Svabhavavada (Naturalism) :
A Study

V. M. KULKARNI

HE Svetdsvatara Upanisad! gives a list of first causes of the variety of
the world according to some thinkers. This list includes Time, Nature,
Destiny, Chance (Accident), the Elements and Purusa. This paper will
confine itself mainly to an investigation of the real nature of the doctrine
of Svabhdava (Naturalism as opposed to Accidentalism) by scrutinising
available references to it in Sanskrit and Prakrit literature.

In the commentary to the Svetdsvatara Sankaracarya® explains
svabhdva as inherent nature of a thing, as, for instance, heat of fire. In
the Buddhacarita® Asvaghosa clearly sets forth the views of the supporters
of Svabhdvavada :
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...... They teach that there is an essential force of nature at work
in the continuance of activity, like the essential heat of fire and the
essential liquidity of water. Some explain that good and evil and exist-
ence and non-existence originate by natural development (Svabhava); and
since all this world originates by natural development, again therefore
effort is vain. That the action of each sense is limited to its own class
of object, that the qualities of being agreeable or disagreeable is to be
found in the objects of the senses, and that we are affected by old age
and afflictions, in all that what room is there for effort ? Is it not purely
a natural development ? The oblation devouring fire is stilled by water,
and the flames cause water to dry up. The elements, separate by nature,
group themselves together into bodies and, coalescing, constitute the world.
That, when the individual enters the womb, he develops hands, feet, belly,
back and head, and that his soul unites with that body, all this the doctors
of this school attribute to natural development. Who fashions the sharp-
ness of the thorn or the varied nature of beast and bird ? All this takes
place by natural development. There is no such thing in this respect as
action of our own will, a fortiori no possibility of effort.”*

In the Nydyasitra® Gautama states by way of Parvapaksa that things
originate without any cause like the sharpness of thorns. Vatsyayana, in
his commentary to the Nydyasiitra, explains the siitra by adding a few
examples.

In the Mdthara-vrtti® to the Samkhya-karikd (v. 61), along with
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Iévara and Kala, Svabhdva is mentioned as the cause of the world, of
course, from others’ point of view and dismissed as non-existent.

In his commentary to the Samkhya-karikd (v. 61) Gaudapada® writes:
“Others say, Svabhdva is cause of the world: By what (or whom) the
swan is created white, the peacock of many colours ?”; that is, they are so
naturally . . . for Pradhdana, from its universal creative power, is the
cause of even Kala (time) ; even Svabhdva merges into it ; and, therefore,
- neither Kdla nor Svabhdva is cause. Prakrti ( = Pradhdna) alone, there-
fore, is cause.

Thus according to Gaudapada Svabhdva merges into the all-embracing
cause called Prakrti.

In the commentary® to Brhatsamhita (Bhatta) Utpala writes: The
world with its variety originates and gets destroyed through Swabhdva
alone and none else. They (Svabhavavddins) declare: “What fashions
the sharpness of thorns, and the varied nature of beasts and birds, the
sweetness of sugar-cane and the bitter taste of nimbe ? All this comes
about by Svabhdva.”

It may be noted, in passing, that this verse bears close resemblance
to Aévaghosa’s verse cited above.

In the Sarva-Siddhanta-Sangraha® Sankaracirya briefly states the
doctrine of Swvabhdva thus:
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“In consequence of the existence of pleasure and pain, merit and
demerit should not be here (in this connection) postulated by others. A
man feels pleasure or pain by nature and there is no other cause for it.
Who colours wonderfully the peacocks, or who makes the cuckoos coo
so well 2 There is in respect of these things no cause other than nature.”

In his commentary'® to the Visesavasyakabhasya Maladhari Hema-
candra quotes three verses giving the views of Svabhavavadins, “The sup-
porters of the doctrine of Swabhdva (nature, inner nature, natural develop-
ment) teach that all things originate without any cause. They do not regard
even ‘Sva’ (own, itself) as cause. What makes the varied nature of
lotuses and of thorns and the like ? What has fashioned the variegated
plumage of peacocks ? Whatever is found in this world is all without
cause and due to mere accident. Like the sharpness of thorns human
happiness and grief come about by Swvabhdva only.”

In the course of his discussion about the Svabhidvavide (Introduction
to Ganadharavdada) Malvania quotes two verses!! on Swvabhavavdada as
well-known.

“It is due to the all-controlling nature (Svabhdva) that some things
are ever-existing, some others ever non-existing and still some others
varied in nature. Fire is hot, water is cool, wind is neither hot nor cool
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Note: The text reads ¢wzaivasfaat ffas:’. Shri Malvania renders it
as “The plumage of the peacock is variegated and the moonlight is bright
white . . ¥ (Ganadharavdde (p. 45) : Gujarat Vidyasabhia, Ahmedabad).
It appears to me, however, that the text originally must have read
¢ gymezanfzat faReE: *—which reading eminently suits the context.
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(by itself). By whom or what came this variety ? We, therefore, con-
clude that all this came about by nature (Swvabhava).”

Of these two verses, the second is quoted in the Sarva-darsana-
sangraha'?, which briefly puts the case of Svabhavavddins thus :

But an opponent will say, if you thus do not allow adrsta, the various
phenomena of the world become destitute of any cause.- But we cannot
accept this objection as valid, since these phenomena can all be produced
spontaneously from the inherent nature of things. Thus it has been said :

“The fire is hot, the water cold, refreshing cool the breeze of morn;
By whom came this variety ? From their own nature was it born.”

In his commentary'® to Utterdadhyayana Siutra (Agadadatta, v. 75)
Devendra gives a verse in Prakrit hinting at Svabhavavada : “Who paints
the peacock ? Who provides the swans with their graceful gait? Who
infuses the sweet fragrance in lotuses and modesty in those who are born
in noble families ?”

In his commentary to Saddariana-Samuccaya'* (st. 50), as mentioned
by Hiriyanna, Gunaratna quotes as the view of others:

“Others again say: All the variety of this world is explained by its
own nature and there is no karmae whatever serving as its basis.”

In the Mahabhdarata!® (Santi-parvan) there are many references to
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the doctrine of Swabhava ; this passage declares how everything comes
about by Svabhava.

The next passage!® is from the same source describing the ultimate
source of material universe. The Mahabhdarata records evidence, as
pointed out by Hiriyanna!” in support of two opposite views—the ultimate
source was conceived as one and as many.

The Bhagavadgita'® contains many passages which lend support to the
doctrine of Svabhdva. It is pressed into service to explain the difference
in the duties of different castes; and its irresistible force is brought to the
forefront now and again to persuade Arjuna to fight.

In the commentary!® to the Suatrakrtanga Silanka puts forward by
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17 Outlines of Indian Philosophy, p. 105.
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way of the view of others the Svebhdvavdda to explain the variety of the
world ; the doctrine of Svabhdva obviously dismisses the conception of
punya and papa for explaining the variety of the universe.

In his commentary?® on Pra$navydkarana Sutra Jnaénavimala thus
writes about this doctrine : “Some believe that the universe was produced
by Swvabhdva and that everything comes about by Svabhdva only.”

In his commentary?! to Prasnavydkarana Sitra Abhayadeva attempts
to distinguish between Yadrccha and Svabhdva. He explains all kinds of
happiness and grief and every event taking place in the world as due to
accident, mere chance. Svabhdava he explains, after Asvaghosa, as ‘natural
development’. '

Siddhasena Divakara®?, Haribhadra and later Jaina writers hold that
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Note : Referring to this verse Basham writes: “Gunaratna quotes a
verse which he attributes to the supporters of this doctrine.” It will
be evident by comparing this verse with Asvaghosa’s (which is al-
ready quoted above) that barring slightly variant readings, it is the
same as that of Asvaghosa.
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1o look upon any one out of many causes—Kadla, Svabhdva, Niyati, Karma,
Purusakara—as the only cause is wrong and to regard them all as causes
—some more important and some less important—is the right belief.

Before we take up passages refuting Svabhdvavdda, it is necessary to
examine the interrelation between Yadrcchdvdda and Svabhavavade, and
Ajwikism. '

YADRCCHAVADA AND SVABHAVAVADA

Yadrechdvdde 1is also known as Ahetu-Animitta-Akasmat-vada.
Gautama and Vatsyayana [Nydyasdatre (iv. 1.22) Bhdsya] give ‘Kantaka-
taiksny®® as an illustration of Animittavdda. This illustration has been
highly popular with, and very often cited by Svabhdvavadins in support
of their doctrine, We would not, therefore, be wrong if we drew the
conclusion that Gautama and Vatsyayana regarded these two doctrines
as identical. Swetdsvdtara, Siddhasena Haribhadra and many later writers
mention these fwo doctrines separately and distinguish between them.
Hiriyanna®® very well brings out the distinction between these two
doctrines : “While the one maintains that the world is a chaos and ascribes
whatever order is seen in it to mere chance, the other recognizes that
‘things are as their nature makes them’. While the former denies causation
altogether, the latter acknowledges its universality, but only traces all
changes to the thing itself to which they belong.”

SVABHAVAVADA: A SMALL SUB-SECT OF AJIVIKISM ?-

In the course of his exposition of the doctrine of Niyati Basham writes :
“. . . Hence it appears that the Svabhdvavadins agreed with the Niyati-
vddins on the futility of human efforts. They were classed in the group
of AkriyGvddins, or those who did not believe in the utility or effective-
ness of purusakdra. It would seem that the Svabhdvavddin differed from
the Niyativddin in that, while the latter views the individual as determined
by forces exterior to himself, for the former he was rigidly self-
determined by his own somatic and psychic nature. These ideas have
much in common and we suggest therefore that Svabhdvavdda was a
small sub-sect of Ajivikism.”?* Granting that “these ideas have much in
common” we cannot persuade ourselves to accept Basham’s suggestion
for from all the references to Svabhidvavdda culled in this paper we find
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23 OQutlines of Indian Philosophy, pp. 103-104.

24 History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas, p. 226.
GIV. 2
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that it was more intimately connected with Materialism or Céarvika-
darsana. It is much more allied to Cdrvakadarsana in as much as both
deny a transmigrating soul, whereas Niyativada believes in an immortal
soul. Further, in view of the fact that the Ajivikas ultimately merged
with the Jainas—which indicates that they had much in common—it
would be more proper to regard Svabhdvavida as part and parcel of
Materialism as has been done by tradition.

SVABHAVAVADA DIALECTIC

That the Svabhdvavide must once have been well-known is evident
from the numerous references to it in Sanskrit and Prakrit literature.
No detailed exposition of it is to be found in any single treatise. The only
account of this doctrine we have is in the prima facie argument or view
(Parvapaksa) given in the works of its opponents for purposes of refuta-
tion. It is not improbable that the opponents ascribed to the Svabhava-
vadin’s arguments which were easy of refutation. So we have to be
cautious in judging the Svabhdvavadin’s powers of logical argument and
dialectic skill. ' :

In the course of his commentary to Ganadharavadae® Jinabhadragani
more than once mentions Svabhdvavdda and refutes it. He explains the
variety of the world on the basis of the doctrine of Karman, which is
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the cornerstone of Jaina phiiosophy. Silanka?®, writing as an advocate
of Niyativada, disposes of Svabhdavavdada as follows :

“Moreover the causing of joy and sorrow cannot be ascribed to
inherent character (svabhdava). For is this different from a man or the
same as he ? If it is different it is not capable of causing the joy and
sorrow which befall him, on account of that difference. Nor (if it is)
the same (as he). For, if it were, it would be a mere man.

“If happiness is experienced as a result of human activity there should
be no difference in the reward (of equal exertion), nor should there be
lack of reward when equal effort is exerted, whether by servants,
merchants or peasants, etc. Yet it is often seen that even when no
means of livelihood such as service, ete., is followed, rich reward is
obtained. So nothing is achieved by human effort.” '

In the Nydyamaijari*? Jayanta dismisses this doctrine of Svabhava and
establishes that of Adrsta or Karman. Jayanta is well-known as a superb
writer on Nyaya. This great logician, however, succumbs to the tempta-
tion of ascribing a manifestly weak argument to the Svabhdvavadin, who
argues : “The opening of a babe’s mouth is spontaneous—natural like the
blooming of a lotus bud.” The Siddhantin refutes it saying that the bloom-
ing of a lotus bud is caused by the touch of the sun’s rays and that it is
not spontaneous or natural.

That the doctrine of Svabhdva once enjoyed immense popularity and
exerted great influence on the thinkers of those times would be patent
to any impartial student of the Bhagavadgitd. The Gitd takes recourse to
the doctrine of Svabhdva in defending . the difference in respective func-
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tions of the four different castes and emphatically asserts the inherent
and irresistible strength of Swvabhava.

The Jainas, no doubt, criticize this doctrine of Svabhava in their works
of philosophical nature but this criticism applies to it only when Svabhava
is presented as the only cause of the variety of the world. The Jainas
find a place for this doctrine under their wide umbrella of Syadvada or
Anekanta. In this connection we draw the attention of the readers to
Silanka’s passage?8, quoted below, accepting Svabhdvavada.

ADDENDUM

In the Tattvasangraha of Santaraksita with the Panjikd (commentary)
of Kamala$ila who flourished in the first half of the eighth century A.D.
we find an exposition as well as refutation of Swdbhavika-jagadvada
(vv. 110-127). The three verses embodying the Svabhdvavada, which are
quoted by Maladhari Hemacandra, very well compare with the correspond-
ing verses in the Tattvasangraha (vv. 110-112) and it is not unlikely that
they are derived from a common source. Hemacandra reads ‘Rajivakanta-
kadinam’ in place of ‘Rajivakesaradinam’; ‘Mayuracandrikadir va’ in place
of ‘Mayaracandrakdadir va’—it is gratifying that the emendation in the text
of Hemacandra that I have suggested above is supported by the text
of the Tattvasangraha; the third verse although identical in thought-
content differs in its expression. The verse of Hemacandra is already
cited above. Here I quote the verse from the Tattvasengraha :
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The refutation of Svabhdvika-jagadvada by Santaraksita may very briefly
be summarised thus:

“The filaments of the lotus, etc., have the seed, mud and water as
the causes. Why then should we search for other causes which are not
to be found ? If all things come about by ‘svabhdva’ why should they
appear at particular times and particular places only ? It is clear, there-
fore, that they have particular causes for their origin and development.
The Svdbhavika-jagadvada thus stands refuted by Pratyaksa-pramana
itself.”
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