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Chapter-II 

               Abhāva as a Category 

 

A category is called padārtha according to Nyāya-Vaiśeşika philosophers. In this 

context the term padārtha means the meaning of  a word (padasya arthah 

padārthah).
1
 It suggests that each and every padārtha has got a corresponding 

reality in the external world. Another meaning of the term padārtha is „an object 

signified by a word‟. In fact, an entity which can be thought of (jñeya) and/or 

named (abhidheya) is called padārtha. The whole universe consists of seven 

categories like substance (dravya), quality (guņa), action (karma), universal 

(sāmānya), particular (viśeşa), inherence (samavāya) and absence (abhāva).
2
 When 

a word is uttered, it will obviously refer to certain real object. If an arrow is thrown 

outside, it must pierce an object existing in the external world 

(ekaikaśarānuviddha). The existence of abhāva is easily felt from its 

consequences, When we feel hungry, we feel the absence of food in our stomach, 

When we miss our small child in the family; we „feel‟ the absence of him. We see 

a bald-headed man, we feel his absence of hair..We seriously feel absence of 

money in our pocket particularly at the end of the month or absence of colour in 

the cloth and absence of tolerance everywhere.. From these examples we can easily 

feel absence though they are negative instances. Though absence of an object is 
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felt by us repeatedly yet some of the Vaiśeşika thinkers like Praśastapāda etc have 

not admitted abhāva as a separate category (padārtha) due to not having its 

positive character. But the other thinkers believe that the negative feeling is also a 

kind of feeling and hence abhāva has to be admitted as a separate category. 

About the positive object we have a positive attitude as opposed to the negative 

one. We feel a positive entity. That is to say, we feel the positivity of the positive 

object (sataśca sadbhāva). But so far as the negative entity is concerned, the 

phenomenon of negation without the awareness of its counter-positiive (pratiyogiī) 

is unthinkable. It may be said that sometimes the feeling of absence is more 

powerful than that of a positive object. We feel an absence of peace or happiness in 

our mind, this feeling is more powerful than the feeling of the presence of 

happiness. That is why; those who lack mental peace suffer more from mental 

diseases like depression, frustration etc, Hence a negative entity makes us „feel‟ its 

negative existence in a positive manner and in an emphatic way, which is called 

the negativity of the negative (asataśca asadbhāvah), . Keeping this in mind 

Vātsyāyana said that reality (tattva) is nothing but the positivity of the positive and 

also negativity of the negatives. The reality is to know an entity as such. To know 

something as such or in a right way is called reality or tattva. In other words, 

knowing a positive object in a positive way and negative object in a negative 

manner is tattva or reality (sataśca sadbhāvah asataśca asadbhāva iti 
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yathābhūtamaviparītam tattvam bhavati)
3.
 Reality or tattva is to know an object in 

its real manner. In other words, the term „tattva‟ is originated from the term „that‟. 

The term tattva literally means „thatness‟ By virtue of being pronoun the term 

„that‟ stands for both positive and negative entity. From this it follows that it is real 

when a positive object is known as positive and in the same way a negative entity 

is known as such if its negative character is known. 

It is clear from the earlier deliberations that the nature of absence or non-existence 

(abhāva) arose out of a dialectical difficulty how can we know that which is not. In 

other words, how can we assert that anything which is not? The philosophers of 

Vaiśeşika persuasion demand that the knowledge is different from the object 

known. As the object known has got a different independent existence, it can refer 

to certain object. In the like manner, the knowledge of negation or absence is 

different from the negated or absent object and hence it necessarily refers to certain 

object which has got some negative existence or which is negated. In this context a 

point is to be noted that the knowledge of absentee (pratiyogī) presupposes the 

cognition of absence (pratiyogijñānasāpekşam abhāvajñānam). It is admitted by 

the Naiyāyikas that the entity which is very much existent in the external world can 

only be negated (prasaktasya pratişedho bhavati). In other words, that object is to 

be taken as an object of negation which can be put under the categorical scheme 

admitted in Nyāya-Vaiśeşika. To them that object is to be considered as real which 
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is to be enumerated as one of admitted seven categories. The object whose absence 

is accepted must belong to world of categories either in the form of substance or 

quality or action or universal or particular or inherence or absence. There are 

certain entities which are called absurd due to their non-incorporation in the 

categories, e.g., hare‟s horn (śaśaśŗnga), sky-flower (ākāśakusuma), barren 

woman‟s son (bandhyāputra) etc. These absurd entities alīka-are called 

pratiyogikābhāva i.e., an absence whose absentees or counter-positives are absurd 

in nature. The absence of such entities is not an absence in the true sense of the 

term due to the unfounded character of the absentees. If someone uses the absence 

of such entities like absence of hare‟s horn (śaśaśŗngam nāsti) etc as an example of 

constant absence or atyantābhāva, it is a great wrong due to the violation of the 

above-mentioned rule. From the derivative meaning of the term abhāva the 

existence of a positive entity called bhāva-vastu is assumed. The derivative 

meaning of the term abhāva is the absence of the positive entity (bhāvasya 

abhāvah). All the positive objects may be negated like absence of a substance, 

absence of quality or absence of action etc and hence the negation of a positive 

entity must be admitted logically. Moreover, whenever I feel that I have a pen in 

my hand, I feel that the same pen does not exist in other‟s hand. As pen is an object 

belonging to the accepted categories, its absence can easily be admitted.  
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From the above discussion it may be argued that there are some philosophers who 

do not admit abhāva as a separate category. To them if abhāva is capable of being 

known without reference to its counter-positive, it can be reduced to a positive 

entity. In order to understand the absence of an object we must know the presence 

of the positive entity whose absence is declared. Absence is not understandable 

without the cognition of the positive entities and hence abhāva has no separate 

existence apart from its counter-positive or positive object. 

In refuting the earlier arguments the Naiyāyikas are of the view that the absence is 

to be understood as a negative form of cognition which is called nāsti buddhi. In 

the same way, the cognition of the positive entities is called asti buddhi. If 

cognition is analyzed, two forms of cognition are available- one is called 

affirmative way of knowing (vidhimukhapratīti) and another one is called 

prohibitive way of knowing (nişedhamukhapratīti). Our life goes forward 

depending equally on two wings just like a bird. These two wings are- affirmative 

and prohibitive cognition. The affirmative cognitions are expressed in an 

affirmative way of expression, e.g., „There is a pen on the table‟ or „There is a jar 

on the ground‟ etc. In these expressions there is the sense of affirmation which is 

otherwise is called the sense of existence (sattā buddhi), i.e., the existence of pen 

and jar on some locus is being communicated. That is why; such type of 

affirmative cognition is called vidyamānatva-prakārikā buddhi. When some 
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prohibitive cognition is communicated, it is just opposite in nature. It would be 

taken as avidyamāna-prakārikā buddhi i.e., cognition characterized by the non-

existence of some object. As for example, „there is no pen on the table‟ or „there is 

no jar on the ground‟ etc. Just as an acceptance of an entity the denial of something 

is also a matter of reality and hence the denial of something in case of absence is 

also a matter of knowledge claim. 

Like the positive one negative fact is also a fact. First, the cognition of negation is 

pramā or right cognition on account of the fact that it can be proved as veridical. 

As per the Nyāya thinkers cognition can be proved as veridical if it can lead us to 

the realm of successful inclination which is called saphala-pravŗtti or samvādi-

pravŗtti. If someone has got the knowledge of water and if he gets water after 

inclination, this is called successful inclination. If the situation is otherwise, i.e., he 

has got the knowledge of water and on inclination gets mirage instead of water, it 

is a case of unsuccessful inclination (viphalapravŗtti or visamvādi- pravŗtti). An 

individual, after seeing a pen on the table, gets it and due to his successful 

inclination it is proved that the cognition of the pen on the table is veridical. In the 

like manner, the non-existence of an object can be proved through our successful 

inclination. Being confirmed that there is no bandh call in the city we go out for 

shopping etc.  From this it can be proved that our cognition of a negative fact is 
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veridical. Hence like positive facts objectivity can also be assigned to the negative 

facts.
4
 

To the Naiyāyikas absence is to be taken as absence of something. It can never be 

said that absence remains without making it related to the counter-positive. Hence 

an absence is always related to its counter-positive (pratiyogī) and locus which is 

called anuyogī. Without the knowledge of counter-positive and the locus of 

absence an absence cannot be known. As for example, „The pen is not on the 

table‟. In this case absence is related to two things- one counter-positive or pen and 

locus or anuyogī or table. The Naiyāyikas have admitted two-tier relationship in 

such cases. The relation between absence and its counter-positive is called 

opposition or virodha on account of the fact that absence and its counter-positive 

cannot remain together. Had it been seen, there would not have been any absence 

of it. In other words, if there is a jar on the ground or pen on the table, the absence 

of this jar and this pen cannot remain on the ground and table. The very existence 

of an object proves that it has no absence. To say the absence of an existing object 

is contradictory in nature
.5
 

The relation between the absence and its locus is called svarūpa or self-linking 

one. In case of the absence of a jar on the ground (ghatābhāvavad bhūtalam) the 

said relationship remains between the absence of a jar and the ground. This self-

linking relation or svarūpasambandha is in the form of abhāvīya-viśeşanatā-viśeşa 
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(a specific type of absential qualifierness). In this context the term ghatābhāva or 

the absence of a jar is the qualifier (viśeşaņa) and the bhūtala or ground is the 

qualificand (viśeşya). Between these two the specific type of qualifierness in the 

context of absence remains. This can again be explained as a contact (sannikarşa) 

in the form of viśeşaņa-viśeşya-bhāva or relationship between qualifier and 

qualificand. For the purpose of accommodating the cognition of absence under the 

purview of perceptual cognition the Naiyāyikas have invented such type of contact 

or sannikarşa
.6
 

It may again be argued that the relationship between the qualifier and qualificand is 

not more than the qualifier itself by virtue of the fact the relation called svarūpa or 

self-linking. It may be said that as the relation between them is svarūpa by nature, 

the qualifier has a double role to play- first as a relatum and second as a relation. In 

other words, qualifier by virtue of being a relatum can relate itself with the 

qualificand through the relation of qualifierness. Hence the opponents might say 

that the relation is nothing but the relatum itself.
7
 If relation is the relatum itself, 

there does not exist an absence apart from the relata leading to believe that absence 

is a null concept. 

The above-mentioned observation cannot prove the unreality of the relation. Since 

the relation between qualifier and qualificand remains between two entities, it can 

never be denied and hence it is very much real. Just as the invariable relation 
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(vyāpti sambandha) remains between a probans and a probandum and just a 

relation remains between the signifier and signified (vācya-vācaka-sambandha), 

the relation between qualifier and qualificand must be admitted as belonging to the 

category of real. 

It has been endorsed by the Naiyāyikas that the relation between absence and its 

locus is in the name of qualifier-qualificand (viśeşya-viśeşaņa-sambandha). Such 

an absence may be described as follows. In case of ghatābhāvavad  bhūtalam the 

viśeşaņa is ghatābhāva or absence of a jar  and ground or bhūtala is viśeşya or 

qualificand considered to be qualifier or viśeşaņa also, as viśeşaņa or qualifier 

depends on the sweet will (vivakşā) of the speaker. The speaker may describe the 

above-mentioned sentence in the following ways. The first is „The absence of a jar 

is on the ground‟ (bhūtale ghatābhāvah) and second is „The ground has an absence 

of a jar in it‟ (ghatābhāvavad bhūtalam). In the first case the absence of a jar 

appears to be qualificand or viśeşya which is qualified by the ground and in the 

case the absence of a jar is considered as qualifier of the ground. Between absence 

and the locus there is the relation called viśeşaņa-viśeşya-bhāva or qualifier-

qualificand relationship, there is no additional relation called svarūpa in it. The 

viśeşaņa-viśeşya itself is a kind of svarūpa relation. 

The Prābhākaras are of the opinion that absence is nothing but the locus where the 

absence is located (abhāvah adhikaraņa-svarūpah). As we have the cognition of a 
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jar on the ground, we do not have any cognition of any negative entity like absence 

of a jar, but the positive entity ground regarded as the locus of the said absence. 

Whenever we talk of an absence or whenever we apprehend absence, it is said to 

be located in a place which is called adhikaraņa. In case of the cognition of the 

absence of a jar on the ground we see the ground only, but not a jar on it. Normally 

such absence is expressed in two ways- „The ground has no jar in it‟ or „The 

ground has got an absence of a jar in it‟. In the initial level the cognition of ground 

arises at first and in the subsequent moments we are reminded of a jar and we deny 

the existence of a jar in it. In this way the Prābhākaras admit the primacy of the 

cognition of the locus initially and subsequently they claim to have negative 

cognition in the above-mentioned way without admitting the negative entity.
8
 

In response to the above, Gangeśa has raised an objection. To him if the 

Prābhākaras talk that an absence is identical with its locus or its counter-positive, 

they are supposed to express a view of contradictory nature. If they admit counter-

positive or pratiyogī without admitting absence as a separate category, it is an utter 

contradiction for them. It is not possible to talk of counter-positive of a locus or 

cognition with which the absence is identified. The concept of pratiyogī can be 

used only if there are negative entities.
9
 

Abhāva is a category which is other than six positive ones (bhāvabhinnatvam 

abhāvatvam).
10

 This definition somehow involves a defect of mutual dependence 
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or anyonyāśraya, for, the definition itself is an example of mutual or reciprocal 

absence (anyonyaśraya). Hence this definition may be rejected and another 

definition is proposed in the following way. Abhāva is admitted as an object of 

knowledge which is expressed in a sentence having a particle „nañ‟ conveying 

negation. This definition is also not free from defect, for, it cannot cover all types 

of absence. When there is prior absence (prāgabhāva), it is expressed as „There 

will be jar on the ground‟ (ghato bhavişyati). In this expression there is no negative 

particle nañ, but it is a case of absence. 

There is another difficulty if the above-mentioned definition is taken for granted. 

When it is said that there is the absence of the absence of a jar on the ground, it 

entails that pot is on the ground according to the older section of the Naiyāyikas. In 

this case „jar‟ means „the absence of the absence of a jar‟. Though there is a 

negative sign here, it does not indicate the negation in the true sense of the term. If 

it is so, the significance of admitting abhāva as a separate category will get lost on 

account of the fact that in each and every positive entity there is negativity. If 

abhāvatva is taken as a determining characteristic of abhāva then it may remain in 

„the absence of the absence of a jar‟, i.e., „jar‟ which is a positive entity and also 

remains in the absence of jar (ghatābhāva) losing its import of being negative in 

the true sense of the term. 
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Though there are various difficulties in defining abhāva in an accurate manner yet 

the manner through which we express the negative existence (nişedhābhilāpaka) of 

an entity is called absence. In case of prior absence, e.g., „there would be jar on the 

ground‟ though there is no usage of the negative particle nañ here yet there is the 

sense of negation. From the sentence we come to know that at present there is no 

jar on the ground. Moreover, the negativity of the negative is always felt by us in 

different occasions. How can we reject the „felt‟ object? That is why; just as a 

positive object is admitted on the basis of its „feeling‟ in our life, the negation of 

something is the result of our „feeling‟ which can never be ignored. On account of 

this it is a category or something which declares its existence as a negative entity.   
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