A BUDDHIST CRITIQUE OF SVABHAVAVADA
Debamitra DEY

In this paper an effort will be made to present the refutation of the
Svabhavavada by the renowned Buddhist scholar Santarak~ita in his
magnificent work, Tattvasa7JZgraha. But before we proceed, it will be
in place to present the sources and the basic thoughts of Svabhavavada as well as a brief historical introduction of Santarak~ita and his
pupil, KamalaSila, the famous commentator of TattvasaYflgraha.
1. Svabhavavada and Its Sources
It is observed that from the dawn of civilization, a deep quest about

the creation of this world has impelled man to find the answer. Every
religion, sect and philosophy has tried its best to give a proper reply to
this very basic question about the agency of this world. Indian
tradition is not also an exception of this practice. We find that from
the Vedic period, the seers have explained the mystery about the
creation of world in their own way. It is very much observed in
*
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Svetasvatara Upani~ad where various reasons put forth in favour of
the causes of creation. They are time (kala), nature of law (svabhava),
destiny (niyati), accident (yadrccha), five elements (bhatani) etc. In
another mantra of Svetasvatara Upani~ad, it is stated that svabhava is
the primitive one described by others as kala possessing the divine
power .1 Scholars of Indian philosophy have opined that the power
which is inherent in the matters is svabhava (Svabhava/:t padarthanam
pratiniyatasakti/:t). But a section of philosophers define svabhava as
the 'nature of law'. In Mahabharata it is stated that those who only
discuss and accept the five elements are Svabhavavadin-s. In the
explanation of Vrhatsamhita, Utpal Bhatta has commented that the
Lokayatika-s have accepted svabhava as the cause of this world; the
diversity of this and also for its destruction. Agnicit Puru~ottama has
expressed the same view in the context of Carvaka school.2
In the Santiparva of Mahabharata, Nilakantha has commented
that svabhava is recognized by the Sarpkhya school. We find that in
Mahabharata, this particular philosophical view is mentioned in many
places.3 In his commentary of Samkhyakarika, the famous commentator Gaudapada, has also mentioned that the followers of Sarpkhya
system accept svabhava as a cause. In fact, in the commentary of
Brahmasutra, Sailkaracarya has also referred it. So from these details,
it can be inferred that it was one of the fundamental thoughts of Indian
tradition.
Regarding the introduction of this view, the followers of this
system answer that there is no such rule that a cause is essential
behind every creation. It is very much observed that an effect can be
produced without the existence of a cause. Such as, no one can find
the reason behind the warmth of fire or coldness of water. If someone
asks that who is the agent of this creation then the answer is by the
nature of law all these have come into being. Svabhavavadin also
accepts that due to this nature of law, i.e., svabhava, all the qualities
and varieties of them are formed. Svabhavavada is mentioned as well
as discussed quite explicitly in Sarvadarsanasamgraha, and Sac!dadanasamuccaya also. In the commentaries of Nyayakusumafijali
Svetasvatara Upani"ad, 1.2: kalasvabhavo niyatiryadrccha bhatani yonih puru"a iti cintya.
samyoga e"am na tv atmabhavad atmapy anisa/:l sukhadubkhaheto/:l. Svetasvatara Upani"ad, 6.1:
svabhavam eke kavayo vadanti kalam tathanye parimuhyamana/:l. devasyaiva mahima tu lake
yenedam bhramyate brahmacakram.

2
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and in the Buddhacarita, we also find several references of this view.
We can say in brief that the fundamental theory of this system is
three-fold. 1) svabhava is the origin behind the varieties of this world.
2) svabhava is the root cause of desire and renunciation. 3) There is
no freedom of a man's will as everything is controlled by svabhava.
So nothing exists as the responsibility or duty of human being. The
debate whether this system accepts cause-effect relationship or not
would be taken up shortly.
2. Svabhavavada (Naturalism) and Yadrcchavada (Accidentalism)
It is told earlier that in Svetasvatara Upani$ad, a list of causes of

cosmological creation is referred to where both svabhava and
yadrchha were mentioned separately. Some scholars have made these
two theories identical, which is basically not true. By the eighth
century, there were two different sections in Svabhavavada system.
One of them accepts svabhava as the root cause and the determining
factor of this world and refutes the existence of any other creator. This
particular section somehow affirms the cause-effect relationship. But
the other section denies everything, i.e., creator, universe and the rule
of causality. According to them, every produced object (karyadravya) is created by accident (yadrccha). Actually the Buddhists and
the Naiyayikas have described these two sections as one whereas
Gu1;1aratna and Amalananda have described them as two different
schools.4
On the other hand, Santarak~ita has divided the Svabhavavadin-s
into two sections. In his view the first section of Svabhavavadin-s
admits svabhava as the first cause of this universe and denies any
origin of it, which denotes that somehow they accept the rule of
causality. But the second section completely declines this view. It is
their opinion that an effect is originated without the existence of cause.
Even it does not depend on the law of nature. So in their view the
creation of this varied world is a mere chance. In his commentary,
KamalaSila has also supported this.
It is quite apparent now that ideologically there is no such
disparity between the second section of Svabhavavadin and Yadrcchavadin. In fact, both of them have tried to disprove the rule of causality.
But a section of scholars has generally entitled them as one single
4
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system. Rejecting this act, others have opined that from an early stage,
accidentalism (yadrcchavada) and naturalism (svabhavavada) were
very much distinct by nature. It is lucidly stated in Svetasvatara
Upani~ad as well as in latter philosophical work. Concluding this part,
we can say that according to accidentalism, the whole universe is a
state of disorder. If any kind of orderliness is noticed, it should be
considered as occurred accidentally. On the contrary, the school of
naturalism believes that this whole world is controlled by the law of
nature. But probably the main difference between these two systems is
that naturalism admits svabhava as the controller of causality whereas
accidentalism completely denies it.5

3. Santarak~ita and Kamalasfla
According to the scholars of Indian philosophy, Santarak~ita was the
teacher of the University of Nalanda. There are few historical records
of him and according to them he was the son of the king of Zahor.
Santarak~ita was brought to Tibet at the instigation of King Trisong
Detsen some time before 767 CE. One account says that his first trip
was unsuccessful and he spent six years in Nepal before returning to
Tibet. He then left for Tibet where he founded the first Buddhist
monastery at Sam-yas in 787 CE which was modeled on the Buddhist
monastery of Odantapuri and ordained the first monastic there.
Tibetan scholars in this institute were trained to translate Buddhist
texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan. He stayed at Tibet for the rest of his
life (almost 25 years) and did not return to India. Santarak~ita died in
the first decade of the ninth century. He advised the King to invite the
celebrated Buddhist teacher Padmasambhava to Tibet and subdue the
Tibetan devils and demi-gods.
The commentary of Tattvasamgraha was written by KamalaSila who was the disciple of Santarak~ita. He (713-763 CE) was an
Indian Buddhist of Nalanda Mahavihara who accompanied Santarak~ita to Tibet. It is said that Kamala§Ila was killed by some rivals
whom he overpowered in a public debate.6
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4. The view of Naturalism (Svabhavavada) in Tattvasamgraha
It is accepted by the scholars that Tattvasamgraha is an outstanding

work of Santarak$ita. Actually it is like an encyclopedia of thoughts of
all Indian systems. In his magnificent work, Santarak$ita has made a
collection of different views of Indian philosophy. His purpose was to
establish his own view, i.e., Vijfianavada, after refuting other views
one by one. In the fourth chapter of Tattvasamgraha, Santarak$ita has
presented the views of Svabhavavadin-s in brief and declined them by
his own arguments. Here at first we will present the views of
Svabhavavadin-s as opponent's views and discuss them in the same
way as it is done in Tattvasamgraha.
In the fourth chapter of Tattvasamgraha, Santarak$ita has
presented the basic concept of Svabhavavada in three karikas .7 In the
opening verse, the reference of other philosophers who have accepted
that the creation of this world is because of its own nature is found.
The author did not maintain the sequence of the opening verse in case
of refutation of opponent's view as he found that he has to speak very
little to refute Svabhavavada. Among the three karikas, the first one is
most important in respect to the content. Here Santarak$ita has clearly
stated that the Svabhavavadin admits that the creation of all things is
independent of all causes. They even refuse to accept the object to be
its own cause. Kamalasila has explained this more clearly in his
commentary that an object originates neither from his own nor from
an outer cause. In fact Svabhavavadin has declined both kinds of
causes. According to Kamalasila, herein lies the difference between
Svabhavavadin-s and Svatokarm;avadin-s. The second system opines
that though there is no need to accept any outer cause in the creation
of an effect, still it is possible that the effect can be originated from
itself. But Svabhavavadin refutes this opinion also.8
In case of the refutation of the cause, the Svabhavavadin argues
that if a cognizable object is not cognized for some reason then it is
accepted as illusory. In reality, whatever is cognized is nothing but
7

8

Tattvasamgraha, chapter-4, karika 110-112:
sarvahetunirasamsam bhavanam janma van;yate I
svabhavavadibhis te hi nahul:t svam api kara7Jam II
rajrvakesaradrnam vaicitryam kaf:t karoti hi I
mayaracandrakadir va vicitraf:t kena nirmital:t II
yathaiva kantakadrnam taik~!Jyadikam ahetukam I
kadacitkataya tadvad du/:zkhad!nam ahetuta II

Ghosh [1998: 83-84].
19

D. DEY

effect. But the causes of the effects are always inferred. As there is no
constancy of the causes, it is reasonable to accept them as non-existent.
To prove this argument furthermore, the Svabhavavadin has presented
his reasoning in the next karika and there he asks: who has made the
diversities in the lotus filaments and by whom the variegated wings of
the peacock are made?9 According to the view of Svabhavavadin,
these diversities are perceived and doubtless by any means, and hence,
it is nothing but an unnecessary trouble to find other doubtful or
non-perceived reasons, such as God etc., behind these creations. It can
be further questioned that, as the causes of external objects are not
cognized, it is accepted that external objects are originated without
any cause. But how can this view be acceptable in case of internal
objects?
In the following karika, the Svabhavavadin says that, though it is
not proved by the perception that the internal things are formed
without any cause, it can be inferred easily. Such as what happens at
certain times in an indefinite way and without following regularity, is
definitely known to be without cause. The example of this one is the
sharpness of thorns. Similarly, pain and other internal things also
occur at a certain time, and hence they will be also recognized as
without cause.lO In addition to it, Svabhavavadin also comments that
it is not proper to hold that, when a certain thing's presence or absence
is related to that of another thing, the latter will be regarded as the
cause of the former. For example, whatever is visually perceived, can
also be touched and whatever cannot be touched is also not visually
perceived but for this reason touch is never considered as the cause of
visual perception. Therefore, the relation between the cause and effect
is invalid. So finally it has to be admitted that there is no need to
accept any cause behind every effect.
Now this is the view of the opponents, i.e., Svabhavavadin-s as
depicted by Santarak$ita in Tattvasamgraha. After placing the
opponent's views, Santarak$ita has presented his own opinion in this
context and by placing them in an interesting way he has also refuted
the opponent's arguments one by one.

9
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5. Refutation of Svabhavavada as depicted in Tattvasamgraha:
The author of Tattvasmrzgraha, Santarak~ita has refuted the view of
Svabhavavada as put forth above before in a critical way. In the two
karikas of Tattvasamgraha, he directly confronts the basic argument
of Svabhavavadin-s by saying that it is definitely ascertained through
the perception and non-apprehension that the seeds, clay and water
and the rest under certain special conditions are the causes of the
filaments of the lotuses. The relation between these causes and the
filaments etc. are perceived and the absence of the relation is also not
cognized. Hence there is no utility to search any other causes for the
lotus- filaments apart from those causes mentioned earlier .11
Kamalasila explains these two karikas more lucidly in his
commentary. There he states that when it is found that a certain thing
is produced only when another thing is present and if the previous one
is modified due to the modification of the latter, then the latter should
be treated as the cause of the former one. For this reason the seed
which is swollen due to the moisture, will be regarded as cause
because the seed is both positively and negatively concomitant with
the lotus-filament. So whatever is stated by the Svabhavavadin-s is
inadmissible.
According to Kamalasila, the view expressed by the Svabhavavadin-s that the causal relation is fallible is unproven. In the example
given by the Svabhavavadin, it was stated that though touch and
visual perception is concomitant with each other still touch cannot be
admitted as the cause of visual perception. But Kamalasila states it as
completely invalid. The colour is the cause of both touch and visual
perception. The term 'touch' denotes 'the touch of the material
substance' and colour also exists by associating with those substances.
As a result touch must be regarded as the cause of visual perception.
The difference is that the relation between the colour and visual
perception is direct while the relation of the colour and touch is
indirect. So we can say that while colour is a direct cause to the visual
perception, touch is an indirect one.

11
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Moreover Kamalasila states that the causal relation is not
determined completely by the mere negation (vyatireka). The negation
has to be a very special one in this regard. If it is found that the other
reasons are present but due to the absence of one particular agent, the
origination of an effect is obstructed, then that particular agent will be
regarded as the cause. If it is not followed then such type of
hypothetical reasoning may be formed that at a particular dategrowing country, someone's mother was married. So it can be said
that if the mother's marriage had not been there, date would not be
grown. In this kind of argument, by mere negation, mother's marriage
would be the cause of the growth of the date. This kind of mere
negation in the qualified form is not untrue in the context of touch. If
it can be shown that in a particular object possessing the colour and
the other qualities, there is no account of visual cognition due to the
absence of touch only, then the fallibility will be proved. As it cannot
be proved, it must be accepted that there is no exception of causal
relation.12
Not only the seeds etc. are the causes, but the rest is also
considered as the cause of things. Even particular portions of time and
place are known as the causes. To explain this, Santarak~ita has stated
that particular points of place and time are also related as cause to
things. If this is not true, then anything would be produced
everywhere and at all times. He also comments that in fact things are
found to be produced specifically at a particular place and at a
particular time and in a particular situation.13 In the commentary,
Kamalasila states that in case of lotus filaments, water can be taken as
the particular place because the production happens only there but not
any other places like stone etc. Moreover the production happens only
at a particular point of time like the summer but not at other point of
time like the winter. In reality, if the lotus or other objects exist at all
places and at all times, then it will be clear that they are not dependent
upon them but it does not happen in reality. On the contrary, it is seen
that effects are actually dependent and they appear only at special
places and at special times.
12
13
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But it can be asked furthermore that the effects are not conscious
so it is not possible for them to have any wish. So how can it be stated
that they have any need for dependence upon these conditions?
Santarak~ita replies that by the term 'dependent', it means that the
effects come into existence at particular places and times and not at
others, but there is no scope of any wish or desire in it. Still an
objection may be raised that if the effects have dependence on the
particular points of time and place then how can it be established that
sprouts are the effects of seeds? It is answered in the karika that this
dependence is the character of an effect, apek$ti karyatocyate )4 Apart
from this dependence nothing is stated as karyata (character of effect).
Following a particular manner, the cause is expressed as an effect. To
this particular manner, the dependence of the effect is stated as
karyata. It is a perceptible fact that as the effects come into existence
in that particular manner, it is proved that effects are produced from
the causes.
So ultimately it is proved by perception only that the doctrine of
naturalism is not acceptable. The Svabhavavadin-s have argued before
that the cause of the internal feelings does not exist as it does not
occur at a particular time. By this argument of Svabhavavadin, the
opposite of his statement is proved because what has no cause or
which is not dependent upon anything cannot happen occasionally,
but will happen all the time. Up to this part of the discussion,
Santarak~ita adopts only perception as a proof to establish his view.
Later he has presented his opinion accepting inference as a base of his
argument.
Santarak~ita comments that, if there is no such means of valid
knowledge (pramal)a) by which the existence of the cause is proved,
the non-existence of the concerned object is not proved. It has to be
proved separately .15 Here he has made a kind of epistemological
discussion almost following the Nyaya tradition. In a particular karika
of his book he states that according to Svabhavavada whatever is
perceived is nothing but the effect while the causes are never seen. So
there is no need to accept them. But Santarak~ita refutes it by saying

14
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that, if art object is not perceived properly, it is not justifiable to give
any opinion about it. Nobody can say that as he has not seen a
particular object (in himself), the object does not exist in him. Even
though no one has ever seen the grass and the other things growing in
the caves of the Vindhya mountain still it cannot be inferred that those
things do not grow there.16 Finally Santarak$ita applies his most
effective reasoning to his opponents by asking that in support of his
own conclusion, does the Svabhavavadin adopt any kind of reason or
not? If the answer is negative then the view of the Svabhavavadin will
not be proved. But if the answer is in the positive still the
Svabhavavadin will be defeated by his own argument as by adopting
such reason as a support, the cause-effect relationship will automatically be proved. Here his arguments will act as the cause which
will produce the effect, i.e., his success in the argument. 17 If
Svabhavavadin attempts a last try by saying that though his argument
is indicative but not productive, still it will be not valid. To
Santarak$ita, the reason whether it is indicative and productive is
nothing but the same,l8
6. Conclusion

In the concluding part of our discussion, we would like to mention
that not only the Yogacara school but other schools of Indian
philosophy have also declined this thought, i.e., Svabhavavada from
their own perspective. But it is also true that some of them have
supported it by giving proper reasoning. In Grtabha.$ya, Madhusudan Sarasvati comments that though as a cause of the variety of this
world, we accept God or some non-perceptible conditions but

16
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ultimately we have to take shelter in naturalism, i.e., Svabhavavada.19
It is actually an act of intelligence to accept some perceptible
conditions instead of the non-perceptible ones. Even the view of the
Sa111khya school is also similar with Svabhavavada as they have
denied to accept the role of the nimittakara7Ja in the act of creation
and accept the role of 'pari7Jamasvabhava' in the same act. According
to some scholars, probably the 'Nirnimittavada' described in the
Nyayasutra was written keeping such Svabhavavada in view .20
We find a particular term, i.e., nisarga as a synonym of svabhava in some of the texts but between these two, there exist some
differences. The term 'nisarga' means a kind of habit which is
produced due to the rigorous practice. On the other hand, the term
'svabhava' denotes nature which is not produced from any cause and
independent from anything. It is enough to accept a phenomenal cause
behind the acts of natural phenomena. It is completely unnecessary to
accept any other cause which is out of this perceptual world. We can
infer that possibly our ancient realists were much close to adopt the
theory of the so-called 'law of nature'. Though it will be historically
unreal to think this modern view as a similar one to the Svabhavavada
yet it cannot be refuted completely on the ground that there were not
even the hints of this so-called modern theory .21
The basic texts of Svabhavavada are now obsolete. According to
this view, as every act of this world is controlled by Svabhava, there
will be no responsibility or duty of mankind due to the absence of
morality or immorality. As it does not accept the causal relation, there
is no scope of scientific thinking or development which is a major
fallacy of this system. The causal relation is a real thing and by
declining it, Svabhavavada has made his own opinion unrealistic as
well as illogical. For this reason the great stalwart of Indian
philosophy, Santarak~ita has refuted it by adopting logical and
realistic outlook which is presented in this paper in a brief way, alam
iti.
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Guabhtlf;ya, chapter 16, sloka 8: adr:itilngrkare 'pi kvacid gatva svabhave paryavasanat
svabhavikam eva jagatvaicitryam astu dr${e sambhavati adr${akalpananavakasat. ataft kama eva
pril!Jinilm kara7Jam nilnyad adr$tesvarildi ity ahur iti lokayatikadntir iyam.
20
Shastri [1999: 83].
21
Chattopadhyaya [1987: 138-139].

25

D. DEY

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Primary Sources
Tattvasamgraha of Santarak~ita with the commentary of Kamala§Ila, edited with appendices etc. by
Embar Krishnamacharya, Gaekwad's Oriental Series no. 31, vol. 2, Baroda: Central Library,
1926.
The Svetasvatara Upani:}ad, The Sacred Book of the Hindus voL 18, edited by Major B.D. Basu,
Allahabad: The Panini Office, Bhubane§wari Asrama, 1916.
SrrmadbhiigavadgWl o 'srrman Madhusadan Sarasvatrkrta Trka, translated by Pandit Bhutanath
Saptatirtha, edited by Nalinikanta Brabma, Kalikata: Krishna Brothers, 1345 Bangadba (Bengali
year, 1938 in Chri~tian Era).
The Tattvasamgraha of Santarak~ita with the commentary of Kamalasila, translated by Ganganath Jha,
2 vols., Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1986. (reprint)
The Mahabharata, edited by Vishnu S. Sukthankar & S.K. Belvalkar, Shantiparva vol. 2, Poona:
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1951.
Secondary Sources
Chattopadhyaya, Debiprasad
Bharater Vastuvad Prasange, Kolkata: Anustup Prakasani. (reprint)
1987
Ghosh, Batakrishna
1988
Vijfianavada Bauddha Dr:ftite Bharatrya Dar§an, Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, Kolkata.
Chattopadhyaya, Latika
Carvaka Dar§ana, Kolkata: New Age Publishers. (2nd edition)
1995
Shastri, Daksinaranjan
Carvaka Darsana, Kolkata: Paschim Banga Rajya Pustak Parshad. (reprint)
1999
Bhattacharya, Ramkrishna
2010
Studies on the Carvaka I Lokayata, Delhi: Manohar Publishers. (Indian reprint, originally
published by Societa Editrice Fiorentina)

Assistant Professor
Dept. of Sanskrit
Bethune College
Kolkata

26

