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One more cause is sometimes pointed out - the sahakari kdrar.ta or the accessory

cause. This consists of the potter-wheel and the stick that are the accessories in the

creation of the pot. Even these 
'accessory causes' are considered to be part and

parcel of the efficient cadse in rrrany Vedantic texts'

I*aara is Brahman with the upfudhi or conditioning o_f mdyd. The

two powers of mayd are the daarana and uikqepa lakti. Aaarana 6akti

veils the self and 7he aiksepa 6akti proiects the world of names and

forms. All these have been elaborated in earlier essayst. In this

essay let us see how liaara is at once the efficient cause (nimitta

kArarya) and material cause (upadana kara?a) of the universe. In

aedanta this concept is termed l'aara being thLe 'abhinna-nimitta-

updddna-kdrana'. Let us now understand these two terms - nimitta

kfrrana and upadana kdrana.

Nimitta Kdrarla and Upddana Kfrralta +
Creation necessitates two factors - the material substance from

which a thing is created and an intelligent principle which fash-

ions the "."uiiorr. For example to create a pot you need the clay

and the potter. The substance from which the karya i.e., the effect

is createi is called fne upaddna kdrana or the 'material cause'. The

intelligent principle that propeis and fashions the creation, is called

the nimitta,kArana or the 'efficient cause'. These terms will become

amply clear when we understand them with a few examples. In

the creation of a pot, clay, the substance or material from which

the pot is made is tne upddana khrana or the material cause and the

pott^er, the intelligent being who fashions the pot out of the clay

is the nimitta karipa or the efficient causez. In the creation of gold
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ornaments, the goldsmith is the nimitta karana and gold is updddna
kara1a.

Precise Definitions
The above two terms have been analysed much in Vedanta and

have been precisely definedl.

1. The following is the definition of updddna kdrana.

T(fiffi qffi, qftm qmeq fuxft: arRa, rqsvtqrannrrq
Fqkr I
yat kdryasaarilpe praaiSati, yaduina karyisya sthitih ndsti, tat
upadanakaranam ucyate. i*-

upadana karana or the material cause is that which pervades the
effect and without which the effect ivill not be there.

Let us relate the definition to the example of clay and the pot.
Clay is the upddana karana or the material cause of the pot
because:
a. It pervades the pot and
b. Without the clay there would be no pot

2. Now coming to the definition of nimitta kara4a,
q-(*.rdq6q a qm, fug *,rqkfr{ ftni e-(+.rfi(rcqrqqft,
q€q il-ia qrd a irqfr, rqftfuifiriur(qfr irnr,ffi r
yat kdryasaoiOp, ,o praaifuati, kintu kary.at prthak sthitair sat
kAryam utpadayati, yasya ndSena kAryartu na nasyati tat
nimittakaranam iti abhidhty at e.

Nimitta karana or the efficienl cause is that which does not pervade
the effect, and standing distihct from the effect, creates the effect,
and in the destruction of which the effect is not destroyed.

3 The famous Hindi vedanta text viclra sdgara ol Sri Svami Niscaladasa has been
translated and brilliantly commented in Tamil by Sri Sivardya a centurv and a half
ago. The noted scholar svdmi vdsudeva Brahmlndra sarasvati has translated this
Tamil work into sanskrit. The above definitions are reproductions from his
monumental translation.
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When we relate the definition to the example we find that the

potter is the nimitta kdra4a or the efficient cause of the pot because

a. He does not pervade the pot like the clay.
b. He stands distinctly apart from the clay and the pot.

c. And even in his absence the pot continues to exist.

The Vedic Tangle
ls i'aara the nimitta kLrana or the uphddna kAra\a of the universe?

If the Lord is the nimittakdrana i.e., the efficient cause, then he has

to be different from the world. But the vedas declare that he

pervades the creation - tatsrstad tadeadnupraai1at - having cre-

ut"d it He pervaded it'. As defined earlier, the efficient cause has

to remain different from the creation, as seen in the case of the

efficient cause of the pot, the potter being different from the pot.

If it is not possible to posit the Lord as the nimitta karana why

not consider the Lord as the upadana karana, the material cause of

the universe? This would not be logically tenable because the world

is inert and if the Lord were the material cause of the universe

then it would amount to the Lord being inert' To explain - the

effect being the gold ornament helps us to infer the nature of tKe

cause also as being that of gold. In the same way the material

cause of the inert world has to be only inert and not otherwise.

But the lJpanisads emphatically declare the Lord to be the 'very

embodiment of Consiiousness - praifranaghana'. Also the Vedas

declare that the Lord stands apart from the created universe -

atyatisthat dasdhgulam. Since the material cause cannot stand apart

from the effect, we cannot posit the Lord to be the material cause.

Thus both ways we have a problem - a seemingly insurmount-

able scriptural tangle.
Further, the contradictory nature of the statements within the

scriptures itself - some claiming that the Lord pervades the cre-

ation and others extolling him as distinctly apart from the creation
- is disturbing. Is there any way out of it?

The Vedantiq Solution
vedanta says that all these seemingly unconquerable problems.

are surmounted effortlessly if one understands the true nature ot

isoara. i1aara is Brahman with the upadhi or conditioning of Mayd

October 2003



i.e., i*uara = Brahman + Maya. The Brahman aspect of i1zsara is of
the nature of Consciousness and the Maya aspect of l{aara is inert.
The Maya aspect of l1aara is the cause of the universe. Thus the
inert universe has the inert MdyE as the updddna karalta or the
material cause. Ttre Vedic statements that talk of the Lord pervad-
ing the creation is only with respect to His upadhi - mdyd, which
is the material cause. And as the material cause it is inert, needless
to say He pervades the inert universe.

But as the Brahman aspect, i|aara is jfidna-saaritpa, pure knowl-
edge.In this aspect isaara becomes the nimittakdrana or the efficient
cause - the one who fashions this enormously wonderful and
variegated creation. In this aspect He is at erice distinct and un-
affected by the inert world of names.4nd forms. Thus, the Vedic
statements that speak of the Lord aq being distinctly apart from
the creation is only with respec t to l6uara's Brahman aspect and not
the l6uara's mdyd aspect. Note that bi definition tlire nimitta karana
has to remain apart from the effect. Thus Adaaita Vedanta solves
this seemingly convoluted problem quite effortlessly. We thus see
that l|aara is both the efficient cause and the material cause.

The Upanigadic example
One would say that the above answer is strikingly beautiful for

its ingenuity. However, are there real life examples where we can
see one and the same thing being the upadana kdrana as well as the
nimitta kdrana? Or is it just a philosophical hypothesis that has to
be swallowed unquestioningly? Swami Sadananda in Vedanta-Sara
takes the example of the common spider and its web example
provided in the Mundaka Upanigadl and clarifies.

{foffi er{ffid *c;q Rq'{Tffr EiqrFr$ilTffir llq|EFi
q i1qft I ripTr qdr il<il'{ qft FqqqFrdqr ftk F-fiFftrsrTmdqr
sqr{H q qErk| |

Saktida ay aa ad aj fr dnop ahit ah c ait any arh sa apr adhanat ay a nimittair
srsopddhipradhanataya upaddnarh ca bhaaati. Yathd Inta tantukaryafit
prati saapradhanatuya nimittath saadarlrapradhanataya updddnah ca
bhaaati.

1 yathorr.tanabhifu sljate grhnate ca..... Mulrdakn Upanigad I.1.7
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Consciousness conditioned by ignorance, possessed of the two powers,
when considered from its own standpoint is the efficient cause and when
considered f rom the standpoint of its upadhi or conditioning is the material
cause of the univerese. Just as the spider, when considered from the
standpoint of its own self, is the efficient cause of the web and when
looked upon from the standpoint of its body, is also the material cause
of the web.

This is a brilliant example to bring home the idea of one and
the same thing being both the material as well as the efficient
cause. The spider creates the web from its own glands. It does not
use any material apart from itselT to create the web. Thus its own
body becomes the material cause, the updddna kdrana. But as a
conscious entity it conceives the web design. Then it becomes the
efficient cause, the nimitta kdrana.In the same way the upddhi (con-
ditioning or adjunct) of l6aara, the inert mdyTbecomes the upadana
kArarya and the conscious aspect of l1aara becomes the nimitta karapa.

Another example that can be used to elucidate this point is the
classic aedantic example of a dream. The mind stuff becomes the
upadana kdraqta and the mind-conditioned consciousness becomes
the nimitta karana of the dream world. ,r

Conclusion
We have thus elaborately seen how l1aara is both the nimitta

kdrana and upadana karana. In Vedanta this is technically termed
the Lord being the abhinna-nimitta-updddna-karar.ta - abhinna = same
or non-differcnt, nimitta karana = efficient cause and upadhana kara9a
= the material cause. This is a very important concept in Vedanta
and it is necessary to understand it thoroughly.

It would be ideal to summarize this whole discussion with the
blessed words of Sri Sankardcdrya - " As l1aara is endowed with
limitless power, the Lord projects, in conjunction with His upddhi,
maya, the whole universe comprising of both the sentient and the

,1. ir . l. :l | .l ,.: ir i r.i ll a l: il

$lrfi iiGh.i:h aBr�d*

hi$ eins.
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non-sentient. Let no one raise the question as to how the Lord, the
one existent Reality, devoid of a second, and without anything
external to Himself, creates all this by Himself. The Lord Himself
is both the material and the efficient cause; and He creates,
preserves and destroys the universe which consists of the moving
and the unmoving alike. As pure Consciousness, where the char-
acteristics of the Lord are predominant, He is the efficient cause
of the universe. But when the adjunct of mdyd is predominant, the
Lord is regarded as the material cause of the universe. When the
spider weaves i ts web, in as much as i t  is endowed with
consciousness, it is the efficient cause of the web. But in as much
as it draws the filament from its own bod7r, it is also the material
cause of it. The same law holds good irf relation to the Lord and
the  un iverser " .  May the  grace o f  the  Lord  be  w i th  us  in
understanding and reveling in His true glory! May we by His
grace become one with Him!! |

1 Saraa-aedanta-sdra-sahgrahah, verses 330-334

sr-d;ffirM qtqMrs {qt, r ffiq q"{ft frqtdE{rqrqrr
\ \ ^ a \

eT|-edfq€{qHTsffi IieCr{H {tR: I FFF|t{ i5el gskilkl d trgflAT(ll

frftaqgqlqFi sqiq qFrg: rqrqrnqqi A€ qw-{ft Wqft rr
RcrqrRq qrrd] frffi *r<qr{rsqtqFi mfrqrfucl{rRa rneqarl
cqr d1n ftfu s RqqF{dqr q*qr€'fi-ftic,+taancqFi qtqr{, rr

' : lfficd.*;tt$#.* jfi-iffibpi##, ,wn6:,[; rmtfidtri.#d'ltri; -sur

rH,i*$$,g gHfl.b*f-lit€S*/*; w,ag1*+i jc$;.*bttllidHfsua#egs.
is, :! E l*,$g;t!ic$l se...03gss1y.�ef,so"ffi* hl..f;#f�gfsF'!-s;depg#####1t�] HF
T-hat something Else is the EV€4/thing; the glorious Radhe-
'$fry:gr{}j; ek F{4m-in orn"'odH*:trn: !'nffied,silffi,d*nspjrgd'=ffif#=ffil$eri ,h shrsr-of sile#:##$**.t& in# ##Jl+.*l#$$'
.ddFs#'***,tfts&1il;-ffi €free2#h#####H,,1++'wl*lW#':is
;#s#fi*#s,;'sn f.Ettffi'+r-"EE.,jfp,'HflI,:'i:l:-i.i
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