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1. Learning Outcomes 
 

This module is design to make you familiar with the topic called ‘Apoha’ which is the most important 
topic in Buddhist school of philosophy.The study of the problem of universal or word meaning in 
Indian philosophy has had a very much importance and significance as any other problem.According 
to Buddhist, reality is composed of momentary particulars which are absolutely distinct. There is no 
sameness in reality. All ideas and thought of sameness or identity are referring to imagination. All 
class-notions are construction of thought (Apohas), they are only names, having no objectivity. This is 
known as Nominalism (Apohavāda). It maintains the subjectivity of conceptual knowledge. After 
reading this module, the learner will able to learn:- 

• The Problem of universal in Indian philosophy. 
• Various theories related to this problem of universal. 
• The meaning of Apoha. 
• The definition and meaning of Apoha as given by some important Buddhist scholars. 
• The role of words, names and concepts. 

Finally, after going through this module, a learner will be able to know the problem of universal and 
how Buddhist solve this problem of universal by giving the theory of Apohavada which is in western 
perspective known as Nominalism. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

 
The problem of universals is one of the basic problems of philosophy. It emerges specifically from 
our appearance upon experience, thought and language. Basically, there are two types of knowledge 
of things one is sensuous and other is conceptual. Sensuous knowledge shows an object in its concrete 
and specific angle, whereas conceptual knowledge shows the same thing with no note of particularity. 
In other words, the thingswhich exist outside the mind as showed by sensuous knowledge are specific 
or particular, whereas our concepts of them are universal. Similarly this thing is true of our language 
too. It is an important fact that all words except proper names are general in our language. On the 
other hand, what exist in the outside world are particulars. 

Now the question can arise- Are these concepts and words true? Do they provide us any knowledge of 
this world? To answer these questions all the schools of philosophy establish their theory. Each school 
try to answer or solve this problem of universal in their own independent intellectual way. These 
theories are known as Moderate realism, extreme realism, Conceptualism, Nominalism and so on. 
Buddhist holds the theory of Nominalism which is known as Apohavada. Conceptualists hold that no 
universals exist in the outside world; they are only concepts which exist in the human mind. Whereas 
Nominalists hold that the merely universals are words and they are became universal due to used of a 
number of different particulars. 

 

3. DEFINITION OF APOHA 

Buddhist advanced a theory called ‘Apoha’ which is fairly like the western theory of Nominalism. 
Apoha basically signifies ‘exclusion’. Words are the consequence of mental thought and in this 
manner they merely refer to mental pictures and can’t be specifically connected with realities that are 
external. Meaning thus means the connection of the word, the picture of the object or a thing. The 
word cannot straightforwardly be connected with objects that are external, it cannot hence, denote the 
thing. 

 

4. THEORY OF APOHA 

In the previous section you were introduced to basic problem of Philosophy: ‘Problem of universal’.In 
this section we’ll discuss the theory of Apoha. Buddhist solves the problem of universals by talking 
about absolute-difference. According to Buddhist, reality is composed of momentary particulars 
which are absolutely distinct. There is no sameness in reality. All ideas and thought of sameness or 
identity are refer to imagination. All class-notions are construction of thought (Apohas), they are only 
names, having no objectivity. This is known as Nominalism (Apohavāda). It maintains the 
subjectivity of conceptual knowledge. The Buddhist attempts to form his Nominalism (Apohavāda) 
by distinguishing between two forms of reality- 
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1. The ultimate (Paramārtha) 
2. The empirical (Samvṛti) 

The ultimate is the world of particulars point-moments (svalakṣanas) which are given in pure 
sensation and the empirical is the world of universal (sāmānyalakṣana) which are given by the 
understanding. There is a famous Buddhist scholar known as Dharmakirti who distinguishing between 
Svalakṣana and Sāmānyalakṣana. According to him, 

 

                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. 

Thought and language deal with Empirical world i.e. world of universals (Sāmānyalakṣana). The 
world of universals is made by the understanding in order to know the streaming Reality. Such 
creation is regular to human personality it is because of the intrinsic constructive tendency mutual to 
all human-beings. But since the real by nature is free from conceptual or relativity, thought and 
language neglect to touch it. But one cannot say that conceptual knowledge has no value, it has some 
practical value however ultimately it is illusory. 

 

5. THE THEORY OF APOHA BY DIGNᾹGA AND DHARMAKIRTI 
 

The Buddhist as we have said that denies the reality of Universals. This denial reaches to some very 
important issues related to conceptual knowledge and the importance of language as a source of the 
knowledge of reality. According to Realist (Nyayayikas) conceptual knowledge is a direct 
understanding of the real. Words and concepts are related to real universals or particulars qualified by 
them. But according to Buddhist who holds the position of anti-realism, the real is specific, particular 
and unique, momentary which exist outside the reach of words and concepts. It is ultimate reality 
apprehended in pure sensation.According to him, the universal is not real as it is not mentioned in 
pure sensation. 
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According to Buddhist theory of Apoha- 

 
1. All words, concepts and even names too have no exact relation to reality, at the ultimate level 

they are merely illusion. 
2. All words, concepts are merely relative, limited and so cannot be real. 
3. The object of conceptual knowledge is universals which are only mental constructions. 
4. And this conceptual knowledge though ultimately not true, is empirically true and valid because 

it has an indirect causal relation to reality. 
 

 
6. CONCEPTS OR UNIVERSALS ARE MENTAL CONSTRUCTIONS 

 
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’,he discussed about Nominalism. He states that 
names and words are connected to one another. ‘All expressible knowledge is conceptual and 
conversely, all conceptual knowledge is expressible’.1 All words, all names and all concepts are 
relative because they are valid only in contrast with their opposites. In other words, a word can be 
explained merely negatively. It can explain its meaning merely by denying the opposite meaning. For 
instance- A ‘cow’ means a ‘not non-cow’. A word provides us universals which are totally imaginary. 
So, names are illusory and negative. According to Dignaga, word cannot express the real (thing-in-
itself). The real is only the thing-in-itself which is flux, which comes and then disappears at one and 
the same time and therefore is outside the reach of word. He says that names are result of mental-
thought and vice-versa. The names and the words are unable to touch the real. The names and the real 
are two different things. The name cannot express the real. Apoha or the import of words is negative 
in nature.  Apohas are different because of diversity in apohas (things to be excluded). The word 
Apoha which is the deprived form of Anyāpoha means the ‘exclusion of negation of others 
(atadvyāv,tti)’. For example the word ‘cow’ provides its own meaning merely by the exclusion of all 
those things which are other than cow. So, the whole function of concepts and words, according to 
Dignaga, is to show as ‘unity what includes temporal and qualitative differences. These concepts are 
the universals constructed by thought owing to the intrinsic conceptualising tendency of the human 
mind. Therefore, they are relative and negative in nature’.2 
 

7.  WORDS EXPRESS ONLY NEGATIONS 

 
  Dignaga’s Nomilalism was systematically developed and explained by Dharmakirti. Dharmakirti, 
who was also a great Buddhist philosopher his famous works are Pramāna-vārtika, Nyāyabindu. 
Words according to him only have negative meaning because what is positive is cannot be expressed. 
                                                        
1Stcherbatsky, f.th., Buddhist logic,two vols.,Dover publications,New York, 1962,p.459 
2Ibid.,p.461 
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He denies the theory of ‘double meaning’ of words.  According to which a word do not have negative 
meaning it only have positive meaning and indirectly implies the negation of the opposite meaning. 
He maintains that ‘what is essential for the comprehension of the meaning of words is the exclusion of 
the contrary meaning. Positive reference is not necessary at all. Moreover, the so called positive 
meaning of words cannot be comprehended without excluding the opposite meaning. 
Therefore,‘exclusion of the contrary’ can alone be legitimately regarded as the meaning of words’3. 
The Buddhist states the negative meaning of words because it is a logical result of his rejection of the 
reality of universals in any form. If words had no negative meaning, universals would be real, but 
from the Buddhist point of view, ‘Being positive’ and ‘Being real’ are one and the same. So the 
Apoha, universals being negative in nature, they are not real entities.  

Further, according to Dharmakirti, if verbal knowledge is knowledge of real, then on listening the 
word ‘blue’ one should have the sensation of ‘blue’. But this is not the case; the former must be 
different from the latter. For him, the difference between the two cognitions depends upon the 
difference of their objects. He denies the realist view that both sensation and conception may have one 
and similar object. According to him, if objects are held to be similar to different types of cognitions 
then there would be misunderstanding of different means of knowledge. The object of conceptual 
knowledge is different from the object of perceptual knowledge and must be non-perceptual and vice 
versa. But the realist (Nyayayikas) argues that one and same object may be showed by the two 
cognitions in two different ways. The Buddhist denies this view of realists on the basis of the 
understanding of the real which cannot be both clear and non-clear and if this is not the case then 
there would be no logical ground for differentiating sensation and conception as different means of 
knowledge.if two means of knowledge are said to generate the knowledge of an identical object, then 
one of them would become unnecessary. 

 

8. APOHA IN DETAIL 

 Apoha merely denotes a word; the positive universal is a false conception of the mind. Strictly 
speaking, words are neither similar nor not- similar because they do not indicate any unity and 
plurality. Because unity and plurality related to real things only. Exclusions are apprehended by 
conceptual thoughts which lead to ignorance and these mental thought only, not things, distinct 
among themselves. Things-in-themselves are neither united nor manifolded. It is only the mental 
thought that looks as manifold and various. So, the object ‘cow’ is totally different from the object 
‘non-cow’. They both are separate realities. And their reality is well established. It is merely the word 
which is not real because it totally depends on the person who is using it. Words do not apprehend 
objects that are external. They apprehend merely their own reflections. And due to ignorance words 
misunderstand their own internal reflections as objects that are external. This is all that words can do. 
They do not even have the ability to reach at the object or a thing. Only individuals reflected by words 
and words denotes only individual not universals. So universals can be neither indicate nor excluded 
by words. They cannot make real even if they are excluded. So the object ‘cow’ which is negative 
sense of the object ‘non-cow’ is a positive entity and is totally different from the non-cow. But from 

                                                        
3Pramānavārtikam of Dharmakirti IIwith vrtti by Ᾱcārya Manorathanandī, Ed. By Rahula Sankrityayana, p.172 
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the empirical standpoint, Apohas are showed as positive and so they are taken to be real entities. From 
the ultimate standpoint apoha does not denote any object because at this level everything is flux all 
things are momentary. 

     9.WORDS DO NOT REFER TO ANY OBJECTIVITY 

Words do not have any objective reference. A word cannot signified any individual and the universal, 
in light of the fact that the individual is independent and has nothing to do with some other individual, 
similar or dissimilar and all things considered can’t be the subject of verbal tradition(samaya), and the 
universal is a chimerical reflection and a subjective fiction. According to Buddhist what are connoted 
by a word are neither a subjective thought nor an objective reality, yet something imaginary and not 
real, which is neither here nor there. The truth is that both the speaker and the listener secure actually 
and reality a mental picture, a subjective content and not any objective certainty, but rather the 
speaker feels that he exhibits an objective fact to the listener and the listener too is misled into 
suspecting that the displayed meaning is not a mental picture, but rather an objective verity. The 
speaker and the listener are both working under a typical fancy like two ophthalmic patients who see 
two moons and impart their experience to one another. So the signification of words is yet a 
subjective thought, a mental picture which however is hypostatized as an objective reality in its own 
privilege autonomously of the thinking mind. What’s more, as this mental picture is found to have an 
unmistakable character it could call its own which stamps it out from other such mental 
representations and along these lines to contain a negative implication, we portray it by a negative 
expression, viz ‘refutation of another’(Anyapoha). The implication of a word along these lines is a 
subjective thought, a mental picture in the first case, which is a positive thought doubtlessly. In any 
case, as it has a restrictive reference by implication and as this negative implication gives the verbal 
import its recognizing character, its genuine significance and power, the intention of word is rightly 
looked upon and assigned as a principal negation. There are four main reason of this negative 
characterization, in any case, in light of the fact that the mental thoughts or ideas, the ideal 
representation, which is occasioned by a word and which all things considered ought to be viewed as 
its meaning and import, has a particular uniqueness and this individuality will have no significance in 
the event that it does not nullify and reject other such ideal substance. That it is an unequivocal 
thought implies that it is not whatever other and this unmistakable individuality can’t have a meaning 
and reason unless it nullifies what it is most certainly not. So refutation constitutes its central 
individuality; refutation is its exceptionally life and soul, without which it will be an empty nonsense. 
Also, in light of the fact that the verbal thought prompts the accomplishment of a real individual 
element, which has a self-character particularity its own. The real is that which is detached and 
separated from every single other individual, similar or dissimilar. So the reality from which word and 
its importance determine their significance and utility being something basically negative in character, 
the word-meaning ought to be looked upon as basically negative in function. Thirdly, in the light of 
the fact that the ideal representation is specifically brought on by self-indistinguishable real, which is 
elite of different people. Ultimately, on the grounds that obscene individuals respect the ideal concept, 
the verbal import, as indistinguishable with the independent reality, which has an elite personality. So 
the negative character of a verbal import, as indistinguishable with the independent reality, which has 
a restrictive personality. So the negative character of a verbal import has a twofold significance and 
support, one essential and other accidental, to the extent that it is grounded in its key uniqueness, and 
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also from its source of origin and ultimate reference. So the import of word is generally negative idea 
and it has no objectivity.4 

10.SUMMARY 

So we have seen that according to Buddhist, reality is composed of momentary particulars which are 
absolutely distinct. There is no sameness in reality. All ideas and thought of sameness or identity are 
refer to imagination. All class-notions are construction of thought (Apohas), they are only names, 
having no objectivity. This is known as Nominalism (Apohavāda).  The natural meaning of Apoha is 
pure negation. As far its reference which is comprehensive is concerned Apoha had only negative 
content it does not have any kind of positive content or any kind of positive reference.All words, all 
names and all concepts are relative because they are valid only in contrast with their opposites. In 
other words, a word can be explained merely negatively. It can explain its meaning merely by denying 
the opposite meaning. For instance- A ‘cow’ means a ‘not non-cow’. A word provides us universals 
which are totally imaginary. So, names are illusory and negative. According to Dignaga, word cannot 
express the real (thing-in-itself). The real is only the thing-in-itself which is flux, which comes and 
then disappears at one and the same time and therefore is outside the reach of word. He says that 
names are result of mental-thought and vice-versa. The names and the words are unable to touch the 
real. The names and the real are two different things. The name cannot express the real. Apoha or the 
import of words is negative in nature.  Apohas are different because of diversity in apohas (things to 
be excluded). The word Apoha which is the deprived form of Anyāpoha means the ‘exclusion of 
negation of others (atadvyāv,tti)’. For example the word ‘cow’ provides its own meaning merely by 
the exclusion of all those things which are other than cow. So, the whole function of concepts and 
words, according to Dignaga, is to show as ‘unity what includes temporal and qualitative differences. 
These concepts are the universals constructed by thought owing to the intrinsic conceptualising 
tendency of the human mind. Therefore, they are relative and negative in nature’.5 
 

 

                                                        
4Mookerjee, Satkari. The Buddhist Philosophy of Universal Flux. NEW DELHI: Motilal Banarsidass, 1975 
5Stcherbatsky, f.th., Buddhist logic,two vols.,Dover publications,New York, 1962,p.459 
 


