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Abstract: The question of how words convey meaning and how language relates to reality has
remained a persistent concern within philosophical inguiry. In Indian philosophy, this problem is
addressed in a distinctive manner by the Buddhist theory of Apoha (exclusion), initially formulated by
Digndga and subsequently elaborated by Dharmakivii. The Apeoha theory rejects realist accoeunis of
meaning that presuppose the existence of universals shared by multiple particulars. Instead, it proposes
that words signify objects indirectly, through the exclusion of what they are not.

This paper undertakes a philosophical analysis of foundations of the Apoha theory as an
explanation of linguistic meaning. It analyses how Digndga and Dharmakirti understand conceptual
cognition, linguistic convention, and the interaction between perception and language. From this
perspective, meaning is not grounded in objectively existing essences but emerges through processes of
concepiual discrimination shaped by exclusion. The study further explores the epistemological
implications of Apoha, particularly its challenge to realist theories of meaning and its contribution to a
Buddhist account of cognition and language. By situating the Apoha theory within broader debates in
Indian philosophy, the paper highlights its significance as a coherent and philosophically sophisticated
approach to the problem of language.
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Introduction- Philosophical reflection on language has consistently sought to clarify how words
come to signify meaning and how linguistic expressions relate to the world they describe. Within Indian
philosophy, this problem assumes particular importance, since language is understood not merely as a tool
for communication but as an essential component of cognition and knowledge formation. Consequently,
debates concerning meaning, reference, and universals occupy a central place across multiple philosophical
traditions, including Nyaya, Mimamsa, Buddhism, and Jainism. In order to explain the semantics of general
concepts, the universals have to necessarily and really exist according to the Nyaya-Vaisesika, Mimamsa
and other realist schools. Each of these schools advances a distinct account of how language functions and
what grounds linguistic meaning.

Among these competing approaches, the Buddhist analysis of language is especially notable for its
sustained critique of metaphysical realism. Rather than treating linguistic meaning as grounded in
objectively existing universals, Buddhist thinkers emphasize the role of conceptual activity in shaping our
understanding of the world. A particularly influential articulation of this position is found in the theory of
Apoha (exclusion), introduced by Dignaga and later developed in a more systematic manner by DharmalkTrti.
The Apoha theory directly challenges the assumption that words correspond to real, shared essences such as
sAmanya.

According to this theory, words do not denote universals that exist independently in reality. Instead,
meaning is generated through a process of exclusion, in which an object is identified by differentiating it
from what it is not. Thus, when a term such as “cow™ is used, it does not refer to an abstract entity like “cow-
ness” but functions by excluding all non-cows from consideration. Linguistic meaning, on this account,
emerges through conceptual discrimination rather than through reference to metaphysical entities.

The development of the Apoha theory can be understood as a direct response to realist semantic
maodels, particularly those advanced by the Nyaya school, which posit universals as the ontological basis of
meaning. Buddhist philosophers reject this framework by maintaining that only momentary particulars
possess real existence, while general concepts arise from mental construction. From this standpoint,
linguistic generality reflects the structure of cognition rather than the structure of reality itself. Apoha thus
offers an explanation of how effective communication is possible without committing to eternal or universal
entities.

Beyond its semantic claims, the Apoha theory carries significant epistemological implications. It
sheds light on the manner in which knowledge operates through conceptual processes and habitual patterns
of exclusion. By grounding meaning in cognitive activity rather than essential properties, the theory presents
a dynamic and non-essentialist account of language. In doing so, it not only addresses classical debates
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within Indian philosophy but also contributes to wider philosophical discussions concerning meaning,
reference, and conceptualization.

Objectives of the Study- The present study aims to examine the role of the Apoha theory in
explaining linguistic meaning within Buddhist philosophy. It seeks to analyze how the theory of exclusion
accounts for conceptualization and communication without presupposing the existence of universals. The
study also explores the relationship between language, cognition, and reality as articulated in the
philosophical works of Dignaga and Dharmakirti.

Further, the study evaluates the significance of the Apoha theory in addressing philosophical
problems related to meaning, reference, and universality. By doing so, it assesses the contribution of Apoha
to broader debates in Indian philosophy of language and highlights its relevance as a non-realist account of
linguistic meaning.

Conceptual Framework of the Apoha Theory- The theory of Apoha occupies a central place in
Buddhist philosophy of language and offers a distinctive explanation of how meaning arises within human
cognition. The term apoha, meaning “exclusion” or “negation,” refers to a process through which meaning is
generated not by reference to inherent universals but by excluding what an object is not. This theory was
developed in response to realist semantic models that posit the existence of universals (siminya) as the basis
of linguistic meaning by the Buddhist logician Digniga and laterrefined by Dharmakirti.

Within Indian philosophical discourse, the problem of meaning is closely connected with debates
concerning universals. Realist schools such as Ny@va maintain that words signify real and objective
universals that inhere in particular objects. The Buddhist tradition, however, rejects this ontological
assumption. According to the Apoha theory, no universals exist independently in reality; what truly exist are
only momentary particulars (svalaksana). Linguistic meaning therefore arises through a cognitive process in
which the mind excludes what does not belong to a given category.

When a word such as “cow™ is used, its meaning does not depend on the apprehension of an abstract
universal like “cow-ness.” Rather, the term functions by excluding all that is “non-cow.” Meaning, in this
account, is not grounded in a positive essence but emerges through concepinal differentiation. Language thus
operates through mental activity rather than metaphysical reference.

Based on the theory of apoha, Buddhist nominalists attempt to refute the view of the Indian
metaphysical realists, according to whom abstract entities like universals, concepts, properties and so on
have a real existence. The Buddhist nominalists, by contrast, maintained that only particulars were real,
while the abstract entities of the realists were fictional entities, mental concepts created by our minds — a
kind of pseudo-self that ultimately does not exist. Howewver, as Tillemans notes, this does not mean that the
Buddhist nominalists regarded universals as mere (empty) sounds (Lat.flatus vocis), a pun or famous term
known from the medieval disputes about universals, by means of which the realist Anselm caricatured the
position of the nominalist Roscelinus (c.1050—c.1121), despite the fact that he most probably did not actually
hold this view. The Buddhistis reject abstract beings and attempt to explain their “existence™ as mere
absences of differences, though in their view these absences too, like all absences, are unreal (Tillemans,
1999, 3-4).

The philosophical basis of Apoha is closely aligned with the broader Buddhist understanding of
impermanence and negation. Negation in this context does not signify mere absence or denial; instead, it
functions as a cognitive and epistemic tool that enables the organization of experience. Through exclusion,
the mind differentiates and stabilizes concepts in a world understood as momentary and conditioned. Apoha
therefore transforms negation into a constructive principle of cognition, making meaningful communication
possible without recourse to eternal entities.

It is important to note that the Apoha theory should not be interpreted as a purely negative or
skeptical account of language. Although exclusion plays a central role, the theory does not deny meaning.
Rather, it explains meaning as the result of conceptual construction shaped by experience, habit, and
linguistic convention. Language does not mirror reality as it exists independently; instead, it reflects the
ways in which cognition structures and interprets experience.

Within this framework, the relationship between cognition (jiidna) and language (sabda) becomes
fundamental. Cognition provides experiential content, while language functions as a conceptual instrument
that organizes and communicates that experience. Words do not directly correspond to external objects but
operate through processes of conceptual exclusion. In this way, language emerges as a functional and
pragmatic system rather than a reflection of metaphysical reality.
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Through this conceptual framework, the Apoha theory offers a coherent and philosophically
sophisticated explanation of linguistic meaning without reliance on universals. By emphasizing cognitive
processes and conceptual differentiation, it presents a powerful alternative to realist theories of meaning and
continues to hold significance in both classical and contemporary discussions in the philosophy of language.

Digniga view on Apoha- Digndga explicitly rejects the realist claim that universals exist
independently of particular objects. For him, what are commonly described as universals are simply
convenient ways of grouping similar particulars on the basis of perceived resemblance. Meaning, therefore,
does not originate from objective essences but from the manner in which human cognition organizes and
structures experience.

From this perspective. language functions as a practical instrument rather than a transparent
reflection of reality. Communication succeeds because speakers share patterns of conceptual discrimination,
not because words correspond to metaphysical entities. The Apoha theory thus provides a coherent
explanation of how language can operate meaningfully without committing itself to the existence of
universal forms.

Apoha in Dharmakirti’s Philosophy- Dharmakirti further develops the Apoha theory by situating
it within a systematic philosophical framework concerned with knowledge, cognition, and linguistic
meaning. While accepting Dignaga’s rejection of real universals, he offers a more refined account of how
language functions within human cognition. For Dharmakirti, words do not correspond to independently existing
essences; instead, they signify through exclusion (apoha), distinguishing an object from what it is not.

A central distinction in Dharmakirti’s philosophy is that between perception (pratyaksa) and
inference (anumana). Perception apprehends particular entities directly and is free from conceptual
construction, whereas inference operates through generalization and linguistic formulation. Since language
belongs to the domain of inference rather than perception, it cannot disclose reality as it is in itself.
Linguistic meaning is therefore mediated by conceptual processes that rely on exclusion.

Within this framework, a word such as “cow™ signifies its object not by referring to a universal
property but by excluding alternative possibilities. Meaning arises through opposition to “non-cow.” not
through the apprehension of any intrinsic essence. Dharmakirti further emphasizes that the wvalidity of
language lies in its practical efficacy rather than in its correspondence with objective universals. Expressions
are meaningful insofar as they successfully guide understanding and action. In this way, Apoha becomes a
systematic account of linguistic meaning that avoids ontological realism while preserving the functional
effectiveness of language.

Modern Philosophical Interpretations- In contemporary philosophy, the Apoha theory has gained
renewed attention through the work of Jonardon Ganeri, who reinterprets the doctrine within the context of
modern philosophy of language and mind. In his influential analysis, Ganeri treats Apoha not merely as a
historical Buddhist theory but as a sophisticated account of how conceptual content is structured.

Ganeri argues that Apoha is best understood as a theory of feature-placing rather than as a theory of
reference to universals. Linguistic expressions, on this interpretation, do not function by pointing to fixed
entities or abstract essences. Instead, they organize experience through patterns of inclusion and exclusion.
Meaning arises from the way features are identified and structured within experience, rather than from
correspondence with independently existing objects.

By emphasizing feature-placing, Ganeri situates Apoha within contemporary discussions on
intentionality and conceptual content. He demonstrates that the theory anticipates modern philosophical
approaches that reject representational realism and insiead emphasize cognitive and linguistic practices.
Apoha, in this light, emerges as a non-representational account of meaning that remains relevant to current
debates in philosophy of mind and language.

Philosophical Analysis of the Apoha Theory- The Apoha theory represents a distinctive
philosophical attempt to explain linguistic meaning without recourse to real universals (sEmanya). In
contrast to realist schools such as Nyaya, which maintain that words signify shared essences existing within
objects, Apoha theorists argue that meaning arises through exclusion. A word signifies its object not by
referring to a universal property but by differentiating it from what does not belong to that category.
Meaning, therefore, is constituted through negation rather than through positive essence.

From a philosophical standpoint, this position involves a rejection of ontological realism and a shift
toward a functional understanding of language. Words do not reveal the intrinsic nature of reality; instead,
they operate as instruments of classification and communication. Their semantic role lies in distinguishing
one group of entities from others, rather than in mirroring metaphysical structures.
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The strength of the Apoha theory lies in its treatment of meaning as a cognitive and practical
phenomenon. Meaning is not inherent in objects themselves but emerges through processes of discrimination
and exclusion shaped by shared patterns of use. At the same time, Apoha does not reduce meaning to mere
convention, since exclusion operates according to stable cognitive habits and linguistic practices.

By redefining the relationship between language and reality, the Apoha theory offers a compelling
alternative to realist accounts of meaning. It anticipates later philosophical approaches that emphasize use,
context, and concepiual organization over metaphysical reference. In doing so, Apoha presents a balanced
position that avoids both strong realism and extreme nominalism, remaining a significant contribution to
debates in philosophy of language and epistemology.

Philosophy of Language in the Apoha Theory- The Apoha theory offers a unique perspective on
the philosophy of language by rejecting the idea that words derive their meaning from fixed or universal
essences. Instead, it explains meaning as emerging through a process of exclusion, where a concept is
understood by distinguishing it from what it is not. Language, in this view, does not directly represent reality
but functions as a cognitive framework that organizes experience through differentiation. Meaning is
therefore not inherent in objects themselves but arises from the mental processes involved in recognizing
and classifying distinctions. By emphasizing this non-essentialist and functional understanding of language,
the Apoha theory presents a profound philosophical account of how meaning is constructed, remaining
influential in both classical and contemporary discussions on language and cognition.

Conclusion- This study has examined the philosophy of language through the lens of the Apoha
theory, which offers a distinctive explanation of how meaning arises in linguistic expression. Instead of
assuming the existence of real universals, the Apoha theory explains meaning through the process of
exclusion, showing how words function by differentiating one thing from others. By analysing this
approach, the study highlights how language operates through conceptual understanding rather than direct
reference to fixed essences. The Apoha theory thus provides a coherent and systematic account of meaning
that avoids metaphysical assumptions while preserving the practical function of language. In doing so, it
contributes significantly to philosophical discussions on meaning, knowledge, and linguistic understanding,
and continues to remain relevant in contemporary philosophical inguiry.
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