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Buddhist ‘Theory of Meaning’ (Apohavada) as
Negative M eaning
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Abstract

The paper concentrates on the most pressing question of Indian
philosophy: What is the exact connotation of a word or what sort of
entity helps usto identify the meaning of a word? The paper focuses
on the clash between Realism (Nyaya) and Apohavada (Buddhist)
regarding the debate whether the meaning of a word is particular/
universal or both. The paper asserts that though Naiyayikas and
M1marhsakas challenged Buddhist Apohavada, yet they realized
that it is difficult to establish an opinion in support of a word that
conceptually denotes a negative meaning first.
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bigger part of Indian Philosophy concerns about the sheer analysis
of language at both semantic and syntactical levels. As per semantic

aspect is concerned, the analysis remains centred around meaning
that in some way hooked with the external objects and non-existent objects
too. The concept of the word, meaning and word-meaning relation seems
not only intriguing but one of the most intricate issuesin Indian Philosophy.
Theanalysis of word and meaning relation standsfor referencefixation that
may correspond to our sense datain general. My concern does not focus on
the query whether an external fact can resolve the meaning of aword properly
or not. The question that | stress here is what kind of entity assist us to
identify the meaning of a word or ‘Is the meaning actual or ideal?’

Words are the primary sources of knowledge. The analysandum of
acomplex sentenceis possible dueto theanalysisof it through the elemental
words, which stand for sense data.When a person enters into the field of
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Indian Philosophy, he/she apparentlyun covers that the meaning theory
(ArthaVada) isavexing topic concerning animmense area. A few prominent
Indian philosophical schools like the Nyaya, the Buddhist and the Mimam
sakas focus on the meaning theory from their own perspective. Patanjali, in
his Mahabhasya® stresses on the idea that a word seems particular and this
opinion is familiar with the name of \Wakti-&akti-vadin. Patanjali clarifies
that the meaning isrelated to anominal kind that is called a particular object.
This doctrine is much close to the western theory of reference (the causal

theory of reference), adynamic theory once propounded by Hilary Putnam,

Saul Kripke and the followers. In short, this externalist appeal considers
meanings of the natural or non-natural kind terms as external that are not
situated in the brain of the speakers. The content of our beliefs or more
precisely the meaning of the word is not only determined by the external

objects but also shared by the other minds that the traditional descriptive
theory of meaning overlooks. Theory of description believesin thedescriptive
use of the term that concentrates on the meaning of a term through its
descriptive properties. Externalists hold anaturalistic turn when they preserve
meaning as part of ahuman endeavour that emergesintheworld by implying
externalism about the mind. | hesitate describing in detail the thesis of

internalism which also arguesthat the meaning of the terms can be determined
through the conceptual role of semantic, an internal facade of mind that is
beyond of any causal linkage to the external objects. Meaning for them is
intentional content that depends on the psychological modes of the speakers.

I think, “A parallel between language and mental states can be drawn in

termsof the contribution of the mind, rather than language. The mind imposes
intentionality on language purposely, and here, the purpose is obviously to
meet a condition that expresses a psychological state upon it.”2We also
know that mental states don’t have meaning, only the words have meaning.

The conception of the Buddhistsaligned to the imports of the words does not
fit with internalism astheinternalists by no meansdeal with the exclusion or
the opposition theory of meaning. Internalistsin western school like Fodor,

Searle, Chomsky and Frank Jackson mainly consider that meaningisindeed
the conceptual matter that is not located where the believersare. They never
put forward any thought like the import of the words. M eanings are neither
subjective nor objective but we may consider it afiction asoncethe Buddhist
urged. | will discuss the issue very soon.

The Nyaya-Vaisesika and the Mimarhsakas, the realist schools of
Indian philosophy, actually believe in a sentence that may be affirmative or
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negative but have a direct factual relation (reference) to the objects. They
get rid of the thesis of subjective edifice of reality that hinges towards
conceptual schemata. Besides, there is a different view which claims that
the meaning of aword is universal. They urge that the meanings related to
the nominal kind have universal properties. Thistheory gives prominenceon
the aspect of general features of the meaning of a particular term or word.
They are often called Jati-Saktivadin (meaning generalist). Kumarila and
the other Mimarnsakas are the prominent followers of the Jati-Saktivada.
However, the problem arises when some critics ask, ‘What is the precise
connotation of a word? Or ‘“Whether is it universal/particular or maybe
both?’In Sokavartikam, the Mimamsaka arguesthat aword directly denotes
a genus and indirectly connotes to the individual. In theNyayaSatra3, the
Naiyayikas hold that a word can denote a particular object qualified by a
universal (Jati-akritivisistavyakti).

I would like to clarify here that both the realist schools (Nyaya and
Mimamsa) uphold that a universal resides in many particulars and without
recognizing particularswe cannot grasp the sense of universal. Thisdescriptive
approach claims for the concept of universal through conjoining the mere
particulars. The presentation of the Nyaya and the Mimamsa theory of
meaning are pretty diverse, but these philosophers further defend that our
perceptual experienceiscognizant of the particular and the universal both at
one sweep. Dignaga considers that the world has immense particulars that
are interlinked with external objects, but the concept of universal seems
mind-dependent unable to fulfil any reference fixation. The Universal as
anintellectual fiction can be utilized as propositiona attitudes that maybe
relevant in the case of ‘negative purposes of exclusion’ having no relation
with the import of a word. Gaurinath Sastri writes, “The negation of the
opposite is the common element in the meaning of the word, and this is
falsaly interpreted and hypostatized as a positive universal. This is made
possible by a transcendental illusion, which cannot be avoided, but can be
made harmless by criticism.”*

My effort hereisto make out how the Buddhist theory of meaning
or ‘ApohaVada’aims to rebut the realist’s point that | have discussed earlier.
The crucial query is, “What is the meaning of the term Apoha?’ The literal
meaning of theterm Apoha is nothing but *exclusion’ or *differentiation’, i.e.
aparticular thing isexcluded or differenti ated from other things. Asasupporter
of the theory of momentariness, the Buddhist cannot accept that a particular
object has some stable entities. As Upadhi isthe source of similar judgment,
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they conclude that a universal does not exist. Through the concept of a
momentary entity like particular, one cannot construct a conceptually
apprehended property (which is common to all particulars), that is called
universal. Besides, Buddhist refutestheidea of universal by arguing that an
ultimate real entity must be causally efficient. The causal efficiency leadsto
achange, but the idea of change is very unsuited with the universal. If the
concept “cowness” leads to a chance, then it would be something other than
‘cow’. Bimal Krishna Matilal claims, “For the Buddhists, the purpose of
applying agenerad name or, perhaps, any name, isdifferentiation or exclusion.
The Dignaga School seems to treat any name or term not as a genuine
proper name, but as a general name signifying a ‘class exclusion’... Thus,
by emphasizing the ‘exclusion’ aspect of naming (which we may also call
the negative aspect of our naming act) the Buddhist expected to avoid the
consequence of admitting universals as meanings of general terms.”

Secondly, the Buddhist principal idea is to rebut the realist’s idea of
thereferential theory of meaning. They assert that words cannot connote an
objective reference or our words do not have any reference to reality. For
them, words can be regarded as mental images. The import of the word is
beyond of subjective-objective dispute. Meaning is associated with amental
act of reference, but meaning has no referential directness to the world or
facts. Theuniversal isanintellectual fiction that occupiesadistant extraction
from the external facts. Gaurinath Sastri says, “The Buddhist answers the
question by positing that theimport of aword is neither asubjectiveideanor
an objectivereality but afiction. The speaker thinksthat heis presenting an
objectivefact to the hearer while the hearer is deluded into thinking that the
import isan objectivereality. So theimport of awordisamental construction
which is hypostatized as an objective reality existing in its own right
independently of the thinking mind.”®

The third appealing characteristic of ‘ ApohaVada’ is that some of
the ApohaVadin considers ‘meaning’ as a relation between the word and
the mental image of the objective. They actually uphold a ‘subjective
construction of reality’.

The most outstanding exponent of ‘ ApohaVada’ delimitsthe outlineof
conventional theories of meaning in the following ways:

First, ApohaVadin argues that the realist’s dispute of a word can
refer to a particular that does not serve any relevant purposein philosophy.
They arguethat asit isimpossiblefor an agent to perceiveall the particulars,
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similarly itisalso anirrelevant presupposition for an agent to assumethat the
particulars are conceptually apprehended and labelled, by a common name
and properties, which are regarded as a ‘universal’. If they support the
principle then it would be a collapse for the realist’s own referential theory
of meaning. It isbecause the conventional relations of the common properties
may encourageusto admit the conceptua construction that hasno referential
attachment with the particular objects.

Secondly, those who consider that the words have reference to the
conceptual image may commit a mistake as the conceptual images are not
linked to any external reference. Conceptua imagesarelocatedintheintrinsic
mood of an agent’s mind. One may have the conceptual images of ‘Golden
Mountain’ or “‘Hare’s horns’ but in these cases the reference fixation is not
possibleat all. A cognitive judgment becomestrifling if the subject does not
hold any objective properties or it would be better to say that the reference
fixation of a sentence would not be possiblein the case of some representing
sentences where the subject term resonates as non-existent.

Thirdly, philosophers may perhaps allege that we can undefine the
meaning of aword asthereisalack of aspecific determination of meaning.
When we hear a word ‘dog’ then it connotes to something to which the
name cow is affixed. In this case, we are unable to find out any form that
has an effectto be a purely existential referent. These types of fortitude of
such contexts are purely a matter of belief. The linguistic users of aword
cannot refer to avague reference; it needsto have an objective value. Here
‘the concept of dog’ denotes that ‘something exists’ but that does not confirm
that this existence would be an indefinite concept.

Fourthly, some thinkers believe that an external object can endorse
the reference of asubjective content. If we believe in asubjectivefact, then
the thought of reality cannot be causally productive. Hence the theorists
crack down on the intricate issues that focuses on the mere ideas or the
objectsthat hasalinkageto theimport of words. Heretheideas areimpinged
upon the reality that causes it. This outlook is quite similar to Buddhist’s
‘ApohaVada’. But there is a considerable disparity we find here, the Buddhist
theory of Apoha holds that the import of words is a subjective idea
hypostatized as an obj ectivefact, but thisobjectivity isan ungroundedillusion
asitisneither purely subjectivenor objective. According tothe Buddhist, itis
actually afiction. However, the present theory holdsthat theideais anexact
measure of thereality and it isin fact superimposed upon an objective datum
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towhichit refers. But we know that the Buddhi st opposestheidea of factual
meaning of aword as they favour for mental images.

We can sum up the Buddhist ‘Apohavada’ in this way:

a)  Thistheory sustainsthat aword does not mean either aparticular or a
universal. The reason isthat those particul ars are self-contained and
has nothing to do with their context. Moreover, a universal is a
subjectivefiction.

b)  *Apohavada’ rejects the idea of objective reference of the words.

C) ‘ApohaVada’ refutes the pluralistic conception of reality that accepts
the universal as real. They oppose that a real will not be “ Salaksana’
that is beyond the propositional operation. The object of ajudgment
can be a flux, but not momentarily real. Actually all kind of verba
expressions denotetothethesisof differentiation.

The question that may perhaps get prominence is, ‘If a word does not
signify any real object, then what is its significance?’ The Buddhists say that
what issignified by aword is neither subjective nor objective but issomething
unreal. Prof. Satkari M ookerjeein hisfamous book The Buddhist Philosophy
of Universal Flux, clarifies it when he says, “The fact of the matter is that
both the speaker and the hearer apprehend in fact and reality amental image,
a subjective content and not any objective fact; but the speaker thinks that
he presents an objective fact to the hearer and the hearer too is deluded into
thinking that the presented meaning is not a mental image, but an objective
verity.””

There is an inclination to call *ApohaVada’ as a ‘negative approach
towards meaning’ or ‘negativism’. Afew non-Buddhist scholars like Udayana
and Kumérilarai sed thistype of objection to the opponent Buddhist. However,
in Buddhist Philosophy, the negative characteristic of verbal import hastwo-
fold aspects — Firstly, as an absolute negation, it has no positive reference.
For an instance, ‘the book is not non-book’. This sentence is called a simple
and a pure negative sentence. Secondly, a relative negation may have a
‘positive reference’ and its negative value seems connected with an indirect
sense. Actually, this relative negation collaborates to a past affirmation.
Moreover, because of the relation to others, the past affirmation might compel
to transform into negation. Satkari Mookerjee also considers, “So when
Dignéga declared that word imports a negation and neither an objective
universal nor a particular, he only emphasi sed this negative implication of
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verbal import. He did not mean that negation was the primary and apparent
connotation. But Uddyotakara and Kumarila misunderstood the real
significance of Dignaga’s doctrine and raised objections which were uncalled
for and irrelevant.”®

In PramanaVarttika, DharmakirtiamendsDignaga’s claim about
negation. For him Apoha means an opposition or Virodha. The ground is
that Buddhi st philosophy does not rebuff the concept of meaning rather they
called it momentary. Dharmakirti considers that negations are rooted in
opposition. They can bedivided into two groups:

a) An efficient opposition (sabhabviruddha) like hot and cold.
b) Logical contradiction like blue, non-blue.

In the first case, two facts can subsistin parallel without opposing
each other. Their opposition becomes efficient when they are placed together
in one space-time. Thisopposition actual ly talksabout the negation of entities.
Besides, in the second case (logical contradiction) without excluding the
other inthe case of logical contradiction we cannot define two opposed facts
in general. In the case like ‘Blue’ and ‘non-blue’, here the essence consists
in exclusion of the others. Logical contradiction mainly deals with the
reference of negation of a proposition. Dharmakirti claims that ‘ApohaVa
da’ doesnot bring anegative approach toredlity; rather it showsthedialectical
approach that depends on the law of opposition. For example, a term ‘Blue
lotus’ not only exclude the lotuses that are non-blue, but it also excludes the
blue things that are not lotus. Uddyotakara, in his Nyaya-Vatika opposes
Dignaga’s Apohatheory by arguing that a plain contradiction may apprehend
in Dignaga’s ‘Apohavada’. If negation itself signifies negation without
correlating with others, then the principal statement like, ‘A word signifies its
meaning by negating the meaning of other words’ might express ‘A word
only can signify another word without signifying itself” would be a self-
contradictory proclamation.

In abroader way, the Buddhist comprehends the thesisthat aword
does not denote a negative idea first. A word has a positive concept of
meaning and the concept of negative import is a consegquence of cognition.
Ratnakirti al so attemptsto sort out the misunderstanding of Dignaga’s claim.
He argues that the words mostly designate the negative concept first as it
does not have any positive reference. Ratnakirti in his Apohasiddhi infersa
perspective of arealist and claimsthat a conceptual image can be qualified
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by anegation of the opposite entities. Hebelievesin theintricacy of connoted
words like the Naiyayikas. For Ratnakirti, a word ‘cow’ is predictably
dissimilar from a “non-cow’. Here the ‘non-cow’ is considered as much as
the ‘cow’ is considered, since here the negative and positive factors are
much more comparable. Dhammakirti and Ratnakirti emphasi se themodified
‘ApohaVada’ as the objective reality whichis unable to articulate the precise
connotation of aword. A subject has the conceptual image of awordin his/
her mind and this image is hypostatized as an external fact. As anexplicit
context, it constructs periphery delineation from the other conceptsrelated
to the external facts. This negative approach is treated as ‘constitutively’ of
‘individuality’ of the concepts. We can precise it by saying in Dighaga’s tune
that aword can expressaconcept and the concepts are unableto characterize
certainly the concept of particulars as realist Naiyayikas proposed. Matilal
adds, “...but it can NEGATIVELY disqualify the particular from being claimed
by other fictions or concepts. Since all conceptsarefictions, aparticular has
equal claimto be associated with just any one of them. But in our construction
or naming activity, wereject or exclude association with all other concepts
except the concept expressed by the name. Thus, construction and
verbalization are to be understood as exclusion of all rival claims.”®

Some words

We know that the Naiyayikas put forward the conception of universal asan
ontologically real entity that consistently and pervasively belong to the
particulars whereas the Buddhist argue against this type of ontological real
entities as universal. Kumérila resists the Buddhist arguments on universal
by claiming that an object consists of two different characteristics - specific
and generic. This specific characteristic assists usto discriminate an object
from the rest of the objects. Besides, its generic properties help us to
comprehend all objects as one. If we agree to the Buddhist outlook that an
object is solely particular, then it cannot generate any general idea in our
mind. Moreover, if we accept that an object ismerely universal, then it cannot
producetheideaof differentiationin our mind. It would lead to an absurdity
to accept the view that these two ideas are constructed by our imagination.
The notion of particularity and generality produced by an object is never
contradicted. If we admit that Apoha means opposition, then we should pore
over the specific meaning of the term Apoha. It will positively stand for the
exclusion of ‘Non-Apoha’. Here the problem raised is: What is the nature
of ‘Non-Apoha’? We are aware that if the Buddhist claims in favour of
every word denote to an Apoha, then “Non-Apoha’ would undoubtedly be



SaNJIT CHAKRABORTY 1)

an unidentified object. If the Buddhist replies that ‘Non Apoha’ is unfeasible,
then one can solicit “How do you know the negative particles like ‘not’, ‘non’
etc?’ Following the Naiyayikas’ stand, it seems to me that it is very difficult
for the Buddhist to establish the argument that a verb denotes a negative
meaning. If the Buddhist believes that only common nouns signifyApoha,
then they should admit the common properties of the same noun and thiswill
inturn collapsetheir basic theory of discarding universal.

One can decline the Buddhist’s Apoha theory and insist that the
conceptual imagesare not at all exposing to prove an opposition or exclusion
properly. The conceptual imagesrequirean objectivepleatoinitiateitsclaim.
The awareness of exclusion entails three different factors. First, it refersto
an object, whichisexcluded. Secondly, the excluded object isalso excluded
from other objects. And thirdly, the objective ground of exclusion cannot be
a conceptual image or delusion.Gaurinath Sastri claims, “The Buddhist does
not deny that the meaning of aword isfelt as apositive reality, which is at
bottom negation of negation and a concept without an objective basis.”°

The Buddhist defines universal asafunctional property that means
an exclusion of what is other than that. Here “that’ infers to the particulars
which are consisted in the domain of class names. The functional property
of the exclusion excludes the particular things that are not located in the
domain of the defining class like in the case of ‘cow’, the functional properties
will exclude the non-cows from the class of cow. It seemsto me true that
the Buddhi st approaches on this view emphasi ze both negative and positive
purports. Negative purport possesses the elimination or the exclusion of the
universal that | discussed earlier while the positive purport upholds the
particulars, the positive element of our ordinary language. | agreewith Matilal
when he says, “Since the Buddhist phenomenalism admitted only momentary
particulars as rea entities there was an obvious problem of naming and
talking about themin language, for linguistic description ordinarily presupposes
recurrence or persistence of the objects described.”*!
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