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Abstract. This dissertation will provide a comprehensive exploration of one of the 

most distinctive and radical intellectual traditions in ancient India: the Charvaka 

school of philosophy. Uncompromising in its materialism and empiricism, Charvaka 

offers a unique framework for secular ethics, completely rejecting the metaphysical 

and spiritual foundations that underpin most other Indian philosophical systems. 

Concepts such as the soul (atman), karma, rebirth, and moksha are dismissed as 

unfounded, and instead, Charvaka emphasizes the material world and sensory 

perception as the sole basis for knowledge and moral action. 

 

The core notion of the Charvaka ethical system is hedonism, holding that the 

pleasure of life is the supreme good, while the avoidance of pain is its inverse. In 

contrast to religious traditions that value asceticism and detachment, Charvaka ethics 

is about personal satisfactoriness and the foundation of decisions in reason and 

observable facts and results. The research shows how Charvaka criticizes both the 

ritualistic and the hierarchical dimensions of Vedic orthodoxy, which are seen as 

instruments of exploitation rather than genuine moral or spiritual practices. 

 

Hence, Charvaka stands in the context of ancient Indian philosophical dialogue, 

and for this reason, a detailed comparison with other ethical systems - namely, 

dharma as a moral base in Brahmanical traditions, compassion as a principle of ethics 

in Buddhism and Jainism, and so on is being made. Further, a distinction is made 

between Charvaka's secular morality and the traditions of the West like Epicureanism, 

utilitarianism, and modern humanism, where a common limb of rationality, 

empiricism and a pursuit of human flourishing independent of supernatural forces can 

be observed. 

 

But aside from these historical considerations, this dissertation also brings forward, 

in modern ethical thought, the foundation of Charvaka philosophy. Of greater utility 

in negotiating ethical dilemmas of the present is the Charvakan assertion of practical, 

evidence-based morality in a world increasingly ruled by secularism, scientific 

inquiry, or pluralistic values. Charvaka's emphasis on balancing between the 

autonomy of an individual and the society could prove helpful in addressing an 

inspector's report on matters such as environmental sustainability, technology ethics, 

or social justice. 
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Ultimately, this dissertation argues that Charvaka presents a coherent and strong 

model of morality, calling into question the supremacy of religious and metaphysical 

ethics. It invites a broader re-evaluation of ancient Indian philosophical contributions 

to contemporary ethical discourse, which thereby affirms Charvaka's rightful place in 

the continuum of rationality and for a human-centered morality. 

 
Index Terms- Charvaka, Pleasure, Utilitarianism, Contemporary, Environment. 

 

I.  Introduction 
 

 The question of morality—what defines right and wrong and how people 

should live—has been a key focus of philosophical exploration throughout various 

cultures and civilizations. For much of human history, morality has been closely 

linked to spirituality, often grounded in religious teachings and metaphysical beliefs. 

Ethical frameworks have typically been presented in relation to divine laws, cosmic 

justice, or the quest for spiritual freedom. In the Indian philosophical tradition, 

concepts such as dharma (duty), karma (action and its consequences), and moksha 

(liberation from the cycle of birth and death) have significantly influenced moral 

understanding. These ideas, deeply rooted in Vedic traditions and other spiritual 

systems like Buddhism and Jainism, have shaped moral reasoning and conduct for 

thousands of years. 

 

              Amid the diverse landscape of Indian philosophy, the Charvaka school—

often referred to as Lokayata—stands out as a notably unconventional perspective. 

Charvaka is recognized as one of the earliest expressions of secular ethics in human 

history. It dismisses the spiritual and metaphysical bases of morality, arguing that 

ethical principles should be rooted in the tangible world. For Charvaka, ideas such as 

the soul (atman), karma, rebirth, and divine intervention are seen as mere illusions, 

lacking empirical support and primarily serving to uphold societal hierarchies and 

exploitative religious practices. Instead of these notions, Charvaka promotes a 

practical approach to morality, focusing on the pursuit of pleasure (sukha) and the 

avoidance of pain (dukha).  

 

               Charvaka’s ethical framework stands out for its straightforwardness and 

practicality. It posits that human beings, being physical entities, should focus on their 

immediate well-being and happiness. In contrast to ascetic or otherworldly 

philosophies that promote self-denial or detachment, Charvaka highlights the 

significance of sensory pleasures, material wealth, and rational decision-making. It 

perceives morality as a means to enhance human life in the present rather than a way 

to attain spiritual rewards in a potential afterlife. This perspective positions Charvaka 

as a forerunner of hedonistic ethics, a philosophy that connects morality with 

maximizing pleasure and minimizing suffering. 

 

              The Charvaka philosophy emerged around the 6th century BCE during a time 

of great intellectual activity in ancient India. This period witnessed the growth of 

various heterodox schools of thought, such as Buddhism and Jainism, which also 

questioned the prevailing Vedic ritualism and the authority of the Brahmanical 

priesthood. However, unlike Buddhism and Jainism, which maintained some 
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metaphysical and spiritual aspects, Charvaka took a more radical stance by outright 

denying the existence of any spiritual realm. This total rejection of spirituality, along 

with its focus on empirical observation and sensory experience, distinguishes 

Charvaka as a distinctly secular tradition within Indian philosophy. 

 

              Charvaka’s philosophy, while radical and often controversial, was more than 

just a critique of religious orthodoxy; it was a thoughtfully developed ethical system. 

It aimed to empower individuals to lead meaningful and fulfilling lives grounded in 

reason, evidence, and personal autonomy. By questioning the ritualistic practices and 

hierarchical structures of Vedic society, Charvaka also provided a critique of the 

socio-political aspects of morality. It revealed how religious doctrines could be 

wielded to control and manipulate people, especially through the fear of divine 

punishment or the allure of spiritual rewards. 

 

               This research paper intends to present an in-depth study of the secular moral 

framework of Charvaka, especially in how it can build a sound and coherent system 

of morality independent of any spiritual or metaphysical basis. The paper also aims at 

closely examining Charvaka's ethical prescriptions with particular reference to its 

hedonistic emphasis on pleasure and its critique on asceticism and ritualism. Besides, 

putting Charvaka into perspective with the other Indian and Western ethical traditions 

would clearly define the position of Charvaka about its own unique contributions in 

the discourse on secular morality. 

 

               Charvaka's thought is most pertinent in the contemporary world. In a period 

characterized by secularism, scientific rationality, and humanism, the value of 

empirical evidence and practical ethics proves to be great in modern discussions. The 

principles of Charvaka can be referenced in present-day debates regarding secular 

ethics, social justice, and well-being among humans, especially in arguing for a 

morality that is derived not from divine command but from human experience. 

 

               he investigation investigates Ch rvaka ethical philosophy to signify its vital 

existence now. Morality can stand alone and without spirituality, which this great 

thinker has proved. This lesson strikes long-held convictions about what ethics is and 

prepares avenues for inculcating fresh systems to define morals in a secular and 

pluralistic world. 

 

II. Historical and Philosophical Context of Charvaka Philosophy 
 

 Charvaka School or Lokayata is an important philosophical school that 

developed in ancient India around the sixth century B.C., when many schools of 

different kinds and diverging beliefs arose. These included Buddhism, Jainism, and 

Ajivika, and all directed their efforts against the school of thought held by the 

Brahma, the ritualized portion of the Vedic tradition. These schools established their 

authority against the Vedas and reveled in oppositionist metaphysical, 

epistemological, and ethical considerations. 

 

               Nevertheless, all other heterodox schools, except that of Charvaka, could 

impact their variations of spirituality or metaphysics. Their radical materialism made 
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them outright reject oneself in the nakedness of spirituality. Unlike Buddhism which 

advised a middle path between the two extremes of hedonism and asceticism, or 

Jainism which practiced most extreme asceticism, Charvaka advocated for a moral 

framework based on the material world with an emphasis on both pleasure and what 

one would consider empirical knowledge. 

 

               Due to a scarcity of original texts, it is indeed very difficult to trace the 

origin of Charvaka philosophy. Most of what we know about Charvaka comes from 

secondary sources, particularly those of its critics. One of the most important such 

works is Madhavacharya's Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, a 14th-century text which brings 

together all different philosophical systems of India, including Charvaka. In this text 

Madhavacharya sums up and critiques the core tenets of Charvaka as follows: 

 

              "There is no heaven, no final liberation, nor any soul in another world, 

Nor do the actions of the four castes, orders, etc., produce any real effect." 

— Madhavacharya, Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha 

 

               This rejection of heaven and final release is moksha which reflects 

Charvaka's materialism and rejects instead the immediate, tangible world. 

Another important text is the Nyaya Sutras, attributed to Aksapada Gautama, while it 

comes in critique of the Charvakan epistemology relying upon their view on 

perception (pratyaksha) as the only valid means of knowing: 

"The Lokayatikas deny inference, stating that only perception is valid. But how can 

one argue without inference? Even fire on a distant hill is inferred through smoke." 

— Nyaya Sutras, Chapter 1 

 

               This passage highlights a key philosophical debate between Charvaka and 

Nyaya: the role of inference (anumana) and other pramanas (sources of knowledge) in 

understanding reality. 

Charvaka's materialist and secular world view often brought it into conflict with other 

philosophical schools. The Vedantic and Mimamsa traditions, for instance, took to 

defending the spiritual authority of the Vedas and the moral necessity of rituals. Thus, 

Charvaka gets indirectly criticized in Manu Smriti, the great text on Hindu law and 

morality: 

"He who rejects the Vedas and follows false doctrines is destined for ruin." 

— Manu Smriti, Chapter 4, Verse 163 

 

               The Buddhist philosopher Vasubandhu, in his Abhidharmakosa, also 

critiques materialist doctrines, including Charvaka, stating: 

"The materialists hold that there is no life beyond this one, but this view leads to 

moral recklessness and selfish indulgence." 

 

               Notwithstanding the controversial position, Charvaka philosophy greatly 

impacted Indian intellectual thought. Literally, it advocated the empirical evidence 

and pragmatic context: this prompted even people questioning the efficacy of rituals 

and authority of Brahmanical priesthood. But Charvaka, the community's majority 

interpretations usually sought to look at it as one of those traditions that considered 

the absence of spirituality as a danger to the set order in society. 
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               The concerns raised by this `decoy' interrupts a decorated path that gave this 

tradition due recognition but disregarded by the dominant traditions that viewed its 

rejection of spirituality as a stark disorder within the existing social construct.  

 

Moreover, the views espoused by the critics of Charvaka painted the school and its 

adherents in a highly negative light, also portraying them as unrepentant pleasure-

seekers, utterly irresponsible blades. But modern scholars like Debiprasad 

Chattopadhyaya argue, in his work entitled Lokayata: A Study in Ancient Indian 

Materialism, that 'Hedonism'' of Charvaka, as practiced, does not consist of an 

indulgent abandon but rather a controlled and rational pursuit of pleasure. 

Chattopadhyaya states: 

 

"The ethical hedonism of the Charvakas is not a license for unbridled sensualism but a 

call for living life to its fullest, guided by reason and experience." 

 

Charvaka's moral choices are evidently free from the mores of the Vedic tradition, 

with its emphasis on duty (dharma) and cosmic justice. Charvaka suggested an ethical 

system founded on notions of human well-being and individual autonomy. This 

secular and empirical basis to morality seems to anticipating a number of modern 

ethical systems that, instead of being founded on the supernatural, take to themselves 

reason and evidence. 

 

Charvaka, however, holds a unique position as an advocate for secular ethics and 

materialism, thus making it indispensable in any counterpoint to the dominant 

spiritual traditions of ancient Indian philosophy. Its criticisms against religious 

orthodoxy and the stressing of empirical knowledge make it a rich field for inquiry 

into the diversity of moral thought in ancient India. 

 

III. Comparison of Charvaka Philosophy with the Six Astika 

School 
 

 In the Indian philosophical thought, the Charvaka school, stands in stark 

contrast to the prevalent Astik schools in traditional discussions. There are six 

orthodox Astik systems: the Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Sankhya, Yoga, both the Mimamsa 

and Vedanta, based mostly on Vedic authorities and metaphysical concepts, while 

Charvaka rejects the very basis of these. 

This chapter pursues a comparative analysis on the Charvaka philosophy in its 

interactions with the Astik schools, focusing chiefly on the differences in the 

announced perceptions based on the categories of metaphysics, epistemology, and 

ethics, including the importance given to the spiritual world in human existence. 

An often cited verse summarizes Charvaka’s rejection of metaphysical notions: 

"While life is yours, live joyously; 

None can escape Death’s searching eye. 

When this body of ours decays, 

What new body will there be?" 

— Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 
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  This hedonistic viewpoint, rooted in the fleeting nature of human life, 

distinguishes Charvaka from the spiritual aims of the Astika schools. 

 

Charvaka and Nyaya:  

  The Nyaya school is well-regarded in the fields of logic and epistemology. It 

outlines four pramanas, or sources of knowledge: perception, inference, comparison, 

and verbal testimony. In the Nyaya framework, inference and authority are deemed 

essential, provided they are properly validated by an individual. Consequently, these 

methods can establish knowledge of truths that are not immediately perceived. 

 

 In contrast, Charvaka strongly challenges the trustworthiness of inference. 

They argue that inference is based on unverified assumptions and is susceptible to 

mistakes. One Charvaka text states: 

 

"If inference were reliable, why do learned men disagree on conclusions drawn from 

the same premises?" 

 

— Cited in Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 

 

 While Nyaya sees logic as a means to discover metaphysical truths, 

Charvaka limits logic to practical, observable phenomena, dismissing metaphysical 

speculation as unproductive. 

 

Charvaka and Vaisheshika:  

 Vaisheshika, a school that closely follows Nyaya, focuses on an atomistic 

metaphysics. The school believes that the universe consists of eternal atoms 

(paramanu) and also believes in the existence of atman (soul) as separate from the 

body. Vaisheshika's ethical framework is highly interwoven with karma and dharma 

and focuses on moral actions that follow cosmic order. 

 

 Charvaka has contradicted this dualism, contending that consciousness arises 

from material interactions. One of the most quoted aphorisms of Charvaka goes: 

 

"The body, endowed with consciousness, is formed from the four elements. When the 

body perishes, consciousness ceases, just as the flame extinguishes when the fuel is 

exhausted." 

 

— Quoted in Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 

 

 In the view of Charvaka, invoking any kind of metaphysical entity atoms or 

souls will not be meaningful as a tangible world is sufficient to explain existence. 

 

Charvaka and Samkhya: 

Samkhya offers a dualistic perspective, making a clear distinction between prakriti 

(matter) and purusha (spirit). It suggests that liberation (kaivalya) is attained by 

understanding the true essence of purusha, which remains separate and untouched by 

the material realm. 
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 Charvaka completely rejects this dualism. To Charvaka, the concept of a 

pure, eternal soul is nothing but an illusion. One verse critiques this idea sharply: 

 

"The fire is hot, the water cold, refreshing is the breeze of morning. 

By whom came this variety? They tell us it is the self-existent God. 

This is purely the raving of lunatics." 

— Cited in Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 

 

 Charvaka’s materialist viewpoint, which prioritizes the immediate and 

physical world, effectively undermines Samkhya’s focus on spiritual liberation. 

 

Charvaka and Yoga:  

 The Yoga school, rather closely affiliated with the principles of Samkhya, 

emphasizes such rigorous discipline as meditation, yama and asceticism, which 

culminate in liberation. Patanjali, the founder of yoga, prescribed a great moral and 

ascetic discipline by an eightfold (ashtanga) path for liberating realization. 

 

 Charvaka mocks these practices as pointless self-denial. Its hedonistic 

philosophy stands in stark contrast to the asceticism of Yoga: 

 

"Fools, while suffering the pangs of asceticism, waste this short life. 

The wise indulge in pleasure, for when the body dies, there is no return." 

— Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 

 

 It is sensible for Charvaka to make merriment in this world rather than 

desiring some utopian heavenly goal by renouncing pleasure in this material world. 

 

Charvaka and Mimamsa:  

 Mimamsa, especially the Purva-Mimamsa tradition, regards the Vedas as the 

highest authority, outlining detailed rituals and responsibilities as the ways to 

maintain dharma and attain both worldly and spiritual rewards. 

 

 Charvaka holds the Vedas as mere scripted fantasy aimed at exploiting the 

public. It talks about the rituals profiting only the priests instead of the whole society: 

"The Vedas are incoherent rhapsodies, invented by men devoid of intellect. 

The sacrifices enjoined therein are means of livelihood for the priestly class." 

— Quoted in Sarva-siddhanta-sangraha 

 

 Mīm ṃs  derives its ethical principles from divine command and duties to 

rituals, while Charv kas advocate for a secular and anthropocentric perspective. 

 

Charvaka and Vedanta:  

Advaita Vedanta, a key philosophy within Vedanta, highlights the profound 

connection between atman (the individual soul) and Brahman (the universal 

consciousness). Attaining liberation (moksha) involves realizing one's true self and 

rising above the material realm. 
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 Charvaka flatly denies this metaphysical idealism. In Charvaka's eyes, that 

belief is, of course, nothing but abstract illusions without any foundation in empirical 

reality. An implicit rejection of the Vedanta finds its echo in its general rejection of 

all spiritual and metaphysical claims: 

"The wise do not seek liberation, for there is no bondage other than the imagined." 

— Attributed to Charvaka 

 

 While Vedanta encompasses transcendence, Charvaka maintains that all 

pleasures and moralities must be rendered as a part of this material world. 

 

IV. Core Ethical Principles of Charvaka 

 
 One of the traditions, Charvaka (a tradition for materialism and empiricism) 

from ancient Indian classical thought exhibits an interesting ethical tradition, which 

can be recognized as an antagonist to the usual pattern of argumentation ethics. Direct 

opposition to the overwhelming body of the Indian philosophical tradition" the 

Charvaka eschews the view that moral behavior is either contingent upon, or a 

reaction to, pain, pleasure, etc., and is unmoved by metaphysical and 

spiritual/sacerdotic realms. The Charvaka values of the mind remain pragmatic and 

rational, and they consist of an inductive list of how things should be in the world of 

things. 

 

 The ethics of the Charvaka school are defined by hedonism (meaning that the 

highest good is increased pleasure (sukha) and decreased suffering (dukha). In 

contrast to the views of spiritual traditions that consider pleasure to be a means to an 

end, serving an end to an end of the spiritual journey, Charvaka holds pleasure to be a 

natural and pleasurable end in itself. 

 

 In Madhavacharya’s Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, the Charvaka view is 

summarized as follows: 

 

―While life remains, let a man live happily, let him feed on ghee even though he runs 

in debt; 

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

 The present passage is representative of the foreground of worldly life and 

eclipses the concept of life after death or the spiritual reward. It is to the benefit of 

taking life in all the faultless glory that may reasonably be enjoyed and, where 

possible, used in ways that make life possible. 

 

 Opponents of Charvaka, e.g., the Buddhist Vasubandhu, argue, however, that 

this final (ultimate) concern with enjoyment can translate into a licentious 

carelessness with morality. He attacks materialist views (e.g., Charvaka) in his 

Abhidharmakosa i.e. 

 

 ―A life driven solely by sensory pleasures fails to account for the moral consequences 

of actions, leading to a disordered and self-centered existence.‖ 
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 However, Chanvaka's opponents then argue that, at the very least, the 

hedonism of Chanvaka is, at least, rational hedonism rather than simply 

egoistic/fanciful/careless, etc. As Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya points out, present 

scholars, including himself, argue that Charvaka’s ethical hedonism is a neutral 

titration of pleasure and, thus, avers that there is directionality towards the alleviation 

of acute and chronic pain/suffering. 

 

 Support for empiricism, which is to say knowledge based on direct sensory 

experience (pratyaksha), also runs through the ethical system of Charvaka. In 

Charvaka, decisions about ethics are made by the empirical observation and not by 

metaphysical theories or religious injunctions. 

 

  he Nyaya Sutras, a text from the Nyaya school, critiques Charvaka’s 

emphasis on perception, arguing: 

 

― he Lokayata denies inference, stating only perception is valid. But can one 

determine fire without smoke from afar? How can the unseen consequences of moral 

actions be ignored?‖ 

 

— Nyaya Sutras, Chapter 1 

 Charvaka philosophers answer by posing a question about the practical 

relevance of metaphysical inference. They claim that ethical must be derived from 

empirical evidence, specifically with respect to cause and effect in the physical 

environment. From a Charvaka ethic, e.g., a behaviour that is immediately rewarding, 

and thus pain free, is not unacceptable, of course. 

 

 Charvaka is a harsh refuser of spiritual ascetics practices, ritualistic practices 

which Charvaka believes to be useless and harmful for the human thriving. According 

to the Charvaka, the Vedas (and consequently, the ritual system) are also instruments 

to be further exploits, by which the Brahmana with the power and the private 

possessiveness (namely, in the shape of wealth and power) is able to make use of. 

 

In Madhavacharya’s Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, Charvaka criticizes the sacrificial rites 

prescribed in the Vedas: 

 

  ― he Agnihotra, the three Vedas, the ascetic’s three staves, and smearing 

oneself with ashes—these are but means of livelihood for those lacking in intellect.‖ 

 his critique reflects Charvaka’s dismissal of the concepts of karma and rebirth, 

which explain suffering in this life as a consequence of previous actions and advocate 

for rituals as a path to spiritual freedom. Charvaka argues that these beliefs foster fear 

and oppression instead of tackling genuine human issues. The Manu Smriti, an 

important text in the Brahmanical tradition, indirectly responds to Charvaka’s critique 

by highlighting the moral importance of rituals. 

 

   ―He who neglects the prescribed rituals and duties, having lost all merit, will 

suffer in future lives.‖ 

 

— Manu Smriti, Chapter 4, Verse 163 
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 Charvaka dismisses moral prescriptions as unfounded, advocating for an 

ethical framework based on practical benefits and real-world results. It strongly 

emphasizes individual autonomy in making moral decisions. Unlike spiritual 

traditions that depend on divine commands or sacred texts, Charvaka empowers 

people to make their own moral choices through reason and personal experience. By 

focusing on an individual's ability to distinguish right from wrong, Charvaka 

promotes a sense of ethical self-reliance. 

 

 Charvaka's contemporary interpretations, like those of B. K. Matilal, 

underscore the school's progressive orientation on personal freedom and rational 

morality. According to Matilal, Charvaka constitutes an early instance of secular 

humanism where morality is determined not by fear of divine punishment but by 

humanity-oriented values. 

 

V. Critique of Religious and Metaphysical Morality 

 

 Most important among them is the severe criticism by Charvaka against the 

ethics and metaphysics of any religion whatever. In the whole of India's intellectual 

scenario, as under the thundering shells that silence every manner of voices, Charvaka 

is the only radically rebellious voice that denounces all fundamentals of Vedic 

orthodoxy, ritualism, and asceticism-among which the concepts of karma, rebirth, and 

moksha have borne a heavy burden of moral principles based on metaphysical 

assumptions. This chapter is entirely devoted to the criticism of this school of thought, 

particularly emphasizing the parts that market religious and metaphysical morality as 

something extortionate and groundless. 

 

 At the heart of the critique by Charvaka against religious morality is the 

denial of karma and rebirth. In most Indian philosophical systems, these are believed 

to give a moral foundation for ethical behavior, as what one does in one life 

determines the conditions of future existences. For Charvaka, however, such beliefs 

are speculative and not grounded in experience. 

 

 In Madhavacharya’s Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, the Charvaka stance on 

karma is summarized as follows: 

"If it be said that he who does good or evil will receive reward or punishment in the 

next world, we ask, does the consciousness survive when the body is destroyed? 

Whence comes the connection of what is done in one birth with what is done in 

another?" 

 This brings forth the approach of materialist conviction of Charvaka 

considering consciousness a phenomenon of body that ceases to exist at death. So 

there cannot be moral causality connecting deeds of one life and the experiences of 

another. 

 

 The Bhagavad Gita has been, thus far, the fundamental text on Vedic 

morality; it set forth the principle of karma, which it called: 
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"As a person casts off worn-out garments and puts on others that are new, so does the 

embodied soul cast off worn-out bodies and enter into others that are new." 

 

— Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 2, Verse 22 

 

 According to Charvaka, all these do not exist even though they put people in 

a state of fear and provide justification for the suffering caused to others. Thus, the 

karmic belief is an established set of preachings. All pain of the present must be 

justified by blaming it on personal errors made in the prior birth. Hence, it diverts the 

attention of social justice and inequalities from one's present self in India. 

 

 Charvaka condemns and completely depreciates ascetic practices and 

ritualistic sacrifices, which are the essence of many religious traditions in India. 

Asceticism, according to Charvaka, goes against human nature and the pursuit of 

pleasure and happiness. Ritualism, on the other hand, is a pretext to siphon off money 

from the less privileged and into the pockets of the priestly class. 

 

 In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, an early Vedic text, ascetic practices are 

extolled as the path to spiritual liberation: 

 

"He who departs from this world without having known his own Self and those true 

desires, for him there is no freedom in all the worlds." 

 

— Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 4.4.6 

 

 Charvaka opposed such ideals, asserting that asceticism leads to needless 

suffering and deprives man of life's joy. In his Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, 

Madhavacharya presented Charvaka's critique concerning the futility of ritual 

worships and ascetic sacrifices: 

" he Agnihotra (fire sacrifice), the three Vedas, the ascetic’s three staves, and 

smearing oneself with ashes—these are but means of livelihood for those lacking in 

intellect." 

 

 This critique underlines Charvaka's belief that rituals are performative acts 

devoid of practical value, designed to enrich priests at the expense of the laity. 

Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya, among other modern scholars, believes that the 

opposition of Charvaka to ritualism reflects a more general critique of socio-economic 

systems upheld by religious institutions. 

 

 Charvaka's criticism extends to the psychological mechanisms underlying 

religious morality, especially the use of fear as a tool for control. Religious systems 

create a framework of reward and punishment by promoting beliefs in heaven and 

hell, which compels adherence to their moral codes. 

 

 The Manu Smriti, a key text of Brahmanical law, outlines the consequences 

of moral and immoral actions: 
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"He who neglects the prescribed rituals and duties, having lost all merit, will suffer in 

future lives, falling into lower realms." 

 

— Manu Smriti, Chapter 4, Verse 163 

 

 Charvaka dismisses such warnings as manipulative because they promote 

obedience by the fear of divine retribution and the hope of spiritual reward. Charvaka, 

instead, advocates for a morality based on observable outcomes and human welfare, 

free from the coercive influence of religious doctrines. 

 

  he Buddhist philosopher Vasubandhu, while critical of Charvaka’s 

materialism, acknowledges the potential for misuse of religious morality: 

 

"Fear of rebirth and punishment is often employed to ensure adherence to rules, but 

true morality arises from understanding the nature of suffering and compassion." 

 

— Vasubandhu, Abhidharmakosa 

 

 While Vasubandhu presents an alternative spiritual basis for morality, 

Charvaka's critique attempts to dismantle the very notions of moral systems built on 

metaphysical claims. 

 

 Such a denial of religious morality is strongly socially and politically potent 

in the sense that Charvaka challenges the caste system and ritual hierarchies. Through 

negating the validity of Vedic authority and ritual obligations, Charvaka challenges 

the very ideological basis that supports social stratification. 

 

 The Rigveda, one of the oldest Vedic texts, sanctifies the caste system: 

"The Brahmana was his mouth, the Kshatriya made his arms, 

The Vaishya his thighs, and from the Shudra his feet were born." 

— Rigveda, 10.90.12 

 

 Charvaka denies such cosmological justifications for the caste and proposes 

that social hierarchies are human constructs instead of divine ordinances. Paralleling 

the modern day promotion for equality and social justice makes Charvaka an early 

proponent of anti-hierarchical ethics. 

 

VI. Comparative Analysis of Ethical Systems 
 

 The Charvaka school of philosophy has a unique ethical system that is very 

different from the spiritual and metaphysical moral systems of almost all other Indian 

and Western traditions. What makes most of its contemporaries different: Vedic 

orthodoxy, Buddhism, Jainism-is that they are chiefly concerned with spiritual 

principles like dharma, karma, and moksha, whereas Charvaka's secular ethics only 

dealt with practical pleasure (sukha) and empirical knowledge. This chapter will be 

devoted comparison of Charvaka's moral philosophy with these other schools and 

western frameworks like Epicureanism and utilitarianism, with a focus on both points 

of divergence and commonality. 
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 According to the Vedic tradition, which is the orthodoxy of Brahmanism, its 

moral principles are founded on dharma (duty) and rita (cosmic order). Ethical 

conduct thus consists in the performance of one's varna (caste duties) and a share in 

the ritual sacrifices to restore celestial harmony. The Rigveda is one of the founding 

texts of the tradition and discusses the value of sacrificial rites very richly: 

 

"Perform the sacrifice, for thus the gods are sustained, 

And in sustaining them, they will sustain you." 

 

— Rigveda, 10.90.16 

 

 In contrast, Charvaka rejects both ritualism and the concept of dharma as 

arbitrary and exploitative. Madhavacharya, in his Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, 

articulates Charvaka’s critique of Vedic morality: 

 

 "The Vedas are devoid of truth, composed by deceptive people for 

livelihood. 

 

There is no sin in rejecting such concocted doctrines." 

 

 In the view of Charvaka, morality is not a question of fulfilling the duties, 

cosmic and caste, but rather maximizing the well-being of individual lives in the 

present. This is simply opposed to the Vedic way, which recognizes duty-based 

ethics. 

 Both Charvaka and Buddhism challenge the Vedas and the authority of 

Brahmanism, yet their ethical approaches are quite distinct. Buddhist ethics are based 

on the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, highlighting the importance of 

compassion (karuna), mindfulness, and finding a balance between indulgence and 

asceticism. A significant Buddhist scripture, the Dhammapada, expresses this idea: 

 

"Happiness comes when one no longer seeks pleasure or avoids pain but embraces the 

path of moderation." 

 

— Dhammapada, Verse 201 

 

 While Buddhism teaches the importance of detaching from sensory pleasures 

to minimize suffering, Charvaka embraces hedonism, asserting that sensory 

enjoyment is a fundamental and vital part of human existence. Despite their 

contrasting views, both philosophies dismiss ritual sacrifices and the spiritual 

concepts of karma and moksha as essential to ethical living. Jainism, similar to 

Buddhism, is a non-conformist tradition that challenges Vedic ritualism. However, it 

promotes rigorous asceticism, highlighting non-violence (ahimsa) and self-denial as 

the means to achieve spiritual liberation. The Acaranga Sutra, an important Jain 

scripture, articulates this belief: 

 

"One who is detached from pleasures of the senses is liberated from the bonds of 

karma." 

 



 

 

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities 

Volume 3  Issue 1 

Jan-Feb 2025, PP 307-325 

 

320 

 

 Charvaka considers this mode of asceticism mere self-imposed suffering 

without empirical justification. The clear view of the Charvaka on asceticism is found 

in Madhavacharya's Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha: 

 

"Living by self-mortification and avoiding the pleasures of life is akin to denying the 

purpose of existence itself." 

 

Charvaka and Epicureanism 

 Charvaka's philosophy of ethical hedonism resembles that of ancient 

Greece's Epicureans very closely. Both schools emphasize the pursuit of pleasure as 

the supreme good but advocate a moderate enjoyment of pleasure to avoid excess. 

Epicurus stated this in a telling fashion in his Letter to Menoeceus: 

 

"Pleasure is the beginning and end of the blessed life, but not every pleasure is to be 

chosen, for some bring greater pain in the end." 

 

 This includes the recognition of both kinds of hedonisms within Charvaka 

between pleasures, where temporary indulgence may give long-term harm but those 

things are pleasurable that further serve to help in an all round state of well-being. 

 

Charvaka and Utilitarianism 

 Charvaka’s practical emphasis on enhancing happiness resonates with the 

ideas of utilitarianism, as articulated by philosophers such as Jeremy Bentham and 

John Stuart Mill. In his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, 

Bentham outlines the principle of utility as: 

 

"The greatest happiness of the greatest number is the measure of right and wrong." 

 

 While Charvaka focuses on individual pleasure, its critique of ritualism and 

social hierarchies implies a broader concern for collective well-being. The Charvaka 

ethical framework could be seen as a precursor to utilitarian ideals, emphasizing 

practical benefits over abstract moral principles 

 

VII. Relevance of Charvaka Ethics in Contemporary Thought 
 

 The ethical framework of Charvaka philosophy is practically radical in 

contrasting the spirituality and religion-based moral frameworks by its affirmation of 

materialism, empiricism, and pleasure-seeking. In these contemporary times, when 

societies are increasingly drawn toward secularism, scientific rationality, and 

humanism, the principles of Charvaka ethics can contribute immensely toward facing 

modern ethical dilemmas. This chapter discusses how Charvaka's secular morality can 

bring an impressive contribution toward ongoing debates in such areas as ethics, 

social justice, environmental sustainability, and technology ethics. 

 

 In a world that is becoming more pluralistic and secular, the need for moral 

systems that do not rely on spiritual or religious foundations has grown significantly. 

Charvaka’s ethical framework, which focuses on maximizing pleasure and 
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minimizing pain, aligns closely with contemporary secular humanism. Paul Kurtz, a 

prominent humanist philosopher, defines secular humanism as: 

 

"A worldview committed to reason, ethical naturalism, and a focus on human well-

being without reliance on supernatural beliefs." 

 

— Paul Kurtz, The Humanist Alternative 

 

 Anticipating these values, the school of Charvaka calls for a morality 

grounded in rationality and observation of experience. Unlike spiritualism that thrives 

on asceticism or the renunciation of material life, Charvaka advises the individual to 

be engrossed in his existence in the world, which can be made happy and fulfilled 

here and now. 

 

 The Bhagavad Gita, one of the mainstays of Indian spiritual thought, teaches 

detachment from sensory pleasures: 

 

"Pleasures born of contact with the senses are sources of pain; they have a beginning 

and an end, and the wise do not rejoice in them." 

 

— Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 5, Verse 22 

 

 Charvaka’s dismissal of the ascetic ideal aligns with contemporary secular 

philosophies that emphasize the importance of quality of life and individual freedom. 

The critique of ritualism and priestly authority by Charvaka remains relevant in 

modern discussions about the role of religion in contemporary society. Certain rituals, 

which usually require great financial and emotional investment, tend to perpetuate 

social hierarchies and economic exploitation. In Charvaka's eyes, the empirical 

justification for these practices was nonexistent, and they were designed mainly for 

the benefit of the priestly class. In his Sarva-Darsana-Samgraha, Madhavacharya 

captures this critique. 

 

"The priests have devised the Vedic rituals for their livelihood, not for the benefit of 

humanity." 

 

 This critique has shown similes in the modern critiques of institutionalized 

religion. Writers like Christopher Hitchens, in ―God Is Not Great‖, assert that the fact 

of an institution is the very reason behind a large number of believers-and because it 

was through non-existent rituals and doctrines that exploited one to the other. 

 

Furthermore, the Charvaka's encouragement of reasonable behavior over rigid ritual 

practices is consistent with contemporary ethical frameworks that apply evidence-

based decision-making. Thus, in public health, interventions based on evidence are 

regarded as more effective than ritualistic or superstitious practices, which may pose 

obstacles to effective outcomes. 

 

 As the world is mired in issues of climate change and environmental 

destruction, Charvaka's materialist ontology seems to provide applicable groundwork 
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for an environmental ethic that is neither spiritual nor given to idealism, as are 

examples of systems that call the material world illusion (maya) or impermanence. 

The focus of Charvaka is on the materiality of the physical environment, with an eye 

to the contemporary projects of sustainability and responsibility in the stewardship of 

the natural resource base. 

 

On the contrary, the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad speaks about this material world as 

inferior: 

 

"From the unreal, lead me to the real; from darkness, lead me to light; from death, 

lead me to immortality." 

 

— Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 1.3.28 

 

 On the contrary, Charvaka points to the current resolution of environmental 

issues through policies and practices that confer benefits both on humans and the 

never-absent ecological perspective-initiated by technically advanced objectives and 

spiritual goals or salvation objectively followed by the rest of the world. 

 

 In the ever-growing technological world of the 21st century is faced with 

complex ethical questions regarding artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and data 

privacy. Charvaka has emphasized empirical knowledge and practical consequences, 

offering a timely framework for traversing these debates. Centering on the tangible 

effects of technological innovations, Charvaka ethics underscore human well-being 

and societal development against amorphous speculation and abstract metaphysical 

concerns. 

 

 For example, in debates about artificial intelligence, one often hears 

arguments that are centered on the risk-benefit analysis. An approach inspired by 

Charvaka would argue for maximizing tangible benefits of AI while minimizing its 

risks through evidence-based regulations. This is in line with the utilitarian principle 

expressed by John Stuart Mill: 

 

"Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness; wrong as they tend 

to produce the reverse of happiness." 

— John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism 

 

 Charvaka's critique on social hierarchies and its rejection of caste-based 

morality found strong resonance in the modern movements for social justice and 

equality. The Rigveda-the foundation of the Brahmanical tradition-justifies the caste 

system: 

 

"The Brahmana was his mouth, the Kshatriya made his arms, 

The Vaishya his thighs, and from the Shudra his feet were born." 

— Rigveda, 10.90.12 

 

 Charvaka dismisses hierarchical structures as artificial and oppressive, 

promoting a more egalitarian view of social organization. This stance resonates with 
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current critiques of systemic inequality and the push for universal human rights. 

Modern thinkers such as B.R. Ambedkar, who fought for the rights of marginalized 

communities in India, were influenced by anti-Brahmanical traditions, including 

Charvaka, in their advocacy for social reform 

 

VIII. Conclusion 
 

 The Charvaka school of philosophy is indeed path-breaking in the history of 

Indian ethical thought in its rejection of the dominant metaphysical and spiritual 

elements that other philosophical systems exhibit, and it proceeds toward the 

construction of a conceptual framework of secular ethics out of empirical observation, 

materialism, and pleasure pursued. The pragmatism with which its morality is based, 

through a maximizing focus on human well-being and aversion to suffering, has 

become a kind of crucial counterpoint to the forms of duty-and-asceticism-based 

moralities found in Vedanta, Buddhism, and Jainism. 

 

 Philosophico-Political Criticism of Religious-Metaphysical Morality by 

Charvaka; in rejecting all ideas surrounding karma, rebirth, and moksha, Charvaka 

points out the very fabric that keeps ritualistic practices and societal hierarchies alive. 

It also criticizes the primacy of the priestly class over dogmatic ritualism and, indeed, 

points to the priests as the very perpetrators of this vaulting greed. Thus, it shows how 

morality can be quite tricky and can serve for the cloak of economic and political 

designs. The critique increasingly resonates with growing concerns about the role of 

religion in generating inequality and regulating it in modern times. 

 

Charvaka’s Relevance in Contemporary Ethical Discourse 

 In today's society, where secularism and scientific reasoning play a 

significant role in public discourse, Charvaka's ethical framework provides important 

perspectives. Its dismissal of supernatural explanations for morality aligns with 

modern ideologies like secular humanism, which prioritize reason, empirical 

evidence, and the well-being of individuals. Rather than endorsing unrestrained 

indulgence, Charvaka's hedonistic ethics promote a thoughtful pursuit of pleasure that 

takes into account the long-term effects of our actions—a concept that echoes 

contemporary ethical theories such as utilitarianism. 

 

 Emphasis on personal liberty and decision-making by experience aids a great 

deal in addressing the modern-day problems of bioethics, environmental 

sustainability, and technical advancement. Apart from society's increasing struggles 

on the matters of ethical considerations towards artificial intelligence, genetic 

engineering, and climate change, Charvaka's insistence on pragmatic observations 

while delivering ethics is a terrific guide indeed. 

 

A Challenge to Spiritual Morality 

 The secular ethics of Charvaka compel us to ask very basic questions 

pertaining to the concept of morality: Is it possible for morality to exist without 

religious sentiment? Is it possible to do ethically good acts even if one does not 

believe in an afterlife or divine justice? The answer given by Charvaka is a 
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resounding yes. He shows that morality can be grounded in experience and reason 

rather than spiritual or religious frames of reference for leading a moral life. 

 

 This challenge remains very relevant today, especially in pluralistic societies 

where individuals must navigate a diversity of beliefs and values. Charvaka provides 

a model for constructing inclusive moral frameworks that prioritize shared human 

concerns over doctrinal differences. 

 

Charvaka’s Enduring Legacy 

 Charvaka's contributions to ethical thought, though often overlooked in the 

history of Indian philosophy, are both significant and lasting. By promoting a 

morality that stands apart from spiritual and religious beliefs, Charvaka anticipates 

many contemporary discussions about the importance of secularism and rationality in 

society. His focus on pleasure, empirical evidence, and practical decision-making 

continues to resonate in today's conversations about how to enhance human well-

being in a complex and interconnected world. 

 

 In summary, Charvaka's philosophy is not just an ancient relic but an 

important element of the global intellectual landscape. It challenges us to rethink the 

basis of morality and to adopt ethical frameworks that prioritize reason and humanity. 

As we navigate urgent moral and ethical dilemmas, Charvaka's insights serve as a 

crucial reference for developing a morality that is both practical and inclusive, 

grounded in the realities of human life. 
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