Something else that is worth highlighting here also concerns Jh. 5-8, specifically
the final two. The circle (ayatana) that is transcended in Jh. 5 is the habitual worldly
circle of human experience (see Table 4). We therefore know what name the Buddhists
would give to the Umwelt of biosemiotics. The expression “totality of formal perceptions”
(sabbaso riipasaiifiana) perfectly describes the type of relationship between effector and
sensor that is established within the framework of an environmental relational dynamic.
The environment (Umuwelt) is, in this case, the scenario that enables the effector/sensor
relationality, namely the safifiqvedayita.

The practice of Jh. 5-8 is a progressive surpassing-transcending of the operativity
of the “circles”. We learn that there is not only the worldly circle but also two others,
which we must suppose to be superimposed, acting as interconnected levels, different
planes of experience. Certainly, rijpasafifiana is the most superficial one, the strongest
mediating element in our experience. We also learn that each circle is connected, in its
functionality, to a specific mechanism, as I have summarized in Table 5. Therefore, the
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contemplative exercise consists of a cessation (nirodha) or passing away (attharigama) of that
which allows the specific ayatana to remain operative and effective upon us (cf. MN 44:
safifiavedayitanirodham samapajjantassa kho, avuso visakha, bhikkhuno pathamam nirujjhati
vacisarikharo, tato kayasarikharo, tato cittasarnkharo).

Table 4. Journey of Jh. 5-6 into different worlds marked as “spheres” or “dimensions” (ayatana).

(fhana) What is Surpassed ! On What Understanding 2 Is Determined By
sabbaso riipasafifianam; patighasaiifianam; o
Jh.5 nanattasafifianam amanasikara akdasanaiicayatanan
Jh. 6 sabbaso akasanaficayatanam vififlananicayatanam
Jh.7 sabbaso vififianaficayatanam ‘natthi kifict'ti akificafifidyatanam
Jh. 8 sabbaso akificafifiayatanam nevasafiianasaniiayatanam

U samatikkamma; > upasampajja.

Table 5. The jhanic journey through different “worlds” /“circles” visualized in its entirety. The group
Jh. 1-4 includes the conventional loka as the perceptual sphere (safifidvedayita).

(jhana) ayatana Dependent On
Jh.1-4 safifiqvedayita riipasafiiiana
Jh. 5 akasanaficayatana ananto akasoti upasampajja
Jh. 6 vififianarnicayatana anantam vifiiAnanti upasampajja
Jh. 7 akificaiifidyatana ‘natthi kifict'ti upasampajja
Jh. 8 nevasafifianasaniiayatana sabbaso akificaniniayatanam samatikkamma

Another fascinating point is that the texts recognize that the triggering mechanism of
the safifiqvedayita mechanisms is an impact (in other contexts referred to as phassa, “contact”)
with something. This is a perfectly biosemiotic claim, namely that the triggering factor of the
perceptual-sensory dynamic is always the impact between an effector organ and a sensory
organ. The cessation of the “world” of formal perceptions occurs through the “cessation of
the mechanisms of impact” (patighasafiiianam atthangama). According to Bucknell, “This
indicates that patigha-safifiana is identical with the preceding item, riipa-safiiia” [60] (p. 384),
and he also considers nanatta-safiiia a “further synonym”. With this, the perception of
distinction also ceases—of “difference” between things; or rather, the meditator can cease
to focus on the perception of the “multiplicity” of things (nanattasaiifianam amanasikara)—
this passage implicitly suggests that the appearing of things as different and distinct (i.e.,
separate from one another) pertains to our peculiar way of constructing a world. This leads
to the consequence of tending to isolate objects, abstracting them from their network of
mutual interdependence as epiphenomena of a total and indivisible flow. The aspectual
difference of individual manifestations is not denied here, but rather their autonomy and
self-sufficiency—hence their possession of an independent “self”. This belief is part of the
worldly sphere that Jh. 5 seeks to overcome.

The sphere immediately following that of the “environment” is defined as “of infinite
space” (akasanaficayatana). There may be several reasons for choosing this term.

It is in contrast with the previous sphere that the sense of the dimension of infinite
space is understood, as the environmental perception, as we have called it, necessarily
requires the delimitation of a certain space in order to function. Such space is defined
precisely, and every definition is synonymous with a delimitation, hence the setting of
boundaries and limits, from the particular limitations of the sensory organs.

Limitation is an inherent fact of the nature of the sensory organs of human beings,
as well as any other living being with perceptions. After all, my eye cannot see infinitely,
just as my ear cannot hear infinitely different sound waves, and so on. There is a precise
limitation that may vary in detail from person to person, which determines the limit of
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my sensory sphere. However, it is also true that human beings tend to project this same
system they have in their own lived experience onto the construction and organization
of social dimensions. For example, we can see it in every construct that humans make.
We need to set limits, that is, to draw boundaries within which to operationalize certain
normative, social, cultural functions, and so on. The city has its limits, the laws have their
limits; otherwise, without this limitation, one cannot define what a city is, what a law
is, and so on. It is in the setting of the limit, therefore, that implies the construction of
otherness to the norm, which constructs anomie. If I do not know the limits of the law, I
cannot impose a penalty indicating who has transgressed, that is, who has entered illegality.
Similarly, I will have to set a boundary within which certain limits apply, which may be, for
example, the boundary of a particular state. It is important to emphasize all these aspects,
because the next sphere, the one the meditator accesses as soon as they have surpassed
these perceptual-sensory mechanisms, is defined by infinite space. For this reason too, the
domain of contemplative absorption is “inconceivable” (jhdyissa. . . jhanavisayo acinteyyo, na
cintetabbo, [AN 4.77])—not because it is inherently impossible to understand, but because
ordinary cognitions cannot grasp it.

In biosemiotics, Jakob von Uexkiill describes the particular relationship between an
organism and its environment (Wirkraum) as the setting of a closed space [61] (p. 72). For
Uexkiill, the environments personal to each organism are in some way “soap bubbles”
(Seifenblase) as he calls them [61] (p. 75), which constitute an inner world, an Innenwelt,
that is closed. If, therefore, the foundation of formal perceptions—which Buddhists call
formal to mean, as we have already said with the term “form”, any kind of perceptual mark
that represents an effector that can be received by the sensory organs—is characterized
by closure, it follows that the transcendence of it must instead lead to an open space.
But what does open mean? It means, simply, without boundaries. And if delimitation is
characterized by closure, openness, on the contrary, will be characterized by the infinite,
that is, by the absence of a limit. However, a problem arises here, since this dimension is
still defined as a sphere, that is, as a circle, just like the previous dimension, which creates
an apparent paradox.

4.4. The Dimension with No Possible Object to Perceive: Understanding the
Definitive Signlessness

We must first understand that this is a contemplative exercise and therefore involves
both the practical dimension and the conceptual understanding acquired by the meditator
from a theoretical point of view, even though I believe this distinction between practice
and theory is factually non-existent in Buddhist meditation. In any case, what I believe is
being said to the meditator to avoid as a danger is precisely the idealization of the concept
of infinity. Since meditative practice is fundamentally anchored in experience, what should
not happen is the idealization or conceptualization of what is anticipated in these texts in
the form of teachings. In other words, these texts, which are in some way a manual for
contemplative exercise, are anticipating to the meditator that once they have transcended
the dimension of worldly perceptions, they will access an open, that is, infinite, dimension.

However, the meditator might idealize this dimension in turn, making it a conceptual
boundary, no longer a boundary limited by physical sensory organs, but one delimited by
their conception of infinity. This, in turn, becomes a limit. This will also happen in the next
dimension. What is happening with the setting of a circle of infinite space is that the concept
of infinite space is being reconceptualized in the form of a non-worldly but mental limit.
Because, although the perceptual limits have been transcended in terms of confinement,
the perception itself has not been transcended. Thus, the meditator will approach infinity
as an object of perception. And if the subject-object dynamic persists, even having infinite
space as the transcendence of the previous limit as the object of perception, then it will act
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on the meditator exactly as a limitation in turn. It is precisely in the subject-object dynamic
that the limit persists. Therefore, approaching infinite space, that is, the transcendence of
the previous limit, as an object means setting a background of the kind of a circle, as we
defined earlier. Because any perception that oscillates within the subject-object dynamic
must necessarily occur within the context of a circle.

The transition to Jh. 6 entails access to another sphere, one of infinite consciousness
(vififianaticayatana). From a technical standpoint, the term “consciousness” still refers to
something involving division (vi-), being a form of knowledge (7idna) that proceeds through
separation (vi-). A term more akin to its function might therefore be “discernment”. Thus,
the paradox of an unlimited discernment is of particular interest, since we have seen
that every form of knowledge necessarily involves the establishment of a limit. Yet this
system of paradoxes is itself typical of Buddhist lexicon and serves to indicate precisely
the transcendence of something. However, even in this case, transcendent consciousness
can become the “object” of perceptions, in the sense that the meditator can dwell in this
dimension, rendering it in turn a limiting circle, a dimension of transcendent conscious-
ness (vififianaficayatana). Naturally, this dimension too, insofar as it is made an object of
experience, must be transcended.

Finally, we arrive at one of the greatest problems in the history of Buddhist studies. Jh.
7 leads the meditator into a dimension literally defined as the understanding that “there is
not anything” (natthi kiici). The term kirici (ka + ci) is a very common pronoun that indicates
precisely “something” or “anything”. We may understand it as that which denotes any
object of perception. In the normal circular dynamic, a perception is defined as the relation
between “whatever thing” (yam kifici) is perceivable by “someone” or “anyone” (kafici, kaci).
This oscillation kafici <+ kifici constitutes the basis of any “circle”. Jh. 7 aims to remove kirici,
but not in an ordinary sense, which would not resolve the issue. The crux, in fact, does not
lie in the perception of a kifici in ordinary experience—for example, when a cup of coffee is
in front of me, that is my kisici, and I am the kafici of that cup. If I remove the cup, turning
my attention away from the kirici, I have not truly solved the problem. The nature of the
issue lies in the very establishment of the karici <+ kifici dynamic, and even if I avert my
attention from one kivici, that mechanism will resume operation as soon as another arises.
The aim of Jh. 7 is the attainment of a condition in which the kaici <+ kifici dynamic no
longer subsists.

The meaning of the natthi kifici dimension should therefore not be understood onto-
logically: in no way is it being asserted that “nothingness exists”, as some are inclined
to translate. The sense of natthi kifici is that “the object of perception does not exist as
such”, because the distinction between perceiver and perceived as separate entities does
not exist—hence, they are neither autonomous nor self-sufficient. The statement na kifici
is therefore not a nihilistic “nothing”, but rather a “non-thing” understood as a “thing
perceived as autonomous”. The ordinary kafici <+ kifici dynamic is based on the assumption
that perceiver and perceived are distinct, autonomous, self-sufficient entities, endowed
with a separate identity. We know that Buddhism denies the autonomy of selves, and it is
in this light that one must understand the na-kisici that composes the term akisicasiiia (na-
+ kifici + ana + -ya). To translate this term as “non-somethingness” is entirely misleading
and leads to nihilistic interpretations of Buddhism that have nothing to do with what
is being conveyed in the suttas. To quote a scholar more authoritative than myself on
this matter: “The Buddha’s approach to teaching, which negates and implies rather than
positively asserts, is characteristic of what in later times was termed $iinyavida, the ‘doctrine
of emptiness’, a form of metaphysical quietism in which philosophical realism is negated,
for philosophical and spiritual purposes. The idea of ‘emptiness’, although not used by the
Buddha as such, denotes the ultimate insubstantiality of things, and hence the unreality
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of the world of normal experience, an unsatisfactory state of affairs from which liberation
must be sought” [62] (p. 239).

The most coherent reading of akificafifia is as a synonym of sufifia in a dynamic sense.
If sufifia is certainly a synonym of anattd, in the sense that it describes its consequent
quality (“non-autonomous”), akificafifia represents another implicit consequence in the
recognition of the emptiness of all phenomena: their non-autonomy also in relation to the
perceiver, and vice versa. The cup of coffee that is perceived by me is not independent
or autonomous from my perceiving it, and vice versa. The cup implies me, and I imply
the cup. Even in relation to something seemingly ephemeral, there is interdependence,
inter-relationality. With this understanding also comes the sense of dkificafifia, the practical
consequence of such realization: the “thing” no longer appears as an object of perception,
because it is no longer perceived as an object. Rather than the terribly misleading “sphere of
nothingness”, I therefore propose considering the translation of akificaiifidyatana as “sphere
of non-somethingness”.

This should altogether resolve the issue of perceptions, yet one final obstacle remains
to be addressed: precisely the reification of non-perception itself. Just as the Madhyamaka
warns against the idea of emptiness, which is not emptiness, the exercise of Jh. 8 anticipates
these same reflections: the idea of non-perception is not the absence of perception (that
is, the absence of distinction between subject and object), since if the directionality of our
perception toward “non-perception” persists, then “non-perception” becomes the object
of perception. The definitive transcendence, the “complete going beyond the sphere of
non-somethingness” (sabbaso akificafifiayatanam samatikkamma) in Jh. 8, means accessing
“neither-perception-nor-non-perception” (nevasariiianasafiiia).

Moreover, it is interesting to note that the attainment of Jh. 8 corresponds with the
unlocking of genuine supernatural abilities. There is thus a translation into an extremely
practical consequence: Jh. 8 means transcending not only perceptual limits but also, along
with them, transcending human nature itself [SN 16.9].

And if in the ordinary condition, as previously stated, my ear cannot hear all types
of sound, being “limited” by its nature, on the contrary, the Buddha declares: “Whenever
I wish, O mendicants, with clairaudience that is purified and superhuman, I hear both
kinds of sounds, whether human or celestial, whether near or far” (aham, bhikkhave, yavade
akankhami dibbaya sotadhatuya visuddhaya atikkantamanusikaya ubho sadde sunami, dibbe ca
manuse ca, ye diire santike ca). Likewise—and this is even more important—the Buddha
possesses clairvoyance, literally described as “divine and purified eye” (dibbena cakkhuna
visuddhena). With this eye, he sees perfectly all sentient beings and their life cycle, death
and rebirth, as a temporal unity.

Once the “complete transcending of the realm of nothingness” [60] (p. 378) has been
achieved, the meditator gain access to what presumably is the world without boundaries,
thus not a closed dimension, but the All, to which corresponds liberation.

5. Phaneroscopy and Semiosic Process

From SN 47.42, we know that cognition (citta) is responsible for namariipa (namartipasam
udaya cittassa samudayo). According to SN 27.10, cognition is also responsible for discern-
ment, because discernment is nothing more than a corruption of cognition (vifiianasmim
chandarago, cittasseso upakkileso).

In AN 9.14, it is stated that the constitution of volitional-intentional thoughts is also
founded upon namariipa (sankappavitakka uppajjanti. . . namariiparammand). However, it is
also established that there exists a codependence between namariipa and vifisiana. The
semiosis process dependent on namariipa indeed requires two additional semiosic forces,
which are closely interrelated. In previous studies [9,63], I identified these forces as vififiana
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(Vo) and safifia (So) as inter-related, and described them, respectively, as “divisive” or
“discerning” semiosis, and “synthetic-associative” semiosis. These forces are fundamental
to two aspects of cognitive experience. As Polak notices, “safi7id is connected to language,
as one of its aspects is naming. Language brings with it the manifoldness of names,
their variety and diversity, and most importantly sharp delineations, as every word is
clearly distinct and separated from other words. Thus if we perceive reality based on the
categories of language, we are sharpening the delineations in order to clarify things, giving
boundaries” [10] (p. 49).

5.1. The Semiosic Functions

Two specific verbs describe the functions of these two types of semiosis. As SN 22.79
informs us, “it is called perception because it perceives” (safijanatiti kho, bhikkhave, tasma
‘safifid’ti vuccati), and “it is called discernment because it discerns” (vijanatiti kho, bhikkhave,
tasma ‘vifindnan’ti vuccati). Although these definitions may appear tautological, they in-
dicate the necessity of focusing on the verbal roots to grasp the intended meaning. The
verb safijanati relates to “knowing” (janati) through association or putting “together” (sam-).
Discernment also involves knowing but differs in its prefix, which implies “separating” or
“dividing” (vi-). For this reason, the two verbs safijanati and vijanati may be understood as
indicating “to perceive” and “to cognize”, respectively.

The text provides examples: perception recognizes “things such as yellow, red, and
white” (nilampi saiijanati, pitakampi safijanati, lohitakampi saiijanati, odatampi safijanati). In
other words, as previously noted, perception is connected to sensations but associates
these with nominal identities. Discernment, in turn, distinguishes “things such as bit-
ter, pungent, sweet, hot, mild, salty, and bland” (ambilampi vijanati, tittakampi vijanati,
katukampi vijanati, madhurampi vijanati, kharikampi vijanati, akharikampi vijanati, lonikampi
vijanati, alonikampi vijanati).

Considering the dependency between vo and N/Ro, and the relationship between Vo
and So, we can hypothesize that, on the one hand, Vo partitions the various N and R within
the unitary continuum of sensations, while So subsequently intervenes by associating a
specific N with its corresponding R, thereby enabling recognition. The combination of these
fundamental forces, together with the emergent capacity of the designated entity to appear
as such, constitutes N /Ro, which explains its dependence on vVo. The complexity of this
mechanism is illustrated in Figure 3.

rupa Vo

citta N/Roc

nama So

Figure 3. This scheme represents the circuit that connects the cognitive circuit of the sensor-effector
dynamic (the A/B circuit that describes the triadic nature of the sign) to the semiosic circuit, i.e., the
process of semiogenesis. The center of everything is the N/R binomial, which is at the same time the
sign and the semiosic force.

One of the most significant aspects of Peircean semiotics is that a sign continually
generates and refers to other signs. To understand how this is possible, it is necessary
to conceive of Peirce’s triangle as a system of reciprocal references and constant sign
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generation. The Interpretant, the apex of the triangle, is nothing other than a reference to
another sign, another Representamen, which in turn produces further signs, and so forth.

5.2. The Triadic Nature of Phenomena

This aspect is implicit for Peirce in the very nature of phenomena, a further point that
his theory shares with Buddhist semiotics: “for Peirce, the theory of signs was simultane-
ously a cognitional theory and a metaphysical theory” [26] (p. 734). Thus, this is not merely
a question of “sense” and “meaning”. On the contrary, for Peirce, it is incorrect to sustain
“that whatever is knowable is comprised of sense contents” [64] (p. 138).

The theory of signs is not merely a theoretical representation concerning the func-
tioning of language, but rather a triadic structuring that is present in everything, in every
phenomenon in a broader sense. Peirce conceived every phenomenon simply as an ex-
change of signs; thus, not only is the model of semiosis based on three fundamental aspects,
but the analysis of any phenomenon in a broader sense would, according to him, reveal
a triadic structure. This analysis is unveiled through a detailed phenomenology, which
Peirce occasionally refers to as “phaneroscopy”. His aim is to recognize what is given
to experience. The phenomenon—or more precisely, the “phaneron”—is understood as
that which is present to the mind at any given moment. The phenomenon relates to three
different types of objects that constitute its modes of being [43] (p. 66), which Peirce terms
“Firstness”, “Secondness”, and “Thirdness”. What is crucial about this tripartite nature of
experience is that Peirce understands these three categories as “indecomposable concepts”.
Similarly to Husserl’s quest for the essence of phenomena, or to the Abhidhamma’s search
for phenomenological units (dhammas) [14] that are not further divisible by human analysis,
Peirce seeks to reach the foundation of what is experienced. An excellent comparative study
between Peirce’s thought and Buddhist philosophy has been initiated by Lettner [51,65],
and it is my intention to extend the author’s reflections with further comparative insights.

It is not easy to provide a precise definition of the three qualities, as Peirce himself
often remains somewhat vague. Referring to other scholars who have examined them, we
can summarize their main characteristics as follows:

Firstness: pure quality or immediate sensation, still pre-predicative [43] (pp. 74-77).

Secondness: concrete, reactive, and physical experience, predominantly relational and
dyadic, involving a reaction to the concrete object [43] (pp. 77-80).

Thirdness: the aspect of mediation between the two poles; the law, the positioning of
the object within a network of shared relations; use, convention, symbol [43] (pp. 80-86).

Technically, in Peirce’s framework, the referent object is not the “first” in the relation,
but the “second”. In our interpretation, where the object is identified with riipa, it is
considered the effective nucleus from which the process begins—subsequently guided by
the sensory, then perceptual, and finally cognitive domains. However, in Peirce’s model,
the process is reversed: first comes the Representamen, that which stands for something else,
followed by the Object, which is what the Representamen refers to. In contrast, we have
placed the object-riipa in the primary position, insofar as it corresponds to the definition
of the potential quality of the sign (appearance). For us, what the sign enters into relation
with is the nominal reality, established by nama.

The necessity of a third element to mediate a dual system or a duopoly is recognized by
Peirce as a fact inherent in the inadequacy of Secondness, which by itself would be incapable
of encompassing the entirety of human mental experience; this inadequacy appeared to him
as self-evident [66] (p. 81). For Peirce, the two-element system is not a true polarity between
two mutually opposing elements, but rather a concentric system that expands outward
from the fundamental core of Firstness—an essence that is practically unattainable—by
means of a degree of Secondness, which introduces characteristic features, reaction, and



Philosophies 2025, 10, 93

34 of 50

relation. Yet it was necessary to posit a third mediating element, an interpretant that would
complete what was, in every respect, a genuine trichotomy.

For Peirce, the sign—which regulates every phenomenal relation and is not confined to
human language—is necessarily triadic. Peircean phenomenology, therefore, is “the study
of what seems rather than a statement of what appears” [43] (p. 70). It must not adopt a
judgmental stance towards what it examines, and no evaluations of truth or falsity should
be imposed on the outcomes of the inquiry. Ultimately, what it seeks are the phanera, that
is, what is general in all phenomena—those “indecomposable” elements corresponding to
the “collective total of what is present to the mind” [43] (p. 70).

Peirce is careful to emphasize that this is by no means a psychology of the phanera,
since for him they belong “both to the inner and outer worlds without distinguishing them,
whereas psychology is based upon that distinction” [43] (p. 71). This refusal to differentiate
between inner and outer reflects a form of antidualism akin to Buddhist critiques of the A /B
binary, which can be presumed to represent the most relative plane, furthest from the unity
of the totality, and from which all illusory dualisms derive: inside/outside, effector/sensor,
self/other, subject/object, experiencer/experienced, I/world, phenomenon/thing-in-itself,
and so forth.

Just as Buddhist A /B dualism corresponds to the equidistance Peirce situates between
extreme internalism and externalism—the belief in a distinct and independent psycholog-
ical “interior” and material “exterior”—we can identify similar correspondences in the
triadic system. This has already been noted in the Buddhist theory of the sign (Figure 1)
modeled in comparison with Peirce’s theory (Figure 2). The basis, constituted by the
oscillation between the two poles composing the N/R binary, is mediated by a third aspect
representing cognition. Likewise, in Peirce, Thirdness is the only genuinely “cognitive”
aspect [43] (p. 81), since it is only at this level that one can speak of “what we can know”,
of concepts shaped by cognitive necessity. Hence, Peircean phenomenology is not psy-
chology, but it can explain psychological phenomena. Indeed, phenomena we consider
psychic are themselves divisible into three main categories [43] (p. 86), corresponding to the
phenomenological ones. These are three fundamental phases of every psychic experience:

Firstness: feeling, sensation

Secondness: willing, volition

Thirdness: knowing, cognition

Peirce’s triadic model, in all its variations, is more akin to concentric spheres than to an
actual triangle. Firstness represents the core, fundamental aspect upon which Secondness
rests and between which Thirdness mediates. It is difficult to find an exact counterpart in
Buddhism, yet there are notable similarities. For example, based on the interpretation of
the sign given in Figure 1, we observe two core aspects: a Firstness corresponding to riipa,
the “sensory” dimension that pertains to the most immediate feeling (vedana), alternating
with a Secondness constituted by nama, which we know encompasses a volitional aspect
(cetana), as explained in MN 9. Finally, Thirdness, or the cognitive mediation between the
two, is constituted by citta, cognition itself—what the Abhidhamma also calls pafifiatti, the
conceptual designation.

Together, the two fundamental poles constitute primary semiosis: N/Ro. For this
reason (see Figure 3), this indeed forms a triangle that refers to another, namely the triangle
of semiosis (see Figure 4).

It may also be defined as a semiosic circle, a triangle within another triangle where
the base of the former unites to become the apex of the latter. The latter represents a force
so potent that, as Peirce asserts, it is not confined solely to linguistic aspects. Semiosis
is a process that extends to all phenomena, and this holds true for N/Ro as well. As
AN 3.61 reminds us, it is even connected to embryonic development, since it is with so that
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the dynamics of A/B arise, upon which N/R depends. Thus, the human body is determined
by semiosis, but so too is the world itself; as Snp 3.12 states, this force is “established”
within the world itself (nivittham namariipasmim. . .), and by doing so it “persuades” beings
to regard it as truth (idam saccanti maiifiati), a distinctive feature of N/R semiosis also
attested in MN 11 and MN 38.

citta

N/Ro
nama rupa

W
Vo <« So

Figure 4. Sign-process and its relation to the semiosic triangle (N/Ro <— Vo < s0). In this case, we

consider citta as the true Interpretant of name and form in light of what is said in SN 47.42, that is,
citta is condition for name-and-form.

Moreover, according to AN 9.14, N/R is also responsible for intentional thought
(saritkappavitakka), which together with N/R “arises” (uppajjanti. . . namariiparammanda). Inten-
tional thoughts are characterized by their proliferation and diversification into elements
(nanattam gacchanti. . . dhatiisu) and their origin in contact (phassasamudaya). Thus, the cir-
cle closes: the binomial A /B is held together by the mutual origination of its reciprocal
elements, a fact confirmed by the same sutta’s assertion that vedana is the locus where
intentional thoughts converge (samosarana). We also read in AN 6.61 that “name, friends, is
one extremity; form is the second extremity; consciousness is in the middle, and craving
is the seam” (namam kho, avuso, eko anto, riipam dutiyo anto, vififianam majjhe, tanha sibbini).
And again: “the six internal sense bases, friends, are one extremity; the six external sense
bases are the second extremity; consciousness is in the middle, and craving is the seam”
(cha kho, avuso, ajjhattikani ayatanani eko anto, cha bahirani ayatanani dutiyo anto, vififianam
majjhe, tanha sibbini). We may observe how these two elements, name and form, come
to constitute a particular dyad that is, in turn, associated with the internal and external
dimensions discussed previously.

In sum, all phenomena can be traced back to a fundamental bipolarity and a mediating
element between the two poles. The very foundational dynamic of A /B—that is, the thinker
and the thought—is described in Snp 4.14 as something to be dismantled. The one who
meditates correctly “liberates themselves from the idea ‘I am the thinker’, which is the root
of all judgments and which arises from proliferation” (miilam papaiicasarikhiaya, manta asmiti
sabbamuparundhe). This process is aptly defined as “internal cravings” (tanha ajjhattam).

At this juncture, we may also conceive of an additional semiotic triangle within the
Buddhist context, one whose apex is the power of perception-sensation (sanifidvedayita)
mediating between the polarities of A /B (Figure 5).
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sarinavedayita

ayatanani
ajjhatta bahiddha

Figure 5. The safifidvedayita force as the Interpretant of the A /B dynamic.

In all these triangular representations, one notes possible similarities to Peirce’s system,
as well as differences. One crucial aspect of Peirce’s thirdness concerns its capacity to
construct meaning through mediation. The base of every semantic relation fundamentally
oscillates between two mutually opposed elements: A/B, N/R, signifier/signified.

The third element constitutes the mediation between these oppositions, deriving
meaning therefrom. Put differently, the relation of the three unfolds as a progression
from a level of variety, possibility, and identity to one of concreteness, action, alterity, and
contrast through the constitutive mediation of a pattern, a continuity, and the generation of
information. This latter aspect—information as the result of mediation—is also shared by
the Buddhist perspective, as demonstrated thus far.

The primary difference between the two systems lies in the Buddhist conception’s rejec-
tion of what Peirce terms the “dynamical object”, since the dualistic system of A /B is under-
stood as a cognitive fiction—a “world” (loka) constructed precisely by the sensory spheres
that produce meaning and discernment [SN 12.44], but which, just as they can be ceased in
their mechanism, can also lead to the cessation of the world itself (lokassa attharnigamo).

6. Meditation and Sign-Deconstruction: Breaking the
Designating/Designated Dynamics

In this paper we have seen how the concept of “sphere” (ayatana) is a descriptor
employed in numerous contexts within the Pali canon to indicate an ideal space within
which specific relations and the norms that describe such relations prevail. In another
sphere or dimension, different ones will prevail.

The spheres may in turn be part of a superior sphere that includes them, and thus be
elements of that sphere which may enter into relation with one another according to specific
norms. It is a complex of relations and reciprocal interrelations. The most well-known
case is that of the complex of the six sensory spheres (salayatana), that is, the six sensory
channels that a human body possesses [67]. These six spheres are included within the
sphere of human sensoriality, and thus are included within the sphere of an Innenwelt,
to use a term dear to Uexkiill [68]. It must, however, be said that, unlike his biosemiotic
theory—which nevertheless has numerous points in common with Buddhism—the spheres
of the psycho-ecological relation that prevails between a subject and its environment are not
monadological. Aside from this difference, however, the points of contact are innumerable.

The sphere of human sensory experience, which includes the six sensory channels,
is part of a broader sphere, which Buddhists refer to in various ways, but primarily call
loka, “world” [69-71]. In this dimension, which is the specific environment inhabited by
human animals, the complex relations of the spheres that are part of it prevail—thus not
only the relations between the perceptual marks of an effector (Merk-organ) and the sensory
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channels (Wirk-organ), but also those between different spheres of experience: between
different human subjects, simply put [23,61,72-74]. The principle that prevails is the same:
“our” perceptual marks are equally “signs” that the perceivers of others must interpret in
exactly the same way as the effectual marks of any other “thing” in the world. Intraspecific
communication among human animals occurs through the emission of a series of “signs”
not only conveyed by the arbitrariness of phonetic compositions in strings of discourse
endowed with meaning, but also through other communicative conformations such as
gestures, expressions, and so forth.

There is no meditation if there is no understanding of this fundamental assumption,
and indeed this conception also has very ancient origins; thus, there is likewise no full
understanding of contemplation if there is no inquiry into the premises that led certain
ascetics to formulate this complex discipline.

The declared intent of Buddhist contemplative practice is the cessation of figural signs.
As Squarcini aptly recognizes (my translation),

Moreover, as further proof that the eliminative gesture and act indicated by
Nagarjuna are primarily of a semiotic nature (i.e., aimed at the erasure of per-
ceptual clutter—on which Dignaga would also reflect—caused by incorporated
figural presuppositions, which cease to be an obstacle only after the ‘sense” and
‘meanings’ they evoked have been put in abeyance, cleared, evacuated, rendered
vain, emptied, definitively ‘extinguished’ [nirodha]), one should also note the
strategic use Nagarjuna makes of dyadic and ‘neutral’ topological indicators
such as kascit/kimcit, whose figural effects are indicated through the further dyad
anya/ananya (as, for example, in Milamadhyamakakarika, 14.1-6). [50] (p. 75)

It is true that Squarcini writes this in relation to Nagarjuna; however, it can be applied
without issue also to Pali Buddhism. Firstly because Nagarjuna himself did not conceal
his intent to ‘return’ to a more archaic teaching, and secondly because in actual fact, upon
close analysis of the texts, it becomes evident that, even if sometimes couched in different
technical terminology, the subject is the same.

From premises such as these, Nagarjuna can only proceed to establish a viaticum
based precisely on the eliminative act of elision: a suspensive and neutraliz-
ing viaticum entirely devoted to a particular type of ‘definitive arrest’ (nirodha),
whose primary feature can only be semiotic-cognitive in nature, given that the
only possible elimination is that of the evocative effects generated by discursive
figurations. [50] (p. 76)

However, it is necessary to clarify certain lexical matters. We have understood the
binomial namariipa as a semiosic force and the marking of a sign, with its bifacial nature
that oscillates and combines a formal meaning, an effectual “thing”, with a nominal and
signifying identity, intended by cognitions. Nevertheless, this mechanism is not merely
cognitive, but more extensively environmental. That is, it pertains to all things. Cognitions
recognize its nominal aspect, but for the Buddhists everything can be considered a namariipa,
insofar as it is an aggregate of fundamental factors. The term namariipa is, in fact, often used
as a synonym to denote the aggregates, with an emphasis on their fundamental aspect:
they are designated by a nominal entity.

Another way to understand a sign, which is generally referred to in its appearance as
something marked and recognizable, is the term nimitta. Harvey [16] lists various possible
uses of nimitta, but they are all united by being something determined and distinguishable—
whether as signs understood as omens (e.g., Iti 83), or as an atmospheric sign that “marks”
a meteorological condition, or as a written sign, or again as a mental sign evoked in contem-
plative practice to serve as a stable point of concentration. In these meditative exercises, the
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nimitta is deconstructed into its fundamental components, a veritable phenomenological
emox” [50] (p. 77), until its relational connections—now well recognized at the expense
of the aggregative factor that gave the impression of an autonomous and isolated thing—
lead the meditator to detachment from the sign, from the nimitta, as an impermanent or
intrinsically unsubstantial, vacuous factor. This condition is precisely defined as animitta
[SN 40.9].

But even more important than the cessation of the sign—which in itself does not
explain the procedural aspect—is the emphasis on the cessation of synthetic semiosis
(safifid) or of discerning semiosis (vififiana), on which, in fact, signs concretely depend.
Let us momentarily refrain from translating safi7id as “perception” (even though there
is no principled objection to that translation) and instead speak of “sign” in this case as
well, since sa7ifid is that semiosis which “puts together” (sam- + 7id) in all respects the two
fundamental parts of the sign, as a synthetic force of semantic association.

safifid, bhikkhave, veditabba, safifianam nidanasambhavo veditabbo, safifianam vemattata

veditabba, safifianam vipako veditabbo, safifianirodho veditabbo, safifianirodhagamini

patipada veditabba.

O mendicants, signs must be known, and their primary cause, their mutual
differences, their consequences, [the means for] their cessation, and the path that
leads to their cessation must all be known. [AN 6.63]

The cessation of consciousness (vififitnanirodha), on the other hand, is more frequently
associated with discourses on the five aggregates, where it therefore appears together
with perception/sign (an example in which it appears alone is SN 33.55, where it is also
held responsible for the arising of misconceptions in the world: anekavihitani ditthigatani
loke uppajjanti). For instance, in SN 22.56 each aggregate is enumerated, and the necessity
of nirodha, that is, of cessation, is declared, as well as the negative consequences for
human life associated with them. In SN 22.57 we are confirmed that synthetic-associative
semiosis always functions in relation to something; more specifically, it refers to elaborated
sensory data, and thus there is an associative-synthetic process for each of them: riipasaiifia,
saddasafifia, gandhasafifia, rasasafiiia, photthabbasafifia, dhammasafifia.

In Snp 4.2 we read that the symbolic act of crossing over a flood (ogham), which
should be understood as a metaphor for nibbana as a crossing beyond the world into the
condition of being beyond the world [75], is something that goes together with the total
understanding of perceptions, that is, of synthetic semiosis (safifiam parifiiia vitareyya ogham).
This idea of crossing over is further reinforced by the condition of cessation in regard to
hoping for a world, or for another world (nasisati lokamimam parasicati). The synthetic-
associative semiosis is thus of such invasive power that its cessation signifies liberation
from the worldly dimension. This condition is the same described later, in Snp 4.13, as that
of the “true brahman” who, having known all possible opinions and doctrines, adopts none
of them, since they are all partial. He is thus “freed from opinions” (vippamutto ditthigatehi
dhiro), and therefore, in other terms, from the world.

An opinion is also the belief in being a thinking subject distinct from a thought object.
In Snp 4.14 this very perspective is attacked: to overcome the attachment to everything
in the world (anupadiyano lokasmim kifici), meditators suspend the idea “I am the thinker”
(miilam papaiicasanikhaya, manta asmiti sabbamuparundhe). Furthermore, this dichotomous
thinking also pertains to the dualism between internal and external:

ajjhattam atha vapi bahiddha;

na tena thamam kubbetha,

na hi sa nibbuti satam vutta.
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Regardless of what they know,

whether “internal” or “external”,

they will not stubbornly cling to it,

for the just ones say that it does not lead to quenching.

Another notable mention is found in Snp 5.2, where the percepts that flow in the world
are compared to streams (yani sotani lokasmim) that can be blocked by mindfulness (sati
tesam nivaranam). This blockage of the streams corresponds to the cessation of name and
form: “where name and form cease, without leaving anything behind, there comes the
cessation of discernment” (yattha namarica riipafica, asesam uparujjhati; vififianassa nirodhena,).
What is at stake here is precisely the correlation between fundamental semiosis and divisive
semiosis, and that the cessation of the one corresponds to the cessation of the other. What
the ascetic does, through contemplation, is to enact a strategy that, through meditation, is
an authentic cognitive strategy. The Buddhist strategy aims to counter the habituations of
semiosis through a practice that deconstructs its force.

If we free ourselves from the outdated notion of language as an artifice opposed to an
idealized nature, we realize that everything in the world utilizes semiosis in a relational
manner. Semiosis is the value of the relationship between different entities. As Rosenthal
also states, meaning “should be understood as relational structures that emerge from
patterns of behavior” [76] (p. 107). Thus, it is quite interesting to note that this does not
apply solely to animals and warrants further study.

Signs are properties, and semiosis is their emergent expression under conditions of
relationality. We can cite numerous examples, but one particularly effective one is that
of iron and a magnet. A magnet possesses inherent properties that interact differently
depending on the entities it encounters, such as wood or iron. This tells us something about
the nature of both entities through relational communication. In the animal world, the
perceptual mark is a meaning conveyed by its effective value and is inherent in the entity
that emanates it.

Naturally, the perceptual mark is one with the entity or animal that produces it.
In languages of arbitrary order, such as human or certain animal languages like those of
dolphins, there is simply a more complex level of articulation and a communal organization
of values at the historical, cultural, and social levels. Semiosic emanation is the intention
to perform the efficacy of a sign in a particular way through the word and the authority
of the speaker. Other levels are also maintained; for example, the historical-cultural value
of a king implies that the one embodying the signs of royalty also serves as a vehicle of
emanation, and its efficacy is validated by the somatic response of those who receive it—like
bowing or deference. Thus, the body responds and conforms directly in relation to another
body, that of the king, who carries perceptual marks, i.e., different historical-cultural values,
which I can interpret, and in doing so, transform my behavior. From this, we understand
the dual Buddhist critique of both social roles and hierarchies, as well as language itself.
The two must necessarily be viewed together.

Another example of this process is given by Mandoki:

We have the case of the medical institution. To exercise the power of prescribing
medicines and treatments or performing surgery, a subject had to be positioned
in particular places within the institution, and follow a pre-established itinerary.
Each movement and location were semiotically credited certifying that the sub-
ject successfully occupied a certain place and proved discursive and practical
competence. [77] (p. 102)

The semiosic study of contemplative practice and of Buddhist thought on language has
the potential to be the first fruitful application of a new total semiotics, a scientific discipline
in which the study of signs and their role in human cognition can be deepened beginning
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with qualitatively studied practical experiences (I am thinking of the ethnographies of
meditation [78-80]), as well as the Buddhist considerations on the subject expressed in
ancient texts. The intent, in these latter two cases, would be to observe how semioses are
weakened by contemplative practice, which would tell us much about how these forces
function in the first place.

Such a science should also be something new with respect to Saussurean semiology,
which “despite its attractiveness”, unfortunately remains “a paradigm that studies non-
human signs must contend with genuine limitations” [81] (p. 136).

This also compels us to radically reconsider the reality of the sign as a real phe-
nomenon, albeit not necessarily in the epiphenomenal forms in which we are accustomed
to experiencing and considering them. Moreover, that something real, which we interpret
as a “sign” and which possesses such performative characteristics, exists is difficult to
refute [81] (p. 143).

The coincidence between language and world (loka) that we expressed in the paper
must not be understood in the same way Lacan conceives the unconscious as “structured
like” a language. The identity between language and world is not a structural one, but rather
a systemic-functional identity: it is cognitions that act as an organizing force of a semiosic
type, which determines a functional unity of name and form, subsequently arranged in a
network of particular relations. Without such a network of relations, consciousness does
not subsist because, as Husserl reminds us, consciousness is always “of something” [55]
(p- 69), and this something is the name-form.

The morphonominal sign lives in the same systemic world as the Saussurean one,
a world in which “the sign function lives on the dialectic of presence and absence” [48]
(p. 17). Of its two “components”, it should be noted that nama is always understood as the
conventional designator, thus analogous to the 6voudcelv of Parmenides, always used “to
give an arbitrary name, considering it true, while it does not correspond to the truth” [48]
(p- 23).

It is important to keep in mind that the Buddhists have provided multiple terms to
indicate the sign, but the most relevant concerns the fundamental unity of sign and semiosis.
These two things are in fact not distinct: entity and function are expressed by a single term
which, depending on the context, must be understood either as the sign itself or as the force
by which signs are organized and acquire value. The most important term, and therefore
the one we consider first, is namariipa. In a previous work [15], I indicated fundamental
semiosis as N/Ro, and here I intend to reuse some of those technical notations for practical
reasons. The term namariipa likely predates Buddhism, but even in pre-Buddhist contexts it
is used to indicate the fundamental act of organization through cognitive partition.

From a functional point of view, N/Ro is the fundamental semiosis, on which two others
depend, in a mutually interdependent relationship. These are not functions that could
produce any effect if they acted alone.

As asign, a N/R is “any recognizable determinate”. Both these aspects are crucial. If it is
not recognizable it is not a sign. Analogously, a sign needs to be determinate by something
that makes it recognizable.

At this point, it is appropriate to analyze the role and function of fundamental semiosis.
The semiosic function N/Ro is well described in the Pali texts as possessing certain specific
capacities.

Capacity 1. Semiosis is a predictive factor; it anticipates immediate cognition and
coordinates it according to specific values. In other words, all three semioses are functions
that act retroactively, in the sense that when they are operative, they act as obstructive
forces that precede immediate perception, mediating its experience. In addition to being
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predictive, semiosis is also totalizing. Specifically, the force of N/Ro conditions the cognitive
experience of subjects in an organized manner.

Semiosis N/Ro is likewise part of the system of a functional circuit, whose two poles
(name and form) constitute the two fundamental aspects between which the subject’s
experience oscillates in relation to their environment-world (Umwelt/loka). In this, semiosic
action constitutes what we will define as the “perceptual field”.

The semiosic sign N/R is far more than a simple bifacial entity with arbitrary values;
it reflects and conditions cognitions. AN 3.61 connects it with embryonic development
itself (gabbhassavakkanti). This latter develops “supported” by six basic elements (channam
dhatiinam). But with the very conception—or rather “conception”—of the embryo, N/R also
arises, and from N /R the six sensory spheres arise automatically: okkantiya sati namariipam,
namaripapaccayd salayatanam. There is thus a direct implication between N/R and the
sensory spheres, and from them, obviously, everything that ensues and arises from the
contact of these with the effective organs (salayatanapaccaya phasso, phassapaccaya vedand. . .).

In Itivuttaka 41, the power of N/R is brought back to the worldly dimension (passa
lokam. ..) in which such a force is “established” (nivittham namariipasmim), and persuades
people that it is the truth (idam saccanti mafifiati). Similar discourses are found in MN 11
and 38.

Having made the necessary considerations regarding the perceptual field, the proposal
we adopt is to consider signs and systems of signs as part of all living organisms, and not
only as a human prerogative [81] (p. 135). The full scientific implications of taking this
direction have not yet been grasped, but I believe that in the study of semiosis in Buddhist
thought there is enormous potential—especially because their theoretical consequences
are embedded in the practical, insofar as the declared aim of meditative practice is the
cessation of the semiosic function itself, and thus of the proliferation of signs [9,50,82].

Regarding the predictive power of N/R, it is appropriate to mention a very important
passage from Snp 4.13. The context is a critique of dogmatic views and convictions. Much
of Snp 4 is dedicated to countering those who believe they possess the “ultimate truth”,
while in reality they are unaware that they hold only “opinions”—a claim that is here
justified starting from the action of semiosis. How, in fact, can one claim to possess the truth
of the world, if the world itself is the product of semiosis? How can one access ultimate
truth when in reality we do not know that our experience of the world is mediated by
fundamental semiosis? Hence the statement:

janami passami tatheva etam,

ditthiya eke paccenti suddhim;

addakkhi ce kifihi tumassa tena,

atisitva afifiena vadanti suddhim;

passam naro dakkhati namariipam,

disvana va fiassati tanimeva.

By asserting “I know, I see, thus are things”,

Certain individuals maintain that purity derives from what they see;
But if these individuals truly saw, what use would they have for vision?
Surpassing what matters, they claim that purity comes from something else.
[And yet,] when a person sees, they see nothing but name-form,

L And having seen this, they will know in function of it.

The passage involving dakkhati/fiassati is of great importance, as is the expression
tanimeva, “in that very way”. Let us reanalyze it more carefully: since when someone sees,
they see only through N /R, that person will come to know everything solely in relation
to N/R. This is a remarkable passage that reveals the significance of N/R already in early
Buddhist thought, and how it is fundamentally anchored in the cognitive problem: “they
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will know in function of it [of N/R]”. The ultimate aim is to be freed from semiosis, so that
one may truly know.

Capacity 2. N/Ro is in a reciprocal relationship with two other semiotic functions that
are bound by mutable dependency: N/Ro co-depends on Vo, and Vo co-depends on So:
(N/Ro <+ Vo <+ so). That vo and So operate “in close contact” has been noted by several
scholars [83] (p. 691).

Although it is never stated explicitly that N/Ro <+ So, we know that according to a
standard logical law, if indeed [(a <+ b) A (b <> ¢)] = (a <> ¢), then (N/Ro <+ VO) A (VO <+ SO)
— (N/R0O ¢ S0).

In many respects, the concept of N/R is a formidable one; it anticipates Peirce’s
idea of semiosis and likewise formulates a claim that holds linguistic, sociocultural, and
psychological value, while uniting these three aspects in the necessity of its functions.

We know that for Peirce, semiosis is an action or influence that involves the cooperation
of a sign, an object, and an interpretant. We ask ourselves whether equivalents can be
found in Buddhism, given that we have been speaking of semiosis since the beginning of
this paper. To some extent, such equivalents can be identified, even if they do not perfectly
coincide with the definitions offered by Peirce. One might speak of a Buddhist semiotic
triangle involving the themes of intentionality (of attachment) and of the relation to an
actual world. If we take the two components of the N/R dyad and consider the semiotic
force they represent as an oscillation between the two poles composing it, we have the
first two vertices of the triangle. More specifically, the nominal world (nama) is that which
involves the mechanisms of graspability and usability of the thing through the attribution
of a label, a nominal identity that renders the thing knowable and intentionable [84], as
is well explained in DN 15, which traces N/R to the origin of contact (namariipapaccayi
phasso). DN 15 is also the sutta that famously states that consciousness is the condition for
the name-form dyad (vififianapaccaya namariipa) and vice versa (namarilpapaccayd vififiana),
thereby emphasizing the mutual dependence between the two, while MN 9 describes
precisely what is meant by “name” and “form” separately. The name, which is of interest
to us here, consists of a series of intentional processes directed at knowing the object.

The two semioses must necessarily imply one another: in the world of object-things
isolated from the context and from their mutual relations by consciousness, in order to
become effectively usable and manipulable, thus “available” to cognitions, they must be
invested with values (what can I do with them, how should I use them) and with an identity.
This is the task of the fundamental semiosis N/Ro which, as the name itself suggests, is an
entity with two associated faces: one is the nominal aspect, the effective identity, what the
recognized thing is called, and the other is its ideal form, the prototypical morphological
aspect that allows for systematic organization. Without the ideal form, in fact, I would only
see the differences in the manifestative continuum of reality. The extraordinary power of
language lies in the capacity to organize divided forms starting from prototypical models:
the ideal form of the object “chair” is a set of fundamental data that must be associated with
all the possible chairs that I will see (in the sensor-effector “contact” between the sensory
organ of the eye and the effectual one of the presumed “chair”). So that I may associate all
possible “chairs” with a single name that groups them all. This mechanism is not faithful
to reality, but is merely an organizing force directed upon it.

That the nature of the linguistic sign N/R was substantially the result of arbitrariness
was a well-known fact to the Buddhists, already in these texts we are examining.

nama= (vedand, safiifia, cetand, phassa, manasikira)

name < (sensation, perception, volition, contact, intention)

This is thus one of the polarities of our triangle. At another vertex, riipa represents
nothing other than the actual world. MN 9 tells us that form corresponds to the four
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great elements, that is, the continuous manifestative possibilities from which to derive
prototypical forms. Peirce would speak of the “immediate object”, but in Buddhism there
is no truly objective external reality that is independent of the subjective one. Any dualism,
including the internal/external dyad, is rejected. There exists a single reality, which does
not partake in a system of oppositions, but necessarily includes all oppositional constructs,
which are a micchaditthi, a wrong view.

At the final point of the triangle, I would indicate the only Buddhist factor that can
vaguely describe the standpoint of an experiencing subject, though not understood as a
psychosocial construct, such as atta or any other “sense of self” (ahamkara). But since we
know that fundamental semiosis, the oscillation between the nominal-designative and the
morphological-prototypical component, does not act on its own but is co-dependent with
the other two semioses, I have decided to include the other two in our triangle as well
(see Figure 4).

The importance of the relationship between Vo and So should not be underestimated:
these two semioses complement one another. There cannot exist only an isolating and
divisive mode of thought, a focus that is an end in itself, a fragmentation of the world
into mechanisms; an associative-synthetic force is also necessary, one that intervenes
afterward to unite certain things, certain names with certain forms, to enable the perception
of identities. For this reason, in previous works I have referred to So as a force that is
“semantic” in its operation. Perception is already a semantic event, because it enables the
appearing of the identity-bearing sign, holding together name and form. The oscillation
(v/s)o is therefore the analytic-synthetic force that allows for the cohesion of this world
“understood” by cognitions. Herein lies the rationale behind the wordplay intended in
expressing the alternation (v /s)o as split/splice [63]. We may understand this alternation
as an analytic-synthetic semiosic function. According to Del Toso,

if safifid can distinguish between two colors (red and yellow), vififiana could
be able to grasp the—as it were—subjective differences existing between those
two colors (the agreeable red of the leaves in autumn and the annoying yellow
of a neon light). Such a value-assigning activity safi7id would never be able to
elaborate—and the reference to a safi7id that recognizes “what is wrong in food”
does not in itself entail the ability of judging whether what is wrong (be it a taste
or whatever else) is also pleasant or not, painful or not. [83] (p. 702)

The definition that results from Figure 2, which is based on Buddhist texts, is that of
semiosis as “any process of cognitive determination effected through the establishment of
values that are then received as signs by the cognitive system”. From another perspective,
semiosis can be understood as a “series of coordinated cognitive processes”. All semiosic
acts are therefore fundamental to cognition, but also interrelated. The semiosic function of
division (Vo) has no meaning if it does not operate in concert with synthetic semiosis (So).

We also partially accept Morris’s definition, according to which semiosis is a sign-
product in which “something is a sign to some organism” [85] (p. 426), although such a
definition gives prominence to the role of the interpreter (citta in our case), a point which
even Pelc, who cites Morris, accepts with reservation.

Capacity 3. Semioses, and in particular N/Ro, are responsible for a whole series of
“proliferations” in the “conceptual” and “eidetic” domain; in other words, concepts, ideas,
and beliefs are “dependent” on semiosic activity.

According to AN 9.14, N/R is also responsible for intentional thoughts (sarikappavitakka),
which “arise” (uppajjanti) as a function of fundamental semiosis (namariaparammana). How-
ever, there are other characteristics of intentional thoughts that are worth analyzing.

The importance of intention/volition for the functioning of semioses is not secondary.
Intentionality should not be understood as mere desire, but rather as a force that directs its
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attention toward a given object (conveniently isolated, and therefore made “available” by
consciousness). The object, invested with intention, becomes “usable” by human volition,
which can “conceive” it through cognition: the object is “x” (endowed with its recognizable
nominal identity) and serves to do y, it possesses the values z1, z3, z3. . . and so forth, and
based on all this available data, the subject who “grasps” the thing can do what they want
with it, can use it.

In a person’s normal state, it is often the case that consciousness runs after, follows,
clings to and is tied to “signs,” that is, to “external” sensory objects that are taken
as more than simple phenomena, but as indicating “people” and “things” in the
world that are experienced as entrancing. The mind experiences them as “signs”
with pleasant, sensuous, annoying, or dear associations. It also misperceives
them so as to see permanence, happiness and I-ness where there is none. In this
way, the “signs” or characteristics of attachment, hatred and delusion arise in the
mind, and these “signs” give rise to more visible behavioural “signs” indicating
the nature of the person.

The way beyond this trapped state of consciousness involves the practice of
“guarding the senses”: of mindfully monitoring the input of the senses so that
there is no seizing on such misleading troublesome sensory indications, but a
viewing of sense-objects as simply sense-objects. [16] (p. 46)

Without the availability that is opened by the semiosic process, none of this would be
possible. It is the same process by which a bird dives toward prey and grasps it to bring it
back to the nest [86,87]. If the bird did not possess the ability to focus, and thus to isolate
the prey from the context and concentrate on it, aiming at the object intended by its volition,
it would not even be able to descend to “grasp” it.

According to AN 9.14, intentional thoughts possess the following characteristics which
are interesting to analyze:

1.  they are based on N/R;
2. they diversify/multiply (nanatta) in the elements (dhatiisu);
3. they originate (samudaya) from contact (phassa).

Already in these first three points, we find confirmation of the functional processes
described in the A /B circuit, of which fundamental semiosis is an integral part. What is
fascinating is the multiplication or diversification of concepts from the elements. I believe
this refers to their association with immediate objects and is therefore always an associative
product of fundamental semiosis.

4.  intentional thoughts converge, connect (samosarana) through sensation (vedana);

In this case, it is sensation that re-coordinates what was diversified by semiosis.
Sensation has the task of elaborating the perceptual-effectual markers of immediate objects
in order to refer them back to their respective identities. Thereafter, the text focuses on
overcoming this mechanism, attempting to transcend intentional thoughts, which:

5. have contemplative absorption (samadhippamukha) as their leader;
have mindfulness (sati) as their dominator (adhipatteyya);

their transcendence (uttara) is gnosis (pafifia);

their essence (sara) is liberation (vimutti);

their culmination (0gadha) is the deathless (amata).

Y N

These are indeed very sophisticated passages, as they involve the theme of inten-
tionality, which I have already addressed in previous works to which I refer for further
exploration of how it is treated in Buddhist thought.



Philosophies 2025, 10, 93

45 of 50

This correlation between semiosis and intentionality is also present in the Dhp. For
example, in Dhp 221, it is attachment to N/R that generates suffering and negative bonds
(samyojana). Whereas in Dhp 367, “every N/R” (sabbaso namariipasmim) is connected to “the
domain within which a person develops their sense of possession”, the “sense of mine”
(mamayitam). Since a true Buddhist mendicant has not (yassa natthi) the mamayitam, we
must infer that Buddhist practice focuses on the annulment of semiosic functions.

The morphonominal associative process (or nomino-morphological, if we wish to
follow the same order of the elements of the compound nama-riipa) is part of the valorization
process but presupposes at least two phases: the phase of cognitive isolation of the form,
subtracted from the formal continuum, from the “phenomenological background”, and the
subsequent phase of semantic-perceptual association to the name. Once morphonominal
identities are established, the process proceeds in reverse, retroactively, such that what is
described in Snp 4.13 occurs: passam naro dakkhati namariipam, disvana va fiassati tanimeuva.
The N/R semiosis is an obstructive element to direct perception: it anticipates perception
itself, and in conformity with this semiosis, people “see” (dakkhati) and “know” (fiassati).

Vo — (recognition) — N/Ro — determination

What is described in AN 9.14 is nothing other than the process of semiosic complexifi-
cation within a given historical-cultural context. This dimension is the conceptual aspect of
sankappavitakka, the possible intentionalities that potentially apply to the multiple concepts
that “multiply” (nanatta) in their application to immediate objects.

The subsequent phases do not concern us here, as they pertain to the liberation
from concepts. Given their convergence in sensations, which are in the second position
in the chain of the five aggregates, we can understand the normal process of semiosic
complexification as a detail on the theme of the five aggregates. Moreover, the intentional
nature of these concepts dependent on N/R should not be forgotten.

All semioses are “yoking” (samyojana) forces, which constrain reality to specific “per-
ceptual fields”, within which the things that appear to us appear in a certain way mediated
by these semioses. Thus, not only does reality appear to us as mediated—hence illusorily—
but also as limited to the boundaries of the specific perceptual-sensorial field that create the
illusion of the A /B circuit.

Cunningham also shares the same initial hypothesis, according to which cognition “is
not an internal, individual, representational process, but rather one which is distributed
throughout physical, social, cultural, historical and institutional contexts” [88] (p. 830). We
will need to keep this aspect of historical-cultural and cognitive unity in mind. Indeed,
anthropological aspects will further help us to deepen our understanding of this issue,
and for that reason, we will also refer to certain elements of a historical-cultural theory of
cognition, which serves as an excellent complement to what we are about to discuss.

Cunningham also informs us that

Cognition is always dialogic, connected to another; either directly as in some
communicative action or indirectly via some form of semiotic mediation—signs
and/or tools appropriated from the sociocultural context. [88] (p. 830)

To justify these statements, Cunningham refers to a discipline that has effectively
managed to take semiotics beyond the mere psycholinguistic level and adapt it to the
broader aspects of life and organism: namely, the biosemiotics of the Prussian biologist
von Uexkiill [19,20,22-25,89,90]. The core of his theory is the Umwelt, a unity of organism
and environment [88] (p. 831). These two “actors” are not two distinct and separate things,
but rather two poles in relation to each other. This relationship is an oscillation of signs,
a very particular kind of semiotic exchange. For example, the environmental polarity
communicates through a series of perceptual cues, which are specific signs interpretable by
the subject’s sensors, and they are so in a specific worldly relationship. Each organism lives
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within its own environment, in which the perceptual cues it receives are “for it” and have a
specific value “for it”, which differs from the value they may have for another organism,
since the latter lives in a different environment. For instance, a flower emits perceptual
cues that have specific values “for the bee” and hold a certain importance for the bee that
they do not hold for the cat.

Human beings speak by emitting strings of sounds, organized in a specific way that
can be interpreted within a sociocultural context adopting a given linguistic system, where
certain sounds are selected as ideal models to form minimal units, which are then organized
into higher-order units, and these in turn are arranged into speech (phonemes, lexemes and
morphemes, utterances). All of this has “value” for us, but it would have a very different
value for others. For those who speak a different language, for instance, the phonetic
utterance has no meaning—it is a series of incomprehensible sounds, just as it would be for
a bee, which would hardly understand human verbal language.

The environment, therefore, hosts semioses, but they do not only enable simple
communication between organisms; they also enable the cognitive relationship between
organisms and what we call the “world”—that is, their particular experience of reality:
the Lebenswelt [88] (p. 832). This idea of world-languages should be understood in an
extended sense: semioses organize “networks of signs” not only in the relationships
between organisms and their environment, but also in the relationships between organisms
themselves, or between organisms and sociocultural organizations—which are simply
another form of environment.

We embrace Saussure’s assertion in this context as well, though we adapt it to the
needs of the environmental dimension: signs are not all arbitrary, but all are established
at the tip of necessity. It is the value aspect that is conventional, established by private or,
more often, collective agreement.

Let us now turn to the specific definition of semiosis. It must be said that many authors
have given different definitions, and I too will need to propose my own definition, given
the comparison I will make with the same process documented in the Pali Canon, which
will require adapting the idea of “semiosis” to new considerations.

As per Cunningham’s definition concerning this matter,

Semiosis, or the action of signs, is the process of applying signs to understand
some phenomena (induction), reasoning from sign to sign (deduction), and/or
using signs to make sense of some new experience (abduction). [88] (p. 833)

This is a definition that, for the most part, aligns with the study of sign processes in
Pali texts, and we will therefore take it into account when presenting our own proposal.

The theory of semiosis is inextricably linked to Peirce’s theory of the sign, and in
fact, it is from Peirce’s work that the aforementioned reflections on semiosis have spread
throughout semiotic studies. Ultimately, it is important to clarify at this stage that the
A/B circuit (Figure 5) does not establish a perfect correspondence with the N/R circuit
(Figure 1), nor with Peirce’s semiotic theory and the semiosis circuit (Figure 2). What
this article proposes is that there exists a functional circuit of perception—namely, the
A /B circuit—that underlies another, non-superimposable circuit: the semiosic circuit N/R.
Although there are points of contact—since the dimension of form can be seen as partially
corresponding to that of the so-called “external”—it must nonetheless be emphasized that
the two circuits are not equivalent. From the perspective of comparability with Peirce,
there are indeed similarities, but not equivalences. This paper primarily compares Peirce’s
semiosic circuit (Figure 2) with the Buddhist circuit (Figure 1), identifying significant
parallels, but also highlighting specific features of the Buddhist theory that are absent from
Peircean semiotics—most notably, the concept of the Dynamical Object. Furthermore, it is
especially Peirce’s theory of Thirdness that appears most comparable to Buddhist thought:
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with form corresponding in some way to Firstness, and the name aligning with a level
of Secondness.
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