Chapter-6

The Development of the Theory of
Perception in Abhidharma and
Yogacara-Vijianavada Tradition

Philosophical thought on the nature of perception occupies some of the
most significant concerns in the history of philosophy. The role of analysis
of perception in Buddhism as found in its early to later phases has always
been in one form or the other, anti-realist and anti-essentialist. Before we
understand the issues of meaning in Buddhism, it is imperative to
understand the different epistemological theories propounded by various
Buddhist schools. In the present chapter, I would like to discuss in a
comparative manner, the historical development of the notion of perception
in both the traditions - early and later schools of Buddhism. The disputant
schools of thought, which I shall be encountering in the following pages
under Abhidharmika traditions are Theravada, Sarvastivada (alias
Vaibhasika), Sautrantika, and under the Vijfianavada-Yogacara tradition
Dignaga and Dharmakirti. My procedure for this would be the following:
Firstly, I shall outline the Abhidharma doctrines and controversies on
perception and present a lengthy discussion on the question of the historical
influence, interrelation, and inheritance among these schools including
Yogacara-Vijiianavada tradition. Secondly, I will discuss the Dignaga’s

theory of perception as presented in its most mature form in his last and
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greatest work the Pramanasamuccaya, in some detail. Moreover, 1 will
explain the chief tenets of his doctrine like, means and objects of
knowledge, definition of pratyaksa and kalpana, different interpretation of
kalpana, types of pratyaksa, pratyaksabhdsa, etc. Thirdly, I will highlight
the problems/objections at which Dignaga was rigorously criticized, which

is the very soul part of this chapter.

Abhidharmika Tradition
The doctrines elaborated in the Abhidharma literature are too abundant to
be treated in a short chapter. Hence, I shall attempt to pick out the most
important philosophical trends in the Abhidharma literature and show their
relationships to the teachings of early Buddhism, and examine the way in
which they contribute to the development of Yogacara-Vijiianavada
tradition. All three schools examined in this chapter accept the existence of
the external reality in some form or other inspite of their divergent
epistemological views (as already discussed in the chapter of Realism
versus Idealism). Bearing this in mind, the main issues of contention, which
I will examine in this context, are the following:
1. The ontological status of the object of cognition.
2. The instrument of perception.
3. The process through which we acquire knowledge of this external
reality, i.e., the process of perception.
However, before addressing the issues that I have just posed above,
it is first important to understand the meaning and the purpose of
Abhidharma, along with the meaning of the word ‘dharma’, according to

the schools of these traditions.
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Meaning and Purpose of Abhidharma

The prefix ‘Abhi’ means, ‘further and about’. Therefore, Abhidharma
would mean the higher or special dharma or the higher discourse on
dharma. Abhidharma is a truth system to serve as antidote to ignorance that
is the root cause of craving and clinging. Moreover, in the Abhidharma
philosophy, the word ‘dharma’ stands for reality, fact, element or
phenomenon as a factor of experience. The dharmas, in this philosophy,
form the psychophysical building blocks of the world as experienced by us
and as such are the constituent elements. The important point to be noted
here is that only two Abhidharma canonical collections have survived: The
Theravada Abhidharma in the Pali canon and the Sarvastivada (Vaibhasika)

Abhidharma that survives mainly in Chinese translation.'

The Theravada Abhidharma
The Theravada Abhidharma produced a list of eighty-two classes of
dharma-s, which can be sketched through the following flowchart.
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Theravada Dharmic list

82 Classes of Dharmas?®

81 Conditioned 1 Unconditioned
(samgkrta) (asamskrta)
= Nirvana

28 Material/physical 1 Consciousness 52 Mental associates
i L L 11 i ALY JL IVICIILAL dddULladlcd
fo_rm (citta=vijrana) (caitgsikas)
(riipa)
25 Wholesome mental 14 Unwholesome 13 Morally neutral
associates mental associates mental associates
(eg. non-greed, non-hatred ~ (€g. Wrong views etc.)
& so on)

Moreover, the doctrinal dispute arose in the Third council of

Buddhists over the question of the existence of dharma-s in the three

periods _ past, present, and future. The traditional Theravadin position on

this issue is that only the present dharmas exist.’

The Sarvastivada Abhidharma

Sarvastivadins have established seventy-five dharmas or elemental factors.
They consider these dharmas as existing and real. Their name ‘Sarvasti’ (all
dharmas exist) indicates their basic philosophical point and shows their

strong realistic tendency.”
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Sarvastivadin’s Dharmic list®

75 Dharmas

3 Unconditioned 72 Conditioned
(asamskrta) (samskrta)
SPaE:? Cessation through Cessation without
(akasa) insight insight

(pratisamkhya-nirodha) (apratisamkhya-nirodha)

11 Forms
(ripa) 1 Consciousneks 14 Independent
(citta) 46 Concomitant Dharmas
mental associates
(caitasika)

Regarding the dispute over the existence of dharmas: The
Sarvastivadins (those who held the doctrine that all exist) argued that they

exist in all the three time periods - past, present, and future.®

The Sautrantika Tradition

The Sautrantika, being more critical and refined in their approach than
Sarvastivadin, rejected the latter’s theory of existence of dharmas in the
three times. According to Sautrantika only the present dharma exists, the
past does not exist, because it is no more and the future is not real, because
it has not yet come into existence. However, the Sautrantikas are otherwise

in agreement with the Sarvastivada (alias Vaibhasika) classification of
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dharmas but with critical abridgement to conform to the teachings in the
Sanskrit agamas (siitras) as interpreted by them.

Now, with this much of background of dharma in Abhidharmika
tradition, we are now in a better position to address the issues mentioned
above.

1. The ontological status of the cognitive objects:

In the Abhidharma period, the question of the ontological status of the
object of knowledge/cognition became an increasingly important topic of
investigation. Now, in order to understand the epistemological theories of
the Sarvastivada and Sautrantika on this particular question of objective
reality of the cognitive object, in their proper perspective, we have to take
the help from the two valuable texts, namely:
Abhidharmamahavibhasasastra (MVS) and  Abhidharmanyayanusara-
sastra (Ny). Out of these two texts, the former cites the teaching of
Sarvastivada masters and the latter Sautrantika master Srilata extensively.
Several terms are used to denote the object of knowledge, namely, jiieya
(knowable)’, artha (object)®, visaya (object, object domain or object field),
and alambana (cognitive object). According to Sarvastivada, the cognitive
object is always existent at the absolute level. Whereas contrary to this
position, the Sautrantika maintains that the cognitive object may be either
existent or non-existent.” Moreover, as a general reply to such contrary
claims, the Samghabhadra’s text Abhidharma-nyayanusarasastra (Ny),
provides a solution that whatever can serve as a cognitive object producing
cognition is an existent, though it may be real in the absolute sense
(paramartha-satya) or in the relative sense (samvrti-satya)'’, as a mental
construction or concept. What is non-existent in the construction necessarily
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has as its basis some thing real. This latter basis constitutes the actual object
of the perception. An absolute non-existent (atyantam asada) has no
function whatsoever and hence can never engender a consciousness. Thus,
all the cases of illusion, dreams, cognition of unreal, pudgala, illusory
perception of double-moon, etc., are actually recollection of real entities
previously experienced. Moreover, the perception of what we ordinarily
regard as a pure abstraction such as non-existence too has a real object.'’

2. The instrument of perception (What sees: Eye or consciousness?)

The question of what actually constitutes the instrument through which we
come to acquire knowledge of the external world is one of the important
epistemological issues among the Abhidharma schools. As regard the
problem  of  ‘what really  sees?’(pasyati) the  text  of
Abhidharmamahavibhasasastra (MVS) begins by enumerating the four
views in the form of asking a question:

“What sees - the visual organ (eye in Vaibhasika’s view), or visual
consciousness (vijiana in Theravada’sview), or the understanding (prajia,
conjoined with visual consciousness in Ghosaka), or the complex of citta-
caitta (samagri in Darstantika’s view)?”!?

The author of this text, upholding Vaibhasika position, says that
visual organ sees but only when it is associated with visual consciousness.
Whereas the Vaibhasika maintains that the seeing of visible forms is a non-
conscious act belonging specifically to the eye. For him, consciousness is
consciousness, be it visual or otherwise, its specific nature is that of
cognizing, not seeing‘13 On the other hand, the Theravada maintains that

seeing is possible only by a mental agent, not a material organ; there is no
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difference in this case between seeing and cognizing. The Theravada may
not equate seeing with cognizing, but also unambiguously concurs that the
eye cannot see on account of its not being of a mental nature."* The
Sautrantika appears towards the end of this dispute, ridiculing that the
whole controversy has been in vain, in as much as there is in reality neither
the agent of seeing nor any object qua the seen, but merely a play of
dharma-s, flashing forth momentarily and in accordance with the principle
of conditioned co-arising. However, Vaibhasika criticized the Sautrantikas
standpoint by holding that, making unjust criticism they have negated the
reasoning of the world and looked down upon what has been established on
absolute truth. Further, what they say amounts to a denial of cause and
effect, for they do not acknowledge that dharma’s have their real individual
nature and activity. It is only, when the reality of the individual natures and
activities of dharmas is acknowledge, that we can speak of the difference
between cause and effect. Thus, Vaibhasika established that it is the organ,
not the consciousness, that take their objects i.e., the eye sees, the ear hears,
the nose smells, the tongue tastes, the body senses, and consciousness
cognizes."

3. Abhidharmika process of perception

The process of perception, which the Upanisadic thinkers explained based
on a metaphysical self (afman), received a causal explanation in the hands
of the Buddha. For him, this was a problem of prime importance because he
realized that all the misery and unhappiness in the world were due to the
evils associated with sense perception. The Buddha thus found it is
necessary to explain clearly how sense perception takes place. He realized

that a proper understanding of the sensory perception would give insight
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into the origin of suffering as well as into the way one can attain freedom
from suffering. Hence, in the Samyutta-nikaya, the higher life
(brahmacariya) lived under the Buddha is said to be aimed at understanding
the sense-organ, the sense object, and sense contact, i.e., sense perception,
because it is sense perception that leads to suffering.'®

The origin of perception from the subject-object relationship is
described in diverse ways in many places in the Nikayas and the Agamas.
One of the most important and famous statement from the
Majjhimantkaya'’, about the process of sense perception, can be sketched
through the following flow chart:

{[visual organ + visible object — visual consciousness]} —»

contact (phassa) —» feeling (vedana); what one feels, one perceives
(safjanati); what one perceives, one reflects on
(vitakketT); what one reflects on, one is obsessed
with (papaiiceti)

This flowchart, I have already sketched in the 3™ chapter on
Pratityasamutpada: Universal Ontological Principle of Reality, while
explaining the notion that the principle of causal law (pratityasamutpada) is
operative even in the process of sense perception. The point to be noted is
that causal law operates up to the point of feeling or sensation (vedana),
immediately after it the process of perception becomes one between subject
and object. Now I explain the process of perception. In the first place,
depending on sense organ (eye) and visible object, visual consciousness
arises. The coming together of these three is called contact (phassa). The
inevitable result of contact is feeling (vedand), which can be of three types

namely: Pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. Moreover, according to the
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Buddha, feelings, emotions, interests, likes and dislikes play an important
role in our perception. However, he was not unaware that feelings can grow
into monstrous forms and can be a cause of our confusion and sufferings.
To express this idea, the Buddha changes the language he employed to
explain the process of perception. Instead of saying that ‘depending upon
feeling arises perception’, he says - What one feels, one perceives. The next
step is that of reflection (vitakka) which can lead the perception in two
different ways, either to bondage and suffering or freedom and happiness. If
reflection continues to justify the existence of an ego, an independent and
self-subsistent entity (atman), it leads to obsession (paparica). Moreover,
these obsessions are threefold: Craving (tanha), conceit (mana), and
dogmatic views (ditthi) and it is connected with Concep‘[ion.19 Furthermore,
this analysis of perception is of tremendous importance for two reasons:
Firstly, it replaces the theory of an eternal and unchanging entity (like the
atman of the Brahmanical notion) considered to be the subject, with a
causal account of the process. Secondly, while tracing the origin of ego-
consciousness to the deliberate activity of the mind, it also accounts for the
phenomenon of free will, without which a theory of moral responsibility is
untenable.

With this much background of early Buddhist process of sense
perception, we are now in a position to discuss in a comparative manner the
process of perception within the Abhidharmika schools. In the 4™ chapter
on Realism versus Idealism, I have already discussed their theories of
perception (direct and indirect realism), with the view that both the
Sarvastivadin (alias Vaibhasika) and the Sautrantika are realists in as much

as they accept the existence of external reality apart from consciousness.
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Moreover, the former maintains that this is perceived directly, while the
latter says that perception is always indirect, though external reality can be
confirmed through inference. This dispute between the two partly results
from the fact that while both are ksanikavadins, holding that dharmas are
strictly momentary they differ as to whether the cause-effect relationship
can be a simultaneous one or successive one. Therefore, in this chapter, I
shall also be outlining this difference of simultaneous or successive
causality in sensory perception.

(1) Simultaneous causality in sensory perception (Sarvastivadin’s and

Vaibhasika’s views):

According to the advocates of this view, the three factors involved in visual
perception (visual organ, visible object, and visual consciousness) come
into being simultaneously. In addition, based on the principle of conditioned
co-arising (pratityasamutpada) the process of sense perception function as
follows: ‘conditioned by the visual faculty and the visual object there arises
visual consciousness. If these three factors were not simultaneous, then the
visual faculty and visual object produced in the preceding moment ought
not be the supporting basis (asraya) and the cognitive object respectively,
for the visual consciousness of the succeeding moment; for in that case the
latter exists and the former are non-existent. One cannot call an absolute
non-existent (atyantabhava) a supporting basis or a cognitive object.”
Thus, from Sarvastivadin (alias Vaibhasika) perspective, the sense faculty
serving as the supporting basis (asraya) and the object serving as the object
qua condition (@lambana-pratyaya), necessarily exist in one and the same

moment as the sensory consciousness, otherwise the principle of
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pratityasamutpada would be violated. Moreover, because of simultaneous
causality, the external object can be directly grasped, inspite of universal
law of momentariness. As we have mentioned above that the act of seeing is
non-epistemic, not amounting to knowledge, so it is the corresponding
visual consciousness that becomes conscious of the object (only in a generic
manner). It is this generic, non-discriminating sensory consciousness that
constitute pratyaksa (direct perception).

(2) Successive causality in sensory perception (Sautrantika’s view)
Sautrantika raises various objections to the doctrine of simultaneous
causality (sahabhii-hetu)”' and advocates the doctrine of successive
causality in the process of perception. Moreover, according to Sautrantika,
the process of perception takes place in three moments instead of a single
first moment (as accepted by the Sarvastivadin and Vaibhasikas). Besides,
for them, perception is possible even though the cognitive object is non-
existence, past, or unreal, in addition the two requisite conditions
(alambana and asraya) for perception are still fulfilled. Further, Sautrantika
has made such claims because of their doctrine of aniidhatu and the
fundamental principle ‘a cause necessarily precedes an effect’. Now, in
order to understand this doctrine and the principle, we have to explain in
detail the Sautrantika’s process of perception.

According to the Sautrantika, two premises momentarines and the
necessary posteriority of effect, when taken together, lead to the logical
conclusion that all our knowledge of the external world is necessarily
indirect. In the second moment when the sensory consciousness arises as
the effect, the cause has become past, therefore is no more existent. This

position can be summarized through the following diagram:
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Sautrantika’s Process of Perception
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Key Words
E.O. - External Object P - Pratyaya
0! - Visaya S.C. - Sensory conciousness
a- Am';dhﬁtu M.C - Mental consciousness
M - Moment

A.P. - Alambana-pratyaya

S.P. - Samanantara-pratyaya

In the first moment, the sense organ (eye) sees the external visual
object (E.O.) and it is in this moment that O, the representational form
(akara), a unified complex, corresponding to the external object is left in
the mental series as external object was passing away. In the second
moment, sensory consciousness arises necessarily conditioned by the
sensory object (now past), O which is the alambana-pratyaya for the
sensory consciousness and O' being simultancous with sensory
consciousness, it is its pratyaya. Moreover, O the same representation
preserved and passed down via the aniidhdtu®, is the alambana-pratyaya
for mental consciousness, which arises in the third moment. Further,
sensory consciousness serves as the samanantara-pratyaya (immediate

.. . 2. . .
cause) for the arising of mental consciousness. O” is likewise passed down
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via the anidhatu. Being with mental consciousness, it is its pratyaya. O, O',
and O are all representational form (@kara) of the same external object and
because of aniidhatu doctrine; they are preserved and passed down in the
series. Moreover, O, O' and O? are all mental contents, so whether sensory
or mental, the object of perception is always past, non-existent, and unreal.
Thus, in the case of sensory perception, the visual object exists in the first
moment, conditioning the arising of the visual consciousness of that object
(now past) in the second moment. And the arising of mental consciousness
in the third moment.

So far, I have discussed the process of perception according to
Abhidharmika tradition. Now, at this juncture the pertinent question that
arises is to show the historical influence/inheritance from the Abhidharmika
tradition into Yogacara-Vijianavada tradition. Dignaga followed by
Dharmakirti and others, states that there are only two valid means of
perception (pramana): Direct perception (pratyaksa), which perceives the
specific characteristic (svalaksana), and inference (anumana), which
perceives the common characteristic (samanya-laksana). This is clearly in
part an influence from the Abhidharma tradition, which recognizes only two
characteristics of existents, svalaksana and samanya-laksana. Moreover, in
the Alambana-pariksa, Dignaga, rejecting all views advocating the external
objectivity, concludes that ‘although the external object does not exist, there
is the internal ripa which manifests resembling the external object and
serves as the alambana-pratyaya.® It seems therefore evident enough that
he is a Yogacarin, though possibly with some Sautrantika leaning.
Nevertheless, in his Pramdana samuccaya-vrtti, we can see him at times

attempting to align with some fundamental Abhidharmika doctrines. For
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example the definition that pratyaksa is free from conceptual construction is
not inconsistent with the Abhidharmika tenets.** Kalpana in Dignaga’s
definition of pratyaksa is essentially similar to the Sarvastivada notion of
vikalpa. Tt is the process in which the perceived object which is in its
intrinsic nature inexpressible, comes to be associated with nama, jati, etc.”
This is consistent with the Abhidharmika notion of abhniripana and
anusamarana-vikalpa owing to the absence of which the sensory
consciousness is said to be avikalpaka.

As to Dharmakirti, his well-known definition of pratyaksa is also a
fine-tuning of earlier Sautrantika doctrines that I have discussed above.
Finally, it is worth noting that Dharmakirti also upholds the Sautrantika
doctrine that perception is possible even though the cognitive object is non-
existent, even though the term anudhatu itself is not mentioned. To this
extent, therefore, it is appropriate to conclude that, there is an historical
inheritance from early phase to the latter phase of Buddhism. Moreover, to
make this point, it is imperative to discuss in detail the theories of

perception advocated by Dignaga and Dharmakirti.

Dignaga’s theory of perception

Dignaga (circa A.D. 480-540) has been known to scholars of Indian
philosophy as the father of medieval logic in India. It is also called
Yogacara-Sautrantika, the Pramana School, the Logico-epistemological
school of Buddhism, and sometimes-just Buddhist logician. The schools we
have examined up to now have all had their own distinctive metaphysical
views. Sautrantika, for instance, teaches that all things are momentary,

while Yogacara has its claim that only impressions exists. As the alternative
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name Yogacara-Sautrantika suggests though, the school of Dignaga does
not take a stand on at least one important metaphysical issue, whether there
are physical objects. After all, Yogacara denies that there are, while
Sautrantika affirms their existence. So someone could be a Yogacara-
Sautrantika only by refraining from entering into this starts with Dignaga
are meant to be compatible with both positions. This must mean that they
do not actually answer an important question about what reality is like.
Instead, they seem to have thought the dispute over existence of an external
world would never be resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. What Dignaga
and his followers did was develop a Buddhist answer to Nyaya
epistemology. Their thought was that if this epistemology were acceptable
to both Sautrantika realists and Yogacara idealists, then it would help
people to progress toward liberation regardless of their stance on the
metaphysical issue. Therefore, this school does not offer a total package - a
complete picture of the world, plus advice about how we should act, based
on that picture, Moreover, it says three things: (1) That Yogacara-
Sautrantika does not teach a distinctive path to Nirvapna. (2) That any
metaphysical teachings it contains are grounded in its epistemological
views. (3) That its epistemology is meant to be acceptable to all Buddhists
regardless of their views on certain metaphysical issues. So with this in
mind, let us look at what they actually have to say. The obvious place to
start is with his last and greatest work presented in its most mature form —
The Pramanasamuccaya with its autocommentary (Vr#ti), in which he made
a systematical exposition of his theories concerning the means of

knowledge and dealing with the problem of the limits of knowledge.
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The Pramanasamuccaya
The text of the Pramanasamuccaya is written in verse style, and there is a
prose commentary by Dignaga himself, namely, the
Pramanasamuccayavrtti. 1t consists of six chapters%, and here we are
concerned only with the first chapter, which introduces the problem of the
means of acquiring new knowledge. The purpose of this thesis is to construe
the doctrine of Pramanasamuccaya, bearing this in mind; the issues/key
concepts to be addressed in this context are the following:
1. Means of knowledge (pramana)
Object of knowledge (prameya)
Definition of pratyaksa

2

3

4. Definition of kalpana

5. Different interpretation of kalpana

6. Types of perception

7. Perceptual error (pratyaksabhasa)

It goes without saying that there are a number of explanation/divergent
opinions with regard to the issues I just posed above, by not only Indian
Buddhism but also Indian philosophy in general. However, I will not go
into a comparison between these schools. I would like to limit myself to
considering the issues within Buddhist Pramana School and their major
opponent Naiyayikas.

Means and object of knowledge
It has been mentioned above that Dignaga’s point of departure in the first

chapter of the Pramanasamuccaya is to draw a radical distinction between

the two kinds of things that can be the object of awareness. He says in the
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second verse of the first chapter and its commentary that, the means of
validly cognizing an object directly is perception (pratyaksa,immediate) and
the means of validly cognizing an object indirectly is inference (anumana,
mediate).”® According to Naiyayikas, there are four means of knowledge,
whereas, Dignaga claims the other two are just special cases of inference.
However, this is not the most important difference between Nyaya and
Dignaga’s school over the means of knowledge. Far more important is
Dignaga’s claim that each means of knowledge cognizes its own distinctive
object. He then enumerates two aspects (laksana) of the object that
correspond to the two sources/means, the particular (svalaksana) being the
object of perception and the universal (samdanyalaksana) the object of
inference.” This differs from the Nyaya view, that one and the same fact
may be cognized using different means of knowledge. Suppose, for
instance, that from down in the valley I see smoke on the hill, and then infer
that there is fire on the hill. Suppose that while I am down below, you are
up on the hill, where you see and feel the fire directly. Nyaya would say that
you and I are cognizing the same things. The fire that you perceive is the
very fire the occurrence of which I infer. The Yogacara-Sautrantika
disagrees. They claim that your cognition and mine actually have distinct
objects. What you perceive is a real particular (svalaksana). What 1 infer,
though, it is not that very fire itself. I cognize something more abstract,
something more like fire in general (samanyalaksana). The particular is
ultimately real. The object-in-general is a conceptual fiction. These are
Dignaga’s claims.*® We should pause here a little to discuss the concepts of

svalaksana and samanyalaksana.
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Svalaksana and Samanyalaksana
As I have mentioned above that Yogacara-Vijianavada begins the first
chapter of the Pramanasamuccaya with a salutation to the Buddha and
distinguishes between pratyaksa and anumana by reference to their
respective immediate objects (pratibhdasavisaya), i.e., svalaksana and
samanyalaksana. Svalaksana is a unique, momentary (ksanika), unextented,
and unrelated self-characterised entity, which is different from all things.’’
It is destroyed immediately after securing existence.””> However, it is
produced, according to the law of dependent origination
(pratityasamutpdada), by its immediately preceding cause, and it is itself
causally efficient (arthakriyasamrthya)® in producing the next svalaksana.
A samanya-laksana, however, is an imaginary creation of the mind, based
on the observation of the similarity of a class of individual entities. It is
verbally expressible. It is not a fictitious entity like the hare’s horn, but is
the result of constructive imagination (kalpana) based on reality. As each is
incompatible with the other, there cannot be anything, which possesses both
svalaksana and samanyalaksana at the same time. Corresponding to this
essential distinction between the two kinds of prameya, there is a radical
distinction between the two means of cognition (pramana-vyavastha). This
theory is evidently set up in opposition to the Nyaya view of the
coalescence of different means of cognition (pramana-samplava).

Now, let us concentrate for the moment on perception (pratyaksa).
There are a number of explanations as to the definition and nature of direct
perception. However, I will not go in to a comparison of those definitions. I

would like to bound myself to considering the problem of the definition
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found in the Buddha Pramana School (i.e., Dignaga and Dharmakirti
traditions).
Etymological Interpretation of Perception
Before introducing the definition of perception, Dignaga first discuss the
etymological meaning of the term pratyaksa. Etymologically the word
pratyaksa means a knowledge which arises depending on the senses
(indriya=aksa). The question may arise: Why should perception be referred
to as pratyaksa (prati+aksa) and not as prativisaya (literally, belonging to
each object), despite the fact that it is dependent on both the sense organ
and the object?’* In answer to such a possible question Dignaga argues that
pratyaksa is so named, because sense organ is the specific cause
(asadharanakarana) whereas, object (rilpa) is the common cause
(sadharana), present in other person as well.”> Dignaga’s answer is based
on the view of Abhidharmakosa, which maintains sense-organ as the
indicator of sense-perception on the basses of the following two grounds: (i)
The sense should be regarded as the basis (asraya) of cognition (because as
the sense is strong or weak, cognition becomes clear or dim). (ii) The sense
is the specific cause (asadhdarana-hetu) of the cognition.*®
Dignaga’s definition of Pratyaksa
Dignaga’s definition of perception is the most succinct description of
perception available anywhere in the Buddhist literature. It is so brief that
its interpretation becomes quite varied. The definition runs thus:
“ pratyaksam kalpanda podham ™’

That is, the cognition in which there is no conceptual construction
(kalpand) is perception (non-conceptual awareness). The more common
term used later is nirvikalpaka, that is, prior to the association with the
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categories of language and conceptual thought. Thus, while the pure
particular may be the object (alambana) of perception, it is not the content
(visaya) of perception, since it has in itself no features, which could be
grasped by us. At this juncture, the pertinent question which arises is - what
is it that is grasped by us in perception? In order to answer this question, we
have to understand the process of perception according to Dignaga School,
within the context of the Nyaya philosophy, which serves as the dominant
account of perception in classical India.*®

Nydya process of perception

To simplify, Nyaya thinkers distinguish two stages in the perceptual
process. The first is a bare contact with the object in its sheer giveness. At
this stage, we do not understand the nature of the object confronting us but
just see, for example, a lump. The articulation of reality through a
perceptual judgment that understands the object as it is. We now see the
lump as, for example, a jar by categorizing the bare object (the lump) under
its proper universal (being a jar). The Nyaya call this stage as determinate
(savikalpaka) as distinguished from the first stage, the mere sensing of the
object, which is called indeterminate (nirvikalpaka). The doctrine of
determinate perception is an expression of the realism of this school. It is
the central element in the Nyaya theory of perception and one of the main
points of contention with Buddhist epistemologists. With this much of
background, now we are in a better position to explain the Dignaga’s

process of perception.
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Dignaga’s process of pratyaksa

As we have seen that, the tenets of the Pramana School are based on the
basic theses of Buddhism such as dependent origination
(pratityasamutpada) and the theory of the momentariness of phenomenal
beings (ksanabhangavada). This is true of the definition of valid cognition
as well. Direct perception is explained to be a cognition arising immediately
after the occurrence of an object, which does not continue at all. It exists
only for one moment and in the next moment; the image (akara) in our
cognition is substituted by a very similar, but completely different
cognition. For example, when we see a desk, we usually believe that we can
continue to perceive the desk as a single entity, admitting the identity of the
object for a certain length of time. However, such an assumption is wrong
according to the Pramana School. They claim that what there really is in
our perceptual vision is a sequence of very similar, but completely different
moments of time, which are wrongly constructed to be a
duration/continuum (samtana) of one and the same desk. In reality, the
image of the desk manifests itself only in the first moment after one
perceives the object. Only the cognition in the first moment is called direct
perception and the succeeding similar cognitions in later moments, which
belong to conceptual construction, cannot be referred to as direct
perception. This idea reveals that the school held a fundamental doubt
concerning conceptual cognition in the sense that we cannot grasp the
reality of ontological entities through the medium of our conceptual
construction. How, then one may ask is conceptual construction explained?
Dignaga’s answer to this question is found in the Pramanasamuccaya 1 3d

and its Vrtti, where he has given the definition of kalpana.
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Dignaga’s definition of Kalpana

According to Dignaga’s, a thing, which in itself is not intrinsically
constructed with any word, becomes expressed by a word when it is
associated with a word/name and other factors. Kalpana (conceptual
construction) means nothing but this process of associating a name etc. with
a thing (namajatyadiyojana kalpana). In other words, it is an imposition of
our constructed forms upon the ‘given’.** In other words, according to
Dignaga, pure perception (sensing) is different from
conceptual/conventional perception (perceiving). We sense sense data; we
perceive physical objects. In addition, the later is impossible without the
former, but it involves more. When we open our eyes, we have certain
visual experiences-sense-data, in this we are passive, and cannot help what
we see. In addition to this passive intake of sense data, there occurs an
activity that we may call interpretation. It is just this process of
interpretation, organizing data according to classification provided by
experiences, without which process there is no understanding and no use of
language, which Dignaga have in mind when he speaks of kalpana, a word
that literally means putting into order, arranging, forming or structuring.
According to Dignaga, we take the raw data of sensation and attach to them
some name, which amounts to assigning them to classes, and when we do
so we are no longer dealing just with what is at hand but with a shared
something, a general attribute that belongs not only to the things
immediately present to the senses but also to the objects remembered from
the past or anticipated in the future or in some other way not present to the

SENSEs.
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Moreover, Dignaga mention five factors/qualifiers/designators

(visesana) which kalpana associates with a thing (artha) in generating

verbally expressed conceptual awareness. They are as follows:

1.

Arbitrary words (yadrccha-sabda), a thing is expressed as being
distinguished from other things by a name, i.e., proper names such
as, dittha, etc.

Genus-words  (jati-sabda), a thing 1s expressed as being
distinguished by a genus, i.e., common nouns such as, cow (gau),
etc.

Quality-words (guna-sabda), a thing is expressed as being
distinguished by a quality, i.e., adjectives such as, white (sukla), etc.
Action-words (kriya-sabda), a thing is expressed as being
distinguished by an action, i.e., terms expressive of agency such as,
a cook (pacaka), etc.

Substance-words (dravya-sabda), a thing is expressed as being
distinguished by a substance, i.e., terms expressive of owner-ship
such as, a staff-bearer (dandin) or a horn-bearer (visanin), etc. ¥

Here, what deserves our notice/attention is the fact that Dignaga’s

explanation of kalpand is objected to the effect that since Dignaga does not

believe jati (universal) to be a real category, he is not entitled to maintain

that kalpand is namajatyadiyojand.

In order to answer this objection, Dignaga distinguishes two

interpretations of these concepts. The first recognizes a correspondence

between the term and the thing expressed by the term. This is the realist

interpretation.*' The second interpretation is that these concepts do not stand

for anything, and hence are devoid of any meaning (artha-sinya-sabda).
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This is the Dignaga’s own standpoint. For Dignaga, perception is devoid of
such discriminations (esad kalpana) only, not of all or any and every form of
conception. At this point, Dignaga reiterates his idea that perception is
devoid of metaphysical conceptual construction. This is classified by
making the distinction, for example, between cognizing ‘blue’ (nilam
vijanati) and cognizing something ‘as blue’ (nilam iti vijanati). The former
represents the awareness of a colored object (artha rtha-samjni) and the
later an object possessing the color (artha dharmasamjni). The former is
perception that involves the conception of color; the later is metaphysical
construction that assumes the color to be a characteristic or property
(laksana) of a reality in Dignaga’s list belong to what Dignaga calls the
category of Samanya, universal or generality.*’

Futher, Santaraksita and his commentator, Kamalaila in
Tattvasamgraha and its parijika respectively, have interpretated Dignaga’s
notion of construction (kalpand) in a slightly different manner. They say,
Dignaga divided the compound namajatyadiyojana into two parts (varga):
namayojana and jatiadiyojana. The first of these parts expresses Dignaga’s
own thought i.e., adding of names=verbalization, whereas the second
expresses the thought of an opponent i.e., associating class
concepts=conceptualization. Santaraksita points out that Dignaga mention
the second part, just to indicate the non-Buddhist’s standpoint; actually, he
means to reject it. Moreover, they urge that, first part be, in a sense, also
connected with second part. In their opinion jati doesnot denote a real
universal. Rather it stands for a samanyalaksana, which is conceptually

constructed and is responsible for the production of a general idea. Even
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such a samanyalaksana is associated with a thing (artha) only through the
medium of a name. Santaraksita and Kamalaéila conclude that the
association with a name is the essential feature of Dignaga’s definition of
kalpana.®

Therefore, when Dignaga says that perception caused by the five
kinds of sense organs is devoid of conceptual construction, he is claiming
that certain forms of conception, i.e., those relating to absolute distinction,
are not involved in perception. It is the fixing of the concept (= nilam iti
vijanati) that does not take place in perception because such determination
or fixing of the object represents the extended activity of manas, namely,
the activity of cognizing itself.*®
Dignaga’s classification of perception
Dignaga does not clearly mention anywhere the definite number of the
kinds of perception, yet from his discussion of perception in the
Pramanasamuccaya and its Vytti, it is evident that, he recognized only three
kinds of perception, namely: Indriya-pratyaksa (sense perception), manas-
pratyaksa (mental perception), and yogi-pratyaksa (perception of mediating
yvogins). And further manas-pratyaksa is of two types, i.e., awareness of
external object such as color eye, and direct self-awarenesss
(svasamvedana/svasamvitti) of such mental faculties as desire, anger,
ignorance, pleasure, pain, etc.”’” Dignaga did not accept svasamvedana as a
fourth type of perception but only subsumes under mental perception
(though Dignaga does not make any clear cut distinction between the two). |
do not claim, of course, that Dignaga rejected self-
cognition/awareness/apprehension altogether. All I mean is that Dignaga
conceived self-cognition only as an one aspect of cognition. Dignaga argues
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that the self-cognizing character of cognition is not admitted, and then the
distinction between the cognition of the object (visayajiiana) and the
cognition of that cognition (visayajiiana-jiiana) cannot be upheld. For
example, cognition of a blue patch has two aspects: (i) The blue aspect and
(i1) the cognition aspect. Now, we must all accept that the cognition is itself
capable of being cognized. In that case, the self-cognition is to be
distinguished from the cognition of the object. Yet, the distinction is
inexplicable without recognizing the self-cognizing character of the
cognition.*”® The reason is as follows, self-cognition picks out the cognition-
aspect as qualified by the blue-aspect while the cognition-aspect picks out
the blue-aspect only. It follows, Dignaga claims, that every cognition has
two aspects: (i) The cognition of the object and (ii) the self-cognition of
itself. That is to say, when we are aware of something we are also, and
always, aware of our awareness of that something.*’ And it is important to
emphasize that there are no two awareness but that there are two aspects of
the same awareness. Thus the standard account of Dignaga’s view, which
starts that Dignaga postulated four kinds of perception, is highly doubtful
and mistaken. Moreover, self-cognition is an aspect, which, in as much as
the cognition is pramana, can be considered as pramana phala. And
further, Dignaga, perceives this phala (svasamvitti) as the criterion to
distinguish perception from non-perception.™

Perceptual error/Pseudo perception (pratyaksabhdsa)

Dignaga’s next endeavor is to specify and account for the erroneous

perception or pratyaksabhdasa. In Pramanasamuccaya’s karikas 7cd-8ab,”!
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Dignaga mentions several cases of pratyaksabhdasa and intends to
differentiate valid perceptual cognition from them. They are as follows:

1. Erroneous cognition (bhranti-jriana) is not perception, because it
conceptually constructs such objects as water out of vapors, etc.

2. Cognition of empirical reality (samvrtti-saj-jiiana) is not perception,
because it superimposes (aropa) on empirical reality something else,
that is, conceptually constructs empirical reality as absolute reality.

3. Inference, its result etc., (anumananumanikarm) are not true
perception, because they are conceptual constructions of previous
experience (purvanubhiita-kalpana).

All three types of pratyaksabhasa explained by Dignaga are
produced through conceptual construction. According to Dignaga,
whenever the mind is at work conceptualizing there is room for error.
However, if no mental processes are at work, there can be no possibility of
error. Therefore, according to Dignaga’s theory, to use the expression
‘perceptual error’ is to misuse the term ‘perceptual’ which is defined in
such a way as to preclude error. However, since there are many errors
which are not due to kalpand, but are due to defects of sense-organs,
conditions of perception and physiological causes, such as, the cognition of
double moon, a fiery circle, trees moving backwards and the cognition of
fiery columns in water, etc. Therefore, the relevant question, which arises,
is that — Why would Dignaga mentions the word ‘sataimiram’ at all? Since
the several examples of things thought to be but which are not, perception
seem to need no repletion.

Literally, sataimira means ‘with’ or ‘involving timira’, and timira at

least sometimes is used in Buddhist literature to designate some kind of
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eye-disease, perhaps the one which give us double vision so that we see two
moons instead of one. However, in the Vrtti, Dignaga does not explain the
nature of ‘sataimira’ as a kind of pratyaksabhdsa, but only as a qualifier
(adjective) of three sorts of pratyaksabhasa, implying thereby that they are
products of “timira’, in the sense of ajiiana (lack of proper knowledge).>
Thus, it was a principle of Dignaga’s epistemology to explain all incorrect
cognitions as being caused by the mind and cognition produced by sense
organs is always free from error.”” However, such a denial of sensory
illusion was not held consistently through out his writings. As observed by
Funayama,™ there are two different views concerning the origin of
perceptual error in Dignaga’s work: One, his unique epistemology, as found
in the Pramanasammuccaya, that every erroneous cognition belongs to
conception, including the cognition of a double moon; and two, the rather
common place idea that the cognition of a double moon is caused by some
kind of sensory defect. Such an idea is found in the Alambanapariksavrtti.
These two attitudes were not fully reconciled by Dignaga himself.

So far, we have been concentrating on the Dignaga’s theory of
perception as presented in the Pramdanasamuccaya. Now, we are in a
position to pin point the major problems/objections at which Dignaga was

probably strictly criticized, which is the very ‘soul’ part of this chapter.

A critique of the Dignaga School
Dignaga’s philosophical views regarding the theory of perception as
presented in the text of Pramanasamuccaya has been sternly criticized. The

issues on which Dignaga was criticized are the following:
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1.

The attribution of all errors to the mind and no errors whatsoever to
the senses leads to the pertinent/crucial problem that, if sense organs
never produce false cognitions, then a defective sense organs has to
produce either a true cognition or no cognition at all. The trouble
with this or any similar interpretation is that it is not very
convincing. No matter how well each and every one of the Indian
stock examples of errors could be explained away as being due to
the mind, the basic conviction that sense organs are sometimes
directly responsible for errors could not be uprooted, especially not
in the case of defective sense organs.

Another problem, which was left open to Dignaga, was how to
account for validity of cognition. That is, what would be the
criterion to distinguish veridical perception from non-veridical
perception (false or apparent perception)? Dignaga perceives the
fruit (phala) as that which distinguish valid knowledge (pramana),
and he utilizes the same criterion to distinguish perception from
non-perception.” The fruit is not merely the end product but the
continuous working of the process (savyapara-patita). Moreover,
fruitfulness is also an aspect of self-cognition or the cognition
cognizing itself (svasamvitti). This means that even the concepts
formed based on cognition cognizing itself can produce
consequence. This relationship is indeed significant, for it is what
fuses fact and value. By providing such an explanation, Dignaga is
not demonstrating his unfamiliarity with the concept of ‘causal

efficiency’ (artha-kriya), as Hattori seems to think,*® but is actually

ISBN: 978-93-85822-43-8 94



The Development of the Theory of Perception in Abhidharma and Yogacara-
Vijianavada Tradition

avoiding its formulation in metaphysical terms popular with the

Sautrantika and with Dharmakirti.

3. Thirdly, having made an absolute distinction between reality as a
particular  (svalaksana) and concept as a  universal
(samanyalaksana), his problem was to bridge the gap between them
again.

4. Lastly, Dignaga’s definition of pratyaksa is not sufficient to exclude
sensory illusion from the arena of perception and further his
definition of kalpana has the defect of being too narrow
(avyaptidosa).

From this long discussion, this detour may lead to the following
conclusion that Dignaga made mistakes and in order to make his theory
acceptable, Dharmakirti corrected them. Dharmakirti had to complete,
revised, and modify Dignaga’s theory on the following points, I just posed
above in the following manner. Firstly, he had to admit that there are
erroneous cognitions free from conceptual constructions. Secondly, he had
to find a new criterion to guarantee the validity of cognition. This is
probably the reason why he introduced the concept of artha-kriya (efficient
action), which was unknown to Dignaga. Thirdly, he had to destroy the
basic principles of Dignaga, namely, the absolute distinction between
perception and inference, according to their respective objects, and the
equation of truthfulness with absence of conceptual construction in order to
bridge the gap between the perception (real) and conception (unreal).
Fourthly, he had to revise the definition of pratyaksa in order to solve the

problem of pratyaksabhasa by adding the term of non-erroneous
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(abhrantam). Lastly, he had to give a wider interpretation of kalpana, to
include not only actual verbalization but also the latent capacity of infants
and dumb persons to verbalize a cognitive state. Thus, it is evident that
Dignaga tries to win the war by losing a battle and Dignaga’s work attained
its final purpose only in Dharmakirti. We end this discussion here because a
comprehensive discussion of this constitutes the core subject matter of the

next chapter.
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Notes and References

1. For details, see Krishna (2008), p. 243.

2. The conditioned entities are those that arise in dependence upon
causes and conditions and thereby spoken of as being impermanent
and insubstantial, whereas the unconditioned entities are self-
existent and so do not dependent for their origination on causes and
conditions, i.e., exist eternally.

3. See Kathavatthu, 1:6.

4. Their philosophical position is summarized as, ‘Self is empty but the
dharmas exist’. (pudgala-nairdatmya dharma-atmya).

5. For details, see Matilal (2008), pp. 184-185.

6. According to Sarvastivadins, there are two ways of existence:
Primary existents (the way dharmas exist) and secondary/conceptual
existents (the way the composite entities like you, me, table, chairs
that are constructed out of dharmas exist).

7. 1t is mainly used by the Buddhist scholiasts and it is synonymous
with existent or dharmas as factors of existence.

8. The Yogacarin’s uses it to refer to an objective entity whose
ontological status they deny. Cf. TVB, 16:

Katham etad gamyate vina bahyenarthena/
Vijiianam evarthakaram utpadyata iti//

9. For details, see Bhikkhu (2007), p. 46.

10. Ny, 621c-622a.

11. Ny, 624a.

12. MVS, 61c.

ISBN: 978-93-85822-43-8 97



The Problem of Meaning in Buddhist Philosophy

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

idam tu vaktavyam/

caksuscaksurvijiiana-prajiiasamagrinam kah pasyati//

The Vaibhasika insists that it is the eye that sees, because there are
two types of functions- seeing and cognizing. It is only the sabhaga-
caksus, visual organ eye that participate in the activity of seeing and
the function of cognizing is performed by the visual consciousness.
On the other hand, according to Theravada, it is the visual
consciousness that sees.

‘cakkhu riipam na passati acittakatta-visuddtimagga’.

For details, see Bhikkhu (2007), p.53.

Ny, 367b-368a.

S. 4.138.

Majjhimanikaya 1.111-112

cakkhuii ca paticca rilpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviniianam,

tinnam sangati phassao, phassapaccayd vedana, yam vedetitam
sanjanati, yam sanjanati tam vitakketi, yam vitakketi tam
papariceti,yam paparicati tato nidanam purisam
paparicasanniasankha samuddacaranti — atitandgatapaccuppannesu
cakkhuviniieyyesu ripesu.

The term ‘contact’ is to be understood in its broader sense, as in
statements such as ‘I am in contact with john’, not in the more
restricted sense of bare touch. Because the term is used in a more
extended or comprehensive sense, the Buddha is able to say all
philosophical theories about the world are dependent on contact

(phassa-paccaya). Contact thus expresses the idea of familiarity. D.

1.44.
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19. For details, see Kalupahana (1994), p. 34.

20. Ny, 420c-421a.

21. For details, see Dhammajoti (2007), p.152.

22. The aniidhatu is the fact of causal efficacy manifested in each
moment of the person’s psychophysical series. It is also sometimes
called purva-aniidhatu, the component ‘purva’ signifying the fact
that these causal efficacies have been transmitted within the serial
continuity from previous time. For details, see Dhammajoti (2007),
p. 97.

23. For details, see 3™ chapter on Alambanapariksa of the present
thesis.

24. See Hattori (1968), p. 26.

25. Ibid., pp. 25-26.

26. For details, see Hayes, Richard.P. (1988), pp. 131-132.

27. See Hattori (1968), p. 24.

28. For details, see Hattori (1968), p. 78, footnotes - 1.12.

29. Ibid., p. 24.

30. For details, see Gupta, Rita. (2006), p. 79.

31. svamasadharanalaksanam tattvam svalaksanam. NBT, p. 15.
Stcherbatsky refers to a svalaksana as a ‘thing-in-itself’, in Buddhist
logic (1962), Vol.I, p. 183.

32. ‘utpadanantarvinasasvabhavo vastunah’. TSP, Vol.I, p. 179.

33. We would discuss the concept of arthakriyakaritva at greater depth
in the next chapter on Dharmakirti improvement upon Dignaga’s

work.
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34.
35.
36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.
43.

Hattori (1968), pp. 26, 86.

For details, see Gupta, Rita. (2006), p. 73.

AK, 1, 45:

tad-vikara-vikaritvad asrayas caksur-adayah ato ‘sadharanatvac ca
vijianam tair niruyate.

Hattori (1968), karika. 3c, p. 25.

Here I present a mere sketch of the Nyaya view, leaving out the
complexities of without its historical developments. For a more
detailed account see, 4™ chapter on Realism versus Idealism of the
present thesis, where I have explained the process with the help of a
diagram.

See Hattori (1968), pp. 25, 83-86.

artha keyam kalpana nama?

namajatyadiyojanal/

vadrcchdasabdesu namna visisto ‘rtha vcyate dittha iti. Jatisabdesu
jatya gaur iti, gunasabdesu gumena Sukla iti, kriyaya pacaka iti,
dravyasabdesu dravyena dandi visaniti.

Unfortunately, Massaki Hattori does not mention this interpretation,
because he assumes that the correspondence pertains only to the
action-words and substance-words, whereas no such distinction is
made in Dignaga’s explanation. For details, see Hattori (1968), p. 25
(note addition by Hattori in parentheses).

Ibid., p. 26.

Moreover, there is a comparison between Dignaga’s list and
Prasastapada’s (the Vaisesika philosopher) list of five qualifiers

(visesana).
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44. The later denote real entities and we can call them predicable with
more confidence. For details, see Matilal (2005), p. 14.

45. See TSP, Vol. 1, karikas. 1219-21, 1224-25, 1233. Also, see, Franco,
Eli. (1984), JIP 12, pp. 389-400.

46. Hattori (1968), p. 27.

47. 1bid., karika. 6ab, p. 27.

48. 1bid., karikas. 8-12, pp. 29-31.

49. See Franco, Eli. (1933), JIP 21, PP. 295-299.

50. Hattori (1968), pp. 100-104.

51. Ibid., karikas. 7cd-8ab, p. 95.
bhranti-samvrtti-saj-jrianam anumananumanikam/
smartabhilasikam ceti pratyaksabhasam sataimiram//

52. For details, see Franco, Eli. (1986), pp. 79-97, where he mentioned
the Prof. Schmithausen proposed solution: In several places in the
Pramanasamuccaya, there are important differences between the
karikas and the Vreti. From that, we can conclude that the Vitti was
not written at the same time as the karikas, and that Dignaga
changed his mind in the mean time. Here we have one such case.
When Dignaga wrote the karikds, he considered four types of
pratyaksabhasa, but when he came to comment upon them, he saw
that the taimira-jriana involves a problem, which he did not know
how to solve, and therefore left it without commentary.
The Vrtti being his last work, perhaps he did not have the time to
make up his mind. (Note also that taimira is absent in the

Nyayamukha).
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53. Hattori, p. 96.

54. See Funayama, Toru. (1999), Ed. Shoryu.Katsura, pp. 73-99.
55. Hattori (1968), p. 28.

56. Ibid., p. 80.
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