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Abstract

In this paper, | have tried to critically explore the human values embedded in Charvaka philosophy. With its
foundations in materialism and scepticism, the Charvaka school of thought challenges conventional Indian
ethical and spiritual frameworks while providing a distinctive viewpoint on human values. Charvaka places
pleasure, empirical reasoning, and material well-being as the highest goals of life, in contrast to other philosophical
systems that place more emphasis on dharma (moral duty), karma (moral causality), and moksha (liberation).
In contrast to religious texts or inferential reasoning, it rejects metaphysical ideas and promotes practical ethics
based on sensory experience (pratyaksha). Charvaka’s ethical position contests the idea that virtue and self-
sacrifice are inherently linked, contending that moral decisions should be based on personal happiness and
well-being. This focus on hedonism, however, does not inherently support careless excess; rather, it encourages
a balanced attitude to pleasure, acknowledging that long-term well-being depends on making logical decisions.
The study offers a critical analysis of Charvaka'’s ethical framework, highlighting both its strengths and limitations
in shaping a pragmatic and human-centred approach to morality. However, its radical critique of religious and
moral dogma and its rationalist and human-centric approach to values remain significant in contemporary
debates on secular ethics, free thought, and the role of reason in human life. Although the philosophy faced
decline due to institutional neglect and criticism from religious traditions, its fundamental ideas are still relevant
in contemporary discourses on materialism, scepticism, and individual freedom. It also looks at how Charvaka’s
rejection of human values contributed to its philosophical downfall.
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1. Introduction:

The Charvaka philosophy flourished in ancient India as a strong counterpoint to the religious and
spiritual philosophies that dominated the Indian intellectual landscape. Rooted in materialism and rationalism, it
emphasized enjoyment, usefulness, and empirical knowledge, thereby offering a distinctive perspective on

human values. Charvaka maintained that the ultimate aims of life are sensory experience and personal well-
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being, in contrast to spiritual traditions that promote self-denial and transcendence.

It prioritized materialism and the pursuit of sensory pleasure over the ideas of an eternal soul, karma,
reincarnation, and liberation (moksha). Its forthright stance on the nature of human life and the world drew
attention, as did its extreme divergence from the prevalent religious traditions, especially the Vedic, Upanisadic ,
and Buddhist philosophies.

However, despite its early attraction, the Charvaka philosophy gradually declined over time. One of
the main causes of this decline was its denial of fundamental human values, including ethics, spirituality, and
social responsibility. Other ancient Indian schools of thought, such as Vedanta, Buddhism, and Jainism, emphasized
the cultivation of virtue, spiritual development, and a sense of interconnectedness. In contrast, Charvaka’s
exclusive focus on materialism and individual pleasure left it ill-equipped to address the moral and social demands
of society. This article examines how Charvaka’s materialistic viewpoint failed to provide a comprehensive
framework for human flourishing and how its rejection of human values contributed to its eventual decline.

2. Charvaka Materialism and Sensory Experience:

The Charvaka school of thought, also known as Lokayata, is an ancient Indian atheistic and materialistic
philosophy. This philosophy is based on the idea that everything can be explained through sensory perception
and that only material reality exists. It rejects metaphysical concepts such as the afterlife, karma, and moksha,
emphasizing factual evidence and direct perception (pratyaksha) as the only valid source of knowledge.
According to Charvaka thinkers: “Perception is the only authority; earth, water, fire, and air are the only
elements; enjoyment is the only end of human existence; mind is only a product of matter” (Sharma, 1987, p.
41).

There is no life after death, no reincarnation, no eternal soul, and no supreme force governing the
universe. Consequently, Charvaka claimed that pleasure derived from sensory experiences constitutes the
ultimate purpose of human life.

According to Charvaka, the only trustworthy source of knowledge is direct sensory perception
(pratyaksha). Only what can be directly perceived and experienced is considered true. Anything that cannot
be verified through the senses—such as gods, souls, or an afterlife—is rejected as speculation. In this way,
Charvaka promoted an atheistic worldview and encouraged individuals to live in the present and seek pleasure
through sensory experiences.

3. Charvaka Ethics and Rejection of Spirituality:

The Charvaka denial of spiritual liberation and the afterlife had a profound influence on its ethical
outlook. Since Charvaka philosophers believed that there were no consequences beyond this life, they argued
that moral responsibility was not rooted in divine or metaphysical principles.

Traditional moral frameworks based on religious authority were rejected. Instead, Charvaka encouraged

actions that enhanced personal satisfaction and pleasure. According to Charvaka, moral codes in texts such as
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the Vedas and the Dharmashastras were often used by priests and rulers as tools of social control.

Because Charvaka rejected both karma and moksha, it did not recognize the need to follow moral
codes based on spiritual beliefs. Consequently, Charvaka thought has often been associated with moral relativism.
Actions were evaluated based on their ability to produce immediate sensory enjoyment, and the pursuit of
pleasure became the central ethical goal. The phrase:“Eat, drink, and be merry” is often associated with the
Charvaka outlook because of its emphasis on worldly enjoyment rather than ascetic or spiritual ideals (Sharma,
1987, p. 46).

4. Charvaka Hedonism and Moral Relativism:

Hedonism—the doctrine that pleasure is the highest good—is frequently linked with Charvaka
philosophy. This perspective encourages individuals to pursue pleasure and avoid pain, often with little regard
for long-term consequences.

Since Charvaka philosophy rejects heaven, hell, and karmic justice, actions are judged primarily by
their immediate outcomes. The famous verse attributed to the Charvaka tradition expresses this attitude: “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?” (Acharya, 1882, p. 2)

This hedonistic outlook had significant ethical implications. Without a foundation in universal moral
principles or obligations, human actions were often justified purely on the basis of personal satisfaction.

5. Rejection of Spiritual Growth and Virtue:

Another major criticism of Charvaka philosophy is its rejection of spiritual growth and moral development.
Because Charvaka denied the existence of an eternal soul (@tman) and an afterlife, it rejected the idea that life
has a higher spiritual purpose.

In contrast, many Indian philosophical traditions emphasize spiritual development through practices
such as meditation, self-discipline, and ethical living. Philosophies like Vedanta, Buddhism, and Jainism stress
virtues such as compassion, non-violence, and wisdom as essential elements of human flourishing.

Charvaka, however, viewed virtue as a social construct rather than a universal truth. Moral values
were regarded as conventions created by society, often to benefit the ruling classes.

6. Deficiency of Social Responsibility:

The materialistic and individualistic orientation of Charvaka philosophy also led to criticism regarding
its limited sense of social responsibility. Because personal pleasure was regarded as the highest good, less
emphasis was placed on duties toward others.

In Indian culture, where cooperation, social harmony, and moral duty (dharma) are highly valued, this
perspective appeared problematic. Nevertheless, Charvaka did acknowledge the practical importance of social
cooperation. Human beings depend on one another for survival; therefore, cooperation is necessary not because

it is morally sacred but because it is practically beneficial.
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7. The Decline of the Charvaka Philosophical System:

The decline of Charvaka philosophy can be attributed partly to the emergence of competing philosophical
traditions that provided more comprehensive ethical and spiritual frameworks. Vedanta emphasized the realization
of the self (a@fman) and liberation (moksha), while Buddhism offered a systematic approach to suffering through
the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.

These traditions addressed the moral and spiritual concerns of individuals more effectively than the
purely materialistic outlook of Charvaka philosophy.

8. Social and Cultural Shifts:

As Indian culture evolved, values such as compassion, selflessness, and non-violence became increasingly
significant. Religious movements such as the Bhakti tradition and the ethical teachings of Buddhism and Jainism
further reinforced these values. Consequently, the Charvaka emphasis on personal pleasure appeared increasingly
incompatible with prevailing social and cultural ideals.

9. Conclusion:

The Charvaka philosophy offers a distinctive perspective on human values through its emphasis on
pleasure, rationality, and material well-being. By rejecting metaphysical ideas such as karma, moksha, and
divine morality, it attempted to establish a practical ethical framework based on empirical experience and
individual happiness.

However, other Indian philosophical traditions criticized Charvaka for relying excessively on sensory
experience while neglecting moral and spiritual dimensions of human life. Factors such as the loss of original
texts, strong opposition from religious traditions, and the lack of institutional support contributed to the gradual
disappearance of the Charvaka school.It may therefore be argued that: “The main cause, therefore, should be

sought in the Charvaka’s denial of all human values which make life worth living. Life without values is animal

life, not human life” (Sharma, 1987, p. 46).
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