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ABSRTACT: 

This paper is regarding the process of creation and the role of the evolution of tattvàs in the 

process of creation, as explained by the Sàmkhya philosophy. It delves deep into the 

mechanism of the creation, starting from the blending of the Supreme Principle (Purusha) 

with the material principle (Prakrithi), and the subsequent evolution of the gross elements 

(tattvas) from the subtle elements.   
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INTRODUCTION: 

Eastern philosophies like Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism differ from the Abrahamic 

religions in many ways; the primary difference being belief in the existence of the soul.  

Within Hinduism, there are numerous philosophies which subscribe to the notion of an all-

pervading intelligence which is a changeless, indestructible entity.  The Sàmkhya philosophy 

is one such system which sets out to provide answers to the existential mysteries that have 

plagued mankind; Sàmkhya explains the complex processes of creation with clarity, using 

the theory of evolution of the 24 tattvas.  It  theorizes that the supreme soul in the 

unmanifest form called Purusha combines with the manifest nature or Prakrithi from which 

arise the cascading development of the elements which make up the universe. 

ETYMOLOGY: 

The word Sàmkhya in Sanskrit means, ‘a process by which perfect understanding can be 

achieved.’  Here, ‘Sàmak’ means perfect and ‘khàyate’ means demonstrated or revealed.  

Sàmkhya from another perspective also means enumeration; hence, what is being 

understood is the enumeration of the 24 tattvas or elements that make up the material 

universe.   

HISTORY: 

The founder of the Sàmkhya philosophy is Kapila Muni or sage Kapila. He is estimated to 

have lived in the 6th or 7th century BCE.   Kapla is considered to be the incarnation of Lord 

Vishnu.  In the Srimad Bhàgavatam, Kapila preaches the Sàmkhya philosophy to his mother 

in the third canto of the text.   

Interestingly, another atheistic version of the Sàmkhya philosophy exists which became 

famous around the 1st to 10th century.  It is unclear whether this atheistic Sàmkhya was 

based on the original Sàmkhya founded by the same Kapila Muni or if another Kapila 

existed.  There are no original extant texts found about this version of Sàmkhya, which later 
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came to be known as the classical Sàmkhya.  The primary source of reference for this 

version is the Sàmkhya-Kàrika written by a supposed disciple of Kapila, called Ishvara 

Krishna.  This version is a dualistic and atheistic version of Sàmkhya.  Some scholars are of 

the opinion that the original Sàmkhya philosophy was later modified into the dualistic and 

atheistic version due to the influence of Buddhist and Jain schools of philosophy. 

EVOLUTION OF TATTVAS:    

When nature exists in its unmanifested form, it is called pradhàna/purusha.   When the 

three gunas combine with one another, pradhàna becomes manifest and is called prakrithi. 

(material nature).   

Pradhana is formed by the five aggregate elements or the gross elements (mahàbutas), the 

five subtle elements, (tanmatras), the 4 internal senses,(buddhi, manas, ahankara and cit), 

the five senses for gathering knowledge (jnànehdriyas) and the five organs of action, 

(karmendriyas). There are 24 elements in total which form Pradhana. 

Earth, water, fire, air and ether are the five mahàbutas and the five tanmatras are the subtle 

sense elements of smell, taste, colour, touch and sound. 

The five sense organs are the eyes, nose, ears, eyes, skin and tongue.  The word ‘jnana’ 

means knowledge and ‘indriya’ means ability.  Thus, from the perspective of yoga, 

jnanendriyas not only mean the physical sense organs but also the energy and the inherent 

knowledge of sense perception behind the sense organs which enable them to function.    

For example, the sense organ ear not only includes the sense of hearing but also the ability 

to discern and gain knowledge or make inferences about the sound-producing object.  They 

produce the knowledge of touch, sight, smell, hearing and taste. 

They are the five organs of action which reside inside the body.  They are 

a.  Vàk:  The function of speech which resides in the mouth. 

b. Kara:  The function of grasping or holding which resides in the hands. 

c. Caranau:  The function of movement which resides in the feet. 

d. Pàyu:  The function of excretion which resides in the anus. 

e. Medhram:  The function of procreation which resides in the genitals. 

The structure of mind (manas), intelligence (buddhi), ego (ahamkàra) and impure 

consciousness (cit) are the four elements of the internal subtle senses.  They have different 

functions and different qualities.  Together with the five jnanendriyas, five karmendriyas, 

the five mahàbhutas and the five tanmatras, they form the 24 tattvas.   

The element of time or kàla is the twenty fifth element.  The soul or the Supreme Self 

manifests itself as kàla, which starts the process of creation by disturbing the unmanifested 

nature.  It is this time factor which causes the ego of the conditioned soul to be afraid 

because it causes the fear of death. When the Supreme soul comes in contact with prakriti, 

she evolves into the Mahat-Tattva (cosmic intelligence) which is also known as Hiranmaya.  
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This happens when the equilibrium of the trigunas (three gunas) are disturbed by the 

destiny of the individual souls. This Mahat-Tattva is self-luminous and contains all of the 

cosmos within itself. It is the cause of all universal forms and by the virtue of its luminosity 

destroys the darkness covering itself.      

At this juncture, the Mahat-Tattva is filled with the sattva guna (mode of clarity and 

goodness) and is a state of pure consciousness called Vàsudeva. 

This state of absolute consciousness is as pure as unmuddied water and is full of serenity 

and clarity. 

From this Mahat-Tattva evolves the ahamkàra which has the three gunas of sattva 

(goodness and clarity), rajas (action and passion) and tamas (inertia and ignorance).  The 

jnànedriyas or the sense perceptions and the karmendriyas or the organs of action evolve 

from ahamkàra.   

The ahamkara which contains the three gunas gives rise to the mahàbutas and the senses.  

Since it is the false ego, it identifies itself through them.  It is called Sankarsana, who is the 

form of Lord Ananta who has 1000 heads.   

From the sattvic ahamkàra evolves the mind or the manas whose machinations give rise to 

desires.  This mind is known as Aniruddha, the lord of the senses.  

 From the rajasic ahamkàra evolves the intelligence or buddhi which produces knowledge 

for the sense organs when they come in contact with objects.  Rajasic ahamkàra actually 

creates the sense-acquiring knowledge and the senses of action. The senses of action 

depend on the prana or vital energy, and the senses for acquiring knowledge depend on the 

buddhi or intelligence. 

Tamasic ahamkàra creates the tanmatra of sound and from sound comes the gross element 

of ether and the sense of hearing. 

Ether provides the space for the internal and external activities of all beings, the functioning 

of the prana, the mind and the senses. 

From this ether, evolves the tanmatra of touch and from this evolves the gross element of 

Vayu or air and the sense of touch. The tanmatra of form and the gross element of fire or 

Agni are next in the cascade of evolution.  From this evolves the tanmatra of taste and the 

gross element of Jala or water as well as the sense of taste. The next evolute in the process 

is that of the tanmatra of smell and the gross element of Prithvi or earth along with the 

sense perception of smell. 

Thus, the tanmatras or the subtle sense elements of sound, touch, form, taste and smell and 

the gross elements of ether, air, fire, water and earth evolved from the ahamkàra.  

As explained above, the progression of evolution of tattvas takes place from Tsubtle to the 

gross, the subtlest form being the Supreme Soul of Godhead and the grossest form being 

the mahàbutas. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Thus in summary, Samkhya is a  philosophy which has put forth a holistic theory regarding 

the process of creation through the evolution of the 24 gross elements from the subtle 

elements. 

Additionally, Sàmkhya is the basis of the Yoga School founded by Patanjali.  Sàmkhya is the 

study of the elements that make up nature and their evolution from the subtle to gross 

forms during creation.  The reverse of the same (movement from grosser to subtler) forms is 

achieved during yogic practices and meditative practices which lead to higher levels of 

consciousness.  Yoga has enormous proven physical health, mental health and emotional 

health benefits and through the centuries has evolved from an obscure mystical practice to 

a world-renowned, widely-practiced way of life. 

Another crucial aspect that needs to be considered is that Sàmkhya philosophy has implicitly 

provided us with the tool of free will to make life-affirming choices.  Even when the soul is 

conditioned by karmic imprints and the gunas, it has the freedom of choosing the higher 

ground in everyday life as well as any moral crises it may face.  While our fate may be in the 

hands of pràrabda karma (karma from previous births), Sàmkhya implies that how we 

respond to events is entirely up to us.  Satva or goodness is a pre-requisite to achieve higher 

levels of consciousness. The mind dominated by the rajasic and tamasic gunas is liked 

muddied water. Just as only clear, unsullied waters can reflect the sun, only a mind filled 

with the goodness and clarity of sattva can reflect the luminosity of the Supreme Soul. 

While our rajasic and tamasic nature may pull us back, we can always fight back and choose 

the sàttvic way.  It makes way for better humans, better communities, better countries and 

ultimately, a better world. 
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