philosophies o

Article

Language and Consciousness in
Early Buddhist Thought: On the
Early Reflections on the Theme of
Language and the Perception of
Reality in the Pali Canon

Federico Divino

S
7 i f
HVI\D\Py B,

https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies10020031


https://www.mdpi.com/journal/philosophies
https://www.scopus.com/sourceid/21101055468
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/philosophies/stats
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies10020031

&) philosophies

Article

Language and Consciousness in Early Buddhist Thought: On the
Early Reflections on the Theme of Language and the Perception
of Reality in the Pali Canon

Federico Divino

check for
updates

Academic Editor: Marcin J. Schroeder

Received: 17 January 2025
Revised: 26 February 2025
Accepted: 26 February 2025
Published: 10 March 2025

Citation: Divino, F. Language and
Consciousness in Early Buddhist
Thought: On the Early Reflections on
the Theme of Language and the

Perception of Reality in the Pali Canon.

Philosophies 2025, 10, 31. https://
doi.org/10.3390/philosophies10020031

Correction Statement: This article has

been republished with a minor change.

The change does not affect the scientific
content of the article and further details
are available within the backmatter of

the website version of this article.

Copyright: © 2025 by the author.
Licensee MDP], Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license

(https:/ /creativecommons.org/
licenses /by /4.0/).

Department of Communication Studies, University of Antwerp, Sint-Jacobstraat 2, 2000 Antwerpen, Belgium;
federico.divino@gmail.com

Abstract: In this paper, the Buddhist view on language and its implications for perception
and cognition will be analyzed. The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that archaic Bud-
dhism, as documented in the suttas of the Pali Canon, already presents a well-articulated
theory of knowledge, and that Buddhist considerations on the problem of language are
comparable to Saussure’s early linguistic theories, as well as to fundamental issues in the
philosophy of perception and theories of cognition. This comparison with Buddhist thought
seeks to provide a technical approach to the problem of consciousness in order to structure
a systematic dialogue between the philosophy of mind and language, cognitive sciences,
and linguistics, offering an original perspective on these topics through Buddhist thought.

Keywords: early Buddhist philosophy; language theory; philosophy of language;
consciousness studies; anthropology of consciousness

1. Introduction

This paper investigates how early Buddhist thought conceptualizes language, par-
ticularly in relation to cognition and perception. It further explores whether and how
these conceptions anticipate certain elements of modern linguistic theories, with a focus on
structuralism and the works of Saussure. Through an analysis of primary Pali sources',
we seek to determine whether the Buddhist approach to language forms an independent,
internally consistent system.

Several studies have recognized a distinct inclination of major Buddhist schools toward
reflection on language [1-8]. Generally, the theme of language appears to hold a position
of prominence in most Buddhist schools. Nonetheless, scholars have paid little attention
to the Pali canon, perhaps considering the analyses of Dinnaga, Vasubandhu, Candrakairti,
and the Yogacara school in general to be more profound. Nagarjuna is also acknowledged
as a significant thinker on language [9,10], although he is mainly recognized to be a thinker
of ontological and metaphysical problems, which can be seen as strongly related to the
problem of language [11-16].

In this paper, my aim is to demonstrate that the Pali canon does not merely contain
the precursors to later considerations on language; rather, the Pali suttas already exhibit
a well-developed and complex reflection on language and its relationship to the problem
of perceiving reality. Naturally, there have been authors who have contemplated the
theme of language in the Pali canon, and part of my work seeks to reinvigorate these
studies, also highlighting possible reasons why Buddhism, from the outset, presents such
refined reflections, formulated in a specific manner and guided by certain key concepts.
Finally, through a comparative philosophical analysis of conceptions of language and the
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relationship between language and perception provided by structural linguistics, I will
attempt to demonstrate the comparability of certain notions. It is plausible to hypothesize
inspiration from Indian grammarians, with whom Saussure was well acquainted, but more
importantly, to establish the possibility of a dialogue between Buddhist and structuralist
linguistic thought®. This can prompt us to reflect on the implications that a theory of
language has for analyzing the experience of perceived phenomena, the construction of
cognitive systems, and the role of consciousness’.

There are several fundamental elements concerning the Buddhist conception of lan-
guage that I will introduce before elucidating their motivations, as found in the suttas. Dis-
cussing a “philosophy of language” in early Buddhism may not seem appropriate if we un-
derstand reflections on language as addressing a specific and determined object—namely,
the faculty of speakers to articulate thoughts through the emission of sounds or other
physical mediums (such as writing) to encode communication. However, reflection on
language as a faculty is present in Buddhism in the form of a theory of language as part
of a broader theory of knowledge. Language is indeed analyzed in early Buddhism, but
we must clarify the nature of the object in question. Firstly, there is no perfect equivalent
to the concept of “language”; rather, there exist a series of faculties such as name, word,
discourse, expression, designation, and convention?, which are interconnected with the
theory of knowledge, cognitive mechanisms, and, above all, consciousness. This complex
network of relationships among these diverse “objects” can certainly be considered part of
a theory of language, but it must be contextualized within the specific reflections produced
by these thinkers, who view the listed terms as components of a unified system.

When comparing some of these notions with the fundamental themes of structural
linguistics, particularly the thought of Saussure, on which much of this comparative analy-
sis will focus, we should also remember that certain linguistic notions are systematically
formulated as part of a science of language which seeks to establish itself as autonomous,
drawing on a long tradition of reflections on words, concepts, and names. Some of these
notions, especially those articulated by Saussure, could offer better contextualization of
Buddhist thought as well. Building upon an already established sanctity of language and
reflection on the power of words, the Indian tradition inherited tools for constructing a
more systematic theory of language and knowledge.

2. Conceptions of the Name

7

In early Buddhism, reflection on one particular concept dominates: that of the “name’
(nama). Beyond its shared etymological root with the English “name” (cf. the Proto-West
Germanic root *namé with Latin nomen, Greek dvopw, and Hittite hanna'-), we must not
assume that this concept is perfectly equivalent. First and foremost, the Buddhist nama
serves a very specific function. While it partially overlaps with the Western linguistic notion
of “name”, it also exceeds its boundaries in significant ways.

A careful analysis of the texts suggests that, in early Buddhist thought, nama is pri-
marily understood as a function capable of organizing the phenomenal continuum into
discrete, recognizable units. However, the nature of this division is not derived from
the phenomenal continuum itself but from the requirements shaped by sociocultural con-
victions, which expect that a given “thing” can be isolated, and thus manipulated. This
expectation necessitates the intervention of “isolating cognitions” aimed at achieving this
end. The rationale is therefore purely the convenience of knowledge systems that structure
language. In short, the organizing principle is primarily one of usability. I will call this
principle “isolating cognitions” for reasons that will become evident in the description of
cognitive mechanisms.
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Nama appears, in fact, to be the pivot around which the entire early Buddhist con-
ception of language revolves. It is part of a fundamental cognitive dyad (which it forms
alongside riipa), yet it also functions as an agent with its own specific characteristics. Fur-
thermore, whether as part of the dyad or as an individual function (ndma indeed possesses
its own characteristics), it holds a unique relationship with consciousness.

A concise but remarkably clear text on the idea of nama can be found in SN 1.61, where
we read:

kimsu sabbam addhabhavi,

kisma bhiyyo na vijjati;

kissassu ekadhammassa,

sabbeva vasamanvagu

“What oppresses everything?

What has nothing greater than itself?

What is the one thing that holds everything under
its sway?”

The answer to these three questions is always nama. From this brief text, it is already
evident that early Buddhism did not regard language as a trivial matter. The name is
seen as a universal oppressor so powerful that it holds everything beneath it, with none
greater than itself (namam sabbam addhabhavi, nama bhiyyo na vijjati; namassa ekadhammassa,
sabbeva vasamanvagu).

We must exercise great caution regarding this idea of the seemingly boundless power
of a linguistic element and determine whether this is truly an exaggeration by the authors or
whether their reflections on language lead them to such conclusions. To better understand
this discussion, it is useful to analyze the suttas following SN 1.61, as well as the preceding
one. A triplet very similar to sabbam addhabhavi, bhiyyo na vijjati, and ekadhammassa, sabbeva
vasamanvagu is, in fact, applied not only to nama (name) but also to citta (cognition). In the
subsequent sutta (SN 1.62), we find the following statements: “Cognition is what leads the
world” (cittena niyati loko), “By cognition [the world] is drawn along” (cittena parikassati),
and finally, “Cognition is that one thing which has everything under its control” (cittassa
ekadhammassa, sabbeva vasamanvagu). This is, again, a very intriguing triad, partially overlap-
ping with the functions of ndma (name). Thus, we observe not only that name and cognition
are interconnected, but also that cognition specifically relates to loka (the world) and that
both are functions associated with control. Moreover, they represent forces to which, in
some way, we are yoked (they control us). This specific nuance is subtle but present in the
text, especially when examined in relation to other suttas addressing the same themes. The
following suttas more or less maintain the same line of argumentation but address different
topics. In Table 1, I have correlated all these assertions for comparative purposes.

Table 1. Comparison of the content of the first five suttas of the series.

SN 1.61 SN 1.62 SN 1.63 SN 1.64 SN 1.65
Fetter (samyojana) Bonds (bandhana)
Name (nama) Cognition (citta) Craving (tanha) - (nand?)
easure (nandi
It oppresses everything oo It fetters the world It binds the world
(sabbam addhabhavi) It conducts the world (nyati loko) (samyojano loko) (sambandhano loko)

It has nothing bigger than

It drags the world around (loko. . . parikassati)

It conducts the world through thought (loko. ..

it (bhiyyo na vijjati) vitakkassa vicaranam)
When craving is given up, =~ When craving is given up,
It is the one thing that has everything under its sway (ekadhammassa nibbana is realized all bonds are severed

sabbeva vasamanvagu)

(tanhaya vippahanena, (tanhaya vippahanena,
nibbanam iti vuccati) sabbam chindati bandhanam)
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From this comparison, we note further similarities. First, it must be noted that even
though SN 1.64-65 are titled “fetters” and “bonds”, the theme is, in fact, desire, recognized
as capable of creating (or acting as) fetters and bonds toward the world.

In the table, I compared the suttas from SN 1.61 to 1.65, but it should be said that the
analysis continues in greater depth and involves numerous other concepts examined in
this particular series of suttas. From a comprehensive analysis, we realize that the general
theme appears to be lokg, i.e., the “world”. This theme is thus linked to these five suttas but
is also the central theme of the subsequent ones. SN 1.66 focuses on what harms the world
(kenassubbhahato loko), what surrounds it, and what has struck it down (namely: death, old
age, and the dart of craving). SN 1.67 centers on what ensnares the world (uddito loko), what
surrounds it, and what grounds it (craving, old age, and suffering). We begin to recognize a
very precise pattern. SN 1.68 discusses what closes off the world (pihito loko), what grounds
it, what ensnares it, and what surrounds it (morality, suffering, craving, and old age). SN
1.69 addresses what imprisons, “binds”, the world (bajjhatt loko); that is, desire and craving;
their removal will sever all bonds (icchaya vippahanena, sabbam chindati bandhanam). Finally,
with SN 1.70, we arrive at the world itself. The suttas proceed with further analyses, such
as health (SN 1.73), but these are not of interest in this context.

The description of the world provided in SN 1.70 is that it is “arisen in six” (chasu loko
samuppanno), forms a close bond in six (chasu kubbati santhavam), and through attachment
to these six, the world is tormented (channameva upadaya, chasu loko vihafifiati). This sixfold
structure, which constitutes what allows the arising of the phenomenon (samuppanno) called
loka (“world”), and which is the foundation of its binding as well as the origin of its torment,
refers to the only other significant sixfold structure known in the Pali canon, namely the
sensory spheres (salayatana) ([20], pp. 116-117).

There is a reason I chose to analyze the suttas from SN 1.60 (which we will examine
shortly) to SN 1.70. The reason is that they are part of a particular group of suttas dedicated
to reflection on language and its relationship with the “world” [21-25].

In a previous study;, it has been demonstrated how the concept of loka in early Bud-
dhism is closely tied to perceptual-cognitive experience ([20], p. 112). For this reason, the
sixfold structure with which SN 1.70 associates it can only be the set of six sensory spheres,
as evidenced by suttas that explicitly link the “phenomenon” of loka to the perceptual-
cognitive structure arising from contact (phassa) between the effector and the sensor, pro-
ducing a specific sensory consciousness (see, for example, SN 12.44, 35.107, 56.28, AN 4.23,
Ud 3.10, Iti 112, and compare them, for example, with MN 146.6, SN 35.60, and AN 4.23).
In all the major discourses on the theme of the “world”, it is treated as a “phenomenon”
that “arises” from specific causes and conditions and that, in the absence of these bases to
sustain its phenomenal appearance, naturally ceases along with its influence on human
experience (see, for example, SN 35.85).

However, it is precisely the experiential dimension that is central to the conception
of the world, which is primarily tied to sensory dynamics and the social conventions that
organize these into recognizable percepts. The fact that the linguistic sign is a matter
of convention, and not of presumed natural laws determining the identities of “things”
independently of perceivers, is something Saussure emphasizes strongly ([18], pp. 160-162).
In particular, the proof of the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign lies in the mutability of
semantic values ([18], p. 154). Time leads to shifts in semantics, and thus signs never
remain identical in their value. Time also brings about other changes: those of the signifier.
Phonic execution is never perfectly identical, and languages “evolve”, i.e., they “change”
the pronunciation of words over time ([18], pp. 163-168), leading to considerable diachronic
transformation ([19], pp. 290-294). Above all, geographical and historical-cultural disconti-
nuities are what also determine differences in the values of signs. Speaking of the perception
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of linguistic sounds as something believed to be objectively determinable, as well as the
relationship between the idea and the word associated with it, Saussure cautions, “Elle
aussi ne représentera jamais qu’un des éléments de la valeur, et ce sera une illusion de
croire qu’au nom de cette élément on puisse traiter par la psychologie pure les différents
unités de la langue” ([19], p. 290).

Variability is observed synchronically, as well, as languages evolve independently, and
a certain community of speakers may develop tendencies that another nearby community
does not ([18], pp. 163-168). This was a fact well known to the Buddha, who, in a famous
sutta, explicitly uses the issue of dialectal variability to illustrate how language is not, in
itself, a reliable means for understanding reality or truth, but is rather a source of “opinions”,
and thus of conflicts.

The fact that language (nirutti) and nominal labeling (adhivacana) is fundamentally
a convention, a common agreement, and not a faithful representation of reality is also
expressed through specific technical terms, such as pasifiatti (“designation”, “convention”),
applied specifically to language (see SN 22.62: niruttipatha adhivacanapatha pafifiattipatha).

From the relationship connecting the group of suttas SN 1.61-70, we also understand
that certain functions of the “world” are in fact closely linked to a particular aspect of
language, which is determined by the peculiar object nama, which I will proceed to define.

3. Origin of Conceptions on Language

The reasons behind the Buddhist focus on language likely have very ancient roots.
Buddhist considerations on the theme of language and its connections with cognition and
perception are grounded in the significance that words held in the Vedic world, where
the ability to encode a message in the form of verses for oral transmission was a highly
complex art requiring genuine specialization. The importance language assumes in these
conceptions is akin to a phenomenal performative power, and the linguistic object is treated
with utmost caution due to its potential. It is undeniable that these foundations fostered
an attention to the theme of words that led to technical analyses of language and refined
reflections on linguistic phenomena. This is true even though the nature of linguistic focus
differs fundamentally between the Vedic and Buddhist traditions. In the Vedic tradition,
language holds a sacred significance; it is a tool of technical power with a “magical” nature,
and mastering it is the prerogative of specific technicians versed in this sapiential tradition.
In Buddhism, however, language is perceived as what “chains” (samyojana) human beings
to a particular “world” (loka).

Here, too, there is a divergence from the Vedic conception, in which the loka is some-
thing founded and preserved by a certain order. This order, recognized by Buddhists as a
perceptual-cognitive system—namely, a psychosemantic organization of perceptions into
well-defined normative structures—systems and frameworks that influence our experience
of reality and “conform” us to specific orders, is precisely what their contemplative practice
aims to dismantle. This represents a fundamental difference between the two approaches
to contemplative practice.

Nonetheless, Buddhism is not radically opposed to the Vedic order; it respects much
of its traditions and knowledge, positioning itself as a new interpreter of these elements.
Conceptions of language are a clear example of this. Central in this regard is the importance
of Vic, comparable to that of Agni in Rgveda ([26], p. 64). The sacred word has luminous
properties, and Agni is its inventor (RV 2.9.4)°. The Vedic poets are also inspired by this
light, by Agni himself (RV 4.11.3).

A sutta that helps us navigate this topic is SN 1.60, the first in the group mentioned
in the previous section, which I have reserved for analysis here. This sutta is dedicated to
the figure of the kavi, a term we can translate as poet, but which, as we shall see, denotes
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a much broader figure. The sutta asks what is the basis of poetic verses (kimsu nidanam
gathanam), what is their distinguishing feature (kimsu tasam viyafijanam), on what do they
depend, and what do they imply (kimsu sannissita gatha, kimsu gathanamasayo). This brief
sutta is one of many attestations of the profound knowledge Buddhists had of the preceding
tradition, the importance of composing verses for encoding and transmitting knowledge,
and the role of the kavi in all this. It is no coincidence that this sutta precedes the one on
the name discussed earlier; in fact, the answer to these questions is that “meter is the basis
of poetic verses, syllables are their distinguishing feature, verses depend on names, and a
poet is one who underpins the verses” (chando nidanam gathanam, akkhara tasam viyafijanam,
namasannissitd gatha, kavi gathanamasayo).

The roles of poet and seer (rsi) in the Vedic world are closely connected. The au-
thors of the Vedas, those who first began codifying sacred verses, are considered to pos-
sess power comparable to that of deities, and the families that initiated this tradition are
revered as divine. The Pali canon knows and mentions these ten seers (Atthaka, Vamaka,
Vamadeva, Vessamitta, Yamadaggi, Angirasa, Bharadvaja, Viasettha, Kassapa, and Bhagu) in some
suttas, such as AN 7.52, and in DN 32, the epithet of Arngirasa, the name of one of the
most significant of these authors, is even attributed to the Buddha (arigirasassa namatthu,
sakyaputtassa sirimato).

In the Vedas, the figure of the technician is much more clearly linked to that of the seer
and the poet. Through poetic expression, complex knowledge unveiling the underlying
connections (bdndhu) ([27], p- 17, note 9) that sustain the world’s mechanisms are expressed,
and such insights can only be seen by the extraordinary power of the seers. However,
this poetic capacity is in itself described as a technical power, not only because, as is well
known, since antiquity, composing in verse has been a complex art, requiring refined skills
to maintain meter and convey messages with equally refined mnemonic techniques, but
also because the role of the poet (kavi) is closely connected to that of the rsi [28], to the extent
that it essentially embodies the same role, insofar as it is tied to the concept of possessing
“potency” or “performative efficacy”’, particularly in the use of words. Language, as well
as its masterful command, is another theme linked with the archaic concept of téxvn.

The fact that the role of Vedic language, that is, of poetry, was analogous to that of
Téx v is confirmed not only by comparative philological studies but also by the very termi-
nology employed. In this regard, comparative historical studies on the figure of the poet in
various Indo-European cultures are useful, as they attest to how this role was markedly
different from what the term “poet” conveys today. As Campanile perfectly summarizes,
the poet “is the individual who masters the art of speech in all its possible purposes: that is,
he is a priest, jurist, doctor, historian, enchanter, apologist of the aristocratic structure of
Indo-European society, and the sole preserver of its most ancient traditions” ([30], p. 29).
This is also justified by the intensive training that the poet had to undergo to become a
master of speech, training in which attention to language and the art of its codification were
essential priorities, thus far removed from the modern notion of the poet as a free composer
of verses. Inspiration was mystical, yet it guided the poet in the rigorous codification of the
message into an elevated linguistic form, closely linked to téxvn not only as art but also
as “power” ([31], p. 20). In other words, the poet is “the conservator and professional of
speech: he is, by definition, competent in all domains where speech is, or is considered to
be, operative” ([30], p. 32).

A clear example of the technical nature of this role, which also highlights the impor-
tance attributed to language, is the comparison drawn between the poet and the carpenter
or the weaver. It should be noted, considering the contemplative function of language,
that the carpenter is invoked metaphorically for his ability to “construct” something metic-
ulously, precisely, and functionally. This is because, in the Vedic contemplative exercise



Philosophies 2025, 10, 31

7 of 37

(dhi), which represents the devotee’s aspiration toward the divine, the metaphor employed
is precisely that of a chariot or vehicle, intended to “lead” the contemplator toward the
divine realm or to deliver his prayers to the deity [26,28,32]. The contemplator must “con-
struct” this chariot through his thought, and to achieve this, his skill must be comparable
to that of a carpenter ([26], pp. 52-62). Thus, given the essential comparability between
mastery in language and mastery in contemplation, the metaphor of the carpenter is dual
in this context.

The term used in this instance is often derived from taksa- or stoma-, but it is the former
that is of particular interest. Although its etymological meaning is primarily connected to
the concept of dividing (taksati), it also denotes the quintessential act of the carpenter or
artisan who “fashions” something. The reconstructed Indo-European root for this term
is tetk- (cf. Avestan auui tasti, Latin tela, telum, or texd), and it is no coincidence that it
also underpins the Greek téxvrn. The Greeks employed the concept of Téxvn in a manner
strikingly similar to the Veda.

In RV 1.62.13 and RV 1.130.6, the crafting of prayers—contemplations (navyam ataksad
brahma hariyojanaya) is compared to the crafting of a chariot by an artisan (imam te viacam
vasiiyanta ayavo ratham na dhirah svapa ataksisuh sumnaya tvam ataksisuh). Furthermore,
RV 3.38.1 emphasizes the focus and discipline required of the contemplator, likening it to
that of a disciplined carpenter (abhi tastevadidhaya manisam atyo na vajT sudhuro jihanah).
Similar observations appear in RV 5.2.11 (etam te stomam tuvijata vipro ratham na dhirah
svapd ataksam), RV 5.73.10 (ima brahmani vardhanasvibhyam santu Samtama ya taksama
ratham ivavocama brhan namah), RV 10.39.14 (etam vam stomam asvindv akarmataksama
bhrgavo na ratham), and RV 10.80.7 (agnaye brahma. . . tataksur).

As Campanile points out, terms connected to the root *tetk- are also used in the Greek
world to denote the same “poetic” action through the metaphor of the carpenter. In the
Pythian Odes, Pindar refers to poets as téktoveg co@oi ([30], p. 35), Sophocles even de-
fines the Muse as “chief carpenter” (TekTOVapX0G HOVO X, AN’ OVSE pev o) kA vOxpog Twv
aitvaiov). Furthermore, in ‘EAAGS0¢g ITepujynois (10.5.1), we read Tektdvot aolddv, an
exhortation to craft songs as carpenters would, a comparison that, according to Campanile,
arises from the technical nature of both the poet and the carpenter: “which does not tol-
erate individual fantasies, and which holds a significant and precise social function. A
well-constructed song is akin to a cart that the carpenter can only build by repeating and
preserving a form of knowledge far older than himself” ([30], p. 36). The same applies to the
comparison with a weaver (RV 5.29.15 as well®, as the contemplation likened to weaving in
RV 1.61.8 and 2.28.5), reflecting analogous operative methods of tomrucr) téxvn. Even the
Iliad (3.212) employs an expression involving weaving (0@ xtvov) in reference to narratives
(nvBou), thus again to language (GAN’ 6te O pvBovg Kb Hidex TATLY DOALVOV).

It should also be noted that Buddhism employs these metaphors in the specific context
of contemplative practice: “just as irrigators guide water, fletchers shape arrows, and
carpenters plane timber, those who are virtuous tame themselves” (udakafihi nayanti nettika,
usukara namayanti tejanam; darum namayanti tacchaka, attanam damayanti subbata, Dhp 145).
This notion of taming the self, where the term atti is used for self, is particularly interesting,
especially considering the philosophy of anattd in Buddhism, which is markedly anti-
Upanisadic and thus does not seem to be invoked here coincidentally. The carpenter
also appears in AN 7.72, in a sutta titled Bhavana, a term that literally signifies growth
but is, practically, a technical term for contemplative practice. Other mentions related to
contemplation can be found in MN 20: cognition must become internally stilled, settle, and
reach a unified state—a state of perfect immersion, akin to a carpenter or his apprentice
carefully extracting a large peg with a finer one’. Perhaps the most notable and interesting
mentions, however, are in MN 10 and DN 22, the two satipatthanasuttas. Here, the carpenter
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(and his apprentice) is again evoked in relation to meditation, but in the context of mindful
attention. Just as a carpenter must focus keenly while cutting a mark and be present in the
act of “cutting deeply or shallowly”, so too the meditator brings their present attention to
the four satipatthanas (kaya, vedana, citta, dhamma) with the same kind of awareness [33]'’.

Faced with these exercises and these metaphors, the hypothesis under consideration
is that, at least in the Buddhist context, such exercises were intended to function as anti-
inhibitory processes; that is, to counteract the automatism [34-36] generally associated
with the act of naming. It may seem counterintuitive to combat automatism with another
automatism, but it is crucial to first understand the nature of habituation constituted by the
nominal function in the Buddhist sense, and secondly, the difference between inhibitory
automatism and the “conscious” or attentive discipline enacted by Buddhist contemplative
practice ([33], pp. 10-11), [37-39].

4. The Inhibitory—-Habitual Process of the Nama

Under normal conditions, our body receives a certain number of environmental stimuli
that are processed as sensory data. Sensation, even in the Buddhist system, constitutes the
first level of processing. Sensory stimuli can be understood in various ways, but when
considering them as organs capable of interacting in a particular manner with our sensory
capacity, the dynamic between effector and sensor described by Uexkiill [40-42] remains
one of the most effective models for representing the relationship between riipa and ayatana
in the Buddhist system.

For Uexkiill, each animal essentially experiences its own environment, as the percep-
tual markers populating it function as signs with a specific semiotic value for each animal,
which may not hold the same value (or any value) for others.

What emerges in Figure 1 is a dynamic of constructing the experience of the world as
an environment (Umwelt), which can be recognized as having two fundamental interacting
dimensions: the “perceptual environment” (Merkwelt)—that is, how it is perceived by
the organism—and the “effectual environment” (Wirkwelt), comprising the modifications
produced in the environment by the organism'’s actions. The Merkwelt is not “external” in an
absolute sense; rather, it is that aspect of perceptual experience determined by the effectual
organs. If the Merkwelt is responsible for perception (stimuli registered and interpreted by
the animal), the effectors in the Wirkwelt are responsible for the animal’s active responses,
such as movement or other actions that impact the external world.

Wirk-organ Merk-organ
salayatana rupa

phassa
[contact]

General

B \  perception of / )
ajjhatta \ the world bahidda
Effectual world | (loka) [ Perceptual world
(Wirkwelt) | ‘ (Merkwelt)

\
| Innenwelt ‘
| (subject’s world)

sakkayaditthi

Figure 1. The present schema is an adaptation of the model of the functional circle (Funktionskreis)
developed by Uexkiill ([42], p. 49). In biosemiotics, the experience of the world results from a
complex interaction between the individual and the environment. The environment exists in a special
relationship with the beings inhabiting it, who conform to the environment and, in turn, contribute

to shaping it by modifying it.
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I have identified in this dynamic the binomial relationship between gjjhatta and
bahiddha, as Buddhism also recognizes the “external” world (bahiddha) not as an autonomous
and self-sufficient dimension but rather as the locus of perceptions. The internal (ajjhatta),
on the other hand, is specifically understood as the sensory spheres (dyatana), as demon-
strated by Qian Lin ([43], pp. 343-348).

In my interpretation, as I will elaborate as we progress with this analysis, the Buddhist
“world” (loka) should be understood strictly as a psycho-ecological dimension. This, which
partially coincides with the Umwelt but does not fully align with Uexkiill’s conception, is
also responsible for that “sense of self” that Buddhists describe in the analysis of the five
aggregates and the perception of natural identities. It is a complex construct, yet one that
depends on the world (loka), exists in the world, and is of the world.

The contact (phassa) between an effector organ and a sensor is, in the system of the five
aggregates, the starting point of the basic perceptual dynamic. The initiation of the process
has riipa as its apex, but it is important to emphasize that this term does not merely indicate
a geometric form but rather a form cognitively apprehended through phassa. It is the initial
datum susceptible to future elaborations, so much so that the system of the khandhas can
be understood as a set of concentric nuclei: ripa is the central element, around which the
other aggregates layer themselves, dependent on the preceding state, around which they
crystallize, and so forth. Moreover, there are multiple ways of understanding riipa, just
as there are various analyses of the perceptual process. The model of the five khandhas is
extremely effective yet also nuclear, and it serves as the prototype for both the analysis of
phenomenal processes and cognitive processes, which are, in reality, two aspects sharing
the same nature. However, it is through the more in-depth analysis of factors like the nama
that the cognitive aspects will be examined in greater detail.

The principle of the five khandhas applies to any construct, from one’s self to the identity
of a supposed “external thing”, such as a “tree”. As is well known, the teaching of the
five aggregates focuses primarily on the interdependent nature of all phenomena, thereby
refuting the belief that they are autonomous and self-sufficient: their close interrelation is
also to be understood as mutual implication. Hence, the artificial division we may draw
between phenomenon A and phenomenon B arises for reasons extraneous to the actual
nature of phenomena. The construction of a given conception, such as the separateness
of phenomena A and B, depends on the conviction that phenomena A and B are defined
by autonomous entities inherent to their nature and that refer to an essence of A as A

and of B as B, which is independent and self-existent'!

. Sensation (vedana), constituted by
the first level of apprehension of experiential data, is insufficient in itself to construct this
conviction. Sensations, in fact, are undifferentiated in their raw data state: even recognizing
“smooth”, “rough”, “hot”, or “cold” is a subsequent attribution of identity that reorganizes
the bundle of sensations and fragments it from a complex continuum into a series of
recognizable entities structured according to highly generic prototypes. It must not be
naively assumed that a sensation of smoothness is always identical. Certainly, touching the
surface of a book cover and then a wooden piece of furniture may lead us to classify both as
“smooth”, yet it is evident that this is a generalization and that there are an infinite number
of differences between the smoothness of the book and that of the furniture. Sensations
must, therefore, be organized in a particular way, and the function tasked with this role is
called “perception” (safifid). This function will also be encountered in the description of the
cognitive apprehension of nama, which will become central later on.

Figuratively speaking, every animal subject attacks its objects in a pincer
movement—with one perceptive and one effective arm. With the first, it imparts
each object a perception mark [Merkmal] and with the second an effect mark.
Certain qualities of the object become thereby carriers of perception marks and



Philosophies 2025, 10, 31

10 of 37

others carriers of effect marks. Since all qualities of an object are connected with
each other through the structure of the object, the qualities affected by the effect
mark must exert their influence through the object upon the qualities that are
carriers of the perception mark and have a transformative effect on the perception
mark itself. One can best sum this up this way: The effect mark extinguishes the
perception mark. ([42], pp. 48-49)

Perceptions represent a further stage of organized conceptualization. Perception al-
ready imparts a level of “sense”, and indeed, as has been argued in other works, [33,44-46],
“perception” in Early Buddhism can be defined as psychosemantic, a force already of a
semantic nature. Sensation, perception, and cognitive constructs (sarikhira) form part of a
subgroup within the five aggregates defined as “cognitive factors” (cetasika). It is therefore
plausible that the notion of sanikhara is associative in nature.

In the constitution of a given percept x (associated with one or more sensations that
must confer recognizability at the moment of experience), it is necessary to associate specific
factual “possibilities”. These possibilities are the qualities of the percept as it has been
constituted, and they form a set of ideas, specific “constructs” (sarikhara). For example,
considering that this system operates a priori—anticipating an acquisition, so to speak,
of “immediate” sensory data while mediating them through cognitive associations—it
resembles the perception of an object we identify as a “tree”: the apprehension of a series
of sensations through phassa (contact) between the sensory organs and environmental
stimuli is qualified into an indeterminate number of elements rendered recognizable by
our mental associations. This phase permits sensations, now “qualified” in a certain way,
to be reconciled with the cognitive form that was previously learned [47-50].

Out of the infinite possibilities for a phenomenon like “tree” to manifest, someone who
possesses the notion of “tree” identifies a common denominator among these differences.
It is evident that no two “trees” are perfectly identical, yet the observer classifies them all
as “trees”. This is due to the processing of sensory data that the observer has learned to
associate with the idealized phenomenon, which is transformed into a cognitive prototype
of experience. This process does not occur solely and trivially through sight. If one closes
their eyes and begins to touch the trunk of a tree, it will not take long before the sensations
of roughness and woodiness are associated with the same phenomenon. Smells, too, can
serve this purpose. Most of us could recognize the taste of a familiar food even without
seeing it, merely by tasting it. The principle is the same.

At this point, psychosemantic association intervenes: this is where sign perception
comes into play, organizing perceptions and presenting a “tree” to the conscious mind.
The phase of association with eidetic constructs is always linked to cognitive factors, but it
serves a practical purpose: once the object “tree” is recognized, a series of multiple eidetic
elements qualifying its possibilities also presents itself. A carpenter, for instance, will see in
the tree a “raw material”, valuable “wood”; this is one possibility. A child might see in it
the possibility of a game involving climbing its branches. Someone else might see shade,
and thus coolness and shelter from the scorching sun or from rain.

In this framework, Buddhists have described with remarkable precision the “semio-
logical” process of sign recognition, a fundamental psychological (indeed, psychosemantic)
principle [33]. This principle is integral to the invaluable reflections of Ferdinand de Saus-
sure, which underpin modern linguistics, and it bears more than a coincidental resemblance
to these Buddhist insights.

We know that each aggregate “links” to the previous one through a process of asso-
ciations, thereby implying not only the immediately preceding aggregate but potentially
all the aggregates preceding the one to which it is linked. Additionally, we know that
the aggregates are functions that can be either simple or complex. Sensations (vedana),
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for instance, are depicted as plural because they are processed by the six sensory spheres
(ayatana), and thus, we can usually expect at least more than one sensation to be involved.
For this reason, in Figure 2, I have represented the first aggregate as, in reality, dual: the
contact (phassa) between form (riipa) and the sensory spheres (represented as a hexagon
because Buddhists include thought, manas, as the sixth sense).

Consciousness

e

Eidetic
formations

Perception

¢

contact

w
Sensations

Figure 2. Representation of the five aggregates as a functional circuit. This is a very general and
hypothetical model describing the functioning of the five aggregates.

By way of example, I have imagined the branching of five vedana as associations
arising from this initial form-sense contact, though there could also be fewer. For instance,
in perceiving the aggregate “flower”, I will receive a series of visual sensations (the flower’s
color and shape), olfactory sensations (its fragrance), and tactile sensations (if I hold it in
my hand), but no auditory sensations unless I intentionally rub the flower near my ear to
hear the sounds it produces.

I'have represented perception as singular because safifia, as a process of synthesis (in
the etymological sense of the term: indeed, cUv0eolg is related to putting together, cUv-;
similarly, the term safifid is composed of sam- + \/7id, ([51], p. 1133), indicates a synthetic—
associative type of knowledge that “brings together” all perceptions to associate them with
a well-defined “sign”: “flower”).

Mental constructs (satikhara) revert to being plural because the possible eidetic and
volitional associations are multiple: the flower can be picked, trampled, observed, and so
on. All these various possibilities are “volitions” branching out from ideas associated with
that specific percept.

I will now proceed to conclude our analysis of the five aggregates before proceeding to
the specific examination of nama. At this point, only one element remains to be addressed:
consciousness (vififiina). The importance of this term in early Buddhism is immense. Con-
sciousness must be defined in its specific sense to avoid confusion with our preconceived
ideas [4,52-55]. First and foremost, vififiana has a privileged relationship with nama. These
two functions mutually imply one another; that is, each is responsible for the functioning of
the other. This peculiar relationship of mutual generation and co-implication is specific to
the nama-vififiana axis, but it also clarifies certain functions of consciousness as such, which
we will examine later.

Secondly, vififiana is also part of another cycle—that of the five aggregates themselves
(see Figure 2). These aggregates are not to be understood merely as a stratification process
of concepts “usable” by an individual; rather, they form a cyclical system without a clear
origin. One of the functions of vififiana, explicitly revealed by its etymology, which is
sufficiently transparent in this sense, is to “separate” and “organize by dividing.” The form
of knowledge (7iana, < jiiana) managed by consciousness is primarily divisive in nature
(vi-, < dvi-) ([51], p. 961).

Let us return for a moment to the beginning of the process of the five aggregates:
from a complex continuum of sensory stimuli, the perceptual-cognitive system “isolates”
certain sensations to reduce them to specific and recognizable percepts. This divisive
process constitutes the act of discernment, which is concretely enacted by consciousness.
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To understand riipa in only one way would be incorrect in light of the Pali texts, where
the meanings of riipa are manifold. Two, in particular, are of interest here: “form” can be
understood both as an undifferentiated formal datum, aspectual and indicative of a specific
epiphenomenology, and as a “recognizable” and “recognized” form by a cognitive system.
At this point, “form” is no longer merely the aspectuality of a phenomenon—an undeniable
part of the phenomenology of the world we observe, which does not necessarily imply
independence, separateness, or isolation between formal aspect A and formal aspect B that
follows it temporally or spatially (e.g., the form of seed A appearing first, then that of sprout
B). Instead, it becomes an in vitro form, a functional prototype to which a whole series of
similar but not identical phenomena can be referred, phenomena that must nonetheless be
organized by isolating cognitions.

With this necessary premise established, the remaining aspect of vififiana to consider is
its “organizational” function, which is predominant. Certainly, the organization carried out
by vififiana is primarily based on divisions. However, having established this, it becomes
clearer how a “system of knowledge” functions within Buddhist theory. The theory of
knowledge involves methodically organizing a series of discrete “notions”'?.

The “world” that results from this operation is exclusively experiential in nature. It
must be noted that, for Buddhists, the concept of “world” refers solely to this [20-25,53,56].
To speak of a reality independent of these constructs and re-elaborations means engaging
with a different level of knowledge, and “truth” (sacca), understood as that which “is”
(sat-) in its most genuine sense, is neither an “other world” nor something reducible to
mundanity. On the contrary, mundane realities appear as reductions in truth, and while
they are not outside of it, they do not coincide with it perfectly.

This also explains the etymological nuance of the term loka (“world”) and of related
terms derived from the same root, such as the verb oloketi, which means “to look at”, “to
examine”, or “to look down (at)”. The reconstructed Indo-European root *leuk- relates to
shining, and to light, which elucidates its fundamental etymological significance. Light is
obviously an instrument to clarify something that would otherwise remain unrecognizable.
Light has always served as the quintessential metaphor for phenomena. A phenomenon
is that which reveals itself in the light, becoming available to our perception and thereby
comprehensible. In the Vedic world, however, this term also denoted an “open space”, as
reflected in Old English leah (“open field, meadow”) or Lithuanian laitkas (“field”). The
meaning of “open space”, particularly “free”, is primary, followed by those of “world”,
“realm”, or a collective of people organized into a society, “inhabitants [of the world]”. All
these meanings, including the one linking this root to perception (cf. oloketi) ([46], p. 71) to
the concept of perception or vision (cf. locate and locana), [(49], p. 907), ([52], p. 79) are far
from being in conflict with one another. The “open” (that is, “available”) space serves as a
metaphor not only for the primordial conquest performed by the Vedic warrior-hero in
the original establishment of the world—making the Earth, previously free from human
dominion ([57], p. 230], available—but also reflects the expulsion of darkness by Agni, who,
in Vedic myth, emerges from the primordial waters to dispel the darkness [58-64]. The
mechanism is the same: Agni, as the bearer of light, makes previously uninhabitable lands
“knowable” [65]. By casting light upon them, Agni not only makes them knowable but also
“available” for human dominion, as these lands are, through the harnessing of fire’s power
(agniyojana) [66], “conquered” and “known” by humans. However, the resulting “world” is
merely the specific portion, the “field”, within which this perceptual-cognitive dominion
operates and within which the organization of norms takes effect. This inevitably leaves
an “other”, apparently outside these boundaries. Yet even when this “other” is conceptu-
ally reintegrated as a possibility within the normative structure—via the mechanism of
anomie, the non-normed, the otherness, the beyond “unknown’—it remains, in every sense,
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“untilled land”. This metaphor, which is already Indo-European, is found, for example, in
Ovid (as tellus inarata) and in the Uttarakanda (akrstapacya prthivr) ([67], p. 211).

Much thought has been given to Buddhist asceticism. As is well known, one of the
most prominent aspects of ascetic discipline is precisely the aim of exiting the “world”
(the “field”, the “boundaries” of organized society), and the reasons for this exit can be
manifold. For one, the normative order that would otherwise act as a coercive force
on subjectivities is absent, which significantly facilitates a contemplative practice aimed
precisely at disengaging from everyday habits. Here, we arrive at the fundamental crux of
the matter, reconnecting with the problem of naming, and beyond.

The outcome of this intricate network of perceptual-cognitive processes can be sum-
marized in one of the existential dramas characteristic of Early Buddhism, aptly captured
by a formula found in Snp 4.13: “When a person sees, they see nothing but name-and-form;
and having seen this, they will know only in this way” (passam naro dakkhati namariipam,
disvana va fiassati tanimeva). This passage is highly significant, as it introduces us to one of
the fundamental dyads of Early Buddhism, arguably the cornerstone of early Buddhist
psychology. The term namariipa connects the concept of “name” with that of “form”, as we
have delineated thus far. It is often translated as “name-and-form”, but since it is a dyad
endowed with properties that operate only in the interplay of its two components, I will
henceforth refer to it as N/R.

This passage establishes a connection between the act of seeing, expressed in two differ-
ent ways: passam and dakkhati. The former verb genuinely means “to observe” (Sanskrit pasyati,
derived from spek-, vaguely implying “to inspect” or “to observe attentively”) ([51], p. 611)
and seems to alternate with dakkhati, which is instead related to drs, “to look something”
(< *derk-) ([51], p- 491). However, it must be noted that it is likely the context that clarifies
the specific nuance in this case. There is, in fact, an ingenuous, spontaneous observation
defined by passam, and one conditioned by the factor N/R. Moreover, dakkhati does not
merely mean “to observe” but also “to find something as a result of observation”. The
observer of Snp 4.13 “realizes” that in the act of observation, they find nothing but N/R.
But what does this mean? Clearly, the N/R dyad acts as a factor capable of conditioning
ordinary lived experience, though it remains implicit, not overtly manifest. Nevertheless,
upon more careful observation, it becomes evident that “everything” that seems to be
“seen” is, in reality, N/R.

Finally, the verse connects the pervasive action of N/R to knowledge: “Having seen
this, they will know [only] in this way”. The key term here is tanimeva, “only in this way”,
which evidently refers to the modality governed by N/R—a factor capable of condition-
ing the way of knowing. The seer who “having seen” (disvana) only through N/R will
consequently “know” (fiassati) only “in this way”, that is, through N/R.

It is crucial to emphasize this point, as it prompts reflection on the quasi-obstructive
nature of N/R, an element that interposes itself like lenses between the eyes and what is
seen. It also becomes evident that, in this passage, the sutta does not refer to the continuous
sense of riipa—firstly because it forms part of a compound—but at this juncture, it is
legitimate to ask whether the riipa that forms part of the N/R dyad differs from the riipa
that begins the chain of the five aggregates. If so, we must inquire into the nature of this
difference. For now, I will preemptively state that the N/R dyad has a peculiar relationship
with consciousness. Furthermore, of the two elements composing it, it is nama that serves
as the principal driver of its functions, and I will explain why.

5. The Functions of the Cognitive Binomial N/R

The cognitive binomial N /R constitutes a semiosic coordination of perceptions [68-73].
Within this dyad, the term riipa refers not only to the cognitive form—a definition that can



Philosophies 2025, 10, 31

14 of 37

be broadly applied to the term—but also to its physical or material aspect. Additionally,
rilpa signifies the body, and as defined in the canonical texts, within the pair N/R, riipa
primarily denotes the four great elements (mahabhiitd). This distinction, which we may
loosely summarize as psycho/somatic or psychological/physical, should not mislead us.
Buddhism does not endorse a real separation between the psychic and physical dimensions,
just as the internal/external (ajjhatta/bahiddha) binary is evoked for practical purposes but
is critically deconstructed in contemplative practice. While the distinction between the
internal (psychological) and the external (physical) may have practical utility, at a deeper
level, this binary must be abandoned.

avijjantvaranassa, bhikkhave, balassa tanhaya sampayuttassa evamayam kayo samudagato.
eti ayaficeva kayo bahiddha ca namariipam, itthetam dvayam, dvayam paticca phasso
salevayatanani, yehi phuttho balo sukhadukkham patisamvedayati etesam va afifiatarena.

O mendicants, for a fool who is dominated by ignorance and bound by attach-
ment, his body has been produced. There is thus a dualism between such a body
and an external name-and-form. Contact depends on this dualism. When contact
occurs between one or the other of the six sensory spheres [and the object of the
senses], the fool thereby experiences pleasure and pain. (SN 12.19)

The reason is not that the internal and external do not exist, but that they are not
closed, independent dimensions; rather, they are two parts of a continuum. Consequently,
their invocation serves functional purposes, as in the case of MN 28, but it is quite evident
that these categories are conceptual fictions.

For example, MN 28 states: “Though the eye is intact internally, so long as exte-
rior sights do not come into range and there is no corresponding engagement, there is
no manifestation of the corresponding type of consciousness” (ajjhattikaficeva cakkhum
aparibhinnam hoti, bahird ca riipa na apatham agacchanti, no ca tajjo samannaharo hoti, neva tava
tajjassa vififidnabhagassa patubhdvo hoti). This refers to a classical model of Early Buddhist
psychology, for which any sensorial organ produces its own consciousness when it enters
into contact with a specific form. For example,

Sensorial Organ contact Effector Consciousness
ayatana ripa vifiiana

This model can be translated concretely into the processual development of any
consciousness, such as “visual consciousness” (cakkhuvififiana), that arises from the contact
(phassa) between the ayatana of vision, i.e., the eye (cakkhu), and the visual form.

Another significant example is found in MN 109, which addresses the origin of the five
aggregates: “Sir, how can one know and see that there is no formation of “I”, no underlying
tendency that substantiates this perceiving body and all the external stimuli [lit. “external
signs’]?” (‘katham pana, bhante, janato katham passato imasmifica savififidnake kaye bahiddha ca
sabbanimittesu ahankaramamankaramananusaya na honti'ti).

Thus, beyond their practical significance—which frames the ajjhatta/bahiddha pair as a
relationship between sensor and effector—it must be noted that this dyad also accurately
describes the phenomenological mechanism of the appearance of the five aggregates. It
is important to understand that any given phenomenon x, such as the formation of the
psychological self (aharikara), involves the five aggregates as fundamental elements that
are simultaneously present within the phenomenon, interconnected and interacting. The
phenomenon called ahatikara is composed of at least five simpler categories of phenomena,
which, in their aggregation, enable its manifestation—much like a house of cards.

What is particularly noteworthy about MN 109 is the type of relationship it establishes
between the last of the five aggregates (vififiana) and the N /R pair. It states that the N/R
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pair constitutes the phenomenal condition for the arising of consciousness (namariipam
kho. .. hetu, namariipam paccayo vififidanakkhandhassa pafifiapanaya). This is intriguing because
it does not refer merely to form, as the first aggregate does, and thus it does not allude
to the cyclical structure we examined in the preceding section. Another important sutta
that establishes a relation between the N/R dyad and consciousness is SN 12.64, in which
we read that the two entities are related by a process of phenomenological appearing
(avakkanti) and development (patitthitam). For instance, it is said that “once consciousness
is established and developed, there is the appearing of N/R” (attha patitthitam vififianam
viriilham, atthi tattha namariipassa avakkanti).

It remains true that consciousness, in its role as an element discerning the sensible
reality, segments “forms” into recognizable cognitive prototypes, thereby perpetuating the
circular nature of the five aggregates. From the apprehension of a given form as a cognitive
datum, the mechanism proceeds with the elaboration of sensations, their association with
fundamental percepts, the correlation of these percepts with related eidetic constructs, and
thus their relationship with consciousness. From here, the cycle continues: consciousness
will preferentially recognize, in its explored environment, those same forms that align
with prototypical cognitive models. Consequently, consciousness continues to act as an
agent that “segments” the formal phenomenological continuum into individual, discrete
phenomena that can be cognitively isolated and thus apprehended as distinct “forms”.

This cycle involves two aspects of the concept of form: the original aspect of the phe-
nomenological continuum and the discrete aspect of the learned cognitive form. However,
it does not encompass the relational nexus between form and name that comprises the N/R
pair, in which the formal aspect must be understood as co-dependent with the nominal
aspect [43,74,75].

We better understand this problem when we see that MN 109 connects it to the
conception of identity (sakkayaditthi) ([51], p. 1134). To form the conception (the term ditthi
is not used accidentally) of the autonomy of a given psychophysical entity (sakkaya, from
sat-kaya, the existence of a body), it is necessary for a particular element of a psychosemantic
nature, such as the agent N/R, to be perceived as something self-standing. Observing a
certain entity in the world—a body not merely understood as an organism but anything
that constitutes, in itself, an identity boundary in our perceptions—we realize that the
perception of its autonomy, translated into an identity conception (sakkdya), is derived
precisely from its being an N/R; that is, a certain formal givenness (riipa) associated with a
nominal identity (nama). Of a certain formal continuum, we determine that, under certain
conditions, some of those formal aspects, and not others, are to be considered autonomous.
We then associate with that precise formality a given nominal identity, something that
qualifies it as distinct from others.

In other words, “internal” refers to the subjective aspects of experience, namely,
the six senses and their corresponding consciousnesses. Therefore, the six sense
bases constitute the body (kaya), and the body is accompanied by or possessing
(sa-) consciousness (vijfidna). “Externally”, meanwhile, are the objects of expe-
rience, which are names (naman) and forms (riipa), or more generally, “all signs
(sarvanimitta)”. These can be further analyzed as being of six types, and are
objective in the sense that they are not taken as part of the sentient being that is
considered the subjective experiencer. 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 (ayatana) as “internal”
(ajjhattika), and to their respective objects as “external” (bahira). ([43], p. 346)

In this sense, the N/R dyad is the fundamental quality of any psychosemantic con-
struct, from our self-perception of identity to that of an object such as a “vase”. The
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determining principle is the same, which is why MN 109 recognizes that the N/R dyad is
the condition for the functioning of discernment (vififidnakkhandha). My identity is defined
by a series of qualities nominally attributed to me: from my registered name to my profes-
sion or education, my address, physical characteristics, and so forth. All these qualities,
coordinated by specific names, are the various x, y, and z that define me: I “am” x, y, z.
These qualities associate with my identity to define me by opposition. This, it should be
noted, is their sole function: distinguishing who is x, y, z, from who “is not” x, y, z, and
who may instead be a, b, c. The “vase” is not a “table”, and the “table” is not a “chair”, and
so forth.

The issue, which for the Buddha is the core of this cognitive deception, lies in at-
tributing ontological autonomy to these characteristics instead of recognizing them as
epiphenomena that we have surreptitiously abstracted from a continuum, and which there-
fore remain inseparable from that fundamental complex web of relationships. This does
not mean denying the differences in their aspects, but rather that these differences do not
imply, as the human cognitive apparatus unconsciously seems to assume, autonomy in
essence. Believing that a thing “is a self” means, in these Buddhist terms, believing that
it is autonomous and self-sufficient; nothing more. And this is the true core of the problem:
“they regard the form as self, as having a form, as self in form, or form in self” (riipam attato
samanupassati riipavantam va attAnam attani va riipam rilpasmim oa attanam).

In this sense, nama can be better understood as an inhibitory process that reduces
cognitive responses to certain perceptual stimuli, systematically relating them to known
determinations, to already acquired identities, and thus not experiencing perceptual stimuli
as new but as part of a recognizable system. For this reason, we can say that nama, heading
the N/R dyad, is a process of habituation of perceptions. Habituation is any inhibitory pro-
cess that progressively suppresses a response to certain recurring stimuli. Just as someone
wearing a tight bracelet will, after a certain period, grow accustomed to the presence of
that stimulus and no longer notice the bracelet, in our “world” (understood as loka, and
thus especially as a network of incorporated sociocultural dynamics), the fundamental
recurring stimuli are reiterated through systems of values conveyed by linguistic signs or
ordered by them.

We somatically respond to certain conceptual stimuli, and just as we “conform” our
body to certain stimuli automatically, other stimuli are inhibited in their novelty value be-
cause they are recognized as something familiar and manageable. In our psycholinguistical
dimensions, the recurring stimuli acts as “signs”, and the Buddhist contemplative practice
aims to attain a state of complete liberation from the influence of any sign; that is, a state of
complete signlessness (animitta) [76,77].

In the cultural world where the concept of the “president” has a certain value, the body
of the individual holding the presidential office becomes an emitter of psychosemantic
signals recognizable to other subjects for whom those particular signs hold a certain value.
Conforming to those signals, our body reacts: it “bends”, it bows in deference. This is a
mechanism far from merely theoretical but stimulates significant bodily reactions: it is the
actualization of Hegel’s master-slave dynamic.

This is not even a uniquely human prerogative. In the world of bees, a body capable
of emitting signals that hold value for some but not for others is, for instance, a flower.
The bee can recognize the signs/signals of the flower as having value for it because it has
a particular relationship with that body and thus recognizes its effectors. The flower, too,
benefits from its relationship with the bee, constituting a functional circuit with it, as part
of a shared ecological environment. A rock, as is evident, will not emit signals of the same
value to the bee. Another example is described below:
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We see the bees in their surroundings, a meadow in bloom, in which blossoming
flowers alternate with closed buds. If one places the bees in their environment
and transforms the blooms according to their shape into stars or crosses, the
buds will take the form of circles. From this, the biological meaning of this newly
discovered characteristic of the bees is effortlessly apparent. Only the blooms,
not the buds, have meaning for the bees. ([42], p. 84)

Habit prevents us from marveling each time certain values act in our daily lives. In
the complexification of cognition that humans achieve through language, there is also the
expectation that the world is populated by “things” and “names”; that is, by identities
inherent to each thing. This expectation is so strong that even when we do not know the
name of something, we are nonetheless certain that it possesses an identity, and we can
assume “not knowing the name”; such is the conviction that the world is populated by
“things” merely awaiting their appropriate labels. Thus, when we walk in the park and see
a “flower” or a “tree”, we are not amazed: we are “accustomed” to these stimuli because
we immediately associate them with known identities. Even if we were to encounter a
flower we have never seen before, our astonishment would still be minimal: it would be a
flower with an unknown name, but it is necessarily “something”.

This mechanism also operates as a function of conformity to specific sociocultural
norms that are not questioned by the bodies assimilating them. The “king”, along with
all the values connected to his figure, such as superiority over “lower classes” (“class”
being another value—values, of course, exist within a network of relationships that define
their interconnections), imposes his semiotic value with a force that is not contested by the
“subject”, who has accepted the value of their social identity and conforms automatically,
fulfilling their “social duties” without objection (see, for example, Snp 1.10, Snp 1.7 and
variants found in Snp 3.9 and MN 98) ([78], p. 152), ([79], p. 178), ([80], pp. 21-22), [81-84].

Although Buddhists give a decidedly unique characterization to the N /R binomial,
and their psychological conception of this factor’s functioning is undoubtedly part of their
innovations, it should be noted that it is already mentioned in the Upanisadic world'®.

The N/R dyad produces yoking (see SN 12.58), chaining, “fettering” (samyojaniya),
and possesses the nature of a bond. It can be understood in two ways: either it yokes the
subject to its power, or it “binds” or “chains” itself to the subject to act. In both cases, the
pervasiveness and invasiveness of its mechanism are unquestionable. The term samyojaniya
also relates to obstruction in addition to chaining (fettering, bonding): N /R is an obstructive
element to immediate perception. Furthermore, the N/R dyad is the phenomenal condition
for the six sense organs (namariipapaccaya saldyatanam).

DN 14 emphasizes not only the relationship between N/R and the sensory spheres
(‘namariipe kho sati salayatanam hoti, namariipapaccayd salayatanan’ti) but also the direct con-
nection between N /R and consciousness (‘namariipe kho sati vififidnam hoti, namariipapaccaya
vififianan’ti), further relating the two phenomena (namariipapaccaya vififidnam, vififidnapaccaya
namarfipam, namaripapaccayd salayatanam).

DN 15 elucidates the rationale for this interconnection. Here, it is explained that
N/R serves as the condition both for consciousness and for sensory phenomena due to
its pervasiveness in the relational nexus, i.e., in contact (phassa). On the other hand, its
obstructive nature (samyojaniya) already suggests that N/R is the quintessential mediating
element in experiential processes. DN 15 identifies N/R as the specific condition for contact
(‘namariipapaccaya phasso’ti iccassa vacaniyam).

This signifies something crucial: Buddhists do not conceive of contact as a purely rela-
tional nexus, such as the interdependence of phenomena—the idea that every phenomenon
is tightly interconnected with every other. Instead, contact is an apprehensive agency, a
grasping in the Husserlian sense (Erfassen), ([85], pp. 14-15), and thus an act of relating to
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something after having cognitively isolated it beforehand, i.e., having conceived it as an
autonomous phenomenal aggregation. For this reason, N/R is a condition of phassa, and
the circle closes in the following two phrases, where the N/R dyad is identified as being
“conditioned” by consciousness itself (vififidnapaccaya namariipam).

This leads to an apparent paradox: mutual conditionality. The fundamental contact
with form, which initiates the chain of the five aggregates, is evidently the contact with the
sensory spheres (saldyatana), as these are the only ones producing “sensation”. However,
the sensory spheres are themselves conditioned by N/R: “name-and-form is the condition
for consciousness, consciousness is the condition for name-and-form; name-and-form is the
condition for contact, contact is the condition for sensation” (namariipapaccaya vififianam,
vififildnapaccayd namariipam, namaripapaccayd phasso, phassapaccaya vedand). We can observe
several examples of this process in the Pali canon. For instance, Iti 41 discusses a genuine
form of habituation to N/R, a condition in which this force is fully established (nivittham
namaripasmim) and leads to the belief in absolute truths (idam saccanti mafifiati). Dhp
221 attributes to the N/R dyad a nature connected to attachment'?, or at least suggests
that attachment fuels the mechanism underlying it. The same is stated in SN 1.34 (tam
namaripasmimasajjamanam, akificanam nanupatanti dukkha) and SN 1.36 (samyojanam sabba-
matikkameyya; tam namariipasmimasajjamanam. . .). DN 15 further informs us that name is
something seen as possessing “features, attributes, signs, and details through which the
aggregate of phenomena” allows what is called name to be recognized (akarehi yehi lirigehi
yehi nimittehi yehi uddesehi namakayassa pafifiatti hoti). In the absence of these factors enabling
the appearance of the nominal phenomenon, even form could not be found (tesu akaresu tesu
lingesu tesu nimittesu tesu uddesesu asati api nu kho riipakaye adhivacanasamphasso pafifidyetha).

6. The N/R Dyad Is a Primary Semiosis Function

There are several reasons to hypothesize that Buddhists attribute the origin of the
sensory spheres to the N/R dyad, but the most probable is the fact that the N/R dyad, being
fundamental to consciousness, has a direct impact on the sensory spheres. This is because
the sensory spheres are considered functional only insofar as they lead to the arising of their
corresponding consciousness. Indeed, each of the six sensory spheres has its respective
consciousness, which arises in relation to the contact between the sensory organ and the
formal effector. Since every consciousness is solely a consciousness of something, and
since the specific consciousness of an organ exists only in relation to its interaction with
an effector, it follows that the consciousness of the sensory organs has merely a functional
basis and does not represent a distinct entity: it is implicit in the functions of the sensory
organ. For example, from the contact between the eye and a visual form arises visual
consciousness; similarly, from the contact between the ear and an acoustic form—such as a
sound or a given “acoustic image”, to use Saussure’s terminology (image acoustique)—arises
a specific auditory consciousness suited to analyze it, and so forth.

Le caractere psychique de nos images acoustiques apparait bien quand nous ob-
servons notre propre langage. Sans remuer les lévres ni la langue, nous pouvons
nous parler a nous-mémes ou nous réciter mentalement une piece de vers. C’est
parce que les mots de la langue sont pour nous des images acoustiques qu’il faut
éviter de parler des « phonémes » dont ils sont composés. ([18], p. 152)

Nonetheless, the suttas also highlight the merely semantic nature of the N/R dyad, and
thus its grounding in a primarily linguistic function. This is not necessarily understood as
articulated language, but as something upon which even articulated language is based: the
essential processes of discernment and organization of entities in the world into “things”
endowed with their specific “names”. For example, the nama forms another dyad in MN

98, namely namagotta (name-clan). Belonging to a specific clan as a determining factor
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in an individual’s life is another of those mechanisms of attribution and designation to
which the Buddha appeared particularly averse: “the householder cannot compete with the
mendicant: the sage who meditates sheltered in the forest” (evam gihi nanukaroti bhikkhuno,
munino vivittassa vanamhi jhayatoti, Snp 1.12). Countless sections of the canon attest to
the Buddha’s strong rejection of the idea that family or “birth” (jati) should determine an
individual’s life (Snp 1.7), as is also evident in MN 98.

samafifid hesa lokasmim,

namagottam pakappitam;

sammucca samudagatam,

tattha tattha pakappitam.

Merely by designation in the world,

is the name-and-family conceived;
Arise by virtue of common consensus,
Thus conceived for everyone.

It appears evident that the name, at the head of the N/R binomial, renders the latter es-
sentially a semiosis device, much like consciousness, which primarily enacts the divisive as-
pect of semiosis; that is, the discernment between two signs perceived as distinct. Semiosis is
the process through which a sign acquires a certain meaning and is perceptively interpreted
by its recipient, thereby enabling communication and mutual understanding [68,72,73]. In
other words, it is the activity of producing, transmitting, and interpreting signs through
which meaning is constructed and shared. The semiosis of division is also what makes the
binomial langue/parole possible within the Saussurean framework. It must be noted that
this distinction is primarily based on “psychic” facts (to use Saussure’s terminology) ' that
conform to historically established social and cultural networks.

La partie physique peut étre écartée d’emblée. Quand nous entendons parler
une langue que nous ignorons, nous percevons bien les sons, mais, par notre
incompréhension, nous restons en dehors du fait social. La partie physique n’est
pas non plus tout entiére en jeu: le coté exécutif reste hors de cause, car I'exécution
n’est jamais faite par la masse; elle est toujours le maitre; nous l’appellerons la
parole. C’est par le fonctionnement des facultés réceptive er coordinative que se
forment chez les sujets parlants des empreintes qui arrivent a étre sensiblement
les mémes chez tous. Comment faut-il se représenter ce produit social pour que
la langue apparaisse parfaitement dégagée du reste? Si nous pouvons embrasser
la somme des images verbales emmagasinées chez tous les individus, nous
toucherions le lien social qui constitue la langue. ([18], pp. 78-79)

The first work to compare semiosis to the N/R binomial was an article by Edward
Small [86], which engaged in a comparative dialogue with Saussure. However, Small argues
that the N/R binomial allows for epistemological possibilities that Saussure chose to ignore,
despite his knowledge of Sanskrit. Today, we know that Small was partially mistaken: with
the publication of Saussure’s unpublished writings [87], we gain further insight into his
conceptions, and many similarities between his thought and Buddhist philosophy acquire
new significance. Certainly, Small correctly identifies the potential of the N/R binomial,
particularly in view of its mutual dependence with “the human sensorium”, which indicates
a conception “that is neither positivist nor materialist but which rather suggests that signs
are constitutive devices for cognitive-perceptual categorization” ([86], p. 458).

Regarding the claim that Saussure ignored this literature, I am, however, skeptical.
The publication of the Harvard manuscripts suggests the exact opposite ([17], p. 79),
and although these writings are disorganized, it is evident that Saussure’s passion tran-
scended mere dialogue with Indian grammarians (where the concept of namariipa does
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not appear prominently). He was a conscious and attentive reader of Buddhist issues
as well, and there is reason to suspect that a dualistic model (such as that of namariipa,
though not necessarily confined to it) permeating all descriptions of cognitive deceptions
as understood in Pali Buddhism might underlie the antinomy between signifier and sig-
nified. Here, the signifier, which Saussure himself understands as a cognitively learned
datum rather than a physical fact (physicality itself is relatively marginal to the interests of
Saussurean “semiology”) ([18], p. 81), ([19], pp. 43—44), may be comparable to the idea of
nama, understood as a nominal signifier paired with a given cognitive form (for Saussure,
they are merely “faits de conscience” that determine the functional circuit underlying
language) ([18], pp. 76-77), a formal meaning (riipa) that, again, is understood as a specific
cognitive prototype: the mental image of the ideal tree, which serves as the model to which
the perception of every phenomenal tree is associated.

Le fond ou le tréfond de la réflexion hindoue sur les choses réside, a ce que je
crois, dans l'idée de substance qui a dominé entiérement 1'imagination de ces
peuples, car une substance est a la fois ce qui développe des effets et ce qui reste
inaltérable a travers les formes. ([87], p. 220)

But the most interesting reflection that Saussure makes in the Harvard manuscripts
concerns precisely the concept of identity as a psychosemantic obstruction:

Le procédé philosophique de l’esprit hindou est invariablement le méme:
1° il écarte le monde, et les sensations qui en proviennent/2° il lui reste
«l'intime » et il suppose que ce moi sans qualités ni affections possibles est iden-
tique a la substance universelle. Les différences ne sont que des variations
sur ces deux themes, méme quand elles aboutissent (beaucoup de ratures) a
modifier un des 2 centres fondamentaux en niant absolument le moi, comme
dans I'idée bouddhique, ou en multipliant les moi comme dans la philosophie
sankhya. ([87], p. 221)

On pourrait caractériser comme suit le conflit fondamental entre I'Inde et notre
pensée occidentale. Pour cette derniére la question s’est posée séculairement
entre le moi, comprenant ses sensations, et le non-moi/et pour 'Inde, éternellement,
entre le non-moi et le moi en excluant du moi les sensations elles-mémes, comme
non différentes de l'objet [. . .]. ([87], p. 222)

It may not primarily assume the form of “conflict”, as Saussure notes in his writings,
but it is certain that the conception of the psychological, as we have seen in the problem
of sakkayaditthi—that of perceived psychological identities—is fundamentally a psychose-
mantic issue. In its critique of dualism and the semiosis of dividing, Buddhism emphasizes
this central aspect: the division between perceiving subject and perceived object may hold
practical utility, but it does not concretely reflect reality, which is rather a complex network
of phenomena that are distinct yet not autonomous, differentiated yet not self-sufficient,
characteristic yet not truly separate from one another'®.

This is the fundamental critique of perceptual dualism (ultimately extending into a
critique of dualism, in general, as a system insufficient to account for phenomenological
complexities). Beyond this theme, which is fascinating but merits separate treatment, Bud-
dhists understand—and Saussure perceives—that the principle of divisive semiosis, namely
a mechanism that organizes perceptions on a dualistic basis, underpins the construction
of human “worlds”. This principle also applies to the N/R binomial, which is a dualis-
tic principle of biosemiotic systems. Saussure further identifies this level of complexity,
speaking of “unceasing duality” in psycholinguistic systems ([19], pp. 17-18). He views
linguistics as a science closely related to psychology precisely because the principles of
language essentially describe problems of a perceptual and cognitive nature.
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In this sense, Saussure’s unpublished writings are extremely valuable to us, as they
help better define the problem—one that Saussure clearly grasped—of the relationship
between language and perception. In defining the actual object of linguistic study, he
writes that the issue primarily concerns the constitution of “points of view” (points de
vue). Buddhists might refer to this as ditthi. The essence of this reflection is as follows:
prior to language, it can be said that there are no determined points of view. At the same
time, precisely because language determines “points of view” in the cognition of speakers,
studying language while attempting to position oneself outside a point of view becomes a
rather arduous endeavor ([19], p. 19). The proximity of this reasoning to the same problems
highlighted in Pali Buddhism is, of course, striking—particularly in the suttas like Snp 4.3'7,
Snp 4.9'%, or Snp 4.14'?, which critiques the problematic nature of adherence to any “point
of view”. This is comparable to Saussure’s discussion of the indefinite referral of points
of view: for instance, positioning oneself in a stance that seeks to exclude a certain point
of view A means adopting another determined point of view, such as B, whose identity is
defined by its intent to be non-A but which does not escape the problem itself. The issue
persists as long as one seeks to define a science through the specification of names and
concepts: “parler d’un objet, nommer un objet, ce n’est pas autre chose que d’invoquer un
point de vue A déterminé” ([19], p. 23). Furthermore, Saussure continues, a given point of
view A is equipped with its corresponding concepts/names, which have value only relative
to the determined point of view A. Establishing a different order, B, would not resolve the
problem but would merely create a different system based on the same functional principle.

One of the most comprehensive explanations of the nominal function is provided in
MN 9. In this sutta, it is explicitly explained what is meant by namariipa, and specifically
how to understand nama and riipa. As previously mentioned, riipa is essentially understood
as cognitively apprehensible phenomenal possibilities. While it is not of primary interest in
this context, it would certainly be relevant in a paper focused on the physical ontological
conceptions of early Buddhism, given that such phenomenal aspects are substantially
described through the model of the four elements (cattari ca mahabhiitani).

As for nama, it is identified as consisting of five fundamental elements, three of which
are also part of the five aggregates (technically two, since “contact” is implicitly considered
part of the aggregates as it enables perceptual processes, but it is not included in the
list beginning with riipa). These constituents are sensation (vedani), perception (safifid),
intention (the term cetand has a broad connotation of volition, but we must understand it
more in the sense of the Latin intendo), contact, and attention (the term manasikara also has
a broad volitional connotation, but since it pertains to thought, manas, we can interpret it as
a set of conceivable possibilities of the perceived “thing”, its “thinkabilities”).

yato kho, avuso, ariyasavako namaripafica pajanati, namaripa-samudayafica pajandati,
namariipanirodhafica pajanati, namariipanirodhagaminim patipadarica pajanati—
katamam panavuso, namaripam, katamo namariipasamudayo, katamo namartipanirodho,
katama namaripanirodhagamini patipada?

vedanad, safifia, cetand, phasso, manasikaro—idam vuccatavuso, namam;

cattari ca mahabhiitani, catunnafica mahabhiitanam upadayariipam—idam
vuccatavuso, rifpam.

iti idafica namam idafica riipam—

idam vuccatavuso, namaripan.

vififianasamudayd namariipasamudayo, vififidnanirodhd namariipanirodho, ayameva
ariyo atthangiko maggo namaripanirodhagamini patipada, seyyathidam—

A noble disciple perfectly understands what names and forms are, what their
origin is, their cessation, and what practices lead to their cessation. But what
are name and form? What is their origin, their cessation, and the practice that
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leads to their cessation?

Sensation, perception, intention, contact, and attention;

This is called “name”;

The four primary elements and the form derived from the four primary elements;
This is called “form”.

Thus, this is name and this is form.

This (together) is called name-and-form.

Name and form arise from consciousness. Name and form cease when
consciousness ceases. The practice leading to the cessation of name and form is
simply the noble eightfold path. (MN 9)

Apart from reiterating the mutual dependence of the N/R dyad with consciousness,
this text further clarifies that the dyad itself indeed has its own constituents or, at least,
modes through which it should be understood. The nominal aspect is a functional ensemble
very similar to that of the five aggregates and can, in fact, plausibly be traced back to the
same model of reasoning. However, since these are nominal entities, and not phenomena in
a broader sense, they exhibit certain modifications that characterize their cognitive nature:
sensation and perception constitute the first two elements, followed by volition (cetana),
contact, and a second volitional aspect referred to as manasikara.

nama S (vedand, safifid, cetand, phassa, manasikara)

The term cetand, which is easy to understand, derives from the same root as citta—that
is, cognition—and specifically represents its volitional aspect. When used in combination
with the genitive, cetana conveys the concept of “having the intention” to do something,
or, in English, “with will to”. In this case, it functions as an adjective. The feminine noun
cetand, on the other hand, means “intending” or “willing”. However, I would not translate
cetana simply as “intention”, because this term, beyond its strictly volitional sense, also
encompasses another meaning, akin to the Latin intentio: “tension”, “effort”, or “tending
toward” (intendo, in-tendo) [88].

Although the two meanings—"“volitional intention” and “intention as tension
toward”—share a common etymological origin, the technical use of the latter term refers to
the directing of consciousness’s attention toward a specific object. This act establishes a
relationship between consciousness and the object, creating the characteristic connection
whereby consciousness is “of something” and that something is “the object of attention”.

The term manasikiara, which I translate here as “attention” due to its common ren-
dering, also implies an intentional element. In this analysis, I will use “intention” in the
specific sense of an investment of attention. For the time being, therefore, we will translate
manasikdra as “attention” and cetand as “volition”, avoiding rendering both as “intention”. It
is important to note, however, that the term “intention” will later be adopted in a technical
sense to refer exclusively to manasikara.

The two terms cetana and manasikira, respectively, represent volitional intentionality
and attentive intentionality, describing two distinct moments of cognitive experience. The
order in which the factors composing what we call “name” (nama) are listed is significant.
Just as the five aggregates form a dynamic cycle with a precise sequence, so too is the order
of the components of nama non-arbitrary. The description of the nama phenomenon indeed
illustrates the process through which it operates in our experience, following the stages of
sensation, perception, volition, contact, and attention.

We can also understand this analysis of cognitive processes as a complex structure
of relationships between three different sets, whose elements, which are fundamental
moments of the perceptual-cognitive process, are partly in intersection with each other.
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Thus, we will have three main sets, which I will refer to as K (the five khandhas), S (the
sign understood as signifier and signified, i.e., nama and riipa), and a specific set for the
signifier (X).

Y. = {vedana, safifia, cetand, phassa, manasikara}

K = {ritpa, vedana, safifia, sankhara, vififiana)

S =nama U {riipa}

Relationships between the sets:

1.XCS
2. >N K = {vedana, safiria}
3. nama € K

In this representation, the term riipa is not indicated as signified solely because this
specific meaning is part of riipa in its semiotic association with nama. In the namariipa
dyad, in fact, the sign is represented in Saussurean terms as a bifacial entity formed by
a concept (which in this dyad is a formal, acquired datum) and an acoustic image (the
nominal signifier). However, riipa also lends itself to indicating any potential form, and for
this reason, the suttas also identifies it simply as the four great elements (mahabhitani)?’,
which constitute the starting basis for constructing conceptual prototypes.

If nama is the signifier within the system of psycho-semantic experiences, then this
sequence must be interpreted as the progressive acquisition of elements necessary for
attributing a specific meaning. The acoustic image serves as the counterpart of the concept,
and while the latter is a cognitively structured form, the former assigns the appropriate
signifier only after the corresponding concept has been recognized.

The notion that form should be understood exclusively as a cognitive form—and hence
as a cognitively apprehended datum rather than a simple geometric or visual form—is also
confirmed by Saussurean theory, where the concept of form encompasses any cognitively
structured datum that serves a functional role within the linguistic system. Accordingly,
we encounter not only visual forms but also acoustic forms, among others. Form, therefore,
is primarily a type of information: the organization of data into a specific structure. The
essence of formality lies in the structuring of differences. Form x is shaped in a way that
distinguishes it from form y, but these distinctions are determined by specific organizational
principles: the datum x is recognizable by virtue of the configuration (adoption of form)
attributed to it as its own, which differentiates it from that of y. For this reason, Saussure
conceives of form as a relation of diversity and plurality, which is the very manner in
which the “significant value” (valeur significative) of each specific form is structured ([19],
pp- 35-36). Difference (différence), a principle similarly described in Buddhist thought,
is indeed what enables the determination of meaning: “1° Un signe n’existe qu’en vertu
de sa signification; 2° une signification n’existe qu’en vertu de son signe; 3° signes et
significations n’existent qu’en vertu de la différence des signes” ([19], p. 37).

In Saussurean linguistics, this fundamental duality forms the basis of the linguistic sign.
In Saussure’s theory, the sign is a psychic entity (and Saussure emphasizes its primarily
psychic nature) with “two faces” (entité psychique a deux faces) ([18], p. 153). These two
faces are technically defined as “concept” and “acoustic image”. Saussure insists that this
is not about “things” and “names”, which are already embedded in a cultural dimension.
At the level of linguistic technicality, the concept is an ideal prototypical form [89,90],
preceding any specific “thing”, which is already characterized by its historical, cultural, and
value-laden dimensions. Similarly, the acoustic image is not a physical ensemble of sounds
but a codified set of phonemes; that is, sounds which are psychically recognized as bearing
a specific value within the linguistic system that incorporates them into its phonological
inventory. For example, English does not utilize sounds like [£] and [n] to construct its
lexemes, and therefore, they are not productive within its system. Even if these sounds
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are physically perceived, an English speaker would not associate them with anything
meaningful within their linguistic system.

Le signe linguistique unit non une chose et un nom, mais un concept et une image
acoustique. Cette derniere n’est pas le son matériel, chose purement physique,
mais 'empreinte psychique de ce son, la représentation que nous en donne le
témoigne de nos sens; elle sensorielle, et s’il nous arrive de I'appeler « matérielle »,
c’est seulement dans ce sens et par opposition a l’autre terme de 1’association, le
concept, généralement plus abstrait. ([18], p. 152)

This process is fundamental to the definitive recognition of the “thing” we have
before us. Just as the interpretation of a specific phonetic chain is made possible by
psychological processes that associate certain phonemes with “recognizable” words through
the associative principles enabled by one’s acquired phonetic apparatus and mental lexicon,
similarly, the recognition of a particular thing, referring back to its prototypical concept of
belonging, is fundamentally a semiotic mechanism.

The sign is, as stated, “la combinaison du concept et de I'image acoustique” ([18], p. 153),
but the sign is evidently such in its completeness. Just as the N/R dyad functions as some-
thing seemingly autonomous and capable of semiotically characterizing our experience
of the world, so too the linguistic sign, which we can understand as the unified dyad
of signifier / signified—that is, acoustic-image/concept (A /C)—operates perceptually only
when considered in its unity. Nonetheless, just as we can examine the N/R dyad in its
fundamental components as distinct semiotic potencies, the composition of the sign should
also be viewed in its constituent units, even though these components are interconnected
when they function as a specific “sign”.

Saussure represents the A/C dyad with a famous oval diagram divided into two parts.
I'have adapted this A/C dyad for comparison with the N/R dyad, as the Buddhists place
the name at the head of the sign, whereas Saussure inverts this, positioning the concept
above and the acoustic image below.

signified A

signifier — [thaViz]

The model above is used by Saussure to express the C/A binomial (signifié/significant).
The concept in this example is the idea of a tree, whereas the signifier has been represented
as one of the possible phonic executions of the word/tree/. We can easily apply this model
to the N/R dyad, as shown in the example below.

Concept — Form  ripa
Acoustic image  nama

What interests us in this representation is how it explains the semiological process
of perception. The concept functions as a fundamental prototypical idea, rather than as a
defined image: the drawing of the tree represents how the process works. However, the
mental image of the tree that a speaker forms when acquiring the concept associated with
the word “tree” obviously differs for each individual and is especially subject to change
over time. The role of the “conceptual form” is solely to serve as a reference prototype: it
must constitute the ideal tree, a set of general characteristics (it has branches, a trunk, and
leaves; is large; and grows from the ground. . .) that allow this ideal-typical conception to
be associated with all the “trees” designated by the sign of which this concept is a part.
While Saussure does not delve into the process of semiotic apprehension, Buddhists focus
on how such “recognition” occurs in the experiential dimension.

As we have seen, sensation represents the most elementary experience: it does not
have a clearly defined identity, which will only be determined later. We use terms such as
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“smooth”, “rough”, “warm”, or “cold”, but every sensory experience is extremely complex.
Sensation is this raw experience, distinct from the idea of “smooth” or “cold”, which instead
represents already well-defined and delimited identities.

Perception follows sensation as the next step in determining identity. If sensation
still resides in the “indistinct nebula of meaning”, as Saussure would say, perception
begins to trace semantic boundaries (see Figure 3). It is the first intervention that organizes
and delineates that nebula, assigning specific identities, such as A, B, or C, to its various
areas ([18], p. 216).

Figure 3. Example of the process of segmentation (determination) of distinct nama-riipas starting from
the “indistinct nebula” of which Saussure spoke during his lectures.

This state of primordial indistinction that precedes conscious determinations is also
a fact discussed in Buddhism. Specifically, MN 43 serves as an excellent example of
this dynamic. In this sutta, we also find a precise definition of the functions of the five
aggregates, based on verbs constructed from the same semantic root as the corresponding
nouns. For instance: “It is called consciousness because it discerns” (vijanati vijanati'ti kho,
avuso, tasma vififidnanti vuccati). The use of the verb vijanati to further specify the function of
vififiana is particularly helpful. Both terms are constructed from vi- (“to divide”) and -(j)7ia
(“to know”), and this text reiterates that the relationship between the two is also functional:
vififilna is “something” that performs an action described by vijanati. The text further
specifies that “It discerns (things such as) “pleasure”, “pain”, and “neutral’” (sukhantipi
vijanati, dukkhantipi vijanati, adukkhamasukhantipi vijanati). This cognitive act is precisely
what I defined at the beginning as discernment. Consciousness is able to distinguish, to
organize things by dividing them into A, B, C, and the example provided is indeed nominal
in nature: consciousness “recognizes”, that is, discerns, what can be defined as “pleasant”
from what can be defined as “unpleasant”, or even from what is neither one nor the other?'.

The text also provides further significant considerations regarding the definition of the
other aggregates, all of which are described using verbs derived from the same semantic
root as the associated term. Thus, sensation (vedand) is defined as that which “feels” (vedeti),
while perception (safifid) is that which “perceives” (safijanati). Sensation is always linked
to what is pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, but we might suppose that in this case, these
terms are not being used conceptually but rather sensorially (vedeti). Sensation “feels” like
something that can be defined as pleasant or unpleasant, and so forth. Regarding perception,
we encounter an interesting definition: the verb safijanati pertains to synthetic—associative
knowledge (it puts together sam-), but we also know that it is a form of semantic and
prototypical perception, awaiting clearer classification through eidetic associations and
consciousness. If safijanati is a form of primary semantic association, this definition would
align with that provided in MN 43, which states that perception “perceives” things such
as “blue, yellow, red, white” (nilakampi safijanati, pitakampi safijanati, lohitakampi safijanati,
odatampi safijanati). These are fundamental associations based on semantic prototypes—a
level necessarily followed by further stratification, brought about by eidetic associations.
Fundamental perception begins by associating sensory elements with primary semantic
identities: if I extend my hand and grasp a pen, I will receive a series of tactile and visual
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sensory stimuli from it, which I will subsequently “qualify” by associating them with the
corresponding cognitive prototypes—“blue”, if the pen is blue. The eidetic associations will
then lead toward the discernment of that object as a “pen”, linking all perceptions to the
corresponding conceptual possibilities: what is oblong, cylindrical, blue, light, smooth, etc.?

However, MN 43 tells us that this mechanism of association and recognition of the
object by the perceptual-cognitive system operates upon something that, in itself, is undi-
vided: “Sensation, perception, and consciousness; these things are interwoven, not separate,
and you will never be able to completely separate them in order to describe the differences
between them, since you perceive what you feel and you know what you perceive” (vedani
ya ca safifia yafica vifiianam—ime dhamma samsattha, no visamsattha; na ca labbha imesam
dhammanam vinibbhujitva vinibbhujitoda nanakaranam pafifiapetum; yam. . . vedeti tam safijanati,
yam safijanati tam vijanati).

Once the object is recognized through safijanati, we can direct our intention toward
it, although at this stage it remains an embryonic and volitional intentionality. After
recognizing the object as, for example, a “cup”, or a “pen”, we can think of the cup in
various ways: we might grasp it, observe it, move it, or break it. Contemplating these
possibilities involves associating the object identified as a “cup” with a range of potential
actions. This process represents the initial form of intentionality: volition.

At this stage, contact serves to confirm the object’s actual identity and its potentialities.
It is important to note that contact is implicit in every process of nominal identity attribution:
perceiving a sensation, such as the whiteness of a cup, necessitates contact between the
sensory organ and the object. However, here, contact is explicitly addressed only after the
volitional phase, as it describes a specific process of nominal recognition. For example,
when we touch a table and perceive its smoothness, we are processing the data provided
by the contact between our body and the object. Yet, to attribute a name such as “table”,
we must advance to a subsequent phase, which elevates the raw sensory data to the
semantic level.

At this stage, the object is recognized as a “table” and becomes available for use. Once
an identity is attributed, the table presents itself as something manipulable. This process
culminates in volition (cetana), which implies the ability to use the identified object.

The three phases of semantic apprehension of nama thus unfold as follows (based on
MN 9):

1. Processing sensory data and associating perception with semantic identity (vedana, safifia).
2. Correct attribution of identity and investment of will in the recognized object (cetana).
3. Active use of the identified object, accompanied by intentional contact (phasso, manasikaro).

Initially, contact occurs involuntarily, serving the purpose of collecting sensory data.
Subsequently, contact becomes voluntary, as in the case of intentionally grasping an object.
This is not merely a physical action: even a focused gaze upon the object as “usable”
constitutes intentional contact. After identifying the object as a “cup”, this volitional
contact enables the association of the object with a range of practical possibilities, such as
using it to drink tea”’.

Finally, manasikara represents the intentional act of actualizing these possibilities. It
is the active aspect of “doing” (kara), originating from the mind (manas). This process
translates thought into practical action directed toward the recognized object. For example,
the cup, initially perceived solely through sensory data, is identified as a container of hot
tea and, through primary volition, becomes the focus of concrete actions such as grasping
it and drinking.
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7. The Action of the Semiosis of Division: Value and Perception

A final problem remains to be addressed regarding the “determinative” power of the
N/R binary, and this issue pertains to the force of valorization. I have previously mentioned
the term “value”, but I intend to clarify precisely what this term describes and how it
applies to Buddhist semiological theory”*.

Valorization is a process inherent to the semiosis of the division enacted by N/R,
which assigns a specific culturally and historically determined meaning to the concept
delineated by the semiotic boundaries of N/R. Value is something primarily perceived
by subjects and encompasses various aspects, such as the “functions” of the determined
entity, its “utility” within the historical-cultural dimension, and thus its “possibilities” for
interaction with us. This logic, embedded within the problem of identity, also applies to us
as subjects existing in the world. To return to the Buddhist discourse, it becomes evident
that those endowed with a certain “familial” identity (a particular namagotta) also carry
with them specific values: individuals belonging to nobler castes are inevitably perceived
as “superior” and impose upon “inferior” individuals the obligation to conform to these
logics. In the presence of a king, one bows; the body conforms, bends (literally) before the
“sign” emanated by the sovereign—a sign of royalty that carries a specific value. Just as this
applies to subjects, so too are objects yoked to the same logics. And this does not pertain
merely to “value” in economic terms, though it is undeniable that in a culture where a
particular monetary value is attributed to a precious metal, it will be perceived as having
greater “value” than in a culture where such a conception is absent. However, the logics of
valorization extend far beyond this.

Yet identity, it is evident, does not serve the unfolding of the ratio governing the
discourse of utility, just as equality is ill-suited to serve as the handmaiden of
exploitative logics, which instead require sharp divisions and clear dialectical,
partitioning, and distinguishing significations. [...] Once roles are assigned, the
execution of the task can begin. Indeed, much of the history of human ecological
discourse rests upon and moves forward from the claim to possess the power and
knowledge to organize and arrange the meaning of the elements of a habitat in
the best possible way, so that it appears more ordered, logical, regular, a faithful
witness to and reflection of ‘natural laws.” But this is insufficient to remove from
the visible scene the fact that every human claim to logically re-arrange the logis-
tics of the habitat is predicated on the suppression of the fundamental equivalence
of the habitat itself, which, by contrast, does not require any ‘other ecology’—
particularly one anthropocentrically organized and arranged—to continue its
process. ([91], p. 209)

To assign a nominal identity to a discrete phenomenon means, first and foremost, to
confer upon it a value recognized by a historically determined sociocultural system. This
mechanism is part of the phenomenological theory developed by the anthropologist Ernesto
de Martino [92], who builds upon the application of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s philosophies
to his ethnographic and historical-religious investigations. The theory of valorization
is not merely an application of usability concepts to sociocultural dynamics—although
it constitutes a significant part of it—but also extends to how individuals shape and
are shaped.

First, we should note that tradition is transmitted not only through language but
that everything has a language, so to speak, and transmits cultural messages:
the instruments we use, a dwelling, ways of working, the landscape, forms of
social relations, gestures, attitudes and behaviors, customs and habits, fashions,
ceremonial etiquettes, and so forth. ([92], p. 79)
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The “value” is the fundamental functional element of language and organizes both
biological and sociocultural systems, revealing an essential unity obscured by our cognitive
systems. These systems tend to ignore causal connections and their participation in a
complex relational network, favoring compartmentalized notions which are useful for
organizing the “world” from an economic perspective. This term is understood not in an
economistic sense but etymologically (oikovopia), as the management of a shared ecological
space (oikog) through the organization of fundamental values (véuw). In this sense, de
Martino elucidates the following.

The economic is the horizon of the domestic, of at hand givenness, of a world of
“things” and “names” related according to a communitarian project of possible
or actual handiness. Something useful can be made of this world precisely
because it is given, and its givenness, indeed, indicates its character of practicable
resistance. ([93], p. 243)

Squarcini also acknowledges that the semiosis of division has, as its primary function,
the control of the environment in a biosemiotic sense. Without the divisive organization en-
acted by functions of identity attribution—such as the binary N/R—it would be impossible
to exercise control over a specific area within our ecological niche. This process is observed
in all animals, for whom the process of valorization operates even before that of naming.
A bee does not need to call a flower “flower” to know that “that thing there” possesses
a particular value for her which is distinct from that of a stone. The process of nominal
attribution performed by humans is, in some respects, a more complex development of this
more primordial mechanism. However, it is not different in its functional principles; rather,
it represents a further evolution, enabling environmental transformation with a view to
broader and more effective dominion:

The act of division, therefore, is the fundamental operation of any ordering system,
as evidenced by centuries of tireless reflection on the subject. For centuries, the
semiosis of “division” has been scrutinized: it was already examined in the
fragments of Parmenides” work Peri Physeos, while the Aristotelian school’s
catalog of partitions and pairs of opposites, titled Divisions, illustrates the utility
of its effects. [...]

The act of establishing distinctions and divisions is, therefore, at the foundation
of every “form of order” (nomos [. . .]), through which the undivided potentiality
of reality is subordinated to specific practical interests and particular economic
purposes. While humans find it useful to divide and partition the totality of
reality, it is not difficult to observe that this operation is rooted in a fundamental
contradiction, a visceral conflict of interests: just as it happens between object
and subject, humans are both servants and masters of themselves, both slaves
and lords of the world. ([91], pp. 211, 212)

This allows us to close the cycle initially opened with the analysis of the group of
suttas from SN 1.60 to 1.70, particularly concerning the theme of the relationship between
language, perception, and “world”. Saussure recalls the semiosis of division in a famous
metaphor found in the Cours: the metaphor of the indistinct nebula ([18], pp. 216-217). For
Saussure, thought and perception are a continuum of indeterminate meaning. Determi-
nation is a divisive and semantic act directed by sociocultural facts, which intervene to
“divide” and “segment” the originally continuous and thus “indistinct” nebula into a series
of discrete and recognizable elements. This occurs both in the dimension of meaning (the
separation into specific “concepts”) and in that of the signifier (which must separate and
“distinguish” specific “sounds”). It should be noted that phonetic distinction is entirely
arbitrary. Physically, what distinguishes two phones is not a naturalistic fact. The sound
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frequencies that characterize the phone [e] in comparison to the phone [0], or [0] compared
to [u], do not represent a clear-cut fact. Our linguistic system distinguishes [o] and [u] as
discrete phonetic entities by referencing ideal phonemes. However, if we were to measure
the frequencies of the two, particularly when transitioning smoothly from the execution of
[0] to that of [u] and vice versa, we would realize that the boundary between the two is
entirely conventional.

Non seulement les deux domaines reliés par le fait linguistique sont confus et
amorphes, mais le choix qui appelle telle tranche acoustique pour telle idée
est parfaitement arbitraire. Si ce n’était pas le cas, la notion de valeur perdrait
quelque chose de son caractere, puisqu’elle contiendrait un élément imposé du
dehors, Mais en fait les valeurs restent entierement relatives, et voila pourquoi le
lien de I'idée et du son est radicalement arbitraire. ([18], p. 217)

In conclusion, we have seen that early Buddhist thought possesses numerous points
of contact with Saussurean semiology. This is probably partly attributable to the influence
that Indian thought had on Saussure, who was not only a scholar of Indo-European studies
but also an attentive reader of Indian philosophical issues, as clearly demonstrated by his
notes ([87], pp. 215-231). Beyond the question of influence, however, the comparability
may also be attributed to a subsequent convergence in the reflections of both philosophical
systems, which arrived at similar conclusions regarding the relationship between processes
of perception, the organization of cognitions, and the system of language.

The theory I have proposed in this paper focuses particularly on interpreting the N/R
dichotomy in early Buddhism in light of the divisive semiosis hypothesized by Squarcini,
which allows for the connection of psycho-ecological theories on environmental percep-
tion [94,95] and the organization of sociocultural systems to processes of sign determination
and the attribution of historically determined values (de Martino’s valorizzazione) to certain
concepts. On this issue, the Pali canon has offered significant insights, and it is therefore
desirable that future studies on the problem of language and perception take these fun-
damental contributions into account, as they may open unexplored pathways through
comparative studies.

One final crucial aspect of this incessant duality discussed by Saussure is the strongly
relational nature of the elements within the linguistic-cognitive system, and their con-
sequent possession of a “value”; that is, their being endowed with a certain identity or
function solely and exclusively within the reciprocal relational framework that binds them (aut
simul stabunt aut simul cadent). This appears quite evident in phonological, semantic, and
morphological systems, and so forth. We know that an element within a given system has
value only in relation to the other elements to which it stands in opposition and which
contribute to defining its identity, and thus its functions. The vowel [i] is not [u], and in
a system where both vowels hold a distinctive function, their phonological property is
precisely determined by their having distinct identities in opposition to one another. The
same holds for lexemes, and there is no need here to provide examples.

Lorsqu’on dit « signe », en s’imaginant trés faussement que cela pourra étre
ensuite séparé a volonté de « signification » et que cela ne désigne que la « partie
matérielle », on pourrait s’instruire rien qu’en considérant que le signe a une
limite matérielle, comme sa loi absolue, et que déja cette limite est en elle-méme
« un signe », une porteuse de signification. Il est donc entierement illusoire
d’opposer a aucun instant le signe a la signification. Ce sont deux formes du
méme concept de I'esprit, vu que la signification n’existerait pas sans un signe, et
qu’elle n’est que I'expérience a rebours du signe, comme on ne peut pas découper



Philosophies 2025, 10, 31

30 of 37

une feuille de papier sans entamer 1'envers et I’endroit de ce papier, du méme
coup de ciseaux. ([19], p. 96)

What is even more intriguing, however, is how this system applies, for Saussure, to the
very nucleus of the semiotic system itself: in his writings, the linguistic sign is characterized
as a relational entity composed of two specific elements, which together constitute what
he defines as associative onua (séme associatif). What Saussure seeks to demonstrate is
that a given element of the associative onpa is, in itself, “empty”; that is, devoid of any
inherent meaning. In isolation, separated from its fundamental relational nature and thus
from its connection to another element within the associative onua, it is nothing but a
kévawpe ([19], pp. 93-94).

Saussure’s use of this term is of immense importance: his neologism (kéndme in French),
based on the Greek term kévwpc, directly stems from its meaning of “emptiness”, which
is why he defines a relational element of the associative onua as a kévwpw, a vacuity,
something that in itself is void. In his schema, Saussure represents a kévwyioc in a manner
similar to this: (); that is, as a cavity. His aim is to offer a visual representation of his
semiological concept. A given sign, defined as onjpa, emerges from the intersection of two
kévwpog that is, two voids, which, through their relational intersection, form a fullness:
Saussure brings two cavities closer together: DC until they intersect in a symbol that
produces a “fullness” at the point of intersection between the two voids, like this: == which
produces the effect of a “full” interaction (relation) between two voids: “Vous pouvez
seulement constater le kénome () et le seme associatif == ” ([19], p. 93).

This idea, as I have mentioned, is of immense importance because it serves as the
fundamental clue as to how Saussure conceived of the very foundation of language as a
relational force, whose constitutive elements hold value only within their relationships and
cannot exist in isolation, since in isolation, they are void. The choice of the term kévwpa to
describe this nature of an isolated semantic element is, in my view, not a casual one: it is a
clear reference to the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness (sufifia), whose foundation precisely
describes the same principle: “Buddhism initially conceived of non-identity (anatta) and
subsequently emptiness (sufifiatd). However, asserting that an entity is empty does not
imply that it is nothing. The concept of emptiness is aimed solely at explaining the absence
of independence, its inherent conditionality, and co-conditionality” ([96], p. 10).

The choice is not only conceptually akin to Buddhist thought but also appears to be
deliberately considered from a terminological perspective. The term suifia (Sanskrit $iinya)
is also etymologically related to the Greek kévwux. Both mean “empty”, yet semantically,
they derive from a term indicating a cavity—see, for example, Greek kvop and kotAog
([97], pp. 730-731), as well as Latin cavus ([98], pp. 101-102), all terms which, like Sanskrit
itnya, siina, sict, and Sira ([99], p. 650), can be traced back to the Indo-European root
*kéwH- ([100], p. 592).
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Notes

1

This study adopts a comparative and textual approach, integrating linguistic (mainly from Saussure’s theory), cognitive, and
philosophical perspectives. By analyzing key terms and concepts from early Buddhist texts, I trace their implications for cognition
and perception. Furthermore, I compare these Buddhist insights with structuralist linguistic theories of the arbitrary nature of
signs. The study relies primarily on textual evidence from the Pali Canon, interpreting these texts within their historical and
philosophical contexts.

According to Atlani-Voisin, “on ne peut qu’étre étonné de la place qu’y occupent le sanskrit et la philosophie de la Parole en Inde
et cela dans une réflexion apparemment éloignée du Cours de Linguistique Générale, mais aussi, ce qui est plus surprenant, loin de
toute problématique indo-européenne” ([17], p. 79).

In this paper, the term “theory” is not used in the strictest sense of a formally systematized doctrine, as found in later scholastic
developments such as the Abhidhamma. Rather, it is employed to denote a structured set of ideas and classifications that are
clearly recognizable as part of the same considerations, and that reflect an underlying conceptual framework. While it is true
that the Buddha’s teachings were adapted to his audience, the organization of knowledge in the suttas—especially regarding
language and perception—demonstrates a level of internal coherence that can be analyzed philosophically. The classifications
found in the Pali Canon, though intended primarily as pedagogical tools for monks, also reveal a systematic reflection on the
nature of linguistic conventions and cognitive processes, making it reasonable to approach them as an implicit “theory” in a
functional sense. Early Buddhist texts frequently engage in critical reflections on perception, naming, and conceptualization,
which bear significant theoretical implications. Consequently, while the term “theory” is not meant to imply a rigid doctrinal
system, its use here aligns with the structured analytical approach found in the suttas.

The conventional nature of names and language in general is perfectly acknowledged by the Buddha, who often employs the
term samafifid to convey this arbitrary nature of identities, names, and concepts. The act of designation is considered dangerous,
as it leads to opinions and conflicts. Nonetheless, the Buddha has the ability to use terms, labels, and designations without
being misled by them: “these are the worldly designations, terminologies, means of communication and conventions, which the
Realized One uses to communicate, without getting stuck on them” (ima kho. . . lokasamafifid lokaniruttiyo lokavohara lokapafifiattiyo,
yahi tathagato voharati aparamasam, DN 9). Another example is found in Snp 3.9, where it is said that one’s name and family are
“formulated” as “mere convention in the world”, or “mere worldly conventions”; that is, a “product of common agreement,
devised for each individual” (samafifia hesa lokasmim, namagottam pakappitam; sammucca samudagatam, tattha tattha pakappitam).
Interestingly, this passage uses the term sammuccd, meaning “common agreement”, “conventional designation”, “arbitrariness”.
This sutta affirms that identities are mere names that an act of common agreement “assigns” to each individual. The term
pakappita indicates something “imagined”, “fabricated”, “designed”. Identity is thus an act of cognitive construction, “devised”,
“concocted” (these are all possible meanings of the term pakappita) only to be “assigned” to the individuals. Another aspect of
the conventionality of designation (samafifid) is its historical development. Identities do not remain stable and unchanged. In
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historical linguistics, this fact is known as the diachronic evolution of the sign. ([18], p. 163), ([19], p. 209) For example, “there
was a time, o mendicants, when this Mount Vepulla was known as Pacinavamsa”. To convey this change in name designation,
the text uses the word samanifia: bhiitapubbam, bhikkhave, imassa vepullassa pabbatassa “pacinavamso’tveva samafifia udapadi (SN 15.20).
This sutta highlights the impermanent nature of everything. Like the name of things, any phenomenon is subject to change
or transformation, for every phenomenal condition is impermanent (evam aniccd, bhikkhave, sankhard). A similar discourse can
be found in MN 116. Nonetheless, this does not suggest that phenomena are isolate, divided. On the contrary, their division
is merely perceptive: any phenomenon is actually part of the same continuum. It is because of the designations, which assign
distinct identities, that we perceive them as isolated. This is true also for divisions among humans: “in single human bodies you
cannot find such distinctions. Distinctions among humans are only a matter of designation, convention” (paccattafica sariresu,
manussesvetam na vijjati; vokdrafica manussesu, samafifiaya paviccati, Snp 3.9).

Cf. MN 139: “Whatever mode of speech is known among these various peoples, you conform your speech, stubbornly insisting,
“this is the only truth, all else is superfluous”. In this way, you insist on commonly used terms, overestimating designations.
And how can you not insist on popular language, overestimating designations? When among different peoples you see that
(iti yatha yatha nam tesu tesu
janapadesu safijananti tathd tatha thamasa paramasa abhinivissa voharati: “idameva saccam, moghamafifian’ti. evam kho, bhikkhave,

Mo =y1 A "o

pati”, “patta”,

AT ”ou "o

vitta”, “sarava’ “dharopa”, “pona”, “pisilava

!II

the same thing is perceived as

janapadaniruttiya ca abhiniveso hoti samafifiaya ca atisaro. kathafica, bhikkhave, janapadaniruttiya ca anabhiniveso hoti samafifidya ca

"o = VA 7 7

anatisaro? idha, bhikkhave, tadevekaccesu janapadesu “patt’ti safijananti”, “pattan’ti safijananti”, “vittan'ti safijananti”, “saravan’ti

safijananti”, “dharopan’ti safijananti”, “ponan’ti safijananti”, “pisilavan’ti safijananti”).

Moreover, the relationship between voice-word and light is not something present solely in the Rgveda, where it is explicitly
expressed, but is also partly implicit in the etymology of the term rc-, connected to prayer, which can be traced back to the
root hjerk?-, whose primary meaning is indeed “to pray” (cf. Old Armenian erg, “sing”; Hittite arku-*, “to sing”; Tocharian B
yarke, “honor, reverence”) but also “to shine” or “to sound bright” (cf. Old Irish erc, “sky, heaven”). This curious connection
is also present in other Indo-European languages: Greek @wvr (“sound”) is, in fact, related to @wg (“light”), as both can be
traced back to the reconstructed Indo-European root b'ehy-, which thus bears both the meaning of “to speak” and “to shine” (cf.
Greek @aivw, “to cause to appear”; piotg, “appearance”; @dvta, “shining”; Latin fatus and Greek @ «16g, “spoken”; Sanskrit
bhasa, “speech”, “language”; Vedic bhanati, “to sound”, but also bhana, “appearance”). It remains unclear whether beh,- is a
homophonic archetype of two distinct terms or whether both meanings were indeed considered semantically contiguous and
thus traced back to the same archetype.

Remarkably similar conceptions regarding the performative potency of language have also been preserved in later Buddhist
traditions. For instance, the bordn meditative techniques studied by Kate Crosby place a strong focus on language and the
correct execution of phonemes ([29], p. 117). Furthermore, the meditative exercises seem to be heavily inspired by grammatical
principles, demonstrating a correlation between language and contemplative practice, as shown in the example of substitution,
a meditative exercise inspired by the grammatical principle of deletion (lopa) ([29], p. 123). In this exercise, a specific “sign”
(nimitta) is visualized in the process of substituting a cognitive factor (cetasika) that the meditator wants to purify: “The use of
substitution in the representation of cetasika by nimitta or letter symbols might draw on a certain similarity between substitute
and substituted” ([29], p. 125). Another important theme is the issue of language itself. In these traditions, Pali becomes central
as the language of the Buddha, and thus a sacred language: “The use of letter syllables in boran practice only uses Pali language
and this reflects an understanding of the Pali language as potent in a way that is different from ordinary language. All language
is potent in that it has the power to convey meaning” ([29], p. 126). Finally, the use of sacred syllables and formulas, recited as
mantras and evoked during the contemplative exercise, is integral part of the boran practice but it is an aspect possibly of much
greater antiquity. The importance that language has for Pali Buddhism is exemplified in this line from the grammar of Kaccayana:
“[The Buddha thus proclaimed,] “Meaning (attha) is perceived (safifiato) through sounds (akkhara). The Meaning of all (sabba)
language (vacandm) is perceived only (eva) through sounds. When there is an error (vipatti) in the phonic sounds, the meaning is
confused (dunnayata). Therefore (tasma), the phonetic skill (kosalla) is helpful (bahii-pakaram) in [understanding] the teachings of

2

the suttas (suttantesu)”” (attho akkharasafifiato. sabbavacanamattho akkhareh’eva safifidyate. akkharavipattiyamhi atthassa dunnayata hoti;
tasma akkharakosallambahiipakaramsuttantesu) ([29], p. 252).

vastreva bhadra sukrtd vasiiyil ratham na dhirah svapa ataksam.

tesam pahand ajjhattameva cittam santitthati sannisidati ekodi hoti samadhiyati; seyyathapi, bhikkhave, dakkho palagando va palagandantevist
v sukhumaya aniya olarikam anim abhinihaneyya abhinthareyya abhinivatteyya.

dakkho bhamakdaro va bhamakarantevast va digham va afichanto “digham afichamT'ti pajandti, rassam va afichanto “rassam afichamt ti pajandati;
evameva kho. . . bhikkhu digham va assasanto “digham assasam1'ti pajandti, digham va passasanto “digham passasamT'ti pajandti, rassam vi
assasanto “rassam assasami'ti pajandti, rassam va passasanto “rassam passasami'ti pajanati; “sabbakayapatisamved? assasissami ti sikkhati,
“sabbakayapatisamvedi passasissami'ti sikkhati; “passambhayam kiyasankharam assasissami'ti sikkhati, “passambhayam kayasankharam
passasissami ti sikkhati.
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This is also the founding principle of the faculty of language: “la langue est un systéme dont tous les termes sont solidaires et
ou la valeur de 'un ne résulte que de la présence simultanée des autres” ([18], p. 219). In other words, “la partie conceptuelle
de la valeur est constituée uniquement par des rapports et des différences avec les autres termes de la langue”, but this holds
true also for the physical aspect, as “on peut en dire autant de sa partie matérielle” ([18], p. 223). Language is thus a differential
system, where the relational aspects are based on the opposition of the values of its constituents: “dans la langue il n’y a que des
différences” ([18], p. 226).

An example of this circularity can be found in MN 38: cakkhufica paticca riipe ca uppajjati vifiidnam, cakkhuvififidnantveva sankhyam
gacchati. . . evameva kho. . . yam yadeva paccayam paticca uppajjati vififianam, tena teneva sankhyam gacchati. This is attributed to the
very conception that Buddhists have of consciousness, whereby it is specific to the object of reference. Indeed, an autonomous and
isolated consciousness that interacts freely with given “objects” cannot exist. Rather, it is the very relationship between the sense
organ and the corresponding effector, established through “contact”, that enables the arising of consciousness. Consciousness is
thus always and necessarily consciousness of something, as it is dependent on the relationship it has with the object of which
it is conscious. As we read in MN 38, a fire of logs is called a “logs fire”, while a fire of twigs is called a “twig fire”, and so on.
Similarly, consciousness is essentially a relational property; it is always and only consciousness-of something. For this reason,
Buddhists distinguish at least six types of consciousness, one for each perceptual organ, and thus one for each specific relational
modality of consciousness. This implies, at the most essential level, a specific relational consciousness for every riipa. In fact,

we could say that vififiana is always vififiana-of-something; that is, vififidna-of-ripa, or more precisely, of a specific riipa (cakkhufica
paticca riipe ca uppajjati vififidnam, cakkhuvififianantveva sankhyam gacchati). However, we also know that consciousness is the
element that anticipates finding “forms” in the world, divides them a priori, and therefore does not engage with them in a purely
immediate way. Rather, it is always mediated by its own expectations. From this perspective, consciousness is not, for Buddhists,
a reliable mechanism in the least, as it cannot help but perceive “trees”, expecting to find them in forests or parks, recognizing
them as it acts by preemptively dividing the formal continuum into distinct forms. This serves to render “discrete” something
that otherwise would not be experientially accessible in the manner to which we are accustomed.

Cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.7: “In the beginning, indeed, the world was undivided. It was divided by name and form, so it
is said: this thing has this name and this form” (tad dhedham tarhy avyakrtam asit; tan namariipabhyam eva vyakriyatasaunamayam
idamriipa iti; tad idam apy etarhi namariipabhyam eva vyakriyate saunamayam idamriipa iti). See also the namariipa-vyakarana conception
in Vedantic philosophy. In the Chandogya Upanisad 7.1.5, we find a similar conception to that encountered in SN 1.61. However,
in this case, the extraordinary power of nomination is depicted as positive, for the knowledge of the real name of something
guarantee incredible powers: “for those who worship the name as Brahman, they can do whatever they please within the limits
of the name. “Sir, is there anything higher than name?” — Narada asked” (sa yo nama brahmetyupdaste yavannamno gatam tatrasya
yathakamacaro bhavati yo nama brahmetyupaste’sti. . .). In this case, the positive conception related to language clearly derives from
the Vedic tradition. As explained in 7.2.1, there is also something higher than name: speech, as speech is that which makes known
the Vedas (vagvava namno bhiiyasi vagua rguedam vijiapayati yajurvedam samavedamatharvanam caturthamitihdsapuranam paficamam
vedanam vedam) and the Puranas; also, grammar, funeral rites, mathematics, the science of omens, the science of underground
resources, logic, moral science, astrology, Vedic knowledge, and so on (pitryamrasim daivam nidhim vakovakyamekayanam devavidyam
brahmavidyam bhiitavidyam ksatravidyam sarpadevajanavidyam. . .).

See also Snp 4.15: “one free from a sense of ownership in the whole name-and-form does not grieve for that which is not, he does
not suffer for any loss in the world” (sabbaso namartipasmim, yassa natthi mamayitam; asatd ca na socati, sa ve loke na jiyati).

Any linguistic process, including the act of communication, takes place mostly in this “psychic” dimension: “Suppose qu'un
concept donné déclenche dans le cerveau une image acoustique correspondante: c’est un phénomene entierement psychique,
suivi a son tour d'un proces physiologique: le cerveau transmet aux organes de la phonation une impulsion corrélative a I'image;
puis les ondes sonores se propagent de la bouche de A a l’oreille de B: proces purement physique”([18], p. 76). However, we must
not confuse this reading with a dualism between mentalism and physicalism. The two dimensions are strictly connected, as
Saussure will specify in his writings, and when we speak of the linguistic sign, we do so as something that is equally between the
two domains in its own way: “Il y a un premier domaine intérieur, psychique, ou existe le signe autant que la signification, 1'un
indissolublement lié a I’autre; il y a un second, extérieur, ol n’existe plus que le « signe », mais a cet instant le signe réduit a une
succession d’ondes sonores ne mérite pour nous que le nom de figure vocale” ([19], p. 21).

See, for instance, concepts such as dvayadhamma, which is regarded as the foundational principle of the loka in Snp 4.12, or terms
like dvayanissita (from dvayassa, “duality”) explained in SN 12.15 and 22.90 in similarly operational terms.

A mendicant “does not take pride in attributing a “this-is” to things” (lit. “he does not make a habit of the “thus-I-am’”:
itihanti silesu akatthamano, since sila can be intended both as “ethical conduct” and as “behavior” or “habit”), even though
“visions-opinions are not something to be easily overcame” (ditthinivesa na hi svativatta).

“ A master of knowledge does not follow any conceit due to views or thoughts, for he does not identify with these things” (na
vedagii ditthiyayako na mutiya, sa manameti na hi tammayo so).
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A good mendicant would eliminate “the idea ‘T am a thinker’, which is the root of every concept of identity due to proliferation”
(malam papaficasanikhaya, mantd asmiti sabbamuparundhe). In MN 32, it is said that “a mendicant is master of their cognition and is
not mastered by that cognition” (bhikkhu cittam vasam vatteti, no ca bhikkhu cittassa vasena vattati).

Therefore, according to MN 9, we could also build a specific riipa set as follows: riipa = {apodhitu, tejodhatu, vayodhatu, pathavidhatu),
see also MIN 28.

The text then provides another fundamental piece of information, relating consciousness to wisdom (pafifia): “Wisdom and
consciousness are two interwoven, inseparable things, and you will never be able to completely separate them in order to
describe the differences between the two, since you understand what you know and know what you understand” (pafifia
yafica vififidanam—ime dhamma samsattha, no visamsattha; na ca labbha imesam dhammanam vinibbhujitva vinibbhujitva nanakaranam
pafifiapetum. . . yam. .. pajanati tam vijanati, yam vijanati tam pajanati). We thus see that even wisdom, a fundamental objective of
contemplative practice, is something that can be described by a specific verb: pajanati, constructed, as in the case of vififidna/vijanati,
from the same root as the term with which it is associated. The verb pajanati pertains to direct knowing, clear understanding, deep
and unmediated apprehension. This passage is crucial because the text tells us that the fundamental nature of consciousness leads
to the acquisition of pafifid, which we know to be a central goal of Buddhist contemplative practice. In other words, the Buddha’s
philosophy requires an understanding of the fundamental nature of consciousness, which in turn leads to the attainment of pasifia,
a state fundamentally inseparable from consciousness.

Another term used to refer to volitional aspects of thoughts is sattkappavitakki, composed of sarikappa (“intention”, “volition”)
and vitakka (“thought”). We find it In AN 9.14, when the disciple Samiddhi is asked: “On what basis do thoughts arise in a
person?” (kimarammand purisassa sankappavitakka uppajjanti). The answer is namariparammand, “through name-form”. This further
demonstrates how the N/R binomial is directly responsible for volition and proliferation of thoughts.

To be precise, I do not consider the N/R binomial to be the authentic divisive semiosis; rather, I regard N/R as a fundamental
semiosis that coordinates two distinct semiotic aspects: that of a divisive semiosis and that of an associative semiosis, both of
which are integral to the dynamics between consciousness and recognition. However, addressing this issue necessitates engaging
with Peirce’s discourse, which I intend to develop in a subsequent article following this study. For the sake of convenience, we
will therefore limit our discussion to divisive semiosis as a component of N/R, which is the claim I aim to make. Nevertheless, it
should be kept in mind that N/R semiosis encompasses much more than merely its divisive aspect.
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