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Abstract: Sāṅkhya philosophy, one of the oldest systems of Indian thought, offers a profound metaphysical 

framework that distinguishes between Puruṣa (pure consciousness) and Prakṛti (material nature). This conceptual 

study explores the relevance of Sāṅkhya philosophy as a framework for understanding and promoting mental 

well-being. By analyzing key doctrines such as the three guṇas (sattva, rajas, tamas), the evolution of the mind 

(antaḥkaraṇa), and the role of ignorance (avidyā) in human suffering, the paper highlights how psychological 

disturbances can be interpreted through Sāṅkhya’s dualistic ontology. 

The study argues that mental imbalance arises from the misidentification of the self (Puruṣa) with the 

modifications of Prakṛti, leading to attachment, anxiety, and distress. Through cultivating discriminative 

knowledge (viveka-jñāna), individuals can achieve detachment and inner equilibrium. The framework also 

provides insights into personality dynamics through the interplay of guṇas, offering a model for understanding 

emotional regulation and cognitive clarity. 

By engaging with classical Sāṅkhya texts and comparing its concepts with modern psychological perspectives, 

this paper demonstrates the continued relevance of Sāṅkhya in contemporary discussions on mental health. It 

concludes that Sāṅkhya philosophy not only serves as a theoretical model but also offers practical pathways 

toward psychological resilience and holistic well-being. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, mental well-being has emerged as a major area of concern due to increasing 

psychological stress, lifestyle disorders, and emotional instability. The pressures of modern 

life, combined with rapid technological and social changes, have significantly impacted human 

mental health. While contemporary psychology has developed various therapeutic models, 

there is a renewed scholarly interest in exploring traditional knowledge systems for deeper 

insights into the nature of the mind and suffering. 

Among the classical Indian philosophical systems, Sāṅkhya occupies a prominent place due to 

its systematic and analytical approach. Traditionally attributed to the sage Kapila, Sāṅkhya 

presents a dualistic framework that distinguishes between Puruṣa (pure consciousness) and 

Prakṛti. This distinction forms the basis of its psychological insights and its explanation of 

human suffering. 

The central concern of Sāṅkhya philosophy is the problem of duḥkha (suffering). It seeks to 

identify the root causes of suffering and provide a permanent solution through knowledge. The 
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concept of Trividha Duḥkha (threefold suffering) offers a comprehensive classification of 

human distress, while the theory of guṇas explains variations in mental states and behavior. 

2. ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF SĀṄKHYA PHILOSOPHY 

Sāṅkhya is one of the oldest systems of Indian philosophy, with its roots in early Vedic and 

post-Vedic thought. References to Sāṅkhya ideas can be found in texts such as the Mahabharata 

and the Bhagavad Gita, indicating its long historical development. 

The system is traditionally attributed to Kapila, who is regarded as its founder. Although 

historical details about his life remain uncertain, his philosophical contributions are widely 

acknowledged. The classical formulation of Sāṅkhya is found in the Sāṅkhya Kārikā, 

composed by Ishvarakrishna, which systematically presents its doctrines. 

Sāṅkhya is characterized by its rational and non-theistic approach. It explains the universe 

through the interaction of Puruṣa and Prakṛti, without relying on a creator God. This analytical 

framework makes it particularly relevant for psychological interpretation. 

3. SATKĀRYAVĀDA IN SĀṄKHYA PHILOSOPHY 

Satkāryavāda is a fundamental doctrine of Sāṅkhya philosophy that explains the relationship 

between cause (kāraṇa) and effect (kārya). The term is derived from two Sanskrit words—sat 

(that which exists) and kārya (effect). Thus, Satkāryavāda means that the effect pre-exists in 

its cause. In other words, nothing new is created out of nothing; rather, every effect is a 

transformation or manifestation of its cause. 

This principle is systematically explained in the Sāṅkhya Kārikā of Ishvarakrishna. According 

to Sāṅkhya, the entire universe evolves from Prakṛti (primordial matter), and all forms of 

existence are already potentially present within it. Creation, therefore, is not a process of 

producing something entirely new but a process of unfolding or evolution. 

Sāṅkhya philosophers present several logical arguments to support Satkāryavāda: 

1. Asadakaraṇāt (Non-existence cannot produce existence): That which does not exist 

cannot give rise to something. If the effect were not already present in the cause, it 

could never come into being. For example, a pot cannot arise from nothing; it must 

come from clay. 
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2. Upādāna-grahaṇāt (Material cause is necessary): Every effect requires a material 

cause. The effect is essentially the cause in a different form. Just as a cloth is made from 

threads, the effect is a transformation of its material cause. 

3. Sarva-sambhava-abhāvāt (Not everything can arise from everything): If the effect 

did not pre-exist in the cause, then anything could arise from anything, which is 

logically untenable. For instance, milk produces curd but not oil, because curd is 

already potentially present in milk. 

4. Śaktasya śakya-karaṇāt (The cause produces only what it is capable of): A cause 

can produce only that effect for which it has the inherent potential. This implies that the 

effect must already exist in a latent form within the cause. 

5. Kāraṇa-bhāvāt (Effect is of the nature of the cause): The effect possesses the same 

essential nature as its cause. For example, a golden ornament remains essentially gold, 

even though its form has changed. 

On the basis of these arguments, Sāṅkhya concludes that the effect is not different from the 

cause but is its transformation (pariṇāma). This view is therefore also called 

pariṇāmavāda. 

From a psychological perspective, Satkāryavāda has significant implications. Since all mental 

states and experiences arise from Prakṛti, they are part of a natural evolutionary process. 

Thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are not random but emerge from underlying causes such 

as the guṇas (sattva, rajas, tamas). Understanding this helps individuals recognize that mental 

disturbances are not intrinsic to the self (Puruṣa), but are modifications of Prakṛti. 

Thus, Satkāryavāda provides a logical and scientific foundation for Sāṅkhya philosophy. It 

explains the continuity and coherence of the universe and supports the central idea that 

liberation (kaivalya) can be achieved through the knowledge of the distinction between cause 

(Prakṛti) and the conscious self (Puruṣa). 

4. TRIVIDHA DUḤKHA (THREEFOLD SUFFERING): A DETAILED ANALYSIS 

The concept of Trividha Duḥkha (threefold suffering) is central to Sāṅkhya philosophy and 

forms the very foundation of its inquiry into human existence. Sāṅkhya begins with the 

recognition that life is inherently marked by suffering, and the desire to overcome this suffering 

becomes the driving force for philosophical investigation.  
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This verse indicates that the experience of threefold suffering motivates the search for a means 

to eliminate it. These three types—Ādhyātmika, Ādhibhautika, and Ādhidaivika—together 

encompass all dimensions of human distress. 

1) Ādhyātmika Duḥkha (Internal Suffering) 

Ādhyātmika duḥkha refers to suffering that originates within the individual, and it is broadly 

divided into two categories: 

• Śārīrika (physical): bodily pain such as illness, injury, fatigue, and disease 

• Mānasika (mental): psychological distress such as anxiety, fear, anger, grief, jealousy, 

and depression 

This type of suffering is the most immediate and deeply experienced form, as it directly affects 

an individual’s inner state. In the context of mental well-being, mānasika duḥkha is especially 

significant. Sāṅkhya explains that such suffering arises due to the misidentification of the self 

(Puruṣa) with the mind (manas), ego (ahaṅkāra), and intellect (buddhi), all of which belong to 

Prakṛti. 

From a psychological perspective, this aligns with modern understandings of cognitive and 

emotional disturbances. When individuals overly identify with their thoughts and emotions, 

they experience distress. Sāṅkhya suggests that through viveka (discriminative knowledge), 

one can detach from these mental processes and reduce suffering. 

2) Ādhibhautika Duḥkha 

Ādhibhautika duḥkha arises from external sources, including other living beings and 

environmental conditions. These may include: 

• Harm caused by other humans (violence, conflict, social stress) 

• Disturbances caused by animals or insects 

• Accidents, injuries, and environmental disruptions 

This form of suffering highlights the role of the external world in shaping human experience. 

Unlike internal suffering, which arises from within, Ādhibhautika duḥkha is often beyond 

immediate personal control. However, it still significantly impacts mental well-being by 

generating fear, stress, frustration, and insecurity. 
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Sāṅkhya does not deny the reality of external suffering but emphasizes that the individual’s 

reaction to such events determines the intensity of distress. By cultivating detachment and 

understanding the transient nature of external phenomena, one can minimize their 

psychological impact. 

3) Ādhidaivika Duḥkha 

Ādhidaivika duḥkha refers to suffering caused by unseen, cosmic, or divine forces, which are 

beyond human comprehension and control. Examples include: 

• Natural disasters such as earthquakes, floods, and droughts 

• Sudden climatic changes 

• Unpredictable events often attributed to fate or destiny 

This type of suffering introduces an existential dimension to human life. It reflects the 

limitations of human agency and the unpredictability of the universe. Such experiences often 

lead to feelings of helplessness, anxiety, and uncertainty. 

From a philosophical standpoint, Ādhidaivika duḥkha reinforces the Sāṅkhya view that 

reliance on external conditions for happiness is inherently unstable. Since these factors are 

uncontrollable, true well-being must be grounded in inner realization rather than external 

circumstances. 

5. PHILOSOPHICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE 

The classification of suffering into three types demonstrates the comprehensiveness of 

Sāṅkhya’s psychological framework. It recognizes that suffering is multi-dimensional—

arising from internal, external, and cosmic sources—and therefore requires a deeper, unified 

solution. 

Sāṅkhya identifies the root cause of all three forms of suffering as ignorance (avidyā), 

particularly the confusion between Puruṣa (pure consciousness) and Prakṛti (material and 

mental processes). This ignorance leads to attachment, misperception, and emotional 

disturbance. 
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The solution lies in the cultivation of viveka (discriminative knowledge), through which an 

individual realizes their true nature as distinct from the body and mind. This realization leads 

to kaivalya (liberation), a state of complete freedom from suffering. 

Relevance to Mental Well-being 

The concept of Trividha Duḥkha has significant relevance in the modern context of mental 

health: 

• It provides a holistic classification of stressors (internal, environmental, existential) 

• It emphasizes self-awareness and cognitive detachment, similar to mindfulness 

practices 

• It encourages acceptance of uncontrollable factors, reducing anxiety 

• It promotes inner stability over external dependence 

Thus, Trividha Duḥkha is not merely a philosophical concept but a practical framework for 

understanding and managing human suffering in both ancient and modern contexts. 

6. THE LOGIC OF THE TWENTY-FIVE TATTVAS IN SĀṄKHYA PHILOSOPHY 

The doctrine of the twenty-five tattvas (principles of reality) constitutes the core of Sāṅkhya 

philosophy and provides a systematic framework for understanding the structure of the 

universe, the human mind, and the origin of suffering. This enumeration is not merely 

metaphysical but deeply analytical, reflecting Sāṅkhya’s rational approach to explaining 

experience and achieving liberation. The classical formulation of these tattvas is presented in 

the Sāṅkhya Kārikā of Ishvarakrishna, where the evolution of reality is described in a logical 

and sequential manner. 

At the foundation of this system lies a fundamental dualism between Puruṣa (pure 

consciousness) and Prakṛti (primordial matter). The logical necessity of this distinction arises 

from the observation that the experiencer and the experienced must be different. Puruṣa is 

conscious, passive, and unchanging, whereas Prakṛti is unconscious, active, and ever-

changing. The interaction between these two principles leads to the manifestation of the 

phenomenal world. However, suffering arises when Puruṣa falsely identifies with the evolutes 

of Prakṛti, particularly the mind and body. 
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The process of evolution in Sāṅkhya is governed by the principle of Satkāryavāda, which 

holds that the effect pre-exists in its cause. Accordingly, all manifestations of the universe 

evolve from Prakṛti without the creation of anything entirely new. This provides a 

deterministic and coherent explanation of both the cosmos and psychological processes. 

From Prakṛti emerges Mahat (Buddhi), the principle of intellect and discrimination. It is 

responsible for judgment, decision-making, and knowledge. From Mahat evolves Ahaṅkāra 

(ego), which gives rise to the sense of individuality and self-identification. Ahaṅkāra further 

diversifies into three streams based on the predominance of the guṇas—sattva, rajas, and 

tamas. 

From the sāttvika aspect of Ahaṅkāra arise the internal organ (manas) and the ten faculties: 

five sense organs (jñānendriyas) responsible for perception and five action organs 

(karmendriyas) responsible for activity. These constitute the cognitive and behavioral 

apparatus of the individual. From the tāmasika aspect emerge the five subtle elements 

(tanmātras)—sound, touch, form, taste, and smell—which further evolve into the five gross 

elements (mahābhūtas): ether, air, fire, water, and earth. These elements form the physical 

body and the external world. 

Thus, the twenty-five tattvas present a complete hierarchy, beginning with the unmanifest 

Prakṛti and culminating in the gross physical world, while Puruṣa remains a distinct, non-

evolving principle. This structure reflects a movement from the subtle to the gross and 

provides a comprehensive map of both external reality and internal psychological processes. 

From the perspective of mental well-being, this framework is highly significant. It clearly 

distinguishes between consciousness (Puruṣa) and mental activities such as thoughts, emotions, 

and ego (products of Prakṛti). Psychological suffering arises due to ignorance (avidyā), where 

the individual mistakenly identifies with these transient mental states. By cultivating 

discriminative knowledge (viveka), one realizes the distinction between the self and the mind, 

leading to detachment and inner stability. 

7. THE THEORY OF THREE GUṆAS IN SĀṄKHYA PHILOSOPHY 

Sāṅkhya explains mental states through the interaction of three guṇas: 

• Sattva – clarity, harmony 

• Rajas – activity, restlessness 

• Tamas – inertia, ignorance 
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The doctrine of the three guṇas—sattva, rajas, and tamas—is one of the most important 

concepts in Sāṅkhya philosophy for understanding both the universe and human psychology. 

According to this system, all manifestations of Prakṛti are composed of these three 

fundamental qualities. They are not merely attributes but the essential constituents of nature, 

whose interaction gives rise to the diversity of the physical world as well as the complexity of 

human thoughts, emotions, and behavior. The systematic explanation of this theory is found 

in the Sāṅkhya Kārikā of Ishvarakrishna. 

Sattva is the principle of purity, harmony, and balance. It is associated with clarity, lightness, 

and knowledge. When sattva predominates in an individual, the mind becomes calm, stable, 

and capable of clear understanding. It encourages qualities such as wisdom, contentment, and 

emotional stability. From the perspective of mental well-being, sattva represents an ideal 

condition, as it promotes inner peace and a balanced state of mind. 

Rajas, on the other hand, is characterized by activity, energy, and restlessness. It is the force 

responsible for movement and change, driving desires, ambitions, and actions. While rajas is 

necessary for progress and achievement, its dominance often leads to agitation, stress, and 

dissatisfaction. An individual influenced by rajas tends to experience constant mental activity, 

emotional fluctuations, and a sense of incompleteness. Thus, although rajas is essential for 

functioning, an excess of it can disturb mental equilibrium. 

Tamas represents inertia, heaviness, and ignorance. It is associated with dullness, confusion, 

laziness, and lack of awareness. When tamas predominates, it results in a state of mental 

stagnation, reduced motivation, and inability to think clearly. In psychological terms, it may 

be linked with apathy, depression, and lack of direction. Tamas obstructs growth and prevents 

individuals from realizing their potential. 

The three guṇas are always present together, but in varying proportions. Their dynamic 

interaction determines the nature of an individual’s personality and mental state. No person is 

entirely dominated by one guṇa; instead, the balance among them continuously changes 

depending on circumstances, habits, and environment. A predominance of sattva leads to 

clarity and well-being, rajas to activity and restlessness, and tamas to inertia and confusion. 

From the standpoint of Sāṅkhya philosophy, achieving mental well-being involves cultivating 

sattva while regulating rajas and tamas. This can be done through disciplined living, ethical 

behavior, and self-awareness. However, Sāṅkhya ultimately teaches that even sattva must be 

transcended, as all three guṇas belong to Prakṛti. True liberation is attained when an individual 

realizes the distinction between these qualities and the pure consciousness of Puruṣa. 
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In conclusion, the theory of the three guṇas offers a comprehensive and practical framework 

for understanding human psychology. It explains the variations in mental states and provides 

guidance for achieving balance and harmony. By recognizing and managing the influence of 

sattva, rajas, and tamas, individuals can work towards improved mental well-being and 

ultimately attain a state of inner freedom. 

8. SĀṄKHYA AND MENTAL WELL-BEING 

Sāṅkhya philosophy provides several insights relevant to mental well-being. The concept of 

viveka (discriminative knowledge) encourages individuals to distinguish between 

consciousness and mental processes, reducing psychological distress (Dasgupta, 1992). 

Detachment from material identification helps regulate emotions and promotes stability. 

The theory of guṇas also offers a practical framework for understanding mental states. 

Increasing sattva leads to clarity and calmness, which are essential for mental well-being 

(Sharma, 2011). The ultimate goal of kaivalya represents a state of complete freedom from 

suffering. 

9. COMPARISON WITH MODERN PSYCHOLOGY 

Sāṅkhya shares notable similarities with modern psychological approaches. The emphasis on 

self-awareness resembles mindfulness practices, while the idea of separating the self from 

thoughts parallels cognitive distancing in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). These 

similarities suggest that Sāṅkhya offers insights compatible with contemporary mental health 

models  

However, Sāṅkhya differs in its metaphysical orientation, focusing on liberation rather than 

merely symptom management. 

10. CONCLUSION 

Sāṅkhya philosophy offers a profound and systematic framework for understanding mental 

well-being through its analysis of human existence, suffering, and consciousness. The concept 

of Trividha Duḥkha highlights that suffering is an inevitable and universal aspect of life, 

arising from internal, external, and cosmic sources. By identifying and classifying these forms 

of suffering, Sāṅkhya provides a realistic foundation for addressing psychological distress 

rather than ignoring or denying it. 
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The doctrines of Satkāryavāda and the twenty-five tattvas further strengthen this framework 

by explaining the causal and structural basis of the universe and the human mind. They 

demonstrate that all experiences, including mental states, arise from Prakṛti through a process 

of evolution, thereby offering a rational and logical understanding of psychological 

phenomena. This perspective helps individuals recognize that disturbances of the mind are not 

intrinsic to the self but are products of material nature. 

Moreover, the theory of the **three guṇas—sattva, rajas, and tamas—**provides a dynamic 

model for analyzing human behavior and emotional states. It explains the fluctuations of the 

mind and emphasizes the importance of cultivating balance, particularly by enhancing sattva 

to achieve clarity, stability, and inner harmony. This insight is highly relevant to contemporary 

discussions on mental health, as it aligns with the need for self-regulation, awareness, and 

holistic well-being. 

Ultimately, Sāṅkhya philosophy guides individuals toward the attainment of liberation 

(kaivalya) through the development of discriminative knowledge between Puruṣa (pure 

consciousness) and Prakṛti (material nature). This realization leads to freedom from suffering 

and establishes a state of lasting mental peace. Thus, Sāṅkhya not only serves as a 

metaphysical system but also as a practical and insightful framework for promoting mental 

well-being in both classical and modern contexts. 

References 

1. Chatterjee, S., & Datta, D. M. (2016). An introduction to Indian philosophy. University 

of Calcutta. 

2. Dasgupta, S. (1992). A history of Indian philosophy (Vol. 1). Motilal Banarsidass. 

3. Ishvarakrishna. (2004). Sāṅkhya Kārikā (G. Jha, Trans.). Oriental Books. 

4. Radhakrishnan, S. (2008). Indian philosophy (Vol. 2). Oxford University Press. 

5. Sharma, C. (2011). A critical survey of Indian philosophy. Motilal Banarsidas. 

 


