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寂護的因果論 

 

范文麗  

 

摘要： 

凡涉及因果話題，哲學家們都需回答以下問題：因果關係到底是什

麼？除了西方哲學傳統之外，印度哲學家們對這一問題也有諸多回應。

瀰漫差學者童中尊（Kumārila）提出因果作用說（vyāpāra），認為因和

果有「作用」，這種作用是因果關係的本質所在。佛教哲學家寂護

（Śāntarakṣita）對此持不同觀點，他駁斥因是通過「作用」而生果這一

觀點並表示，除了因自身的存在之外，別無其他作用。本文由童中尊和

寂護的論辯入手，通過對「規律性伴隨」（ānantaryaniyama, the restriction 

on immediate succession）、生果功能（śakti，causal power）、世間假立

（saṅketa，convention）等概念的討論來梳理寂護的因果論。對寂護而

言，因果關係並不指涉某種形而上的真實，而只是指稱事物的規律性生

發而已。事物之間的這種規律性生發狀態被稱為「規律性伴隨」，意思是

某種特定的果總是規律性地出現在某種特定的因之後。一切討論因果關

係的術語都只是方便說法，是根據人們的意願和實用目的設立而成。 

 

關鍵詞：寂護，童中尊，因果，生果作用，生果功能 
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Śāntarakṣita on Causation 

 

Fan, Wen-li  
 
 
 

ABSTRACT： 

    Any philosopher who engages the topic of causality must answer the 

following questions: what does the causal relation imply? In addition to the 

discussions in western philosophy, Indian philosophers have also provided 

extensive answers. The Mīmāṃsaka philosopher Kumārila put forward the 

idea of causal activity (vyāpāra), which functions as the intermediary 

between cause and effect and is believed to be the core essence of causal 

relation. Śāntarakṣita, a Buddhist philosopher, holds a different view on this 

issue. He rejects the idea that the cause leads to its result by performing 

causal activity and claims that the only activity is the existence of the cause. 

    My paper, starting from the divergence between Kumārila and 

Śāntarakṣita, will discuss Śāntarakṣita’s discussion of causation by 

investigating the concept of “the restriction on the immediate succession 

(ānantaryaniyama)”, “causal power (śakti)”, and “convention (saṅketa)”. 

According to Śāntarakṣita, the causal relation does not imply a metaphysical 

reality but refers to the regular occurrence of things only. The regularities 

between things are described as “restriction on the immediate succession”, 
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which means that certain kinds of effects always follow certain kinds of 

causes. All the terms regarding causality are merely conventions that are 

created for a practical purpose according to people’s whims. 
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Introduction 

    Any philosopher who engages the topic of causality must answer the 

following questions: what does the causal relation imply? What do we mean 

when we say two things are causally related? When a seed is sown and a 

sprout emerges; when a billiard ball strikes and another moves, in virtue of 

what are they considered causal relations? With respect to answering the 

metaphysical problems of causality, the western philosophical tradition has 

always been the main resource due to its long history of exploration on this 

issue. However, Indian philosophers have also extensively discussed causal 

relation, which may provide clues to the contemporary investigation of this 

topic. With regard to the above questions, orthodox Hindus propose the idea 

of causal activity (vyāpāra), which functions as the intermediary between 

cause and effect and is believed to be the core essence of causal relation.The 

term vyāpāra comes from a combination of the prefixes “vi” and “ā” and the 

Sanskrit root “√pṛ”. In its primary meaning, it can be translated as “intended 

activity”, referring to activity with an agent and a purpose. However, it is 

also used with an extended meaning to refer to general activity, operation 

and function, such as the activity of denoting, the activity of seeing and the 

activity of apprehending. The activity of producing, namely, causal activity, 

is one example of this extended meaning. The Mīmāṃsaka philosopher 

Kumārila (fl. approximately 7
th
 century) is a representative author of those 

who believes in the existence of this causal activity. He believes that only 

when a certain causal activity is seen can we be assured of the existence of a 

causal relation: “A cause is only that of which we see (dṛśyate) a certain 
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causal activity (vyāpāra) [restrictedly] preceding the appearance of the effect; 

and mere antecedence does not [make a cause].”
 1

 

    Two of Kumārila’s views are implied by this verse: first, there exists 

some sort of causal activity that functions as the intermediary between a 

cause and its result; second, causal activity is the core essence of a causal 

relation. It is due to the existence of causal activity that two things can be 

considered causally related. 

    Other Hindu schools have similar ideas. For example, Sāṃkhyas 

believe that the effect previously exists in the cause as a latent or 

un-manifested (avyakta) state, and the cause operates (vyāpriyanta) for the 

manifestation (vyakti) of the effect.
 2

 In their context, the term vyāpriyanta 

refers to the operation of the cause that makes the effect appear, namely, the 

causal activity. We may say that the appearing or manifestation of the effect 

occurs with the help of causal activity. Thus, from the perspective of 

orthodox Hindus, the causal character of things is determined by the 

                                                 
1

ŚV 841, 5-6 ad Śābdādhikaraṇāṃ, verse 433: tasmāt prākkāryaniṣpattervyāpāro

yatra dṛśyate | tadeva kāraṇaṃ tanya na tvānantaryamātrakam . Trans.  

reproduced from Jha, Ślokavārttika, 483. 

2
TSP 26: athāpi syādyadyapi prāksādhanaprayogāt sanneva niścayaḥ tathāpi na

sādhanavaiyarthyaṃ yataḥ prāganabhivyakto ’sau paścātebhyaḥ sādhanebhyo

bhivyaktimāsādayati | tasmād abhivyaktyarthaṃ sādhanāni vyāpriyanta iti

nānarthakyameṣām | || “…prior to the operation of the Cause, the Cognition was

un-manifested, [lying latent in the Cause], and subsequently [to the operation], it

acquires manifestation through that cause; hence what the Cause operates for is

the manifestation [of the latent Effect].” Trans. reproduced from Jha, The

Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 46. 
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occurrence of causal activity. Only when the causal activity is performed by 

the cause toward its result can two things be seen as causally related.  

    Śāntarakṣita (725-788 CE), a Buddhist philosopher, holds a different 

view on this issue. He rejects the idea that the cause leads to its result by 

performing causal activity (vyāpāra) and claims that the only activity is the 

existence of the cause.
3
 Like traditional Buddhist philosophers, he uses the 

formula of Dependent Origination to explain causality. He argues that the 

relation between cause and effect is “the restriction on immediate 

succession”, which means that the causal relation implies regularities only.     

Śāntarakṣita presents a delicate argument on the problem of causation, which 

deserves more scholarly attention than it has yet received due to historical 

reasons. 

    This paper will examine Śāntarakṣita’s discussion of causation by 

investigating the concept of “the restriction on the immediate succession 

(ānantaryaniyama)”, “causal power (śakti)”, and “convention (saṅketa)”. 

According to Śāntarakṣita, the causal relation does not imply a metaphysical 

reality but refers to the regular occurrence of things only. The regularities 

between things are described as “restriction on the immediate succession”, 

which means that certain kinds of effects always follow certain kinds of 

causes. All the terms regarding causality are merely conventions that are 

created for a practical purpose according to people’s whims. 

    Śāntarakṣita’s view is presented in his Tattvasaṃgraha (The 

                                                 
3
 Śāntrakṣita offered a detailed refutation to the idea of vyāpāra. I have analyzed 

his arguments in another paper. See Fan, Śāntarakṣita’s Criticism of Causal 

Activity. 
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Compendium of Truth, henceforth TS), which will be the main primary 

resource for this study. His student Kamalaśīla has a commentary on TS 

entitled Tattvasaṃgrahapañjikā (The Commentary to the Compendium of 

Truth, henceforth TSP). Although there are different views of whether 

Kamalaśīla correctly conveys Śāntarakṣita’s opinions, there is currently no 

way to distinguish the correct and incorrect explanations.
4
 Due to the 

writing style of TS, Śāntarakṣita’s views can be vague. Therefore, I will 

assume from now on that Kamalaśīla’s commentary agrees with Śāntarakṣita. 

In addition, the Ślokavārttika (A Gloss to Mīmāṃsā Sutra, henceforth ŚV) of 

Śāntarakṣita’s main opponent Kumārila, as well as some additional Buddhist 

texts, will be examined when necessary. 

Śāntarakṣita: Causation as the Restriction on 

Immediate Succession (Ānantaryaniyama) 

    Given that Śāntarakṣita does not agree with the Hindu concept of causal 

activity. What is his view of causation? What does he believe determines 

causal relation? The answer is revealed in the beginning verses of TS.  

 

The Dependent Origination is free from the causal activity (vyāpāra) of 

any such cause as “Primordial Matter”, “God”, both of these 

[Primordial Matter and God], Soul, and such other entities [postulated 

by Philosophers]. It is mobile; it is the basis for the causal relation 

between actions and results…
5
 

                                                 
4
 McClintock, Omniscience and the Rhetoric of Reason, 3. 

5
 TS,v.0001-0006. prakṛtīśobhayātmādivyāpārarahitaṃ calaṃ | 
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    This verse demonstrates one of Śāntarakṣita’s purposes in composing 

this book: to refute the causal theories proposed by contemporary schools 

and to establish the Buddhist view of causation in terms of Dependent 

Origination (pratītyasamutpādaṃ). The Buddhist doctrine of Dependent 

Origination is usually articulated as a twelve-linked chain of causation, with 

ignorance, formations, consciousness, and other factors as its relata. It has an 

abstract version that is expressed as the following general formula: “When 

this exists, that comes to be; with the arising of this, that arises. When this 

does not exist, that does not come to be; with the cessation of this, that 

ceases”.
6
 

    This formula is mentioned frequently by Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla 

when they discuss causation. When arguing against the idea of causal 

activity, Śāntarakṣita indicates that the only “causal activity” we have is the 

existence of the cause. We do not need to postulate any other ontological 

causal activity to make sense of the causal relation. He uses this formula to 

describe the causal relation in TS 520: “The existence [of the cause] is the 

only causal activity, from which, when it exists, the effect arises”. In the 

commentary to this verse, Kamalaśīla notes that “the casual activity of the 

                                                                                                                   

  karmatatphalasambandhavyavasthāsamāśrayaṃ || … yaḥ pratītyasamutpādaṃ 

jagāda gadatāṃ varaḥ | taṃ sarvajñaṃ praṇamyāyaṃ kriyata tattvasaṃgrahaḥ 

|| Trans. reproduced from Jha, The Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 2. 

6
 Bahudhātuka Sutta: Majjhima-Nikāya 115: imasmiṃ sati idaṃ hoti, imass’ 

uppādā idaṃ uppajjati; imasmiṃ asati idaṃ na hoti, imassa nirodhā idaṃ 

nirujjhati. Chalmers, Majjhima-Nikāya, 63. Trans. from Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi, 

The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha, 927. 
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cause” refers to the fact that the effect arises immediately after the existence 

of the cause. In other words, the expression “the causal activity of the cause” 

merely describes the phenomenon in which the effect immediately follows 

the cause. This understanding can be supported by Śāntarakṣita’s statement 

that appears two verses later: “It is merely due to [the fact that] this exists 

when that exists that the activity is assumed”.
7
 In another context that aims 

to explain the basis of karmic causation, Kamalaśīla says that there is no 

single agent that is the supporting basis but only a conventional causal 

production of simple entities. In response to the rhetorical question, “How 

does the conventional causal production of simple entities work?”, he 

answers, “When this exists, that exists; because that arises, this arises”.
8
 In 

this way, Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla repeat the idea that causation implies 

only that “if this arises, that arises” many times with slightly different 

wordings. In addition to the above two examples in verses 520 and 522 of 

TS, similar expressions are seen in verses 521, 531 and 532 of the text.  

    Kamalaśīla also confirms this point in the commentary and further 

claims that “there is no means to know the causal relation other than forward 

and counterfactual dependence”.
9
 Forward dependence refers to the idea 

                                                 
7

TS 522: tadbhāvabhāvitāmātrād vyāpāropyavakalpitaḥ || Trans. from Fan and  

Goodman, “Śāntarakṣita’s View of Actions and Results.” 

8
TSP 503: tatrāyaṃ dharmasaṅketaḥ, yadutāsmin satīdaṃ bhavati, 

asyotpādādidam utpadyata || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, “Śāntarakṣita’s 

View of Actions and Results.” 

9
 TSP 521: na hi kāryasya vastumātragatānvayavyatirekānuvidhāyitvaṃ na 

prasiddham || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, “Śāntarakṣita’s View of Actions and 

Results.” It is Dharmakīrti who proposes that causality is characterised by 
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that “when this exists, that exists”, and counterfactual dependence refers to 

the idea that “when this does not exist, that does not exist”. Not only is the 

existence of “this” always followed by the existence of “that”, but the 

absence of “this” is also always followed by the absence of “that”. Thus, a 

specific cause is always followed by a specific effect. It is this restricted 

concomitance that makes us consider them causally related. 

    However, to define causality as “when this exists, that exists; when this 

arises, that arises” is not the end of the investigation. Śāntarakṣita faces a 

further question about the nexus between “this” and “that”: what type of 

relation does the formula suggest? He does not answer this question directly, 

but his interpretation of causality shows two levelled steps, with one 

stressing temporal proximity, or immediate succession, and the other one 

stressing the restriction between the cause and its result. Let me unpack this 

step by step.  

    The first step Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla take is to claim that causal 

relation implies immediate succession only. Śāntarakṣita does not directly 

state that immediate succession is the reality of causal relation, but 

Kamalaśīla does. In the commentary that precedes verse 486, in response to 

the opponent’s argument that we need the existence of causal activity so the 

cause can help the effect to arise, Kamalaśīla says, “In the absence of causal 

activity, the causal relation will still exist due to immediate succession 

(ānantarya) alone”. In the commentary of verse 529, he states a stronger 

claim that “the only basis for the settled rule of the causal relation is 

                                                                                                                   

anvaya and vyatireka. More discussions, see Inami, 1999:134 
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immediate succession and not causal activity”. Śāntarakṣita would likely 

agree with this interpretation of immediate succession given that he devoted 

so many verses to the discussion of the temporal relations between cause and 

effect. In his discussion, he repeatedly emphasizes that the cause exists in the 

first moment and the effect in the second, and all that we have is the 

destruction of the cause and the origination of the effect.  

    These statements show that Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla are inclined to 

interpret causal relation with merely temporal proximity. This inclination is 

observed in the theories of their predecessors, the Sautrāntikas, who held that 

things have two statuses only: arising (utpāda) and ceased (vyaya). The 

momentary things arise and cease one after another. The causal relation of 

these successive things is only based on immediate succession.
10

 This 

Buddhist inclination to reduce causal relation to mere temporal succession is 

observed by Kumārila, who criticizes this view for several times in his ŚV. 

The two examples he uses to argue against Buddhists (i.e., one property of a 

jar following another and a cow following a horse) are quoted by 

Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla in TS 486 and TSP 530-531, respectively. 

Kumārila’s original objections are as follows: 

 

Just as the peculiar odour, &c., appearing after the destruction of the jar, 

is not held to be the effect of that destruction—so in the same manner 

would other subsequent forms of the jar also [not be the effect of the 

                                                 
10

 For a discussion of Sautāntika view on this, see Kalupahana, Causality, 

151-152. 



 

106 玄奘佛學研究 第三十一期 2019/3 

 

 

foregoing destroyed form of it].
11

 

And people knowing the real character of the causal relation, do not 

define it as mere concomitance, independently of all notion of 

Sequence. [Conversely also] we find that though, at times, the cow 

would follow the horse, this mere Sequence could not constitute causal 

relation. Just as in the case of two moments [of Cognition], when 

appearing in different series of Cognitions, though occurring 

simultaneously, and also in the case of the different properties of the jar 

[though occurring simultaneously], [there can be no causal relation.]
 12

 

 

    Kumārila clearly states that “the real character of the causal relation” 

should not be defined as “mere concomitance”. According to him, it is not 

correct for Buddhists to interpret causal relation as immediate succession 

only because that interpretation commits the fallacy of overgeneralization 

and does not reveal the full image of causal relation. It includes many 

phenomena that should not be counted as causal relations. He provides two 

                                                 
11

 ŚV 841, 5-6 ad Śābdādhikaraṇāṃ v.433: tasmāt prākkāryaniṣpattervyāpāro 

yatra dṛśyate | tadeva kāraṇaṃ tanya na tvānantaryamātrakam || Trans. from 

Jha, Ślokavārttika, 483. 

12
 ŚV 310, 1-4; 311, 1-4 ad Śunyavāda v. 152-155: kāryakāraṇabhāvo’ yaṃ’ nā’ 

byanaivaṃ ca dṛśyate | niyamaśca na labhyeta savyadakṣiṇaśṛṅgavat || idaṃ 

kāryamayaṃ hetu’ rdvayaṃ nā’ nyonyasaṃśrayāt | tadbhāvabhāvitāmātraṃ 

hetuḥ kenaiva kalpyate || paurvāparyavinirmuktaṃ kāryakāraṇalakṣaṇam | 

gavāśvasya tathā nāsti paurvārpaye’ pi tattathā || yugapajjāyamāne’ pi 

santatyantaraje kṣaṇe | rūpādiṣu ghaṭe yadvat’ tasmātpūrvamavasthite || See 

Jha, Ślokavārttika, 166. 
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counterexamples to support his objection. 

    The counterexample of the property of a jar following another can be 

constructed as the following argument: suppose momentariness is true and 

the properties of a jar cease and arise in every moment. Let us say that in the 

first moment we have the colour of jar C
1
, in the second moment the slightly 

fading colour C
2
, in the third C

3
, and so on. In the same way, we have the 

scent of jar S
1
, S

2
, S

3
 and so on in the respective moments. As we shall see, 

when the property of scent (e.g., S
1
) disappears in the previous moment, S

2
, 

C
2 
and many other properties will immediately follow in the second moment. 

Can we say that the property of scent, S
1
, is the cause of the property of 

colour, C
2
, merely because the latter exists immediately following the 

former?
13

 

    The second counterexample is much more straightforward: in our daily 

experience, we see many things appearing one after another, but they are not 

considered to stand in causal relations. When smoke appears after fire, we 

see it as the result of the fire. However, when a cow appears after a horse, we 

                                                 
13

 Kumārila expects Buddhists would say no because they believe Buddhists hold 

that the “sensible qualities (bhāutika)” (i.e., color, sound, smell, taste, and texture) 

do not stand in mutual causal relation. In fact, however, Śāntarakṣita does not 

believe so. He rejects this counterexample by claiming that “the scent and other 

qualities [of the jar] are believed to stand in mutual causal relations   because 

they occur in the same ongoing series (prabandha)” (TS 530). However,   he 

does support the validity of the second example about the cow and horse.   

Moreover, he makes a concession to respond to Kumārila’s criticism. Thus, his 

disagreement does not influence the direction of my discussion, and I do not 

mention it in the main body of this paper. 
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do not consider the cow a result of the horse. This needs no further evidence 

since it is common sense.  

    Now, we may conclude Kumārila’s points: immediate succession 

cannot be seen as the guarantee of causal relation because we cannot decide 

that C
2 
is the result of S

1 
merely because it follows the latter, nor can we say 

that a cow is the result of a horse when it appears after the horse. In fact, a 

more ambitious conclusion can be inferred from Kumārila’s objection. If 

immediate succession is not sufficient to establish causal relation, then there 

must be some further reason for two things to be connected causally. In 

Kumārila’s view, the further reason would be causal activity 

(vyāpāra).Although Śāntarakṣita does not agree with the concept of causal 

activity, he admits the validity of the counterexamples. As long as the 

opponent can name two things that immediately follow each other but that 

are not causally connected, the claim that causal relation can be established 

by immediate succession only is not convincing. This is why Śāntarakṣita 

makes a concession by adding a restriction. Instead of “immediate 

succession (ānantarya)”, he claims that it is “the restriction on the 

immediate succession (ānantaryaniyamaḥ)” that signals causal relation.  

    The abstract noun Niyama, and the past passive particle niyata, comes 

from the combination of the prefix ni and the root √yam. The combination 

ni√yam means “to hold, to restrict, to determine”. Based on this, niyama has 

the extended meaning of “restriction, fixed rule, etc.” and niyata has the 

meaning of “restricted, surely, etc.”. In TS 521, Śāntarakṣita says, “It is only 

the restriction (niyamaḥ) on the immediate succession that is understood as 

dependence. The activity of the cause is that it always (sadā) exists at the 
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time when the effect arises”.
14

 In TS 531, he says, “as for the thing that 

exists immediately before another, only sometimes is it also the cause. It is 

believed to be such because of restriction (niyamāt)”.
15

 In TS 532, he argues, 

“Something that restrictedly (niyata) really exists when this exists must be 

believed to be the cause [of this]”.
16

 The repeated usage of these terms 

reveals that Śāntarakṣita admits the existence of restriction in the process of 

causal relation. In other words, the immediate succession of things is not 

random but shows regularity. A certain type of things are always followed by 

a certain type of successors, just as apple seeds are followed by apples only. 

There are some types of restrictions that restrict the causes to their particular 

types of effects. This is what we call regularity or, in Śāntarakṣita’s terms, 

“the restriction on the immediate succession”.  

    Generally speaking, Śāntarakṣita’s argumentation in this section shows 

two claims. The first claim is that the causal relation implies immediate 

                                                 
14

 TS 521: ya ānantaryaniyamaḥ saivāpekṣābhidhīyate | kāryodaye sadā bhāvo 

vyāpāraḥ kāraṇasya ca || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, “Śāntarakṣita’s View of 

Actions and Results.” Śāntarakṣita emphasizes that there is no activity other than 

the existence of the cause itself. He raises several arguments against the existence 

of an independent causal activity. See Fan, Śāntarakṣita’s Criticism of Causal 

Activity, 899-903. 

15
 TS 531: anyānantarabhāve ’pi kiñcid eva ca kāraṇam | tathaiva niyamādiṣṭaṃ 

tulyaṃ caitat sthireṣvapi || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, “Śāntarakṣita’s View 

of Actions and Results.” 

16
 TS 532: yo yatra vyāpṛtaḥ kārye na hetus tasya cenmataḥ | 

yasminniyatasadbhāvo yaḥ sa hetur itīṣyatām || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, 

“Śāntarakṣita’s View of Actions and Results.” 



 

110 玄奘佛學研究 第三十一期 2019/3 

 

 

succession, which means that the thing existing in the previous moment is 

the cause and the thing in the immediate following moment is the effect. To 

defend this thesis from the opponent’s counterexamples, he adds a condition 

to the claim and declares that it is the restriction on immediate succession 

that makes a causal relation. In other words, what the causal relation 

indicates is the regularities in how things arise.  

The Causal Power (Śakti) of the Cause 

    We may further ask how this “restriction on immediate succession” 

comes about. Why does a thing “have to” produce some particular kind of 

effect? Śāntarakṣita seems to imply that a certain type of thing always 

produces a certain type of effects because it has certain causal power (śakti). 

However, the term śakti actually gives no more information than the 

expression “restriction on the immediate succession”. In other words, 

Śāntarakṣita does not really give an answer to this question. 

    Śakti originates from the Sanskrit root √śak, which means “be able”. 

Based on this, śakti is usually translated as “power, ability, strength, energy, 

capability”. Hindus believe that there is some sort of primordial cosmic 

energy or dynamic force that moves through the entire universe, and śakti is 

a name for this energy. Moreover, Śakti is used to refer to a goddess in 

Hinduism who embodies the female energy of Śiva. Generally speaking, this 

term is used with the meaning of creativity, fertility, energy, force, and power. 

In Śāntarakṣita’s philosophy, it should be translated as “causal power” 

because it denotes the capacity of the cause to produce its specific effect. 

The following passage can be understood as a definition of causal power: 
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The causal power of Causes is such as is restricted to specific Effects ; 

hence, even though the Effect has been non-existent, yet it is only some 

one effect, an actual Product, that is produced,--and not an absolute 

non-entity, like the Skylotus; this is the reason why only a specific 

cause is secured [for the production of a particular effect] that one 

which is efficient for the purpose, not anything at random; so that 

particular effects are produced from particular causes, and not every 

effect from every cause.
17

  

 

    This passage is used to illustrate the fact that a certain kind of cause is 

restricted to a certain kind of effect. In other words, if a specific cause 

always produces a specific effect, then we can say that it has the causal 

power of producing that effect. It is because of this capacity that the cause is 

considered to have causal power. Because of this specific causal power, 

things do not produce random things but specific effects. 

    In the karma chapter of TS, śakti is used frequently to refer to the causal 

power or causal potentiality of things to produce specific effects. For 

example, Śāntarakṣita argues that “the causal power (śaktiḥ) of seeds and so 

on is restricted (niyatā) to sprouts and so on” (TS 502). He believes it is “due 

                                                 
17  

kāraṇānāṃ pratiniyateṣveva kāryeṣu śaktayaḥ pratiniyatāḥ tena 

kāryasyāsatve ’pi kiṃcid eva kāryaṃ kriyate na gaganāmbhoruhaṃ kiṃcid 

evopādānamupādīyate | yadeva samarthaṃ na tu yatkiṃcit kiṃcid eva tu 

kutaścidbhavati natu sarvaṃ sarvata ... Trans. from Jha, The Tattvasaṅgraha of 

Śāntarakṣita, 30 with slight modifications. 
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to the causal power” of the cause existing in the first moment that the effect 

“arises in the second moment” (TS 512). He claims that the relations 

between actions and results are possible when “something has causal power 

to produce something” (TS 503). He argues against the objection of “the 

disappearance of what has been done and the arrival of what has not been 

done” with the reasoning that there is “restriction of causal power” and so all 

that has been done causes a result. The term “the restriction of causal power” 

(śaktipratiniyama or śaktiniyama) is also mentioned repeatedly by 

Kamalaśīla in the commentary.
18

 Thus, for Śāntarakṣita and Kamalaśīla, it is 

the causal power that enables a thing to produce its result. Moreover, it is the 

causal power that restricts a specific cause to a specific effect, as an apple 

tree produces apples only.  

    It seems as if Śāntarakṣita is attempting to seek metaphysical reality by 

appealing to causal power, which looks like something further than the 

regular occurrence of things. Moreover, “causal power” shares many 

similarities with the Hindu concept of “causal activity”. They both fill the 

time “gap” between a cause and its result. They play the same role in the 

problem of causal relation by connecting the cause and effect. They both 

answer the question of why a specific cause leads to a specific effect, and 

they both attempt to unearth the ontological reality of causal phenomena. 

                                                 
18

 In addition to śakti, sāmarthya is used by Kamalaśīla in the commentary to refer 

to the same thing. For example, he argues that the non-existing thing “is empty 

of causal efficiency (sāmarthya)” and therefore is not able to produce an effect 

(TSP 484&515). I will not discuss sāmarthya in this paper since it brings 

nothing new to our discussion. 
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Śāntarakṣita may disagree that śakti is an ontological reality, but we must 

admit that it is not an observable phenomenon either, so we can at least say 

that he proposes an ontological investigation by using this term. In other 

words, it seems that Śāntarakṣita rejects the ontological reality raised by 

others (i.e., vyāpāra) but appeals to another type of special power (i.e., śakti) 

that is similar in many ways to the concept of causal activity that he rejects.  

    Is this so? Is Śāntarakṣita contradicting his own theory? The answer 

would be “no”, because śakti does not refer to anything else than the 

existence of the cause itself. For Śāntarakṣita, it is raised merely for the 

purpose of emphasizing the causal character of the thing that functions as a 

cause. Verses 437-438 in chapter 8 of TS may help to clarify this view: 

 

Thenceforward the particular entities that come into existence are 

brought about by that; on account of the fact that those that help 

towardsthem are of that nature. 

Every moment, entities go on coming into existence, with restricted 

(niyata) inconceivable (acintya) causal power (śakti), and no objection 

can be taken to them, --just as to the fire’s power to burn.
19

 

 

    To understand these two verses, we need to understand a criticism 

raised by opponents: if momentariness is true and the effect arises when the 

                                                 
19

 TS 437-438: tataḥ prabhṛti ye jātā viśeṣās te tu tatkṛtāḥ | tadrūpaprakṛtitvena 

teṣāṃ tadupayoginām || niyatācintyaśaktīni vastūnīna pratikṣaṇam | bhavanti 

nānuyojyāni dahane dāhaśaktivat || Trans. from Jha, The Tattvasaṅgraha of 

Śāntarakṣita, 267 with minor changes.  
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cause has already perished, then how could the cause implement any 

restriction upon the effect? Why does the specific cause always produce the 

specific effect, such as an apple seed to an apple fruit ? 

    The above two verses respond to this question. The argument presented 

in verse 437 can be reconstructed as follows: when a particular entity 

immediately follows something, it is produced by that thing because that 

thing has the intrinsic nature to produce this particular entity. In verse 438, 

Śāntarakṣita makes a further assertion. He claims that entities emerge in 

every moment with restricted (niyata) inconceivable (acintya) causal power 

(śakti). Moreover, he claims that things have the potential to produce 

particular effects, just as fire has the potential to burn. Thus, there are three 

points in Śāntarakṣita’s claim: 1) things have special power (i.e., causal 

power), which has the potential to produce an effect and restrict the cause 

toward a specific effect; 2) this power is inconceivable, since all we can 

observe is the regular emergence of entities; 3) this power is the intrinsic 

nature of things, just as the power to burn is the intrinsic nature of fire.  

    In the commentary on verse 438, Kamalaśīla emphasizes the third point. 

He argues that the causal power that restricts the cause to a specific effect 

should not be objected to because it is the nature of things, and “the nature of 

things cannot be criticized or objected to”. Things have diverse intrinsic 

natures and thus have diverse causal powers that enable them to produce 

diverse and specific effects. Although things that exist in the same series 

look very similar, their intrinsic natures are actually diverse. He emphasizes 

that this is the reason that a specific cause always leads to its specific effect: 

“That is the reason why only one entity becomes the cause of only one other 
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entity, and not everything of everything.”
20

 In other words, it is due to the 

intrinsic nature of things that they are restricted to specific results.  

    In the above passage, it seems that Śāntarakṣita identifies causal power 

with intrinsic nature, but considers the cause itself as something to which the 

causal power and intrinsic nature belong. However, Śāntarakṣita goes further 

than that. In another context, Śāntarakṣita clearly claims that the cause and 

causal power are the same thing and that the postulation of causal power is 

useless.
21

 

 

Apart from the powerful object, there is no such thing as “causal 

power”, which could be cognized by means of presumption. And as for 

the powerful object, it is cognized through perception itself… What 

then could “causal power” be, apart from those causes? If the “causal 

power” is something different [from the said causes], then as that 

“causal power” would be what brings about the effect, the object [cause] 

itself would not be an active agent at all [in the bringing about of that 

effect]. If, on the other hand, the object does bring about the effect, then 

                                                 
20

 TSP 438: tena kiṃcid eva kasyacit kāraṇaṃ na sarvaḥ sarvasyeti yatkiṃcidetat 

|| Trans. from Jha, The Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 268. 

21
 Dr. Charles Goodman of Binghamton University points out an interesting 

implication in our personal discussion on this issue. Śakti is the intrinsic nature 

of the cause, and it refers to nothing else other than the existence of the cause.   

Given that Śāntarakṣita’s discussion on causation is based on dharmas, this 

implies that a dharma is identical with its own intrinsic nature within the 

Abhidharma conceptual framework that Śāntarakṣita is using. Siderits 

(2013:157)’s interpretation could support this implication. 
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the causal power would not be anything different; because the 

characteristic feature of the “object” is that it should be capable of 

effective action; and that the object is so capable is learnt from 

perception itself. There is no means of knowing any other characteristic 

of causal power. Even if such another characteristic were known, there 

would be no use for it, as the effect would be accomplished by the mere 

presence of the object.
22

 

 

    This argument is quite similar to an objection to causal activity, in 

which Śāntarakṣita proves that causal activity refers to nothing other than the 

existence of the thing itself. In this passage, Śāntarakṣita rules out the 

possibility that causal power is different from the thing because if this were 

true, the causal character should be attributed to the causal power but not the 

thing. Therefore, he concludes, “as regards causal power…it is nothing apart 

from the thing”.
23

 In addition, he argues that causal power has no 

characteristic other than the existence of the thing itself. Even if it had 

                                                 
22

 TS 1607-1611: tatra śaktātirekeṇa na śaktir nāma kācana | 

yarthāpattyāvagamyeta śaktaścādhyakṣa eva hi || dāhādīnāṃ tu yo hetuḥ 

pāvakādiḥ samīkṣyate | asaṃśayāviparyāsaṃ śaktiḥ kānyā bhavet tataḥ || 

vyatirikte tu kāryeṣu tasyā evopayogataḥ | bhāvo ’kāraka eva syād upayoge na 

bhedinī || arthakriyāsamarthaṃ hi svarūpaṃ śaktilakṣaṇam | evam ātmā ca 

bhāvo ’yaṃ pratyakṣād vyavasīyate || anyalakṣaṇasaṃsiddhau pramāṇaṃ na ca 

kiñcana | jñātenāpi na tenārtho rūpāt tat kāryasiddhitaḥ || Trans. from Jha, The 

Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 791 with slight modifications. 

23
 TS 1619: tasya deśāntaraprāptiḥ śaktistvanyā nirākṛtā || Trans. from Jha, The 

Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 795 with slight modifications. 
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another characteristic, it would be useless because the existence of the cause 

itself can lead to the arising of the cause. In other words, it is useless to 

postulate that the cause is another entity.  

    Moreover, Kamalaśīla states that causal power is admitted only when a 

causal relation is seen first. “If anything were produced by another thing, 

then alone could one admit the ‘causal power’ of the latter thing, which 

could then be accepted as the ‘cause’ of that which would be produced--not 

otherwise”.
24

 In other words, we cannot consider something as having 

causal power until we see the effect being produced. It is due to the causal 

relation that has already occurred that we consider something the cause with 

causal power. In other words, it is not śakti that defines a causal relation but 

“the restriction on immediate succession”.  

    In summary, Śāntarakṣita frequently uses the term causal power (śakti) 

to refer to the capability of a thing to restrict its results to certain type of 

things, such as an apple seed to apples only. It might seem as if causal power 

(śakti) is a metaphysical reality beneath the observable causal phenomena.  

    However, textual evidence shows that Śāntarakṣita only uses śakti to 

emphasize the causal character of things. It is merely another name for the 

cause. It does not refer to anything other than the intrinsic nature of the thing 

that functions as the cause. 

                                                 
24

 TSP 21: yadi hi kenacitkiṃcidabhinirvartyeta tadā nirvartakasya śaktir 

vyavasthāpyate | nivartyasya ca karaṇaṃ sidhyet | nānyathā || Trans. from Jha, 

The Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 44 with slight modifications. 
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The Causal Relation as a Convention (saṅketa) 

    We may further ask what the basis is for postulating causal power. Why 

does Śāntarakṣita use this term if it is merely another name for the thing 

itself ? 

 

To the best of my knowledge, Śāntarakṣita does not have a direct 

statement that  can be used to respond to this question, but the answer 

is quite easy to find. Śāntarakṣita would probably answer that the term 

śakti is only a conventional name of the thing itself, and we do not 

need an ontological basis to use this term. Specifically, śakti is used to 

represent the potentiality of a thing to produce a specific effect. 

According to Buddhists, people use different names to refer to external 

things according to their wishes. Śāntarakṣita also believes that the 

language people use is arbitrary, in accordance with their whims but 

not the truth. He has a verse in chapter 8 stating this view: “The words 

are applied merely conventionally (saṅketa) in accordance with 

arbitrary whims (icchā)”.
25

 In the commentary, Kamalaśīla further 

explains this idea and notes that people employ verbal sounds to denote 

certain things according to their intention. There is no real or fixed 

connection between the wording and the reality; sometimes, there is no 

reality at all beneath the appearance of language. 

 

                                                 
25

 TS 389: icchāracitasaṅketamātrabhāvi hi vācakam || Trans. reproduced from 

Jha, The Tattvasaṅgraha of Śāntarakṣita, 246. 
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    The term saṅketa, sometimes appearing as saṃketa, is from a 

combination of the Sanskrit prefix “sam” and the root “√cit”. “Sam” means 

“together”, and “√cit” means “to know, to perceive”; therefore, the 

combination sam√cit means “to know together”. Based on this, saṃketa has 

the extended meaning of “agreement, convention”.
26

 The Buddhist 

grammarian Nāgeśa Bhaṭṭa believes that the relation between a word and its 

referent, which is also called the “signified-signifier relation” 

(vācyavācakabhāvāparaparyāyā), lies in an imputed identification that 

consists of the active superimposing of the word upon the referent: “An 

identity, based on the superimposition of one upon the other, is what brings 

this about. And this is a convention (saṃketa)”.
27

 According to this 

grammarian, all the words we use signify some referent, and therefore a 

word and its referent have the relation of “signified-signifier”. The 

establishment of this relation relies on people’s agreement with 

superimposition. To put it precisely, if everyone agrees that a word can be 

superimposed upon some specific referent, then the relation of 

“signified-signifier” is established. In this way, people share a tacit 

understanding of that word. This tacit agreement about words is instilled into 

the minds of people as time passes. When this agreement is fixed in the 

community, a convention takes shape.  

    In the case of śakti, when all people agree to use the term to denote the 

fact that a specific cause always produces a specific effect, then its usage is 

                                                 
26

 Monier, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 1126. 

27
 tadgrāhakaṃ cetaretarādhyāsamūlaṃ tādātmyam | tac ca saṃketaḥ | See 

Arnold, “On Semantics and ‘Saṃketa’”, 430. 
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justified. As long as one does not believe that it implies some sort of 

ontological reality, there is nothing wrong with saying it. In fact, from 

Śāntarakṣita’s perspective, not only śakti, but the entire idea of causality is a 

conventional construction that is created for our convenience. As he states in 

TS, “Even though things have no causal activity, people can say ‘this 

produces that’ just because they want to, as long as they conform to 

convention (saṅketa)”.
28

  

    Śāntarakṣita claims that the concept of causality is merely an agreement, 

in line with which people superimpose the phrases “this produces that”, 

“causal power”, “causal relation” or “causality” upon some specific 

phenomenon. He refutes any ontological commitment (i.e., the metaphysical 

reality of causal activity) underneath the phenomena of causal relations.  

    What we have is only convention—a semantic agreement that describes 

some type of phenomenon. It may lack an ontological basis but is proven to 

be practically useful.  

    In the commentary to TS, Kamalaśīla specifically raises the rhetorical 

question, “Who are those people who speak in this way (i.e., in the way of 

using ‘this produces that’) to describe things?” He answers that it is “those 

people who based on their wish to talk and engaged in practical activities, 

speak in this way, conforming to convention”.
29

  

                                                 
28

 TS 519: tat tajjanayatītyāhur avyāpāre ’pi vastuni | 

vivakṣāmātrasambhūtasaṅketānuvidhāyinaḥ || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, 

“Śāntarakṣita’s View of Actions and Results.” 

29
 TSP 519: ke punas ta evam āhuḥ? ityādi | 

bahirarthanirapekṣavivakṣābhāvisaṅketānurūpavyavahārakāriṇo 
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    Kamalaśīla’s interpretation reveals three points. First, he notes that the 

conventional usage of causality is adopted by people based on their desire to 

talk. Second, he notes that people use this convention for the purpose of 

practical work. Third, he reasserts Śāntarakṣita’s position that there is no 

metaphysical reality of causal activity and that wordings with respect to 

causality are merely a convention. The last point is straightforward, but we 

need more explanation of the first and second points. 

    The first point emphasizes that the causal relation is a convention that is 

created and influenced by people’s wishes. This thought was illustrated by 

his predecessor, Dharmakīrti, who was a Buddhist epistemologist in the 

seventh century: 

 

The speaker has autonomy in this regard: he can choose to express 

those things that are capable of that effect with one expression or with 

many. Therefore, it is simply by virtue of the speaker's intention 

(abhiprāya) that one expression could refer to many things, and that 

being so, it is not correct to object to the use of a single expression for 

many things. Moreover, it is not impossible for that one expression to 

be used for all those things because the capacity to refer to things 

depends on the speaker's wishes (icchā) [or needs]. If meaning is not 

fixed by the wishes of the person using the expressions, then how could 

an expression refer to even one thing?
30

 

                                                                                                                   

vyavahartāraevam āhur ity arthaḥ || Trans. from Fan and Goodman, 

“Śāntarakṣita’s View of Actions and Results.” 

30
 PVSV 1.142 kevalam anena tatra yogyās te artliāś codanīyaḥ ta ekena vā 
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    This passage is self-explanatory. Dharmakīrti claims that the capacity of 

one expression to refer to many different things depends on people’s wishes 

or intentions. Moreover, the capacity of one expression to refer to some 

particular thing depends on people’s wishes. If we apply this claim to our 

problem of causality, we can easily understand what Kamalaśīla means by 

“based on people’s wish”: expressions such as “this produces that” have the 

capacity to refer to a certain type of phenomenon because of people’s 

wishes. 

    The second point is easy to understand because we are all familiar with 

the practical use of causal relation in daily life. An infant learns that mother’s 

breast milk can cause the feeling of hunger to go away. A three-year child 

learns that touching fire with his hands causes burns and pain. A schoolboy 

learns from books that smoking causes cancer and that chemotherapy can 

sometimes cause the disappearance of cancer. Knowledge of these regular 

phenomena helps us to survive and live better in this world. We may not 

know exactly how one thing leads to another, but we can observe that these 

events follow each other. To remember the regularities and use them as a tool 

to help our lives, we call them causal relations and spread this knowledge. 

We do not need any ontological commitments at the level of ultimate truth. It 

is due to the regular occurrence of phenomena that we create this convention 

                                                                                                                   

śabdena codyeran, bahubhir veti svātantryam atra vaktuḥ tad iyam ekā srutir 

bahuṣu vaktrabhiprāyavaśāt pravartamānā nopālambham arhati na ceyam 

śakyapravartanā, icchādliīnatvāt yadi hi na prayoktur icchā katham iyam 

katrāpi pravarteta? | Gnoli, Pramāṇavārttikam of Dharmakīrti, 67. Trans. from 

Dunne, Dharmakīrti’s Philosophy, 354-355. 
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of speaking about causal relations.  

    Generally speaking, although Śāntarakṣita used śakti to explain the 

restriction of immediate succession, this term refers to nothing other than the 

existence of the cause. It is only a conventional name for the cause. In fact, 

according to Śāntarakṣita, not only the term śakti but also the entire causal 

relation is a convention. The causal relation only implies the regular 

occurrence of things, one following another. It is due to this regularity that 

people conventionally create the concept of causal relation. Terms such as 

“causality”, “causal relation”, “causal power” and “casual activity” are used 

for practical reasons according to people’s arbitrary whims.  

Conclusion 

    This paper has clarified Śāntarakṣita’s position on the issue of causality. 

He denies the existence of ontological reality underneath the appearance of 

causal relations by arguing against the concept of causal activity. According 

to him, it is Dependent Origination, which is formulated as “when this exists, 

that comes to be; this arises, that arises. When this does not exist, that does 

not come to be; this ceases, that ceases”, that functions as the basis of karmic 

causation. Śāntarakṣita frequently appeals to this formula when he discusses 

causality. This invariable concomitant relationship between two things is 

technically referred to as “the restriction on immediate succession” in his 

theory, which stresses that a specific cause is always restricted to a specific 

effect and that the temporal relationship between a cause and its effect is 

immediate succession. For Śāntarakṣita, the phrase “causal relation” refers to 

nothing more than this restriction on immediate succession that can be 
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observed.  

    People may ask where this restriction comes from. Śāntarakṣita would 

answer that it is due to the causal power of the cause. However, this causal 

power is described as the intrinsic nature of things, which means it refers to 

nothing other than the existence of the cause itself. In other words, in 

response to the question, “Why does a cause always produce a specific kind 

of effect?”, Śāntarakṣita’s answer is “by nature it can do it”. He does not give 

any answer beyond our observation. He rejects any type of ontological 

reality and stops at the regular patterns of things. The causal power in this 

theory, which looks like an ontological presupposition, is actually an alias 

for the cause itself. It is used merely to indicate the fact that a specific cause 

always leads to a specific effect. Moreover, Śāntarakṣita claims that the 

expressions regarding causation such as “this produces that” are merely 

conventions that are used according to people’s arbitrary whims for practical 

purposes. 

    In this way, Śāntarakṣita reduces the question “what is causality”, 

which may imply an ontological reality, to “what does ‘causal relation’ refer 

to”, which on his view is merely an epistemological enquiry. For him, the 

restricted regularity of things is the end of the investigation with respect to 

causal relations. We know there are some restrictions in the phenomenon, 

which may imply some sort of logical entailment or latent power. What is it? 

We do not know. Even if there were a deeper layer of rocks in the cave of 

causality, it would be beyond human knowledge. We should stop excavating 

and be content with what we have: the regular occurrence of things or, in 

Śāntarakṣita’s words, “the restriction on immediate succession”.  
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