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Preface

The papers included in this volume, except Chapter 1, were 
all previously published. I have made no substantial changes 
in them. I have retained their original character because I 
consider them worth saying what I have said through them. 
Though the papers were written separately at different times 
but they exhibit a common conceptual framework. The issues 
discussed in them belong to the area of Indian ethics. I have 
discussed them exclusively in a critical and conceptual manner 
without showing disrespect to any Indian system of thought 
because I strongly believe that only after examining critically 
the concepts of karma, dharma and moksha, which are considered 
to be the key concepts of Indian ethics, religion and culture, 
one can build up on them any new conceptual and norm ative 
system of thought.

My prim ary motivation in analyzing and presenting the 
concepts of karma, dhhaina and moksha critically is to ascertain 
how far these concepts can be useful to provide guidance in 
today’s ind ividual and social life. W hile analysing and 
examining them critically, I have taken a stand to which the 
readers of this book may or may not agree. This volume is 
the outcome of a widely felt need for the undergraduate and 
postgraduate students in Philosophy. I hope that this volume 
will be found useful to them.

Jagat Pal
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Karma, Dharma and Moksha

and justify certain evil practices prevailing in our Indian societies 
such as caste system and dowry etc. But how far this concept 
is viable in the present day, in order to know it we have to 
know first what exactly is meant by karma which we cannot 
know unless we go through its different uses found in our 
cultural heritage. Let us do it.

Etymologically the word ‘ka rm a ' is derived from the 
Sanskrit root kr  which means ‘to d o ’ and therefore karma 
means by derivation ‘an action’, ‘a w ork’, or ‘a deed’. It is 
in this sense karma is classifies in Buddhism  into three 
categories: act of mind (manokarma), act of speech (vdcikarma) 
and act o f body (kaydkarma). And it is said that all these 
karma  produce their fitting results according to their nature. 
Even thought is considered to produce karmic effects. Thinking, 
feeling, willing, desiring, imagining, deliberating, choosing, 
concentrating, contem plating, clinging etc. are called the acts 
of m ind. Talking, abusing, backbiting, gossiping, telling lies 
etc. are called the acts o f speech. Breathing, walking, eating, 
hearing, seeing and smelling etc. are called the acts of body. 
Sometimes it is classified into m oral, im moral, amoral and 
non-m oral; religious, irreligious and non-religious; Vedic and 
non-Vedic; spiritual and non-spiritual; voluntary, involuntary 
and non-voluntary; intentional and non-intentional, good and 
evil actions. But whenever it is done, it is done generally in 
generic sense without m aintaining any conceptual distinction 
between karma (action) and event. Sometimes the use of 
karm a, we find in literary works of our Indian culture, is 
restricted to only some specified types of action. Its use is 
not extended to include all kinds of action. For example, in 
the Vedic literature we find karma  means sacrifice, in the 
D harm a Sdstras  it m eans rites and cerem onies, in the 
Bhagavadgita  it means duty {dharma), in Mimdmsa  it means 
Vedic injunctions or commands. It is in this sense M imdmsa  
classifies karma  into three categories: obligatory actions, 
optional actions and prohibited actions. Obligatory actions, 
it says, must be done. If  they are not done, their violation 
results in sin. But if they are done, their perform ance leads 
no m erit. Optional actions, it says, may or may not be done. 
If they are done, their perform ance leads to m erit. But if
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they are not done, their non-perform ance does not lead to 
sin. Prohibited actions, it says, must not be done. If they 
are done, their perform ance leads to sin. But if they are not 
done, their non-perform ance does not lead to merit. For 
M im am sd  obligatory actions are of two types: nitya  and 
naimittika. Optional actions are called kdrnya karma. It is 
said that anyone who desires to go to heaven (svarga) should 
perform  certain specific sacrifices prescribed by the Vedic 
Scripture (svargakdmo yajeta) which are considered to be 
holy. Apart from these actions, M imamsd  also talks about 
the expiatory actions (prdyashcliitta karma) which it says 
should be done in order to ward off at least mitigate the 
evil effects of the perform ed prohibited actions. But according 
to Sankara, however, all these actions are equally capable 
of producing karmic residues or samskdras which in turn 
causally determ ine the cycle of birth and death of the doers. 
M ental actions such as m editation (dhydn) and reflection 
iyicdra) are generally excluded by him from the province of 
karm ic  bondage. For Vais'esika karma means an action which 
is inherently related to substance. It classifies karma into 
five categories: (i) upward movement (utksepana), (ii) downward 
movement (avaksepana), (Hi) contraction (dkuncana), and 
(iv) locomotion (gam ana ). It is said that all these karma 
belong to and inhere in substances and cannot exist separately 
apart from them. But unlike qualities they are dynam ic and 
transient features o f substances. Jainism , unlike Buddhism  
and Hinduism, uses the word ‘ka rm a ’ in the sense of material 
particle (pudagala) which it says infiltrates due to passions 
into the soul and bind it. For them karma  is basically of 
two types: gliatiya and aghatiya. Ghatiya karma  com prises 
mohaniya karma, jndnavaraniya karma, darsanavarniya karma 
and antaraya karma. Aghatiya karma comprises ndma karma, 
gotra karma, vedaniya karma and ayuh karma. Ghatiya karma, 
it says, effectively keeps a soul in bondage and aghatiya 
karma  determines the mechanism of rebirth and embodiment. 
Sdmkhya system considers everything to be a combination 
o f three qualities: sattva, rajas and tamas. All these qualities, 
it says, are the prim ary elements which vary in proportions 
and determ ine the nature of things. An individual in whom
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sattva predom inates is called sdttvika. He is characterized 
by the qualities of virtue and bright, etc. An individual in 
whom rajas predominates is called rdjasika. He is characterized 
by the qualities of restless activity, stim ulating, etc. An 
individual in whom tamas predom inates is called tamsika. 
He is characterized by the qualities of vice and ignorance, 
etc. All individuals in this system, thus, are characterized 
in term s of sdttvika, rdjasika  and tdmasika  according to 
their karma. Prakrti is said to be the source o f all karma. 
We can classify all these different senses of ‘karma ’ mentioned 
above into two categories: wider and narrower. In a wider 
sense it is used to signify all kinds of action, regardless of 
their distinctive character. In a narrower sense it is used to 
signify only some specified kinds o f action, namely, yagya, 
s'radha, sacrifice and dharma  etc. But in either case it is 
always used in the sense of an action, a work or a deed. 
This sense of karma  I call sense A meaning of karma.

Action is not the only sense in which the word ‘ka rm a ’ 
is used in literary works of our Indian culture. It is also 
used in the sense of result of an action (karm apliala). It is 
said that the result of an action is an integral part of the 
meaning of the word ‘karm a’. The result which karma produces 
is said of three folds. It gives the doer (karta) an appropriate 
reward and punishm ent in the forms of pleasure and pain 
sooner or later. It determ ines the character and life o f the 
doer. It leaves impressions or tendencies behind in the forms 
of samskdra  in the doer which keeps 0 1 1  transm igrating from 
one life to another along with the soul till liberation is 
attained. Even Buddhism  which does not believe in the 
transm igration of self does believe in the transm igration of 
karm ic samskdras. It is in this sense in M imdmsd  it is called 
apur\>a (unseen potency), in Nyaya-Vais'esika it is called adrsta 
(unseen power) and in Buddhism  it is called vdsand. All 
Indian systems of thought, except Chdrvdka, do believe that 
the karm ic  residues function as determ inants to human future 
actions. B uddhism  classifies karm a  into four categories 
according to its p h a la : (/') dark, (ii) bright, (Hi) dark and 
bright, and (iv) neither dark nor bright. Hinduism  classifies 
it into three categories according to the m aturation of karma-
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