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Indian Materialism - - Lokayata/Carvaka/Brhaspati                                                       


Lokāyata/Cārvāka – Indian Materialism 

The Carvaka school (Carvaka was the supposed founder of this school), also known as Lokayata (naturalism), attacked the religious practices and the mysticism of Brahmanism and propounded a philosophy based on metaphysical materialism and epistemic skepticism. For Carvaka, religion is superstition. Reality is nothing but matter (earth, air, fire, and water) in motion in space and in time, and there can be no knowledge of anything beyond what is present to the senses. There are no gods, no life beyond bodily death, no transmigration or reincarnation of the soul, no spiritual liberation (moksha), no transcendence of the material world of nature. In addition to their denial of spiritual liberation as a proper goal of life, the Carvaka philosophers also rejected dharma, the performance of moral and social duty, viewing that as a form of self-denial rather than self-fulfillment. The only fulfillment or happiness available to human beings arises from the effective pursuit of the first two goals of life recognized in the Indian tradition: pleasure and worldly success.
Named after its founder, Carvaka (also known as Charu or Brhaspati) author of the Barhaspatrya-sutra, the Charvaka Philosophy is an atheistic, acquisitive and wild thought.  It is also known as “Lokayata” because it admits the existence of this world (loka) alone. Materialist philosophers who are referred to as Charvakas are also known as Lokayatas or Laukayatikas, because they act like ordinary people.

The terms Lokāyata and Cārvāka have historically been used to denote the philosophical school of Indian Materialism. Literally, “Lokāyata” means philosophy of the people. The term was first used by the ancient people until around 500 B.C.E. to refer to both a common tribal philosophical view and a sort of this-worldly philosophy or nature lore. The term has evolved to signify a school of thought that has been scorned by religious leaders in India and remains on the periphery of Indian philosophical thought. After 500 B.C.E., the term acquired a more derogatory connotation and became synonymous with sophistry. It was not until between the 6th and 8th century C.E. that the term “Lokāyata” began to signify Materialist thought. Indian Materialism has also been named Cārvāka after one of the two founders of the school. Cārvāka and Ajita Kesakambalin are said to have established Indian Materialism as a formal philosophical system, but some still hold that Bṛhaspati was its original founder. Bṛhaspati allegedly authored the classic work on Indian Materialism, the Bṛhaspati Sῡtra. There are some conflicting accounts of Bṛhaspati’s life, but, at the least, he is regarded as the mythical authority on Indian Materialism and at most the actual author of the since-perished Bṛhaspati Sῡtra. Indian Materialism has for this reason also been named “Bṛhaspatya.”

In short, Carvaka’s philosophy developed at a time when religious dogma concerning our knowledge of reality, the constitution of the world, what is the nature of thought and perception?  What is the source of consciousness? Are virtues and vice absolute or mere social conventions? , also the concept of an afterlife were being increasingly questioned in parts of the Indo Gangetic plain of north India during 600-500BCE. Specifically, the school of Carvakas contained within itself a materialism that ruled out the supernatural (lokayata), naturalism (all phenomena described in terms of the properties of the four elements), rejection of the Vedas (nastika), and a skepticism that included rejection of inferential logic, or induction.

History of development

a. Vedic Period

Vedic thought, in the most comprehensive sense, refers to the ideas contained within the Samhitas and the Brāhamaṇas, including the Upaniṣads. Historians have estimated that the Vedas were written and compiled between the years 1500 B.C.E. and 300 B.C.E. The Vedas exemplify the speculative attitude of the ancient Indians, who had the extreme luxury of reflecting on the whence and whither of their existence. The ancient Indians, also called Aryans, flourished due to the bounty of food and resources provided by the land. Free from the burdens of political conflict and social upheaval, they were able to ponder the origin of the universe and the purpose of life. Their meditations on such subjects have been recorded in the literature of the Vedas.

Materialism is evident in early Vedic references to a man who was known as Bṛhaspati and his followers. The literature suggests that Bṛhaspati did not attempt to forward a constructive system of philosophy but rather characteristically refuted the claims of others schools of thought. In this sense, followers of Bṛhaspati were not only skeptical but intentionally destructive of the orthodoxies of the time. It is thought that any mention of “unbelievers” or “scoffers” in the Vedas refers to those who identified with Bṛhaspati and his materialist views. Thus, Materialism in its original form was essentially anti-Vedic. One of Bṛhaspati’s principal objections to orthodoxy was the practice of repeating verses of sacred texts without understanding their meaning. However, Bṛhaspati’s ideas (“Bṛhaspatya”) would not become a coherent philosophical view without any positive import. His followers eventually adopted the doctrine of “Svabhava,” which at this point in history signified the rejection of 1) the theory of causation and 2) the notion that there are good and evil consequences of moral actions. “Svabhava” enhanced Bṛhaspatya by providing it with the beginnings of a metaphysical framework. In the concluding portions of the Vedas there are violent tales of the opposition of the Bṛhaspatya people to the spiritualism of the time.


The term “Svabhava” in Sanskrit can be translated to “essence” or “nature.” Bṛhaspati used the term to indicate a school of thought that rejected supernaturalism and the ethical teachings that followed from super naturalist ideologies. Bṛhaspati and his followers were scorned and ridiculed for not believing in the eternal nature of reality and for not revering the gods and the truths they were supposed to have espoused. It is interesting to note that while other schools have incorporated the “Svabhava” as a doctrine of essences or continuity of the soul, the use of the term by Bṛhaspati was specifically meant to represent his association with the philosophical naturalism.

b. Epic Period and Brāhmaṇical Systems

During Brahmanical and Upanishadic period, the term Lokāyata replaced Bṛhaspatya and scholars have speculated that this was due to the desire for a distinction between the more evolved philosophical system and its weaker anti-Vedic beginnings. The Lokāyata remained oppositional to the religious thought of the time, namely, Jainism and Buddhism, but it was also positive in that it claimed the epistemological authority of perception. Furthermore, it attempted to explain existence in terms of the four elements (earth, air, fire, water).

Carvaka stood out as a doctrine because it rejected the theism of the Upaniṣadic teachings as well as the ethical teachings of Buddhism and Jainism. It stood for individuality and rejected the authority of scripture and testimony.

The Carvaka adopted its hedonistic values during the development of the Brāhmaṇical systems of philosophy. As a reaction against the ascetic and meditative practices of the religious devout, Indian Materialism celebrated the pleasures of the body. People began gratifying their senses with no restraint. Pleasure was asserted as the highest good and, according to the Carvaka was the only reasonable way to enjoy one’s life.

Contributions to Science

The most significant influence that Materialism has had on Indian thought is in the field of science. The spread of Indian Materialism led to the mindset that matter can be of value in itself. Rather than a burden to our minds or souls, the Materialist view promoted the notion that the body itself can be regarded as wondrous and full of potential. Evidence in this shift in perspective can be seen by the progress of science over the course of India’s history. Materialist emphasis on empirical validation of truth became the golden rule of the Scientific Method.

Materialism is often regarded as blatant heresy against the Spiritualistic schools. It rejects the theism of Brahmanism as well as the moralists of Buddhist and Jain thought. The anti-orthodox claims of the Materialists are seen as heretical by the religious masses and fly in the face of the piety promoted by most religious sects.

 Doctrine

There are no existing works that serve as the doctrinal texts for the Lokāyata. The available materials on the school of thought are incomplete and have suffered through centuries of deterioration. Mere fragments of the Bṛhaspati Sῡtra remain in existence and because of their obscure nature provide little insight into the doctrine and practices of ancient Indian Materialists.  Much knowledge of the Carvakas, however, is derived from the expositions of the later Hindu writings, particularly from Madhava's Sarva-darshana-samgraha ("Compendium of All Philosophies," 14th century). Haribhadra in his Saddarshanasamuccaya ("Compendium of the Six Philosophies," 5th century AD) attributes to the Carvakas the view that this world extends only to the limits of possible sense experience. 

a. Epistemology

Unlike other philosophical schools, the Carvaka holds that perception is the only means of obtaining valid knowledge, and on this based their whole philosophy.  They therefore rejected two commonly held pramānas: 1) inference (anumana) and 2) testimony (sabda).   The Carvaka philosophers reject inference on the ground that there is no proof to believe in the validity of inductive relation(vyapti).  They say, that even if its validity is accepted, that acceptance also depends on observed facts.  But, observation is limited in scope and therefore it is not at all possible to universalize the conclusions arrived by perception, for a general postulation will hold good only for observed cases.  According to their view, belief in inference is due to a psychological process and it has no logical certitude.  They admit the fact that inference comes true at times, but regard such instances as due to accident.

They theory of knowledge led them to presume that matter alone is real.  They postulated four gross elements: water, fire, air and earth.  According to their view the body is composed of these four elements.

Their theory of “being” is the composed of the body and consciousness.  Like the body, consciousness too is produced from the four elements.  They say that it is produced by the combination of the four elements just as the power of intoxication is produced from the mixture of certain ingredients.  They do not regard consciousness as ultimate or independent.  As it is the product of the four elements they held that it disappeared when these elements disintegrated.

b. Atheistic
The Carvakas do not believe in the existence of a god who is the creator and the lord of everything.  They explain that everything comes into being from the four elements.  There is no external efficient cause that shapes the material into various forms.  It is their own inherent nature (svabhava) that combines them to form the whole world.  Therefore, there is no need to postulate a creator god and.  Hence the teaching of the Cārvāka rests on the denial of the existence of non-perceivable entities such as God or spiritual realm. 
Critics of this school of thought point to the fallacy of moving from the premise “the soul cannot be known” to the conclusion “the soul does not exist.” Again, there is a pragmatic tendency in this sort of thinking. It seems that followers of the Cārvāka were not concerned with truths that could not be verified; however they were not entirely skeptical. The Cārvāka posited that the world itself and all material objects of the world are real. They held that all of existence can be reduced to the four elements of air, water, fire and earth. All things come into existence through a mixture of these elements and will perish with their separation. Perhaps the most philosophically sophisticated position of Carvaka is the assertion that even human consciousness is a material construct. Therefore, the Cārvāka collectively rejects the existence of another-worldly soul, while sometimes accepts the notion of a material soul.

The Carvaka believed there was no afterlife, no life after death

Springing forth from these elements itself

solid knowledge is destroyed

when they are destroyed—

after death no intelligence remains.

Death, according to them, is the end, not a violent breach in the continuity of life, as the Buddhists held.  Therefore, all questions regarding life before and life after, and enjoyment of the result of kamma are just meaningless.  This is the outcome of their epistemological and metaphysical theories.  Such concepts as life after death the Carvakas rejected totally, as they cannot be proved by perception.  They considered death to be the final liberation.  Life is bound up with pleasure as well as pain.  The Carvakas attempt is not to overcome pain; instead,  they bring a about a compromise between the two.  The pains, they say, are inevitable.  The only thing that could be done is to minimize pain by enjoying ore and more pleasures.  They regard as fools those who attempt to overcome both pleasure and pain in life by various means.  One should not give up enjoying the pleasures of life merely because they are bound up with pain, for no wise man will put away unpeeled rice, which encloses excellent grain, because it is covered with the husk or give up eating fish, because there are bones. One should not put away the opportunity of enjoying life with the futile hope of enjoying bliss in a life hereafter.  Thus, the sole goal of life according to them appears to be the enjoyment of the maximum amount of pleasures.  The Carvakas rejected two (dharma and moksa) of the four human ends (purusarthas) generally accepted by many Indian philosophical schools and regarded only artha (wealth) and kama (enjoyment) as being worthwhile.
The Carvakas considered death to be the end of all life.  According to them, there was nothing beyond death.  Karma, gods and goddesses, heaven and hell were mere illusions of the human mind, invented by “the imposters of other schools of thought,” to mislead the humanity.  Hence, the Carvakas denied the existence of an immortal soul or atman that transmigrated from birth to birth.  According to them, the soul was mortal, and not separate or independent from the body.  It perished at the time of death.  The living body was but the soul and it was subject to death and disintegration.  The mind or consciousness was an extension or secretion of the matter, just as the wine of fermented grains, while thoughts, feelings and emotions were expressions of the body like color or scent of a flower.

c. Naturalism
To speculate as to why the universe exists would be an exercise in futility for an Indian Materialist. Cārvāka, which is evidenced in the school’s position that the universe itself probably came into existence by chance. Although there can be no certainty about the origin of the universe, the most probable explanation is that it evolved as a result of a series of random events.

There is also no doctrine of Creation in the Cārvāka. The principles of karma (action) and niyati (fate) are rejected because they are derived from the notion that existence in itself is purposeful. The fundamental principle of Cārvāka was and remains “Svabhava” or nature. This is not to suggest that nature itself has no internal laws or continuity.

Nature is indifferent to good and evil, and history does not bear witness to divine providence; rather, pleasure and pain are the central facts of life. Virtue and vice are not absolute, but are mere social conventions. The Carvakas advised:
While life is yours, live joyously;
None can escape Death’s searching eye:
When once this frame of ours they burn,
How shall it e’er again return?


             The Carvaka believed in a form of naturalism, that is that all things happen by nature, and come from nature (not from any deity or Supreme Being).

Fire is hot, water cold,

refreshingly cool is the breeze of morning;

By whom came this variety?

They were born of their own nature.

The Carvakas rejected the authority of the Vedas and Vedic rites to be of no use at all.  The Vedic texts, which they tainted by falsehood, self-contradiction and tautology, are said to be the works of “buffoons, knaves and demons.”  Vedic rites such as Sraddha (offering for the dead) are ridiculed in an unprecedented manner.  They ask, if the Sraddha ceremony provides gratification to the dead why does the food offered on the ground floor not satisfy the hunger of those on upper floor.  Regarding the jyotistoma sacrifice they say that if the beast killed in this rite attains heaven why should the sacrifice not offer up his own father.  To them these rituals are costly and useless and are merely means of livelihood for the wily Brahmanas.
4. Ethics/ hedonistic
Cārvākas are critical of other ethical systems for being tied to notions of duty or virtue that are derived from false, super naturalist cosmologies. Indian Materialism regards pleasure in itself and for itself as the only good and thus promotes hedonistic practices.

The Carvaka believed there was nothing wrong with sensual indulgence, and that it was the only enjoyment to be pursued. That the pleasure arising to man from contact with sensible objects, is to be relinquished because accompanied by pain—such is the reasoning of fools.

The kernels of the paddy, rich with finest white grains, 

What man, seeking his own true interest, 

would fling them away because of a covering of husk and dust?


While life remains, let a man live happily, let him feed on butter though he runs in debt;

When once the body becomes ashes, how can it ever return again?

Carvaka teaches that life is for living and that humans should obtain as much enjoyment from life as is possible. The Carvaka philosophy opposes the idea of karma stating that it is not sensible to sacrifice the pleasure of life for some future gain that cannot be proved. Human happiness in the here and now is the ultimate goal.

Ethical practices and one’s spiritual education in Indian culture are inextricably tied to one another. Those who identify with the Carvaka school are criticized by the prominent Indian philosophical schools of thought because they are viewed as largely ignorant of both metaphysical and moral truths. This sort of ignorance is not perceived as a grave threat to the greater good of society, but rather to the individual who is bereft of spiritual and moral knowledge.
Ajita Kesakamabali.
One of their chief protagonists of this school existed during the time of the Buddha and his name was Ajita Kesakamabali.  He is one of the six famous leaders of heretical sects mentioned in Buddhist literature as being contemporaneous with the Buddha, the others being Purana Kassapa, Makkhali Gosala, Pakudha Kaccayana, Sabjaya Belatthiputta and the Nigantha Nataputta (D II 150, Avw p 102, Mhvyut 179).  Ajita was his personal name and he earned the name of Kesakambali from his garb.  He wore a blanket of hair (kesakambala- human hair according to the commentator), which was “the meanest of all garments.”  It was cold in cold weather, warm in warm weather, ill-coloured, foul-smelling and unpleasant to the touch (D A I, 144, M A II, 233).  His choice of this garment would indicate that the was a believer in austerity (Sn A II ,4223) in spite of the fact that he was a materialist.  The hair blanket was one type of dress adopted by ascetics in the time of the Buddha (D I,167; M I,78, A I,240).  All the information we can glean of Ajita Kesakambali is from works of other religions where he is treated as a heretic.  There accounts cannot therefore be expected to be free from prejudice.


Ajita appears to have enjoyed a certain reputation as a religious teacher, for he is described as the head of a large following, well-known and of repute as a sophist (titthakara), revered by the people, a man of experience who has long been a recluse, old and well sicken in years (D I, 48; M I 198).  He was much older than the Buddha and much senior to him as a recluse (S I, 68, Sn pp92f; Rockhill, The Life of the Buddha p 49).


The best summary of Ajita’s teachings is found in the Samannaphala Sutta of the Digha Nikaya and it is noteworthy that all his assertions are of a negative character [there is no such thing as almsgiving, sacrifice or offering, nor reward or retribution of one’s actions, no future life, neither father, nor mother, nor beings of spontaneous birth.  There are no ascetics or Brahmans who have reached perfection, who, having understood and realized this world and the world beyond make known their wisdom to others.  A man is made of the four elements.  When he dies, the earth element returns to the earth, the water to water, the fire to fire and the air to air, while the faculties pass into space.  Four men with the bier carry his corpse.  Till they reach the charnel ground men utter his praises, but there his bones are bleached and his offerings end in ashes.  The talk of gifts is a doctrine of fools and they lie when they say there is profit in giving.  At death, fools and wise alike are cut off, annihilated and do not survive after death (D I, 55). ]  A passage very similar to this about a heretical doctrine is found in the Jaina Sutrakrtavga and is probably to be identified with the doctrine of Ajita (see SBE XLV p 340).  Thus he denied past and future life, virtue and vice, heaven and hell, and fruits of good or evil deeds.  He rejected all knowledge by insight.  By declaring sacrifices to be futile he denounced the Brahmanic ritualism.  With his theory that man is composed of the four elements which disperse at death, he rejected the Upanisadic theory of the atman.  His views come very close to those of the Carvakas, the Materialists, who followed the Lokayata system supported to have been founded by Brhaspati a legendary figure.  The Carvakas did not believed in a future life and postulated the theory that the individual was formed of the four elements – earth, water, fire and air, and that consciousness was a product of the combination of these elements which was destroyed with the body at death.  Ajita Kesakambali, too, was clearly a materialist preaching the doctrine of annihilation (ucchedavada).  He has been described as the historical founder of Indian Materialism (B M Barua, A History of Pre-Buddhistic Indian Philosophy, p 288).

Although the Pali passage mentions only the four elements and is silent about Ajita’s view regarding a soul, the parallel Jaina Sutrakrtavga passage gives the heretic’s theory of the soul which is again closely akin to the Carvaka view that the soul is not different from the body, “Upwards from the soles of the feet, downwards from the tips of the hair on the head, within the skin’s surface is (what is called) soul (jiva) or what is the same, the atman.  The whole soul lives; when this body is dead, it does not live.  It lasts as long as the body lasts, it does not outlast the destruction of the body….  As a man draws a sword from the scabbard and shows it, “Friend, this is the sword, and that is the scabbard”, so nobody can draw the soul from the body and show it saying, this is the soul and that is the body…” (SBE XLV p340).  Thus Ajita’s doctrine came to be termed Tam-jiva-tam-sarira-vada  (is the body and soul are identical) as opposed to the doctrine of soul being distinct from the body (annam jiva annam sarira vada).

Conclusion

Carvaka School is of the numerous schools of thought that gained prominence during the epic period as a reaction against the excessive ritualism and empty dogmatism of Vedic religion or perhaps the increasing rigidity of caste system.


The Carvaka philosophy was thoroughly opposed to any religious or spiritual attitude, to any ascetic discipline.  According to this doctrine, only the phenomenal world exists.  There is no other world next to it, hence no liberation from the present life experience.  Any bliss that man hopes for must be achieved within the context of life just us it is perceived.  The idea of any true moral value is absent from this tradition.   There is no satisfying basis for asceticism or any form of self-denial; there is only the emotional experience of the senses to be enjoyed while man is upon earth.


This materialistic, anti-religious philosophy denied such long-held Indian beliefs as the existence of God, rebirth, and the efficacy of ritual.  Unlike many of the other reform movements of the sixth century, Carvaka lacked any charismatic leadership.  This was an era of speculative ferment in which materialistic doctrines, as a backlash against the established religious order, could at least temporarily flourish without charismatic leadership.


The Carvaka School of thinking had many draw backs.  Its chief weakness was its excessive reliance upon subjective experience and upon sensory perceptions, as the basis of truth.  These two are not perfect and reliable instruments of truth and they would not always guarantee complete wisdom.  The Carvakas ignore the fundamental fact that our perceptions can be very misleading and that they are coloured by our own prejudices, fears, anxieties, expectations, desires, thoughts and most important of all by our own ignorance.  They also fail to explain the role of Nature, the rationale for good social conduct or the need for social harmony.  The Carvakas provide very simplistic solutions to the complex problems of pain and suffering, and fall short of providing lasting solutions to the real problems of human life and society.  In short they fail to explain such human needs and aspirations that are not purely physical or mental but spiritual and the importance of such morals and social values in human life that distinguishes us from the world of the animals.
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