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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Perception’ which is the most 
important in all philosophical topics. Perception is basically a ‘Pramāna’. Pramāna is a method of 
understanding the truth. It produces true and valid knowledge. All the systems or schools of Indian 
philosophy established their theory of knowledge or Epistemology on the basis of Pramāna. In total 
there are six Pramānas in Indian philosophy of them the Buddhist school adopted two Pramānas 
known as Perception and Inference. After reading this module, the learner will able to learn:- 

• The meaning of Pramāna (proof) in general. 
• The two Pramānas adopted by Buddhist school of philosophy. 
• The definition of right knowledge. 
• The meaning and definition of Perception (Pratyaksa). 
• The definition of Perception as given by some important Buddhist scholars. 
• The classification of perception. 

Finally, after going through this module, a learner will be able to know the definition of perception 
given by Buddhist scholars and how Perception is a source of valid cognition in Buddhist Philosophy. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

 
In Indian philosophy all philosophical schools whether it is Buddhist or Non-Buddhist aim at 
searching truth and reality in their own specific way. Pramāna-Shastra has played an important role 
in all the schools of Indian philosophy. Without evidence or proof (Pramāna) nothing can be given 
and accepted. Pramāna basically means the ability to generate valid knowledge (Prama). All 
Pramānas have definite way of expressing knowledge and Each Pramāna shows a different type. In 
total there are six valid means of knowledge adopted by different schools of Indian philosophy. They 
are: Perception (Pratayksa), Inference (Anumāna), Comparison (Upmāna), Verbal-testimony 
(shabda), Postulation (Arthāpatti), Non-Apprehension (Anuplabdhi). The Materialists school admit 
only one Pramāna that is Sense-perception. All other schools adopt at least two pramāna, sense- 
perception and inference. The Vaisesika School admit these two pramāna stated above. The Samkhya 
School includes verbal testimony. The Naiyāyikas admit four sources perception, inference, verbal 
testimony, and comparison. The Mimamsakas admit six sources perception, inference, verbal 
testimony, comparison, postulation and non-apprehension. The Buddhist at the time of Dignāga fall in 
line with the Vaisesikas, they adopt only two sources of knowledge Sensation and thought. Sensation 
mirrors the unique, specific, momentary, existent (sva-lakṣana). Thought mirrors a chain of moments 
by forming relations and images (sāmānyalakṣana). So, for Buddhist there are two sources of 
knowledge- Perception (Pratayksa), Inference (Anumāna). Perception provides us direct and concrete 
relection of a thing. Whereas Inference provides us only indirect and abstract conceptual-
constructions. 

According to some Buddhist scholars, Right and true knowledge is valid knowledge. Momentariness 
is compared with motion or flux and efficiency is compared with existence. The real or truth is always 
effective but the unreal or untrue is always ineffective. The at last existent is the effective. The 
ineffective is untrue or not real. We don’t have anything to do with its presence or non-presence pretty 
much as a forthcoming lady has nothing to do with the magnificence or grotesqueness of a eunuch. A 
genuine flame is that which burns and cooks and reveals insight. A flame which neither blazes nor 
cooks nor reveals insight is unbelievable. The eventually existent is the specific ‘thing in itself’. 
Everything else has just roundabout, acquired or useless reality. All thought-relations are imaginary. 
They are an illusion of the creative ability. Thus, existence is proficiency and proficiency is change. 
The constant is the ineffective and ineffective is the incredible. The truth or Reality is motion, 
movement or change. 

 

3. 3. THE MEANING OF PERCEPTION 
 

In the previous section you were introduced to a very important aspect of Philosophy: ‘Pramāna’. In 
this section we’ll discuss the nature of Perception. Perception simply means that which is detected by 
the five senses. Perception which is also known as Pratyaksa is regarded to be a pramāna i.e. a means 
of valid knowledge. The word ‘Pratyaksa’ comprised of two words – ’prati’ means near and ‘aksa’ 
means ‘eye’. So Pratyaksa indicated the knowledge occurring through the medium of eyes. Further, 
used as an adjective, Pratyaksa indicates that which is direct and immediate. As a noun, it indicates 
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immediate knowledge. Perception principally describes knowledge generated from the direct contact 
of five senses with their objects. So, we can say that Perception is Pramāna which produces the 
knowledge of an object with the intercourse of sense organ (eye) with the object. 

                       

4. DEFINITION OF PERCEPTION BY VASUBANDHU 
 

Vasubandhu can be considered as the first systematic epistemological philosopher appertaining to the 
tradition succeeded by Dignaga and Dharmakirti. His famous work is Vāda-Vidhi. In his work Vada-
vidhi, he defined perception as “tato rthād vijñānam pratyakṣam,” which means ‘Perception is a 
cognition arised from that object.’ So, according to him Perception is a cognition that is determined 
by its object. Here the word ‘tato’ states that the exclusive role of the object (ālambanaprataya) in 
contradistinction to the role of cognitive sense (adhipatipratyaya) or the cognizing consciousness 
(samanantaraprataya). For example, if the objector thing is water, which is an existing real 
(svalaksana), and if it is apprehended, then apprehension of water is a case of perceptual knowledge. 
Such a cognition has real object, which is fire, as different from the conceptual object, which is the 
idea of water. Bare sensation or experience of the object without any verbal designation is considered 
as perceptual knowledge. So Vasubandhu’s definition of perception is that perception is bare 
experience that is totally caused by the object without any conceptual thought. 

 

5. 5. DEFINITION OF PERCEPTION BY DIGNᾹGA 
 

There is an independent sub-school of Buddhist philosophy. That is Sautrantika-Yogacāra whose 
founder is Acharya-Dignāga. Dignāga, the father of medieval logic in India was a great scholar of 
Indian Philosophy. Vasubandhu, a great philosopher of Buddhist Philosophy was a teacher of 
Dignāga. Under his guidance, Dignāga got expertness of Vijnanavada theory and of logic. Thereafter 
he wrote many books of which the most important one is ‘Pramānāsamuccaya’. The work 
‘Pramānāsamuccaya’ is about Epistemology, Logic and Semantic. In the work ‘Pramānāsamuccaya’, 
Dignāga has discussed the theory of knowledge in general. For him, the means of valid knowledge are 
two- Immediate and Mediate i.e. Perception and Inference. They are only two because the particular 
and the universal are only two aspects by which an object can be apprehended. There is no other 
object to apprehend. Dignāga defines Perception as “Pratyakṣam kalpanāpodham” which in simple 
English can be translated as ‘Perception is free from conceptual construction’1. According to Dignāga, 
a thing can be explicated by a word only when that thing connected with a name and other factors 
because a thing is unable to express in itself. Conceptual construction (Kalpāna) is a process of 
connecting name, etc with a thing and nothing else. So, Kalpāna is enough to exclude Inference, 
which is invariably connected with conceptual construction (Kalpāna), is also sufficient to exclude 
errors and illusions from the class of Perception. Errors and illusions can be free from conceptual 

                                                        
1 Mookerjee, Satkari. The Buddhist Philosophy of Universal Flux. NEW DELHI: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1975, 275 
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construction (Kalpāna) but they are never agreeing with facts. Perception, as a source of valid 
knowledge presupposes as an essential requirement this agreement of fact with knowledge. But errors 
and illusions do not allow verification which is the only important condition of agreement. One 
should not be confused the Errors and illusions with valid knowledge. So, the definition of Perception 
given by Dignāga is self-verified and self-sufficient. 

 
  5. THE MEANING OF KALPᾹNA 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Dharmakirti, who was also a great Buddhist philosopher defines kalpāna as a process of knowing the 
content (pratibhāsa) of which is connected with verbal conventions. This connection happens when 
the content and the verbal convention are known in one scope, so the two are felt to be one 
inseparable whole. Dignāga in his work Nyāyamukha, which is about Buddhist logic, has on the other 
side defined kalpāna as the connection of generality (jati), quality (guna), of action (kriyā), of 
substance (dravya) and of name (samjña). According to Buddhist scholars all conceptual information 
alludes to false, ideal elements, having nothing whatever to do with reality. These ideal elements, are 
fivefold, to mind (1) genus (2) quality (3) action (4) name and (5) substance. These are viewed as 
ideal elements, as they continue on the assumption of distinction where there is identity and of 
identity, where there is difference. Consequently, (1) the generality or class character (jāti) is not 
anything unmistakable from the individual, but it is fancied to be particular. (2 and 3) The same is the 
situation with quality and action, which are truly non-unmistakable from the substratum, but they are 
imagined to be particular and henceforth are called ‘false constructions’. (4) Name and the individual, 
then again, are really particular and different, one being a word and other being a substantive object. 
Be that as it may the two are viewed as indistinguishable, as is proved by such declarations as ‘he is 
Ram’, ‘Ram’ being only a name. The recognizable is proof complete to the point that perpetually 
reacts when his name is gotten out. (5) The last mixture is represented by such verbal utilization as ‘he 
is a staff – bearer’. Here the staff and the man are particular as pole separated, however they are 
identical. 

So it has been showed that determinate perception (savikalpa), which perpetually arises in the form of 
judgement, being actually relational, only gives us false information. Ideal elements (kalpāna) like 
class-character and so forth are at best, “working defects”. Reality is displayed only in the first simple 
experience and the truth of such experience is proven by authentication of the engagement with 
reality. 

 

6.  DEFINITION OF PERCEPTION BY DHARMAKIRTI                                                                                                                  

Dharmakirti wrote many work i.e. Pramāna-vārtika, Nyāyabindu. Dharmakirti in his work 
Nyāyabindu, which is about Buddhist logic and Epistemology, has divided all valid knowledge into 
two categories, viz., (1) perception and (2) inference. All human action relies for their achievement on 
true and valid knowledge. In his work Pramāna-vārtika, he agrees with Dignāga in defining 
Perception as free from conceptual construction. But in Nyāyabindu, he joins the term ‘Abhrānta’ 
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(Non-Erroneous) to this definition. In Nyāyabindu, Dharmakirti explains Perception as a presentation 
determined by the object and free from all ideal elements (kalpāna). It is called nirvikalpa or 
indeterminate stage of perception because savikalpa or determinate stage of perception includes the 
ideal elements. Therefore, as per Dharmakirti, Perception is made up of apprehension of objects in its 
own special character (Sva-laksana) which have no similarity with other objects i.e. there is neither 
similarity nor dissimilarity of one body with other body.2 So it is totally free from any kind of 
connection with names and verbal expression because such connection usually presupposes and it is 
also made by relational thought. The reality which is the object of perception which is immediately 
showed to the mind and not some other ideas like generality, quality, action, substratum, name which 
are not a component of presented sense data but are provided by imagination (vikalpa). In Pramāna-
vārtika, Dharmakirti make distinction between Sva-laksana and Samanya-laksana which are two 
important aspects by which an object can be apprehended. 

 

                Sva-laksana              Samanya-laksana 

1. Sva-laksana has potency to generate effects. 1. Samanya-laksana has no potency to generate 
effects. 

2. It is unique, definite and particular. 2. It is neither definite nor unique but universal. 

3. It cannot be denote by a word. 3. It can be denote by a word. 

4. It is cognizable without relying on other factors 
like verbal expression. 

4. It is not cognizable without relying on other 
factors like verbal expression. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                               

      7.  CLASSIFICATION OF PERCEPTION                                                                                                 

 

According to Dharmakirti, perception can be divided into four classes:- 

1. Sense perception (Indriya- vijñāna) 
                                                        
2 Ibid., 337 
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2. Mental perception (Mano- vijñāna)  

3. Self-cognition (Svasaṁvedanam) 

4. Super sensuous perception of yogins  

7.1   Sense perception (Indriya- vijñāna) 

The class of sense-perception (Indriya- vijñāna) remains for the whole class of perception of target 
substances or objects, which are introduced to cognizance through the medium of sense-organs. 
Sense-perception can be characterized under five heads to mind as the sense-organs are five in 
number:- 
 

1. Visual perception (cakṣurvijñānam) 
2. Auditory perception (srotra-vijñānam) 
3. Olfactory perception (ghrānendriyavijñānam) 
4. Tactual perception (kāyendriyaja-spraṣṭavyavijñānam) 
5. Gustatory perception(rāsanavijñānam) 

 
The characterization is in light of the mixture of the media perception and does not in any sense 
contribute the sense organs with agentive forces. Their capacity just comprises in making a joining 
connection between the subjective cognizance and the objective reality lying outside. This capacity is 
depleted when the object is introduced to cognizance and does not proceed from there on. So the first 
presentation is separated from everyone else definitive with respect to the goal or objective reality. 
 
7.2   Mental Perception (Mano- vijñāna) 

Dignaga characterizes mental perception as takes after the mental perception which taking a thing of 
shading and so forth for its object takes place as quick experience is likewise free from conceptual 
construction. As per this definition, mental perception is a part of the mental domain or mental 
cognizance, which now and then happens as the quick experience of tangible objects. Here the 
reference to tangible objects shows that the prompt to experience is externally directed. 

According to Dharmakirti, mental perception does not cognize the similar object of Sense-
recognition, however just the accurate copy of it which springs into presence instantly in the second 
moment in the object arrangement. Furthermore, this mental perception is come into being by 
cumulative of (1) the sense –perception, which is quick substantive reason, from which the previous 
infers its conscient (2) the goal datum, which jumps into being in the second moment as an accurate 
copy of the object of sense-recognition. So mental perception which is joint result of sense perception 
and a objective datum, it cannot become possible without the medium of sense-perception which is an 
important factor. And hence a visually impaired man has no sight of view of colour. As visual 
perception its first cause is not there. Nor would it be able to be pointless, as its object is totally 
different from that of sense perception. So, mental perception takes place only when the sense-organs 
work properly. 

 

7.3   Self-cognition (Svasaṁvedanam) 

Self-Cognition is the inner consciousness of mental cognizance (not mental perception) and its 
connected with mental exercises. For example- Desire, Anger and so forth. All cognizance, insights 
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and sentiments irrespectively are known independent from anyone else which can be means they are 
direct toward one self. Consciousness or awareness is oppositely contradicted to matter in this it is of 
the way of brightening like the illuminator in the atmosphere while matter is hidden and covered up 
by darkness. The being of consciousness, is its luminosity toward oneself, thus it cannot be obscure. 
So, consciousness varies from which has no light in itself like dead, unfeeling and unthinking matter. 
The immateriality of consciousness coveys with it the prerogative of revelation toward oneself and 
does not suggest any subject-object relation in its constitution, which its extremely immateriality 
precludes. Matter can be divided and consciousness can be awareness only if it just in the event that 
negates to be part up into compartments, which the subject- object relation includes. So luminosity 
toward oneself of consciousness does not imply bifurcation of consciousness into a subject and an 
object, which would be absurd in a single unit. Consciousness and Self- consciousness, therefore, are 
exchangeable terms.  

7.4   Super sensuous perception of yogins  

Dignaga defined yogic perception as the yogin’s instinct which is not connected with any conceptual 
construction of the Agāma (The authoritative words of the teachers) and which cognizes just a thing 
in itself is likewise perception. 

 

6. 8.  SUMMARY 

 
As we mentioned above, Acharya Dignaga, who was an important Buddhist Philosopher built the 
foundation of Buddhist philosophy on Cognition and Logical theory. According to him, to the 
accomplishment of true knowledge is necessary and this true knowledge is Pramāna and Pramāna is 
defined as ‘that by which valid cognition or knowledge is arrived at’. There are two types of Pramāna 
accepted by Buddhism. They are Perception and Inference. Dignaga defines perception as free from 
Kalpana or conceptual construction. It is direct experience of objective reality consist of a flux of 
unique and momentary particulars. Pramanās are two because the object to be apprehended has only 
two realms - svalaksana and samanyalaksana which are connected with indeterminate perception or 
Nirvikalpa and Determinate perception or savikalpa.  Dignaga does not refute determinate perception 
and samanyalaksana but take it under Inference. Vasubandhu who was a teacher of Dignaga defines 
perception as “tato rthād vijñānam pratyakṣam,” which means ‘Perception is a cognition arised from 
that object.’ So, according to him Perception is a cognition that is determined by its object.     
Dharmakirti was also a great Buddhist scholar in his work Pramāna-vārtika, he agrees with Dignāga 
in defining Perception as free from conceptual construction. But in Nyāyabindu, he joins the term 
‘Abhrānta’ (Non-Erroneous) to this definition. In Pramāna-vārtika, Dharmakirti make distinction 
between Sva-laksana and Samanya-laksana which are two important aspects by which an object can 
be apprehended. Dharmakirti, divided perception into four classes:-Sense perception (Indriya- 
vijñāna), Mental perception (Mano- vijñāna), Self-cognition (Svasaṁvedanam), Super sensuous 
perception of yogins. 

So, as it has been show that the logical school declares that sensation and thought are the two distinct 
sources of knowledge in a radical manner. Sensation mirrors the particular, momentary and ultimate 
reality (svalaksana). Thought mirrors a link of moments by forming relations and images 
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(samanyalaksana). So, perception and inference are the two sources of knowledge. Perception 
provides us straight, particular and clear knowledge of the object where as Inference provides us 
indirect, indefinite and abstract mental constructions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


