
Perceptual Cognition: A Nyāya-Kantian Approach
Author(s): Monima Chadha
Source: Philosophy East and West, Vol. 51, No. 2 (Apr., 2001), pp. 197-209
Published by: University of Hawai'i Press
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1400000 .

Accessed: 07/08/2013 21:17

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

University of Hawai'i Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Philosophy
East and West.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 130.65.109.155 on Wed, 7 Aug 2013 21:17:08 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=uhp
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1400000?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


PERCEPTUAL COGNITION: 
A NYAYA-KANTIAN APPROACH 

Monima Chadha 
Department of Philosophy, Monash University 

We find certain things about seeing puzzling because we do not find the whole business of seeing puzzling 
enough. Ludwig Wittgenstein' 

Introduction 

Experience must find a prominent place in the philosopher's list of the "rich and 
famous" entities of this millennium. Not just the more exotic experiences that the 
more fortunate among us have had the privilege to enjoy, but even the ordinary 
perceptual experiences of the world around us are rich and many splendored. It is 
a fact that the human perceptual mechanism is such that it transforms the meager 
input, namely the stimulation of the senses, into a much richer output. Interest in 
the philosophy of perception lies in understanding, as W.V.O. Quine puts it, in 
what way one's theory of nature transcends any available evidence. The result is 
an epistemological urge to delineate the available evidence-the pure given-from 
the total content of a perceptual experience that is enriched with concepts. This 
preoccupation with the pristine purity of the given was shared by philosophers in 
ancient India, and the tradition continues among contemporary Western philoso- 
phers in their quest to identify the nonconceptual content of perceptual experiences. 

It is commonly believed that the given consists of particulars that are cognized as 
such in perceptual experiences. Against this popular belief, I shall argue that there is 
no coherent notion of perceptual cognition of particulars. Perceptual cognition must 
be restricted to universal features. If particulars-as-such do not even qualify as 
objects of perceptual cognition, then there is no possibility of knowing particulars- 
as-such in perceptual experiences. Thus it seems to follow that perception cannot be 
a source of knowledge of particulars. This claim is hard to digest. We have always 
thought that perception is the primary, perhaps the only, source of knowledge of 
particulars. We are forced to conclude that particulars cannot be objects of cognition 
or knowledge. This conclusion is counterintuitive. I think that the conterintuitive 
conclusion can be avoided by reconsidering our intuitive notion of knowledge of 
particulars. 

The argument in this essay draws on discussions among ancient Indian philoso- 
phers, especially among Buddhists and Naiyayikas, on the characteristic content of 
perceptual experiences. Although there are considerable disagreements, the ancient 
Indian philosophers agree on one crucial matter: perceptual experiences are, at the 
very least, cognitive in character. I think they are right. The contents of perceptual 
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experiences are, at least potentially, objects of cognition or awareness. After all, the 
whole point of introducing the notion of the content of perceptual experiences is to 
explain a perceiver's capacity to gain knowledge of perceived objects. This minimal 
claim is beefed up by the Nyaya philosophers by adding that all cognition, and thus 
perceptual cognition, requires conceptualization. This is the focus of the controversy 
between Buddhists and Naiydyikas. The Buddhist, in contrast, insists that perceptual 
cognition must be totally devoid of conceptualization. Perception is conception-free 
awareness of a particular-as-such.2 This radical thesis is based on a plausible intui- 
tion: perceptual experiences, unlike other cognitive episodes, must be constrained 
by causal interaction between the sense faculty and the given. For the Buddhist, 
conceptualization requires "imaginative construction" by the mind that is uncon- 
strained by the given. 

In the first section, we shall consider the central arguments offered by the Nyaya 
against such a conception-free awareness of a particular. In this section, I will extend 
the Nyaya arguments to reveal the incoherence in the very idea of a conception-free 
awareness of particulars. This does not mean that I reject the plausible intuition that 
guides the Buddhist: the content of perceptual experiences must be constrained by 
the causal interaction between the senses and the given. What I do reject is the 
stronger claim that the Buddhist defends on this basis, namely that the content of 
perceptual experiences must, therefore, be restricted to particulars. There is nothing 
new to this response, it is just a restatement of the famous Kantian dictum: intuitions 
without concepts are blind. 

In this essay I shall defend the simple Kantian thesis about the nature of per- 
ceptual cognition: perceptual experiences require cooperative activity between 
sense-faculties and the mind. But this simplicity comes at the cost of vagueness. In 
the second section, I shall put forth a precise claim that gives substance to the 
Kantian thesis above: perceptual cognition requires the possibility of recognition. 
The substantial thesis will provide the argument for the claim that perceptual cogni- 
tion must be restricted to universal features. We will begin by unpacking the notion 
of "conceptualization" or "imaginative construction" as involved in perceptual 
experiences by building on some suggestive remarks by the Naiyayika philosophers 
and Kant. For them, conceptualization or imaginative construction is a necessary 
ingredient of perceptual experience, but it is not totally unconstrained by the given. 
As Kant would say: concepts without intuitions are empty. Thus the plausible intu- 
ition guiding the Buddhist can be saved. The claim that perceptual cognition must be 
restricted to universal features is surprising, for it seems to rule out the possibility of 
knowledge of particulars. In the third and final section, I shall show that this coun- 
terintuitive consequence can be avoided by thinking about our intuitive notion of 
the knowledge of particulars. 

Perceptual Cognition of Particulars 

We begin with the radical position, defended by Buddhist philosophers, according 
to which the content of perceptual experiences is totally devoid of any proliferation 
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of concepts. Buddhist philosophers in the Dinndga-DharmakTrti school hold that 
perception or seeing-truly is free from imaginative construction (kalpana). No seeing 
is seeing-as, since the latter necessarily involves the intervention of conceptual 
construction. The Buddhist claims that a perceptual judgment or a verbalization of 
such a conception-free experience is, strictly speaking, impossible.3 For verbaliza- 
tion invariably requires conceptualization, and that brings in more than what is 
given in perceptual awareness. The given, for the Buddhist, consists of distinct, 
unique, momentary, self-characterized particulars (svalak9anas). 

The Buddhist argument in support of this radical thesis is based on a simple 
intuition. Perception is cognitive awareness arising from sense-object contact, and 
since an object does not carry a concept or a label on its body, the sense faculty 
cannot become aware of a concept as a result of such causal contact. A sensory 
awareness that arises from a color can represent only the color. It cannot represent 
that color as accompanied by another sensory particular, for example taste, texture, 
and so forth. The Buddhist is suggesting that the awareness of an object in one's 
visual field-as a mango-cannot be called a proper perception. Seeing-as requires 
imaginative mental construction. We have discrete visual awarenesses of color and 
shape, but there is no mango to be seen. Perception results from sense-object con- 
tact and thus must depend solely on the causal powers of particulars. Words and 
concepts are not ingrained in particulars, and thus perception can only result in 
conception-free awareness of particulars. If this restriction is ignored it will lead to 
absurd consequences. For then perceptual awareness can represent things that are in 
no way connected with the perceptual occasion, and the imaginative mind can 
represent anything and everything. 

The Naiydyika rejects the claim that constructive awareness involving concepts 
is not perceptual, since it is merely a figment of our imagination. Perception is a 
cognitive episode triggered by causal interaction between sense and object. This 
interaction gives rise to a preliminary awareness of an unstructured whole. The nir- 
vikalpaka, that is, conception-free awareness, is a necessary stage in the process of 
perception. But this unstructured awareness is only a first step; it is invariably fol- 
lowed by a structured awareness as a necessary consequence in the same sequential 
series. The first awareness does not destroy the perceptual character of the second; 
rather, it facilitates it. The nirvikalpaka or the sensory awareness in the immediately 
preceding moment is an indispensable causal factor for the generation of a savi- 
kalpaka or constructive awareness, although memory, conception, and collateral 
information are also required. A cognition that is independent of the preliminary 
sensory awareness cannot result in a perceptual judgment. For example, the judg- 
ment "This is a collection of leptons and quarks" that is made on seeing a table may 
be legitimate (the collateral information is supplied by physics), but it cannot be a 
perceptual judgment, since the necessary dependence on an appropriate sensory 
awareness is missing. 

Buddhists reject this analysis of the perceptual process. They argue that 
the sequential process of perception as described by the Naiyayika, that is, sense- 
object contact resulting in unstructured, conception-free awareness, followed by 
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the structured conceptual awareness, involves a mistaken transfer of the property of 
perception-hood from the first awareness to the second. Udayana, one of the most 
famous Navya-Nyaya (that is, the new or later Nyaya school) philosophers, makes a 
surprising counterclaim in response to this Buddhist argument. Perception-hood is 
really a characteristic of the second, structured, awareness; it is mistakenly trans- 
ferred to the first, unstructured, awareness. This brings us to the crux of the matter. 
In denying the perceptual character of conception-free awareness the Naiyayika is 
really questioning its cognitive aspect. The use of the term "awareness" in this con- 
text confuses the issue, for awareness is necessarily a cognitive relation. To frame the 
issue clearly, I will introduce the term "grasp" to signify a neutral relation that is not 
necessarily cognitive in character. Following Matilal, we can say that the dispute 
between the Naiyayika and the Buddhist philosopher is not about the occurrence of 
a pure sensory grasp of a particular, nor is the dispute about the physical concomi- 
tant of such a sensory grasp. The issue is: can we regard the conception-free sensory 
grasp of a particular as cognitive? 

The Buddhist as well as the Naiyayika regards perception as a cognitive episode. 
Rejecting the cognitive character of a sensory grasp of a particular is not a problem 
for the Naiyayika, since it is merely an intermediate step in the process the result of 
which is a structured perceptual awareness. The Naiyayika holds that causal inter- 
action between sense-faculties and an object results in a sensory impression that is 
no more than a mere physiological change. The awareness of the impression arises 
at the subsequent stage as a result of the infiltration of concepts, and only this second 
awareness is, strictly speaking, a perceptual cognition. However, Buddhists must 
show that the preliminary sensory grasp is cognitive in character, since for them the 
process of perception terminates at this stage. That is, the Buddhist needs a criterion 
for distinguishing a concept-free sensory grasp of a particular from a mere physio- 
logical change. And the Buddhist has a criterion: an essential mark of awareness- 
hood is the presence of reflexive self-awareness. We are reflexively self-aware of 
a conception-free sensory grasp. The intuitive idea is not only that a sensory grasp 
results in the occurrence of a physiological change, but in addition that such a 
change is registered in some part of the mind. The Buddhist is suggesting that the 
sensory grasp of particulars is a cognitive event by virtue of this registration, that is, 
reflexive self-awareness of the sensory grasp. 

The response sounds plausible, but it falls short of hitting the mark. Buddhists 
cannot offer a satisfactory answer to the question: what is it that we register as a re- 
sult of such a perceptual episode?4 To ensure the cognitive character of such a sen- 
sory grasp of a particular they focus entirely on the awareness aspect of the sensory 
grasp, at the cost of completely ignoring its intentional aspect, that is, the object- 
directedness. But they do not deny the intentional aspect of perceptual experiences, 
for perceptual cognition results in an awareness of distinct, uinque, momentary, 
particulars (svalakinas). 

The real problem for the Buddhist is: in what sense are we aware of a unique, 
distinct particular in a perceptual episode? The Buddhist disallows any differentia- 
tion or characterization of particulars as a result of perceptual cognition. We cannot 
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characterize the particular using "this" or "it," for even this minimal characterization 
counts as misidentification. The Buddhist has a reason for denying any kind of dif- 
ferentiation or identification, since it necessarily brings in concepts. Concepts are 
required as a precondition not only for kind-identity but also for object-identity. 
There is no identification in a sensory grasp. If the object-identification is absent in a 
sensory grasp, it cannot arise magically in the reflexive self-awareness of the sensory 
grasp. But, then, one may ask, how does the Buddhist account for the intentional 
aspect, that is, the object-directedness, of perceptual episodes? 

As we said above, the Buddhist does not deny the object-directedness of per- 
ceptual episodes. In order to account for the intentional aspect of perceptual epi- 
sodes we cannot demand that the cognizer must be in a position to offer necessary 
and sufficient criteria for identification of distinct, unique particulars given in such 
experiences. That is asking for too much. The intentional aspect of perceptual 
experiences can be accounted for in terms of the cognizer's acquisition of some 
ability to differentiate between distinct particulars, for that provides us with a mini- 
mal basis for regarding the given in such experiences as consisting of distinct and 
unique particulars. Otherwise, it is impossible to make sense of any talk about dis- 
tinct and unique particulars. According to the Buddhist, there is no conceptual 
intervention in perceptual cognition. As a result the cognizer loses out not only on 
the ability to identify a particular datum (the given) as belonging to a certain kind (or 
instantiating a concept or class-characteristic) but also on the ability to identify it as a 
distinct, unique particular altogether. The Buddhist analysis of perceptual cognition 
fails to meet the intuitive requirement that accounts for the intentional aspect of 
perceptual cognition. To save the cognitive character of a perceptual episode the 
Buddhist delinks the awareness aspect from its intentional aspect of the sensory 
grasp. But this comes at a cost, for the Buddhist cannot account for the intentional 
aspect of perceptual cognition. The sensory grasp together with its reflexive self- 
awareness vacuously results in an awareness, but it cannot result in an awareness 
of a particular. Thus the Buddhist cannot claim that the sensory grasp results in a 
perceptual cognition, for perceptual awareness, by his own lights, is essentially 
an awareness of distinct, unique particulars. This shows that the very notion of a 
"conception-free cognition of a particular" is incoherent. 

Before we close this section, let us pause to note the status of conception-free 
awareness in Navya-Nyaya philosophy. Firstly, unlike the earlier Naiyayikas, the 
later Naiydyikas allowed conception-loaded awareness even in the first moment of 
sense-object contact, where the sense faculty and the mind cooperate immediately, 
as in the case of habituated and recurring perception. For example, on the way to my 
office every morning, I am used to looking into my mailbox. I do not first grasp sen- 
sory particulars like color, shape, and so forth; I instantaneously see a mailbox in 
the very first moment of sense-object contact. In some cases a conception-loaded 
awareness may be mediated by a conception-free grasp of a particular, but this 
intermediate grasp is not logically required for perceptual awareness, since it is 
causally impotent. And this brings us to the second point: the Navya-Nyya position 
on the status of the conception-free grasp of particulars is that such a grasp is or may 
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be factually present, but it is not an indispensable element in perceptual awareness. 
By rejecting the necessity of such a conception-free grasp as a preliminary step in the 
process of perception the Navya-Nyaya secures its position against the danger of 
incoherence, which is lurking in the notion of the conception-free grasp of partic- 
ulars. The first point is important because it draws our attention back to the Kantian 
thesis, which is preempted by Naiyayika philosophers: the mind and sense-faculties 
cooperate (immediately) in the act of perception. In the next section, I hope to give 
some substance to this notion of cooperation between the mind and sense-faculties. 
This, in turn, saves the plausible intuition that guides the Buddhist; that is, perceptual 
experiences must be constrained by causal interaction between sense-faculties and 
real particulars. 

Perceptual Awareness of Universal Features 

There seems to be an intuitive contrast between seeing and seeing as. Think of the 
familiar experience of meeting an old acquaintance, someone you have not seen for 
years. You see the person clearly, but fail to recognize him. Suddenly you remember 
him. You see the oldface in the altered one. First you have the experience of seeing, 
and then the experience of seeing as. The number of examples of this are numerous, 
and the Buddhist will be thrilled with them. The first experience can be regarded as 
that of seeing truly, whereas the second is adulterated with recognitional abilities, in 
which a real particular is identified as someone, and this invariably brings in con- 
cepts. But one may ask: is the first experience really conceptually innocent? Can we 
regard it as a case of pure seeing? No! To see why, contrast this case with another 
familiar visual experience. Suppose you are taking a walk in a desert at dusk. You 
are looking at a solitary palm tree in the distance, but you see it as a pole. As you 
walk toward it, you see it as you normally would, as a tree. In this example, too, as in 
the first one, there is the experience of seeing a particular in a new aspect. Unlike 
the first case, there is no sudden dawning of an aspect; rather there is only a gradual 
change in aspect as you approach the tree. First you have the experience of seeing it 
as a pole, and then the experience of seeing it as a tree. The second case brings to 
light the uncontroversial point that visual experiences can present different aspects; a 
particular object can be seen now as one thing, now as another. But set against the 
first case, this shows that the sudden dawning of an aspect of a visually presented 
particular merely dramatizes for us a feature that is present in perception generally, 
namely seeing as. In other words, the intuitive contrast between seeing and seeing as 
is a false one. All seeing is seeing as. This generalization is in stark contrast to the 
Buddhist claim: no seeing is seeing as. 

In the previous section, we saw that such a conception-free sensory grasp (or 
awareness) of a particular cannot be regarded as a perceptual cognition of a partic- 
ular. Pure seeing does not result in perceptual cognition of particulars, for there is no 
coherent notion of a conception-free sensory grasp of a particular. The following 
question becomes pressing at this point: what exactly do we need to add to the 
sensory grasp so that it counts as a perceptual cognition of a particular? No doubt the 
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perceptual experience of particulars is triggered by a causal interaction between 
sense-faculties and particulars, but we need to go beyond what is immediately given, 
that is, fleeting sensory impressions. Thus, we invoke the mind, as Hume would say, 
"for the mind looks further than what is immediately given to it." The necessary 
intervention of the mind for perceptual experience forces us to compromise on the 
pristine purity of seeing and replace it with the conceptually loaded notion of seeing 
as. That is to say, perceptual cognition requires the co-activity of sense-faculties and 
the mind. 

Discrete, fleeting sensory impressions cannot be regarded as perceptions. In 
Kant's terms, "A combination of them [fleeting sensory impressions], such as they 
cannot have in sense itself, is demanded [for perceptual cognition]" (A 120; em- 
phasis mine). The intervention of the mind brings in concepts that are vehicles for 
providing the synthesis demanded for perceptual cognition. Kant introduces the 
notion of a concept as a principle for unifying or synthesizing discrete sensory im- 
pr~essions. Concepts have application in experience because they serve to link or 
combine distinct fleeting sensory impressions as different perceptions of the same 
object. The point Kant wants to emphasize is that some concepts are necessary for 
the very possibility of perceptual cognition.5 This idea of concepts as a principle for 
synthesis contains the germ for a precise formulation of the Kantian thesis that we 
shall explore in the rest of this section: cognition requires the possibility of recogni- 
tion. The Kantian notion of a concept brings in the possibility of recognition. This 
thesis, in turn, provides an argument for the claim that perceptual awareness must be 
restricted to universal features. 

This kind of reasoning will be rejected outright by the Buddhist for two reasons. 
First, the thesis that cognition requires the possibility of recognition is metaphysically 
loaded, since it assumes that reality consists of persisting objects that endure over 
time. This metaphysical assumption is questioned by the Buddhist, and this forms the 
basis for the outright rejection of the epistemological thesis. According to the Bud- 
dhist, reality consists of svalak?anas, which are unique, discrete, momentary partic- 
ulars. I don't think we need to get into a metaphysical quibble, for the thesis above 
does not require any debatable metaphysical assumption. The thesis, as we shall 
make clear at the end of this section, is merely an epistemological thesis that is 
neutral regarding any metaphysical commitment. And second, the Buddhist does 
not want to allow minimal-most others would say inevitable-intervention from 
the mind because once concepts and words are allowed, there is a tendency for 
the obsessive proliferation of unnecessary concepts. The point is that as soon as we 
allow the mind to intervene, it has the tendency to take over to the extent of com- 
pletely ignoring the input from the senses, and then we are forced into a position 
where we can perceive anything and everything of which the mind can conceive. 
The Buddhist is right in warning us about this danger, but goes too far in restricting 
the content of perceptual experiences to the pristine purity of the given: real partic- 
ulars. As a result, the Buddhist fails to offer a satisfactory account of perceptual 
cognition of particulars. 

In an attempt to offer a satisfactory account of perceptual cognition, I begin here 
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with enigmatic insights of the Navya-Nyjya philosophers. As we said above, in 
denying the causal necessity of conception-free awareness of particulars in the pro- 
cess of perception, the Navya-Nyaya philosophers offer a novel insight about the 
nature of some perceptual experiences: there are instances where sense-faculties 
and the mind cooperate immediately in the first moment of perception, resulting in a 
conception-loaded awareness instantaneously, as in the case of habituated and re- 
curring perception, for example. There is another example, offered in the context of 
the direct perception of simple universals, that is interesting and useful for our pur- 
poses here.6 Gangesa's actual example has been modified by Matilal; I will stick to 
Matilal's modification without using his terminology (Matilal, Perception, pp. 347- 
348).7 Suppose I am looking at a disc that is changing color. While I am looking at 
the disc, it has just changed to blue. Further suppose that it is a particular blue tint, 
the like of which I have never seen before. I see the particular blue tint as the rele- 
vant qualifier or the property of the disc. The point is that even though a particular- 
the color in this example-is presented to the relevant sense-faculty, the awareness 
is of a particular as a property-instance, for I see the particular as an instance of a 
certain color property of the disc in front of me. 

In the very first moment of perception there is immediate cooperation between 
the senses and the mind, which results in an instantaneous abstraction of structure: 
the awareness is that of a particular as a prototypical instance of a simple universal 
or property. The immediate cooperation of the mind is essential since what one 
perceives or is aware of is beyond what is immediately present. Thus the same 
model can be extended to explain our perception of particulars that exemplify 
properties with which we have prior acquaintance. The mind relates the particular 
presented on a certain occasion to other past and future sensory impressions, and, in 
the case of new properties, to the possibility of future sensory impressions. These 
impressions are not present on the perceptual occasion; therefore, they are not sen- 
sory impressions. Neither are these totally fictitious. These are real possibilities in the 
sense that they may have been actualized in history or, at the very least, have the 
potential to be actual. Let us call them images. Images, in this sense, are not purely 
imaginary or fictitious.8 The introduction of this term brings us to explain the notion 
of imaginative construction as involved in perceptual cognition. For this we shall 
now turn to Kant.9 

To set the stage for discussion, let us begin with a quote from Kant: "Psycholo- 
gists have hitherto failed to realize that imagination is a necessary ingredient of 
perception itself" (A 120). Kant introduces the notion of "imagination" specifically 
for the job of synthesizing the distinct and fleeting sense impressions into coherent 
perceptions. This synthesis serves a dual purpose for Kant, since it also shows that 
concepts have application in experience. As we have already said, a transient and 
fleeting sensory impression cannot be regarded as a perception. For it to count as a 
perception it must be related to other past and future sensory impressions of other 
particulars of the same kind (or of the same particular).10 Kant invokes the faculty of 
imagination exactly at this point. The cognition (or recognition) of an immediately 
present particular on a perceptual occasion requires that other past and/or future 
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images of particulars of the same kind are represented, or brought alive in one's 
imagination. In Kantian terminology, the faculty of imagination provides a "schema" 
for the concept so that it can be applied in experience. The activity of invoking other 
real images and combining or linking such images with the immediately present 
sensory impression is essential for perceptual cognition. This is what is meant by 
"imaginative construction," which involves concepts as vehicles for bringing alive 
other images of the same kind, some of which may even be of the same particular, if 
the particular endures over time. The thought here is just another expression of the 
idea floated by Gangesa: "seeing a particular as a property-instance." There is no 
notion of cognizing a particular-as-such; one can only cognize universal features 
that are exemplified by particulars. These features are cognized by a subject in the 
sense that the subject acquires the ability to recognize these features on other per- 
ceptual occasions. On a perceptual occasion we are confronted with a particular 
datum, but what we register is the possibility of recognizing other data of the same 
kind. 

Though the Naiyayika philosopher restricts this claim to some perceptual occa- 
sions, I think, following Kant, that we can extend this idea to all instances of per- 
ceptual cognition. This view is forced by the negative conclusion of the last section: 
there is no coherent notion of cognizing a particular-as-such. No doubt, perceptual 
cognition is intentional; it is an awareness of something. The awareness is not of a 
particular-as-such; rather it is an awareness of a particular as a property-instance. 
The very notion of experience or perceptual cognition is that of cognizing (or rec- 
ognizing) the particular datum as an instantiation of a property or a universal. In 
other words, cognition requires the possibility of recognition. Thus, we can conclude 
that perceptual cognition must be restricted to universal features. The argument in 
this section makes it obvious that the plausible intuition guiding the Buddhist can be 
saved. Perception is constrained by the causal interaction between sense-faculties 
and real particulars, since the direct perception of property-instances is, at the very 
least, occasioned by the presentation of a particular datum, which instantiates the 
property or the universal. 

Some of my readers may object that in discussing Kant and Naiydyikas in the 
same vein I have conflated the distinction between properties and concepts. This 
objection is not justified. It is important to note that the Naiyayika philosophers' talk 
of cognition of particulars as property-instances on perceptual occasions is just 
another way of describing the process of ascription of properties to particulars. In 
Kantian terms, such ascription of properties is no more than the unifying and syn- 
thesizing of data by applying concepts to generate perceptual experience. In fact, the 
Naiydyika philosophers' account of cognizing new properties on perceptual occa- 
sions provides a novel account of acquiring and simultaneously displaying the pos- 
session of the concept in its application to perceptual experiences. In this sense, the 
Nyaya-Kantian thesis is only an epistemological claim. The argument in the follow- 
ing paragraph will reveal its metaphysical neutrality. This will also help in clarifying 
the thesis further. 

It may seem that the Buddhist worldview, according to which reality consists of 
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unique, distinct, momentary particulars, conflicts with the substantial thesis, that is, 
that cognition requires the possibility of recognition. If the particular exists only for a 
moment, it cannot be recognized on a future occasion. The substantial thesis does 
not require that particulars must endure over a period of time. The requirement is 
met, even if cognizer is only confronted with momentary particulars: the cognizer 
sees the momentary particular as an instantiation of the some property. The Buddhist 
will object to such a cognition of universal features on a perceptual occasion, for 
each distinct particular is a self-characterized (svalak?ana), unique particular, one of 
its kind. Since reality consists of distinct, unique, momentary particulars, there is no 
future occasion on which the cognizer is presented with an identical sensory im- 
pression. This conflicts with the substantial thesis because it seems that the possibil- 
ity of recognition is ruled out. The seeming conflict arises because of the ambiguity 
in the use of the term "possibility" that infects the substantial thesis. The thesis 
claims that cognition is restricted to universal features that characterize the par- 
ticulars given in perceptual experiences, in the sense that they constitute the basis 
for distinguishing among distinct particulars. As a result of perceptual cognition (or 
knowledge), the cognizer acquires an ability to identify or differentiate a particular 
given on a perceptual occasion. The acquisition of this ability manifests the possi- 
bility of recognition. If the Buddhist metaphysical view is the true description of 
reality, then there is no future occasion on which the cognizer is presented with an 
identical sensory impression. But that just means that the ability acquired by cog- 
nizers in perceptual experiences is not exercised. The point remains that there can 
be no cognition of a particular-as-such; cognition is of a particular as an instance of 
a property. 

Knowledge of Particulars 

In the previous section, we concluded that perceptual cognition must be restricted 
to universal features. This conclusion seems to have counterintuitive consequences. 
If particulars cannot even qualify as objects of perceptual cognition, there is no pos- 
sibility of knowing particulars in perceptual experiences. Thus it seems to follow 
that perception cannot be a source of knowledge of particulars. On the other hand, 
however, it seems plausible that perception is the primary, perhaps the only, source 
of knowledge of particulars. This consequence is unacceptable and will force 
some of my readers to reject, or at least reconsider, the conclusion of the previous 
section. In this section, I will show that the counterintuitive consequence can be 
avoided, if we pay some attention to our commonsense notion of the knowledge 
of a particular. 

In the first section, we saw that the notion of a cognition of a particular-as-such 
is incoherent. This results in a deeper problem according to the Buddhist worldview. 
In the absence of any identification or differentiation, it does not make sense to talk 
about the particular datum. The Buddhist has no basis for the uniqueness or dis- 
tinctness of real particulars, and is thus forced to give up the idea that distinct, real 
particulars are given in perceptual cognition. The given in perceptual awareness is 
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reduced to an indistinguishable heap or mass of reality whose constituents cannot be 
distinguished. The Buddhist notion of svalaksina sounds mystical at the very least. 
This suggests that our ordinary notion of a particular cannot be that of a unique, 
distinct, momentary, self-characterized particular-as-such. 

The uniqueness of distinct particulars is a commonsense assumption that can 
only be accepted as an article of faith. We do not-in fact, I believe, we cannot- 
have a comprehensive knowledge of whatever it is that accounts for the uniqueness 
of distinct particulars. However, as we saw in the last section, the particulars are 
characterized by universal features, which constitute the basis for distinguishing 
among distinct particulars. In cognizing a particular as an instantiation of some spe- 
cific property (or group of properties), we have some hold on features that can be 
offered as grounds for distinguishing the particular in question. But these features can 
never constitute necessary and/or sufficient grounds to identify the particular (that is, 
distinguish it from everything else). Fortunately, our intuitive notion of the knowl- 
edge of particulars does not demand a comprehensive grasp of features that char- 
acterize it uniquely. We settle for much weaker criteria in which it suffices to dis- 
tinguish the particular in question from other objects in a given situation. What 
works in a given situation depends on the context that is determined by cognizers' 
interests, attitudes, needs, and so on. The perceptual cognition, and thus knowledge 
of particulars in this weaker sense, is possible in the Nyaya-Kantian framework. 
Therefore, I think, the counterintuitive consequence that we can have no knowledge 
of particulars can be avoided. 

Notes 

1 - Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 212. 

2 - In the absence of an explicit definition of a "concept," I shall be working with a 
minimalist claim about concepts that is uncontroversial. Whatever else they 
may be, concepts are, at least, vehicles to structure the input from sense-object 
contact. This working definition is neutral on the realist/nominalist debate, 
which is central to the disagreement between Buddhists and Naiydyikas. So I 
shall take the liberty to use the notions of "conception-free awareness" and 
"unstructured awareness" interchangeably in this essay. 

3 - It must be noted that the Indian philosophers were working with a theory of 
language where the demarcation between words and concepts is very fine, if 
not practically nonexistent (Matilal, Perception, p. 310). This can be attributed 
to the influence of the Indian grammarians, notably Bhartrhari. 

4 - My positive account in the next section will propose an answer to this 
question. 

5 - Kant regarded such concepts as transcendental and hoped to have identified 
them. I don't agree with the Kantian thesis because it rests on a distinction 
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between transcendental concepts, pure concepts, and empirical concepts. 
Such a distinction is untenable and can be questioned on various grounds. For 
the purposes of this essay, I will avoid that debate. I think we can endorse the 
broad Kantian claim that some concepts or other are necessary for the very 
possibility of experience, without claiming that we can identify such concepts 
at this stage. 

6 - The Nyaya philosophers uphold the obvious distinction between simple and 
complex universals in the hope that this offers us a criterion between real uni- 
versals and mind-dependent ones. I am skeptical of the tenability of any such 
claim, in the same vein as in Kant's distinction between transcendental and 
empirical concepts. I don't think any useful distinction can be made between 
kinds of properties or universals and concepts. 

7 - Gangesa, Tattvacintamani, Pratyaksa, vol. 1, p. 87. 

8- It is important to note that the term "image" as introduced here is not in 
the sense of fanciful imagery, which is usually associated with false beliefs, 
mistaken memory, dreams, delusions, and creative original insight. The term 
"image" has another use also, in the sense of a mental image or picture in 
one's mind. For our purposes here, we will restrict ourselves to the latter use. 

9 - It is important to note that Kant treats understanding and imagination as two 
distinct faculties. But the distinction is not important for our purposes here. 
Both of them can be treated as mental faculties and thus the distinction, if any, 
is irrelevant here. 

10 - This parenthetical qualification is important to be fair to Kant, but it will be 
dropped henceforth. Kant insists on other sensory impressions of the same 
particular because he is trying to defend the commonsense assumption that 
perception represents the particulars as distinct and enduring objects. As we 
have already noted, this will beg the issue against the Buddhist philosophers. 
So we will circumvent this metaphysical debate by focusing on particulars as 
exemplifiers of kinds. 
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