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Ancient Atheistic Philosophy of Hinduism: An Introduction to Charvaka and Its
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Abstract

The Charvaka (or Lokdyata) school represents the earliest atheistic and materialistic philosophy
in ancient India, emerging around the 6th century BCE in response to the dominance of Vedic-
Brahmanic orthodoxy. As a radical Nastika (heterodox) system, it rejected the infallibility of the
Vedas, denied the authority of the priestly class, and dismissed metaphysical constructs such as
the soul (atman), reincarnation, karma, and the afterlife as mere religious fabrications designed
for social and economic exploitation. Epistemologically, Charvaka upheld pratyaksa (direct
sensory perception) as the only valid source of knowledge while denying the validity of inference
(anumana) and verbal testimony (Sabda). Ethically, it advocated a hedonistic outlook summarized
in the maxim: “While you live, live well, even if by borrowing,” emphasizing immediate material
well-being over spiritual salvation. Charvaka’s critique of ritualism sharply contrasted with the
elaborate sacrificial system of Vedic religion, exposing it as wasteful and manipulative. Although
sharing with Buddhism and Jainism the heterodox rejection of Vedic authority, Charvaka went
further by rejecting all forms of spirituality, asceticism, and metaphysical speculation, thereby
constructing the only purely materialist school of classical Indian thought. In comparison to the
Astika traditions like Nyaya, Vedanta, and Samkhya, Charvaka’s exclusive reliance on empirical
reality, rejection of transcendentalism, and opposition to soteriological goals mark its radical
divergence. While none of its primary texts survive, the school’s presence is preserved through
quotations and refutations found in later works. This paper introduces the philosophy of Charvaka
and provides a comparative analysis with other Hindu traditions, highlighting its unique
contribution to the intellectual diversity of Indian philosophy.
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The Carvakas were the first to raise their voice in India against the

sacerdotal tyranny of the priestly class.’
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! Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1923), p. 4
2 Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya, Lokayata, (New Delhi: People's Publishing House, 1959), p. 21
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> Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, p. 6
4 Ralph T. H. Griffith, The Hymns of the Atharva-Veda, (Benares: E. J. Lazarus & Co., 1895), Vol. I, p.
112
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3 Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1923), p. 5
¢ Dharmakirti, Pramanavarttika, (Patna: K. P. Jayaswal Institute, 1985), p. 44
" Ramakrishna Bhattacharya, Studies on the Carvaka/Lokayata, (New Delhi: Anthem Press, 2011), p. 89
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The Vedas are the incoherent rhapsodies of knaves.’
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8 Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sarngraha, (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1923), p. 4

? Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1923), Vol. I, p. 279

10 Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, p. 5

! Ramakrishna Bhattacharya, Studies on the Carvaka/Lokayata, (New Delhi: Anthem Press, 2011), p. 133
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12 Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, p. 7

13 Basham, History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas, (London: Luzac & Company, 1951), p. 67
4 Udayana, Nyayakusumarnjali, (Benares: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1914), p. 12

15 Sankara, Brahmasiitra Bhasya, (Madras: Theosophical Publishing House, 1890), I1.2.32
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16 Ramakrishna Bhattacharya, Studies on the Carvaka/Lokayata, (New Delhi: Anthem Press, 2011), p.
212

'7 Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya, Lokayata: A Study in Ancient Indian Materialism, (New Delhi: People's
Publishing House, 1959), p. 4

18 Madhavacharya, Sarva-darsana-sangraha, (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1923), p. 1
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Indian thought exhibits a remarkable diversity, ranging from the most

rigorous spiritualism to uncompromising materialism. "
e §nE el 3T e §12ee /505 0 4 1 Fan
f/JL/ﬁ]Juig;//ujf;LL/»J/;w&:+bﬁ&JiL;1/v/,fJ6Jyv{!Ci,
et
cauol.:v%. LJ&:}LJNL«;
(e LB e d L3 e erin ko Sl
St AL S e A AT s ot ool 1
_%?JJ,/,UUM@yu‘/gg:éu;’iﬁ’ (Epistemology) — cag)‘ 2
_o/’!;Ku’/l;,»;'&M;;!:uj!igﬂtjjuﬂ::wd/;}j (Moral Philosophy) — w216/ 3
e AL B Mg S E S i = Sl 4
Ry u‘;/_,bumdﬁfu‘a_uugu”//ul,ﬁwajw/dyu/,/;/w‘ww_,ULWL“
e E S e G G L bl
)i ks bET/}lhﬂ’Jbz.
H‘ uﬂ*"?u‘fc.,)g‘d/g.fl,ﬁu'"/d/vu//u(u”Lm,/wsz;»u‘;JwK} 641/,1Jw
¥ oede S oS Ul & BT 2Tl Faslir e AL & Liin
el Ut g Gt e bee e ol d g1 SIS U1 e b Lo s 1 Sk £2
L

o

19 Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1923), Vol. I, p. 19
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** Gautama, Nyaya Siitra, (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1917), 1.1.3
21 Sankara, Vivekaciidamani, (Madras: Theosophical Publishing House, 1890), v. 20
22 [§varakrsna, Samkhya Karika, (Calcutta: Bibliotheca Indica, 1887), Karika 17

310


http://guman.com.pk/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2709-4022

a AL-AASAR Journal Vol. 1, No. 4 (2024)

Quarterly Research Journal Online ISSN: 3006-693X
oo www. al-aasar.com Print ISSN: 3006-6921

s B3Il

_‘gt'/z@’K../QﬂJ}/lg‘ujé/ubﬁ%uﬁ;fﬂlJ/Cof?d;h/jbj‘&'bﬁﬁ =l ol

Sl S FES, f“ Clssis e ET: el

e bt Fu o I Sy AT s S e ) e BT 201

4 xf“ﬁ*-.ﬁtuh_ﬂulg&
U/VJJP‘.,Q/.,«»/&‘M@%Ju»;,uﬁJ?%V/ﬁ%d/%ungﬁgﬁg"&,étfw_ﬁulg
PR, 27 2205 | PR gy PR WY~ L.:,l“,mu:aguéugau:@fwtéiquuuug‘+bﬁ%
D 2 L i F UL Bt St ofe AU S A & S sl o S e
SIS HEE AL oo

ulj@ﬂy/kg;g@.iumg ﬁb-mgd/;ﬁj/(@;g/% Ty s S as U .«‘/iukguluw,g
g;uuu*efbagfuﬁ,g?;.fcfuﬁc,gfJugjdg-‘aagf&uwn&ww,z“a%/,dﬁziuuj
2t ol b f b B i Ghod Qe SUPmi F £

K53 AL i) et o 2 e il 232 Qs 3S Lo3 L1 £ e 650008 o Sius
—e (lad F sl § B 5 ljal.«(lulg,};?cc‘_t’é{ e

SO Lo 2

Gytf_‘L(/G447/5£(/C,!ygﬂ(;ﬁ(ﬁ)w,jw@&m;{w//:‘a,ﬂ Kc/“iu..ﬁtifhudf

24_‘@(/’;&;*#;,5(,@9&4/&]?2/5’”2_
ufﬁcﬁﬂé!/ak/}/by/ﬂc«ﬂoﬁf}ﬂ/:‘at’fJW&@%&U!/@!?JWI&éﬁJ’JU%
_LLJC;/?/)’d).l,%c/gd'f/?:«yuwl}'«/rul.d/._ﬂulgc,:/jKuﬁ;fnl@l/&:’&/gwuf_t’/

23 Dhammapada, (Calcutta: Pali Text Society, 1925), v. 279
24 Umasvati, Tattvartha-sitra, (Bombay: Jain Sahitya Vikas Mandal, 1918), VII.1

311


http://guman.com.pk/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2709-4022

a AL-AASAR Journal Vol. 1, No. 4 (2024)

Quarterly Research Journal Online ISSN: 3006-693X
oo www. al-aasar.com Print ISSN: 3006-6921

F = F (Ajivika) S22

céic«@b(ﬁ&’lb‘éu’lml}?d{/ (Fatalism) /ZCCK:’VC"LV}'}‘LUV}K:’J::(}?‘JJ}'?’
Lo e ntolo§ £ S du(u‘//Kmug:wv/@/wtmu@u’{.fﬂ Ui
K_/ym(u S F QIS £ ea bl & S S Ut S 21 bl U K e s
e Ol

(5o K S adg b Be £

J&Lﬁiﬁu’yb/@?ul (Radical Materialism) :/,.)L,C{.L;‘/l(j:,!_ﬂulguﬁc,b/?‘(fﬁﬁqgf_ﬁt
uf){éulJulgug;‘w;;%ﬁu/ui;%&wwu@Uéuyw/,uuméuW-eQ;J%ﬁf_../f_.?;
SF A e B afu ki o1 p LS St et PSS
et st e F e IS 51 S azee (s b i LG

el Pl L e spde ast

LBz S 2ol 38 ke S L S TS 32 N8t F o e e sl
Ju:wn,uzL;u?,z,?,/..ﬁ/,;uth;_u'gw-c‘,/’u;,Lﬁ;m,/dﬁ?mJuug K.a;wu’}&um
-w;s/&;ja@&i,;@ywmg&%wmw,{uu:w&,wﬁ,&gé”fwﬁ
/% (Julgu.’f.:q,lud}" &l}'«)ﬂ

‘J452‘Lt/f,&’u Srsi L ke JLLF U stees B 4k u(c/“u/&y,w,u@i'%iﬂ&bm
e Wl e d U P ae § 8 S L bl i eons PGS

Charvaka is not merely a negation of religion, but an affirmation of life as

it is, without metaphysical embellishment.*
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2 Ojha, Indian Materialism, (Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1928), p. 45
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The vitality of Indian thought lies in its ability to sustain opposing

viewpoints within a shared intellectual tradition.*
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26 Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1923), Vol. I, p. 34
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