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Abstract:  

The question of cause and effect plays a vital role in both philosophy and science, as it helps in 
understanding ultimate reality, explaining knowledge, guiding ethical and moral principles, and framing 
laws and relations in scientific inquiries. According to Satkāryavāda, as propounded by Sāṅkhya Darśana, 
the effect already presents in the cause in an unmanifested form before it appears. This article critically 
analyses Satkāryavāda, highlighting its strength in explaining continuity and transformation in a way that 
resonates with the modern scientific law of conservation. At the same time, it examines criticisms from 
Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika and Buddhist traditions, which challenge its inability to fully explain novelty or new 
creation. While Satkāryavāda remains a significant and coherent theory of causation, the study concludes 
that it provides only a partial explanation of the theory of causation. 
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Introduction: The Problem of Causation 

The principle of causation, or the cause–effect relationship, has occupied a central place in philosophy and 
science alike. It seeks to answer questions such as: How does change occur? How do new things come 
into existence? Can something arise out of nothing? The study of causation not only clarifies metaphysical 
issues like permanence and change, but also epistemological issues of knowledge, ethical concerns, and 
scientific laws governing transformation. 
In Indian philosophy, the doctrine of causation has been treated with great seriousness. Different schools 
propose different answers: the Sāṅkhya system with its doctrine of Satkāryavāda (the effect exists in the 
cause), the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika with Asatkāryavāda (the effect is a new creation), the Buddhist theory of 
momentariness, Kṣaṇabhaṅgavāda, and the Jain doctrine of Anekāntavāda. Among these, Satkāryavāda 
remains one of the most influential and philosophically sophisticated accounts of causation. 
Satkāryavāda in Sāṅkhya Philosophy 

Causation as Satkāryavāda (the theory that the effect is potentially exists before it is generated by the 
movement of the cause). This doctrine is called Satkāryavāda, i.e. that the kārya or effect is sat or existent 
even before the causal operation to produce the effect was launched.i What appears as a new product is 
simply the manifestation of something already latent in its cause.ii In other words, nothing can be 
produced out of nothing.iii 

 
Iśvarakṛṣṇa’s Sāṅkhyakārikā (Kārikā 9) establishes the doctrine: 

असदकरणादपुादान�हणात ्सव�स�वाभावात्। 

श�� श�करणात ्कारणभावा� स�ाय�म्॥ ९॥ 

Transliteration: 
asadakaraṇād upādānagrahaṇāt sarvasaṃbhavābhāvāt | 

śaktasya śakya-karaṇāt kāraṇabhāvācca satkāryam || 
Transsalation: 
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“Effect subsists (antecedently to the operation of cause); for what exists not, can by no operation of cause 
be brought into existence. Materials, too, are selected which are fit for the purpose: everything is not by 
every means is possible: what is capable, does that to which it is competent ; and like is produced from 
like.”iv 

The Five Arguments for Satkāryavāda Explainedv 

1. Asadakaraṇāt (Non-existence cannot produce existence) 
If the effect does not pre-exist in its cause, it becomes a mere nonentity like the hare’s horn or the 
skyflower and can never be produced. 

2. Upādānagrahaṇāt (Dependence on material cause) 
The effect is only a manifestation of its material cause, because it is invariably connected with it. 

3. Sarvasaṃbhavābhāvāt (Not everything can arise from everything) 
Everything cannot be produced out of everything. This suggests that the effect, before its 
manifestation, is implicit in its material cause. 

4. Śaktasya śakya-karaṇāt (Only the potent cause produces its possible effect) 
Only an efficient cause can produce that for which it is potent. This again means that the effect, before 
its manifestation, is potentially contained in its material cause. Production is only an actualisation of 
the potential. Were it is not so, then curd should be produced out of water, and cloth out of reeds, and 
oil out of sand particles. 

5. Kāraṇabhāvāt (Cause-effect relation is one of continuity) 
The effect is the essence of material cause and as such identical with it. When the obstruction in the 
way of manifestation are removed, the effect naturally flows out of its cause. The cause and the effect 
are the implicit and the explicit stages of the same process. The cloth is contained in the threads, the 
oil in the oil seeds, the curd in the milk. The effect pre-exists in its material cause. 
 

The Sāṅkhya system explains Satkāryavāda not in abstract way alone but also through simple, examples. 
One of the most common illustrations is that of the relation between milk and curd.  Curd does not appear 
suddenly out of nothing; rather, it is present within milk in an unmanifest state. With the right conditions, 
such as the addition of a fermenting agent, the curd becomes visible. This shows that the effect is not 
created afresh but emerges from its cause through transformation. 
The clay and pot analogy is another classical example. The pot is nothing but clay given a particular shape 
by the potter. The clay persists even after the form of the pot is brought into existence, which 
demonstrates that the effect is essentially non-different from its cause.  
Through these illustrations, Sāṅkhya emphasizes that the effect does not come from nothing but is only a 
different state or manifestation of what is already present in its cause.  
Reception of Satkāryavāda in Other Schools 

The idea of Satkāryavāda did not remain limited to Sāṅkhya but influenced many other schools of Indian 
philosophy. In Sāṅkhya-Yoga, it is fully accepted: both systems believe that the world is a real 
transformation (pariṇāma = real modification) of Prakṛti called as pariṇāmavāda, and all effects are 
already present in seed form before they appear.vi In Vedānta, the idea is reshaped. Śaṅkara’s Advaita 
Vedānta accepts the principle that the effect exists in the cause but interprets it differently. For him, the 
world is not a real transformation but an illusory appearance (vivarta) of Brahman.vii In contrast, 
Rāmānuja’s Viśiṣṭādvaita holds that the universe is a genuine transformation of Brahman, is called 
Brahma- pariṇāmavāda and therefore real, keeping closer to Sāṅkhya’s view.viii 
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Thus, the principle that nothing comes out of nothing and that every effect is rooted in its cause became a 
shared theme, though explained differently by each school. 
Satkāryavāda and Modern Science 

One of the most striking features of Satkāryavāda is how close it comes to certain principles of modern 
science, especially the law of conservation of mass and energy. Modern physics tells us that mass and 
energy cannot be created or destroyed; they only change from one form to another.ix This is very similar to 
the Sāṅkhya view that the effect already exists in its cause and is only transformed. 
For example, when wood burns, it does not vanish. It changes into ash, smoke, and heat energy. Likewise, 
when water turns into ice or steam, the substance is not lost but only appears in a new form. These 
transformations reinforce the Satkāryavāda principle that nothing comes from nothing, and nothing goes 
into nothing. 
However, there is also a difference. Science explains causation mainly through mechanical, physical, and 
chemical processes of matter and energy. While Sāṅkhya explains it through the transformation of Prakṛti 
under the influence of Puruṣa.x Still, the resemblance between Satkāryavāda and modern scientific 
thought shows the depth and lasting relevance of this ancient Indian philosophy. 
Jaina and Kumārila’s Perspectives on Satkāryavāda 

The Jaina philosophy offers an interesting view on the problem of causation. Jain thinkers partially agree 
with Satkāryavāda in saying that the effect is related to the cause, but they also emphasize the element of 
novelty in change. According to them, when a cause produces an effect, something old continues but 
something new also appears. For example, when gold is shaped into ornaments, the substance (gold) is the 
same, but the form (ring or necklace) is new. Thus, Jainism presents a middle path between Satkāryavāda 
and Asatkāryavāda, saying that reality is both permanent and changing at the same time.xi On the other 
hand, Kumārila Bhaṭṭa, the great Mīmāṃsā thinker, strongly criticized Satkāryavāda. He argued that if the 
effect already exists in the cause, then production or creation becomes meaningless. For him, the effect 
must be a new beginning, otherwise there is no sense in calling it “produced.”xii He pointed out that 
Satkāryavāda cannot explain why we perceive change and novelty in the world if everything is already 
hidden in the cause. Thus, while Jainism modified the theory by balancing permanence with change, 
Kumārila outright rejected it, underlining the need for recognizing the fresh emergence of effects. 
 

Criticisms from Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika and Buddhist Schools 

The Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika school stands firmly against Satkāryavāda. They support Asatkāryavāda, the view 
that the effect does not exist before its production. According to them, if the pot were already present in 
the clay, there would be no need for a potter or for the process of shaping. They argue that the effect is 
something truly new, though it arises from material causes.xiii The role of the efficient cause, like the 
potter, is essential to explain why a pot comes into being from clay at a particular time. Without accepting 
this, Satkāryavāda reduces all change to mere appearance and fails to explain the real work of 
production.xiv The Buddhists go even further. They deny the very idea of permanence behind change. For 
them, everything is momentary (Kṣaṇabhaṅgavāda).xv An effect is not hidden in the cause; rather, it is a 
fresh event that comes into being and passes away immediately. For example, the flame of a lamp at one 
moment is not the same as the flame in the next moment. Each moment is new. From this perspective, 
Satkāryavāda wrongly assumes a hidden continuity between cause and effect. The Buddhists insist that 
causation is simply a sequence of momentary events where one gives rise to another but without any pre-
existence of the effect in the cause, by the happening of some events others also are produced. This is 
called (paticcasamuppāda) dependent origination.xvi  
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Together, the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika and Buddhist critiques expose the weaknesses of Satkāryavāda, especially 
its inability to account for novelty, creativity, and efficient causation. 
 

Reflections on Cause–Effect Continuity and the Role of Motion 

The relationship between cause and effect cannot be reduced to a simple “before” and “after.” When we 
take examples such as the seed and tree or the egg and hen, we realize that each is both a cause and an 
effect depending on where we focus. The seed is the cause of the tree, but the tree itself is the cause of the 
seed. This creates an unending cycle of dependence, which makes us rethink whether causation is linear or 
instead part of a continuum of transformation. 
One key to understanding this transformation lies in the idea of motion at the most fundamental level. 
Change occurs because the basic constituents of matter—whether we describe them as atoms, prakṛti’s 
guṇas, or modern subatomic particles—are never at rest. Motion brings about rearrangement, 
combination, and separation, leading to new forms and appearances. For example, clay particles are 
restructured by the potter’s wheel, producing the pot. Here, the “effect” (the pot) is not a brand-new 
creation but a transformation of the “cause” (the clay) through the motion of its particles. 
However, motion alone is not enough. The role of other agencies cannot be ignored. Sāṅkhya primarily 
emphasizes the material cause (prakṛti), but Nyāya and other schools remind us that the efficient cause—
such as the potter, his wheel, his effort, and even environmental factors like heat, pressure, and time—
play an equally important role in shaping the outcome. Without these agencies, motion in itself would 
remain unorganized and would not lead to purposeful transformation. Thus, causation can be seen as a 
combination of both inherent potentiality in the material cause (Satkāryavāda’s focus) and the organizing 
role of efficient causes. 
When examined from a modern scientific perspective, this process resembles the principle of the 
conservation of matter and energy. Matter is not created or destroyed but only transformed through 
motion and interaction. The distinction of cause and effect, therefore, is less about creation and more 
about identifying the stages of change in an ongoing process. Cause is simply the earlier condition, and 
effect is the later condition, both sustained by continuous motion and supported by external agencies. 
In this way, the reflection on motion shows that while Satkāryavāda captures an essential truth about the 
continuity of matter, it becomes incomplete if we overlook the dynamic role of efficient causes and 
external conditions that channel motion into specific, recognizable effects. 

Conclusion 

The doctrine of Satkāryavāda stands as one of the most profound contributions of Sāṅkhya philosophy to 
the problem of causation. Its central claim—that the effect exists in the cause in a potential form and 
merely manifests through transformation—offers a logical and consistent way to explain continuity in the 
universe. By rejecting the idea of creation from nothing, it aligns with modern scientific principles such as 
the law of conservation of matter and energy, and provides a framework for understanding the world as a 
process of transformation rather than production out of void. 
However, a critical evaluation reveals that the doctrine is not free from limitations. While it successfully 
emphasizes the material cause, it does not adequately explain the role of efficient causes—the agents, 
instruments, and conditions that direct transformation. This is where Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Buddhist 
criticisms become significant, as they highlight the gaps in Sāṅkhya’s framework, particularly its inability 
to account for novelty, creativity, and purposeful agency. The problem of infinite regress in examples like 
the seed and tree or egg and hen also shows that cause and effect are not absolute categories but relative 
stages in a continuum of change. 
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By incorporating the idea of motion at the atomic and cosmic level, along with the necessity of external 
agencies, the principle of causation can be understood more holistically. Thus, Satkāryavāda reveals an 
important partial truth: it illuminates the continuity and transformation inherent in the material world but 
requires supplementation from other perspectives to fully explain the complexity of causation. 
In conclusion, Satkāryavāda remains a cornerstone of Indian metaphysics rich in logical depth and 
metaphysical insight. Yet, its critical evaluation shows that causation is not exhausted by material 
continuity alone; it must also include efficient agency, novelty, and the dynamic interplay of forces. 
Satkāryavāda therefore provides a powerful but incomplete lens to view the continuum of cause and 
effect. 
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