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Genesis, Enumeration, and the 

Question of Being

7. In the history of Indian thought, the Vedic fascination with the 
"beginning," that is, the initial cosmogonic event or primeval state of the 
world, was replaced by, or transformed into, a preoccupation with 
schemes of recurrent evolution and involution and with the permanent 
foundations of such regular and cyclical processes. The generally un­
challenged assumption of cosmic cycles leaves little room for the ques­
tion of a first beginning. This is true for the philosophical systems as 
well as for religious and mythological speculation. In the Puranas, the 
cosmogonic question in the strict sense has disappeared. What is called 
original creation (prakrtasarga) and distinguished from the "re-creation," 
or "secondary creation" (pratisarga), is not a first and absolute beginning, 
but only a more fundamental event in a wider, but still cyclical frame­
work of time.1

Moreover, the increasingly soteriological orientation of classical In­
dian thought favors the orientation toward a future goal and solution; 
that is, a final, irreversible liberation from all cyclical existence. The
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question of the first beginning appears as the very prototype of a use­
less, unanswerable question.2 The familiar statement that the world and 
its cycles are without beginning (anadi) is not only, and perhaps not even 
primarily, a cosmological and metaphysical thesis, but also a dismissal of 
the cosmogonic question itself. In accordance with this attitude, there is 
not much explicit interest in the manner in which the cycles succeed 
each other in time. Is it a recurrence of identical worlds or world struc­
tures? Does the sequence of cycles constitute a linear development which 
implies that the successive worlds or world phases are somehow differ­
ent from each other? Reflection on these questions, though certainly not 
entirely absent, remains somewhat marginal.3

The "origin" becomes a recurrent event. The question now is: 
What is the origin and decay of this world? In other words, what is the 
regular course of events, the underlying scheme and structure in the 
dissolution and reappearance of this visible and organized world, and 
what is the firm ground from which it emerges and to which it returns 
again and again? The old mythical question: What was all this in the 
beginning? is translated into the question: What is it, in the ultimate 
analysis? In other words, what are the ultimate ingredients of the cycles, 
those constituents or elements of the world that are not affected by the 
recurrent cosmic processes?

2. In the preceding chapter, we noted that cosmological specula­
tion has produced at least two basically different perspectives on the 
question of being. On the one hand, an explicit ontological interest 
evolves through questions concerning the meaning of genesis, origina­
tion and change; on the other hand, it manifests itself through an inter­
est in comprehensive enumeration and classification and reflection on 
the question What is there? In the context of the cyclical world-view, 
enumeration itself may have different implications. It may be an enu- 
merative description of cosmic schemes, that is, a "vertical" enumera­
tion of stages of evolution, or a "horizontal" classification of ultimate 
entities and classes of entities. In the history of classical Indian philoso­
phy, Samkhya and Vaisesika exemplify these different types of cos­
mological enumeration.

Both of these systems present elaborate lists of world constituents. 
However, the Samkhya does so in a "vertical" manner; that is, in an 
enumeration of successive stages (i.e., the primeval "nature," prakrti, 
and its twenty-three evolutes).4
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The Vaisesika, on the other hand, is the most representative case of 
"horizontal" enumeration and classification of world constituents. It 

lists its cosmic factors and "categories" of reality not as successive stages 
in a scheme of evolution, but in a horizontal, synchronic arrangement, 
which includes, however, certain structures of dependence and subor­
dination. The ultimate constituents of the world never merge with one 
another nor do they emerge from one common ground; they are irre- 
ducibly distinct. The emphasis on what is ultimately separate is, indeed,
one of the associations of the name Vaisesika.3 * 5

The Vaisesika system, just like other traditions, lists the ultimate 
substances (dravya) of the world, including four types of atoms (para- 
mdnu). But it incorporates this list in a more comprehensive enumeration 
of types or classes of entities; that is, the so-called categories (padartha) 
"substance," "quality," "motion," "universal," and so forth. From the 
cosmological interest in the ingredients of evolution and the irreducible 
elements of the world, it proceeds to the more comprehensive as well as 
more elusive question What is there? According to Quine's familiar and 
provocative statement, this deceptively simple question articulates "the 
ontological problem." In the words of G. Bergmann, "an ontology is an 
inventory of what exists (is there)."6

3. Both Samkhya and Vaisesika exemplify the ancient Indian pre­
dilection for elaborate enumerations, classifications, and numerical
schemes. E. Frauwallner called it "das indische Streben nach Systematik 
und zahlenmassiger Erfassung der Dinge."7 Since Vedic times, we find 
long lists of phenomena of the most diverse kind, such as physical 
entities, deities, events, natural regularities, ritual phenomena, and ab­
stract notions. Cosmological enumerations are just one exemplary type 
of such lists; we find them in Hinduism as well as Buddhism and Jain­
ism.

The older cosmological enumerations are usually of the vertical 
type or at least affiliated with schemes of evolution or emanation. This 
includes the oldest lists of "elements" in the Upanisads, most con­
spicuously in Chandogya Upanisad VI; here, "fire," "water," and "earth" 
appear as successive emanations from the ultimate substance, sat or 
pure "being."8

E. Frauwallner has suggested that the most ancient Samkhya did 
not have a theory of evolution and that it had a list of elements not 
included in a scheme of evolution or emanation nor derived from a more
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basic source. He saw this as the "simple and natural" way of cosmologi­
cal thinking.9 The texts do not provide much evidence for Frauwallner's 
thesis, which implies that the Samkhya theory of evolution is a second­
ary phenomenon, nor do they support his more general assumption that 
the nonevolutionary approach would have been "simple and natural" in 
Vedic-Upanisadic and early Epic thought.

In the earlier Vedic-Upanisadic texts, which are committed to cos­
mogony instead of cosmology, it seems quite difficult to find unam­
biguous cases of "horizontal," static, nonevolutionary enumeration of 
equally irreducible, nonderivative world constituents. Texts that suggest 
a division of one fundamental entity, such as Rgveda X, 90, are neither 
unambiguous cases of "horizontal" classification, nor are they typical 
of Vedic-Upanisadic thought. The "doctrine of Yajnavalkya" ("Yaj- 
navalkyalehre") that Frauwallner cites from the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 
does not provide conclusive evidence. The same may be said about the 
Aitareya Upanisad, which gives us the oldest extant list of five elements; 
although it does not present the elements as successive emanations, it 
includes them in, and derives them from, brahman.10 The traditional 
term for "element," bhuta/mahdbhiita, which emerges in the Upanisads, 
seems to have an evolutionary connotation insofar as it suggests some­
thing that "has become." We may recall here the etymological connec­
tion of its root bhu with Greek phyo/physis. The individual elements are, 
of course, not necessarily presented as successive stages. From an early 
time on, they may be coordinated "horizontally" within "vertical" 
schemes of evolution. This is an example of "horizontal evolution" or 
"ramification" at one level of cosmic development. Even in the Ma­
habharata, our most important source for the early history of the 
Samkhya tradition, the basic tendency is still evolution-oriented, if not 
fully "vertical." For the parallel texts Mahabharata XII, 187 and XII, 239f., 
which Frauwallner claimed as main evidence for a "nonevolutionary" 
early Samkhya, that is, a coordination of equally irreducible elements, 
J. A. B. van Buitenen has convincingly argued that they do, indeed, 
presuppose an "evolutionary" perspective, although of the type he 
called "horizontal" evolution.11 For the majority of the other cosmologi­
cal schemes and enumerations in the Mahabharata, we may say that 
they are unambiguously "vertical."12

4. The vertical cosmological perspective that tends to view differ­
ent kinds of entities as successive stages in a process of evolution or
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einanation has, to a certain extent, also determined the interpretation of 
what later on came to be known as categorial distinctions, in particular 
the distinction between "substances" and their "qualities." Among the 
characteristic features of classical Samkhya, we find its enumeration of 
five "subtle elements" (tanmatra) in addition to the five "gross elements" 
(mahdbhtita). As a matter of fact, these so-called subtle elements are the 
hypostatized characteristics and, in accordance with the literal meaning 
of tanmatra, "pure essences" of the elements. Following the precedent of 
the Chandogya Upanisad and other ancient texts, they are seen as cos- 
mologically prior to the elements themselves, which are merely less 
refined and more concrete versions or mixtures of the original essences.

However, once qualities in general were considered as subordinate 
to and dependent on their substance-substrates (and finally classified as 
a different "category"), these essential and elemental qualities, too, had 
to be subordinated to their substance-elements and repositioned in the 
scheme of evolution. Accordingly, various texts preserve the scheme 
that gives priority to the "pure essences" (tanmatra), but then also add a 
corresponding series of derivative "qualities" (guna), presenting them as 
products or emanations of their "gross" elemental substrates.13 Else­
where, for instance in some of those texts which Frauwallner cites as 
evidence for a "preevolutionary" Samkhya, the tanmatra do not appear 
at all; instead, "qualities" such as color, taste, and smell are presented as 
emanations of their elemental substances and genetically subordinate 
phases in the evolutionary scheme. Most conspicuously, we find this in 
the dialogue between Bhrgu and Bharadvaja in the Mahabharata, and in 
its elaborate list of quality emanations.14 With reference to such texts, 
we may say that the "horizontal" and "categorial" distinction between 
"substance" (dravya) and "quality" (guna) that culminates in the 
Vaisesika system was either preceded or echoed by a genetic, "vertical" 
distinction and correlation between the elemental substances and their 
characteristic essences.

5. To be sure, other texts in the Mahabharata come much closer to 
the kind of horizontal, nonevolutionary enumeration that Frauwallner 
seems to postulate as the natural or ideal type of cosmological enumera­
tion. The instruction of Asita Devala in the Mahabharata provides a 
good example. Asita presents the five "great elements" (mahabhiita) as 
the material out of which the Lord produces this whole world and all 
beings in it. These elements are called eternal and unchanging. Time
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(kala), "being" or "becoming" (bhava) and "nonbeing" or "destruction" 
(abhava) are added in a horizontal fashion to the list of five elements. 
Together, they are said to be the external constituents of all beings.15 Yet 
even in this text, we find traces of the "vertical," evolutionary perspec­
tive.16

Another type of "horizontal," nonevolutionary enumeration of ele­
ments may be characterized as materialistic. The references found in the 
Mahabharata are supplemented by old Buddhist and Jaina sources. We 
hear about a teacher, Ajita Kesakambala, allegedly a contemporary of the 
Buddha, who proclaimed that only the four material elements—that is, 
earth, water, fire, and air—exist. Subsequently, we find the same list of 
four elements in the well-known tradition of systematic materialism 
(Carvaka, Lokayata) associated with such names as Brhaspati, Usanas, 
and Purandara.17 Another contemporary of the Buddha Gautama and 
the Jina Mahavira, Kakuda Katyayana (Pakudha Kaccayana), added 
"pleasure, pain, and souls" to Ajita's list of elemental entities (kaya).18

Other cosmological enumerations of a more or less horizontal type 
have been produced by the Buddhists and Jainas. In particular, Jainism 
has been linked with Vaisesika pluralism—not only by modern scholars, 
but also by the Jaina tradition itself.19 However, the nature of the rela­
tionship between Jainism and early Vaisesika has not yet been estab­
lished. The age, origin, and background of cosmological enumeration in 
Jainism, in particular of its fundamental list of "basic entities" (astikaya), 
continue to be problematic. K. K. Dixit states "that the tradition of dis­
cussing the nature of loka and aloka, matter and soul was comparatively 
old, that of discussing the nature of five astikayas comparatively recent. It 
seems that the tradition of discussing the nature of reality in general is 
still more recent."20 Whereas the debate about "reality in general" (sat- 
samanya), that is, the phenomena of origination (utpada) and so forth and 
the distinction between the substance (dravya) and its modes (paryaya) 
seems to have no real precedent in the Agamas and apparently gained 
prominence only with Umasvati's Tattvarthasutra, the notion of astikaya 
does occur in the canonical Viyahapaimatti (often referred to as 
Bhagavatisutra).

Mahavira's chief disciple Gautama, when asked to justify his belief 
in the existence of the five astikayas, naively pleads that only that 
which exists is called by his camp an existing entity, only that 
which does not a non-existing entity (savvam atthibhavam atthi-iti 
vaddmo, savvam natthibhdvam natthi-iti vadamo)."21
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Whatever the original meaning of astikaya may be, it does not be­
come a central and programmatic term in Jainism, but remains one item 
of enumeration among many others. It appears among the twenty-three 
unuyogadvdra, topics of debate and investigation, which include prthivi, 
dvipti’ sarira, drsti, and jnana.22 Evidently, it does not indicate any special 
or exclusive interest in the "ontological" question What is there?

(). Extensive schemes of enumeration and classification are found 
in the Buddhist Abhidharma traditions. The five "groups" (skandha) of 
physical and mental factors, the six "elements" (dhatu), and the twelve 
"realms" (ayatana) are the most conspicuous and familiar categories of 
enumeration in Buddhism, not to mention the causal links (nidana) in 
the twelvefold chain of dependent origination (pratityasamutpada). Not 
only the existence of different schemes of enumeration, but also the role 
and relevance of enumeration per se have been a matter of concern and 
debate in Buddhism. The coexistence of the three competing lists of 
skandha, dhatu, and ayatana is explained as an accommodation to differ­
ent types of disciples.23 However, this cannot vindicate enumeration, 
classification, and conceptualization in general.

The fundamental motivation of the Buddhists is practical and 
soteriological. Enumeration and classification should serve a soteriologi- 
cal purpose. They should focus on soteriologically relevant causal rela­
tions and on the conceptual mastery of the conditions of worldly exis­
tence, and thus contribute to the goal of liberation from this condition. 
But such interest in comprehensive enumeration and conceptual mas­
tery may again produce attachment to the world and one's own decep­
tive identity. The enumerative, objectifying approach itself calls for tran­
scendence and detachment.

The word dharma indicates the ultimate units of enumeration, clas­
sification, analysis, and identification. It is at the same time one of the 
most central and most elusive terms of Buddhism in general. The de­
bates about the meaning of dharma have been intense and far-reaching, 
and they reflect basic differences in the interpretation of Buddhism. 
Numerous translations and explanations have been suggested, for in­
stance, "element," "object," "phenomenon," "datum," and "element of 
existence."24

We do not have to determine the full semantic range of the term 
dharma or its various functions in different contexts. Our question is: 
What is the role of dharma as a category of enumeration and classifica­
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tion? What is it that is being enumerated, classified, and identified in the 
dharma lists? But can we determine the meaning of dharma as such 
regardless of the fact that it is the ultimate unit of enumeration and 
identification? In a sense, enumeration and identification, or rather enu­
merability and identifiability, constitute the meaning of dharma. Dhar­
mas are essentially "identifiables," basic, irreducible units of identifica­
tion. They are supposed to emerge at the end of a process of analysis 
and division that reduces all false units and apparent identities to their 
true and ultimate constituents.

The Abhidharma tradition itself supports this interpretation. It re­
fers to the etymological affiliation of dharma with the root dhr, "to up­
hold," and derives its meaning from the fact that it upholds its own 
identity and distinctness (svalaksanadharanad dharmah).25 An analogous 
explanation is proposed for dhatu, "element."26 However, the idea of 
ultimate identifiables remains elusive and controversial. According to 
the Mahayana, one should not enumerate and classify dharmas. One 
should not be attached to the "identity" (svabhdva) of any particular 
entities, not even to the identifiability and objectifiability of these ulti­
mate identifiables.27

7. What is there? How can it be classified and enumerated? What 
does it mean to deal with the totality of what there is? What is the 
relationship between the enumeration and classification of different 
types of entities and the semantic analysis of being? What deserves to be 
listed as a separate item of ontological enumeration? Should being itself, 
insofar as it can be distinguished from, and predicated of, what there is, 
somehow be added to it? Is the assertion of being or existence, and its 
distinction from nonbeing, an act of enumeration and classification? 
Does the distinction between being and nonbeing presuppose a defini­
tion of being? Does the definition of being require a previous under­
standing of nonbeing? Can being be defined as the common denomina­
tor of what there is? But to what extent is an understanding of "being 
itself" the condition of the possibility of referring to what there is? In 
what sense does it determine the extent of enumeration and the enumer­
ability of enumerables?

According to W. V. Quine, the ontological problem What is there? 
can be answered in one word: "everything," although this answer may 
leave "room for disagreement over cases."28 The Vaisesika system of
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U te ories" (padartha), with its inherent claim of comprehensive enu- 
eration is obviously committed to this answer; but it also illustrates its 
biguity and questionability, and the scope of what Quine called

"room for disagreement." This becomes more obvious if we compare the 
Vaisesika project of enumeration with other approaches to "everything" 

ruflW)/ or the totality of what there is, for instance in the Buddhist
Sarvastivada-Vaibhasika school.

Apart from other significant differences concerning the systematic 
remises and the psychological as well as soteriological orientations of 

Vaisesika and Sarvastivada, their notions of "everything" are charac­
teristically different. Above all, this has to do with the role of time in 
these two traditions. In Vaisesika, time itself is thoroughly integrated 
into the system of horizontal enumeration: It is one of nine substances 
(dravya), an enumerable item on a par with other world constituents. 
Time is an entity, not the horizon in which entities exist nor the abyss in 
which they disappear. There is not much room for reflections concern­
ing "being and time," or "being-in-time," nor for speculations on past, 
present, and future as modes of existence or on potentiality and actu­
ality.

In the Sarvastivada-Vaibhasika list of seventy-five basic enumer­
ables (dharma), time as such does not appear at all.29 Yet temporality is a 
far more prominent and pervasive theme than in the Vaisesika. The four 
Sarvastivada masters Dharmatrata, Ghosaka, Vasumitra, and Bud- 
dhadeva are associated with basically different positions concerning the 
relationship and distinction between past, present, and future.30 The 
Sarvastivada is not a system of evolution comparable to the Samkhya. 
Yet there are significant affinities. Actuality and potentiality, manifesta­
tion and latency are pervasive themes in both traditions.

This brings us back to the distinction between evolutionary and 
nonevolutionary, vertical and horizontal schemes of cosmology, and 
more specifically, to the systematic relationship and confrontation be­
tween Vaisesika and Samkhya-Yoga that constitutes the main topic of 
this chapter.

8. In traditional Indian doxography as well as in the modern his­
tories of Indian philosophy, the systems of Vaisesika and Samkhya are 
often presented as characteristic examples of two different theories of 
causality, that is, of asatkaryavada and satkaryavdda. These doxographic
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titles are very familiar. But is their meaning as clear, and their opposition 
as unambiguous, as it appears to be?

Satkaryavada is commonly defined as the theory that the effect (kdr- 
ya), or rather the product, already exists in its material cause; and hence 
nothing new is brought into existence or produced in the process of 
causation. Asatkdryavada, on the other hand, is defined as the theory that 
the product does not preexist in its material cause, and hence is pro­
duced; that is, brought into existence in the process of causation.

In the extant Samkhya literature, the locus classicus for the sat- 
karyavdda is verse 9 of isvarakrsna's Samkhyakarikd:

asadakaratwd updddnagrahandt sarvasambhavabhdvat/ 
saktasya sakyakaranat kdranabhavdc ca satkaryam//

The verse gives us five reasons why the effect has to preexist in its 
material cause: what is not cannot be produced; the effect requires a 
material cause; not everything arises from everything; the cause pro­
duces only what corresponds to its potential; and the effect has the 
nature of the cause. The first reason states that it is impossible to pro­
duce something out of nothing; the following reasons postulate a more 
specific correspondence between the nature of the product and its 
cause. Although these two types of reasons seem easily compatible and, 
in fact, complementary, their coordination is not without problems.31

The Samkhya "theory of the preexistent effect" has to be seen in 
connection with the concept of prakrti, the inherently dynamic primeval 
nature (and ultimate material cause, pradhana) that contains the entire 
spatiotemporal universe in a "nonmanifest" (avyakta) state. The un­
differentiated prakrti evolves periodically into the manifest world 
through a process of internal modification (parinama) and by producing 
out of and yet within itself a series of "differentiations" (vikdra, vikrti). 
This process is at the same time a process of manifestation and presenta­
tion for the "spirit" (purusa); that is, pure, passive, yet actualizing aware­
ness. The basic premise of this explanation is that nothing can come out 
of nothing and that the undifferentiated totality of prakrti anticipates the 
existence of all particular entities. This is the universal cosmological and 
metaphysical application of the first reason for the satkaryavada. The 
following reasons are more specific, but also more problematic if applied 
to the concept of prakrti. They presuppose not just an undifferentiated 
preexistence of differentiated entities nor the preexistence of differenti­
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ated effects in a nondifferentiated cause; instead, they postulate special 
causes for special effects. Particularity and differentiation themselves 
cannot be "new"; that is, originating out of nonparticularity and non- 
differentiation. A special product, such as sesame oil, requires a special 
material cause: sesame seeds. But this process of specified derivation 
cannot be traced back to the ultimate material cause, prakrti itself, which 
js by definition nonspecific, nonmanifest, and undifferentiated.32

9. For the Vaisesika asatkaryavada, there is no analogous locus 
classicus. In the Vaisesikasutras, the issue is repeatedly referred to, spe­
cifically in several Sutras of Adhyaya IX, as well as in Sutra I, 1, 8.33 In 
Prasastapada's authoritative systematization of the Vaisesika, the 
asatkaryavada receives very little explicit attention. On the one hand, this 
may suggest that it is basically taken for granted, or, as B. Faddegon 
notes, "considered a settled tenet of the Vaisesika system."34 On the 
other hand, one gets the impression that Prasastapada avoids the issue 
or considers it somewhat obsolete.35

According to its standard interpretation, the asatkaryavada teaches 
the production of new entities out of their constituents; that is, the 
origination of wholes (avayavin) that are genuinely new units with an 
identity of their own and something over and above the sum total of 
their parts. The Vaisesika does not recognize a nonmanifest, potential 
state of the world. In general, it tends to avoid the ideas of potentiality 
and latency, as well as the assumption of different "modes of being."36 
Instead, it tries to understand the world in terms of a combination, 
aggregation, and separation, but also substitution and replacement of 
definite, actual, distinct entities. In the terminology of the Mahabhasya, it 
emphasizes adesa instead of vikdra.37

The historical process of debate has led to an increasingly confron­
tational articulation of the two positions, but also to interaction and 
mutual accommodation. The idea of aggregation gains some significance 
in Samkhya. Some Samkhya thinkers even try to explain the transition 
from potentiality to actuality, or latency to manifestness, in terms of 
asatkaryavada premises, although few go as far a Madhava, who inter­
prets "manifestation" (abhivyakti) itself as a new, additional factor. 
Madhava and others also adopt a form of atomism for the Samkhya.38 
On the other hand, the Vaisesika has made concessions to the idea of 
potentiality; the concept of sakti itself has its own peculiar history in
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Vaisesika. In their rejection of the Buddhist theory of momentariness 
(ksanikatva, ksanabhanga), which implies a far more radical notion of uni­
versal actuality, the Naiyayikas and Vaisesikas (including Sridhara and 
Udayana) have invoked various ideas of latent causality, potentiality, 
and manifestation.39

Yet, in spite of much dialectical interaction and various tacit accom­
modations, what characterizes the debate most is a certain refusal to 
address each other's basic premises concerning the nature of being and 
the different meanings in which the words sat and asat are used. The 
transition from "nonbeing" to "being" that the Vaisesika accepts is not 
identical with the one that the Samkhya rejects. With the appropriate 
semantic adjustment and clarification, the Vaisesika theory itself could 
easily be called satkaryavdda. The disagreement is as much about the 
meaning and usage of words, as it is about the nature of reality and 
causality. Nonetheless, the debate between satkaryavdda and 
asatkaryavada is a genuinely ontological debate.40 The familiar dox- 
ographic labels, which present this as a debate concerning different 
theories of causality, hide rather than reveal this underlying ontological 
significance.

w. The Samkhya concept of prakrti, or of the unevolved, non­
manifest (avyakta) cause and substance of our manifest, actual universe, 
is among the most familiar notions of Indian philosophy. But do we 
understand its ontological implications? Do we know what the Samkhya 
means when it speaks of a latent, unevolved, nonmanifest preexistence 
of the product in its cause, and of the world in prakrti? Do we know what 
we mean when we speak about "being" in a latent, nonmanifest, poten­
tial state?

Various ancient and popular metaphors illustrate such withdrawal 
into latency (and reemergence from it): The world disappears in, and 
emanates from, prakrti in a manner that may be compared to the way in 
which a tortoise protrudes, retracts, and hides its limbs.41 But what is 
the ontological and cosmological meaning of such hiding? In their own 
way, modern Samkhya scholars have tried to paraphrase and explain the 
latent preexistence of all products, including the manifest universe it­
self, in their causes. We hear, for instance, that the cosmic products 
preexist in the sense "that they are specifications of the inherent gener- 
ativity of primordial materiality" and, furthermore, "that the emergence
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of the various effects together with the causal matrix from which they 
derive is characterized in terms of continuing dynamic transforma­
tion-"42 Whatever this may mean, it does not address the fundamental 
ontological issue.

Regardless of all specific causal processes and all specific functions 
ascribed to the three guna, we have to proceed from and return to the 
basic ontological premise, as it is found in the Samkhya teachings and in 
related texts: "There is no existence for that which is not; nor is there 
nonexistence for that which is" (na-asato vidyate bhdvo, na-abhdvo vidyate 
satah).43 "That which is cannot arise in what is not; nor can that which is 
loose its reality" (na-asati satah sambhavah, na sata dtmahanam).44 "That 
which is, is once and for all; that which is not, is not (i.e., nonexistent) 
once and for all. There is no origination for what is not, nor destruction 
for what is" (yad asty asty eva tad, yan na-asti na-asty eva tad. asato na-asti 
sambhavah, sato na-asti vindsah)45

The last of these three statements is attributed to the Samkhya 
teacher Varsaganya. According to another fragment ascribed to this 
teacher, the entire threefold world may withdraw from manifestness, 
but not from reality; even in the state of withdrawal, it continues to exist, 
because destruction is unacceptable. Because of its merger (samsarga) 
with prakrti, the world is "subtle"; and because of such subtleness, it 
cannot be perceived. Therefore, destruction is nothing but withdrawal 
from manifestness (tad etat trailokyam vyakter apaiti na sattvdd, apetam apy 
asti vinasapratisedhat. samsargdc ca-asya sauksmyam, sauksmydc ca-anu- 
palabdhis. tasmad vyaktyapagamo vindsah).46 This is the state of the world 
when it is entirely without "transformation" or "differentiation" (vikdra, 
vikrti).

7 7. Classical Samkhya shares its basic term vikdra with the "sci­
ence of being" which Uddalaka Aruni presents in the Chandogya Up­
anisad and which forms the background of the satkaryavada. According 
to Uddalaka's teaching, all entities are differentiations, transformations 
(vikdra) of pure being (saf), the universal substrate. They are identifiable 
particulars and have a reality and identity of their own, insofar as they 
can be named. "Name and form" (ndmarupa) are the vehicle, if not the 
principle, of differentiation (vyakr) and particularization. The manifesta­
tion of the world coincides with the differentiation of the absolute.47

To what extent does this describe the position of Samkhya? Is
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manifestation nothing else than differentiation of one underlying sub­
strate?48 Here, we have to remember that, unlike Uddalaka's "science of 
being" (sadvidya), classical Samkhya is a dualistic system, which recog­
nizes the "spirit" (purusa), that is, pure, objectless, awareness, as the 
second irreducible principle. Evolution and differentiation, so we are 
told, are "for the sake of the spirit" (purusartha). What then is the role of 
awareness in the process of manifestation and actualization? What is its 
cosmological role and its ontological meaning? To what extent does it 
contribute to, or perhaps even constitute, actuality and manifestness 
(avirbhava, pradurbhava)?49

The statements of the Samkhya texts tend to be metaphorical and 
somewhat elusive; but the basic position seems to be clear: The presence 
of the purusa, pure awareness, does indeed "solicit" the process of differ­
entiation and actualization; yet, it does not in any way contribute to the 
process as such. Neither does it supply any of the specific features or 
structures of the world of experience, nor does it generate the character 
of manifestness or actuality. "Manifestness" (vyakti) as well as differ­
entiation are produced for the puru$a. The process is entirely objective: 
prakrti generates its own visibility, transforms itself into a content of 
experience. It does so through the mediating presence of the three guna, 
which are psychological as well as physical and cosmological principles, 
"threads" that extend from the state of potentiality into the actual, man­
ifest, differentiated universe.50 Without this, there would be nothing to 
be experienced.

In its "subtle," nonmanifest state, the world is inherently imper­
ceptible; its imperceptibility is not due to any incapacity of the perceiv­
ing subjects. Even Kapila, the greatest sage and seer, could not see and 
identify entities in their latent, potential state; he could not see the world 
in prakrti, because it is objectively nonmanifest.51 On the other hand, 
classical Samkhya does not admit any movement between different 
states of being, any fluctuation between actuality and potentiality, in 
awareness itself. The spirit is unchanging, contentless, absolute aware­
ness and presence per se, unaffected by what is presented to or with­
drawn from it.

72. The allied Yoga system also recognizes the immutability of 
the pure "spirit" (purusa), but leaves much room for "actuality" and 
"potentiality" within the "mind" (citta). Transition from potentiality (sak-
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B to actuality (abhivyakti) in the mental sphere means change from an 
unconscious, "unnoticed" (aparidrsta) state to a conscious, "noticed" 

aridrsta) one.52 Furthermore, the Yoga associates the conceptions of 
actuality and potentiality, manifest (vyakta) and subtle (siiksma) with time 
and temporality: Present phenomena are manifest, that is, actual; past 
and future phenomena are subtle, that is, potential (vartamdna vyaktdt- 
mano, atitdnagatdh suksmatmanah).53 The concepts of actuality and poten­
tiality are thus used in an attempt to clarify the nature of time and its 
three "routes" (adhvan); that is, past, present, and future.

The connection of these reflections with Sarvastivada ideas about 
"being" and "time" is as obvious as the affinity that the Yoga teachings 
concerning actuality and potentiality in the mental sphere have with the 
Yogacara-Vijnanavada tradition.54 This tradition distinguishes the sub­
conscious, latent traces stored in the "base consciousness" (dlayavijnana) 
from the actuality of present experience; that is, the actual functioning 
(pravrtti) of awareness. The mind itself is the substrate and "seed" of all 
phenomena (sarvabija); through a process of internal transformation (ui- 
jndnaparindma), it evolves into the manifoldness of actual experiences and 
objects of awareness.55 The great Vedanta (and Mimamsa) philosopher 
Mandanamisra applies this idea in his own way; he speaks of an appar­
ent unfolding (viparinama, vivartana) of the pure subject (drastr) or self 
(dtman).56 In general, the tradition of Advaita Vedanta has adopted im­
portant suggestions from Buddhism as well as Samkhya and Yoga, and 
it has transformed them into its own complex theories of "apparent 
transformation" (vivarta) and "objective illusion" (maya).

Unlike Yogacara, classical Yoga does not attempt to reduce esse to 
percipi, or "being" to "being experienced." Yet, it tends to ascribe a more 
constitutive role to awareness or experience than the Samkhya and to 
interpret it as an efficient factor of manifestation and actualization.

The correspondences between the satkaryavdda, especially in its 
Yogic version, and certain ideas of Sarvastivada and Yogacara are unde­
niable. On the other hand, there are significant Buddhist parallels of the 
asatkaryavada. In general, the Buddhists have asked challenging ques­
tions concerning the relationship between wholes and their parts, and 
the ontological status of aggregates (such as the famous chariot dis­
cussed in the Milindapanha).57 Implicitly or explicitly, the Nyaya and 
Vaisesika have responded to this challenge.

In their own way, the Buddhists have articulated the idea of the 
"prior nonexistence" (prdgabhava) of the product in its cause. The for-
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mula that epitomizes the precarious fact that something exists that did 
not exist before—abhutvd bhavati, abhutvd bhdvah—is typically Buddhist 
and most familiar in the Sarvastivada debates.58 As a matter of fact 
some Samkhya texts refer explicitly to the asatkdryavada of the Bud­
dhists.59

The debate between the two theories that the product does, or 
does not, preexist in its material cause, that is, satkaryavada and 
asatkdryavada, fades away without a clear victor and without a generally 
recognized solution of basic ontological problems. It remains, of course, 
a familiar doxographic issue and is referred to as such by numerous later 
authorities, including Udayana.60 Up to the end of the living debate, its 
protagonists fail to address each other's divergent concepts of being. 
Yet, this debate has exemplary significance in the history of Indian ontol­
ogy. Although it has not produced definitive solutions, its results are by 
no means negligible. What it has left behind is a rich legacy of problem­
atic concepts, questions, and suggestions concerning actuality and po­
tentiality and the enigmatic relationship between being and time.61
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