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The Law of Karma and the Historical Dimension of Man----------------------------------------------------

R.Panikkar

.".�
� ...... """ �

.• �fIJI,o,,._ t4.�.
*"��_.. ,_- l"""':
OIl � .�

�i�
,,\,.-' �.......

•

_ .......rh"C.·c;().�
..'- �P. is not a dimension of his o�n pe£9;ftal being. Starting with

�\��r� the assumption that today any problem which is not universal­.,�

� ��t.�l(f)· ly put xx has already a methodological flaw at the very out-
� .

.

set, the aim of this study is to offer some considerations

1- The Problem
-----------

Contemporary man reflects critically on

historical situation and asks himself whether historicity

on the historical nature of man taking into account the

concept of karmª'10f the asian traditions ([) . ---...,>,S"'

f?� I� The very history of human civilisation shows us that

/. .

we can reduce to four types th� cases of cultural encounters.

a} Isolation
---------

j
For a long time cultures have liv�in

� '" � e.��

cultural isolation. � western man, for ins-

mutual

ignorance and
.

�.
tanc�Ahaving reflected on his historical character and igno-
ring of any similar reflection· Ln other cuLcure s tends to

consider this as an exclusive prerrogative of his culture, O� ¿1-� e.�04.U7 � ... Ji esc..;o
.

oPmd T sb'ltllii .MIi'iln•• e add that bhe .alttl ieli tee case � tile

philosophy of lan-

lit cases

Ml ,A. ue.essGI) .a'agOltee to tmilte ti8elf tmelezstOib4!k

0.....-" 1,..0,
j,

A striking and global exainple could be said tagalo, the

pinan language whose theological vocabalary is made

90% of spanish words.



(from 1)
. (2) Cf. as a single example the book of A. Th. van LEEUWEN,

London (Edinburgh House Press), 1964,Christianity in World History, which voices this conception

as the chrhtian one and as the only solution for the world.

--------------------

(from 2) J-s
� not .QeJot'tg our case?

Is it not an almost all-pervading conviction that history is

a western and spBExat� christian .category, that the linear

conception of time is the semitic contribution to the world,

that the myth of the eternal return is the characteristic of

the oriental qonceptions of the world and that the marxist

/
ideology implies the invading historical mentality into other

0-1- taa..,""" ot\Q..

cultural areas and that for this reason it is �e cnly chance

for the non-western peoples to enter into the historical

concert of the -nations of rhe worldl? /Jre not even the more

'spphisticated' advocating for this 'middle step' in order

that the world beèomes I later on' a christian world? My only
. �J.!_._�counter interro8ation is whether ft� have�nere only �

examples of contemporary isolati�n and provincialism? The

answer is very complex and one of the aims of this paper is-

a to 8xxKxxaxEaKXxXBHxxaRxx8xxkBxaHX� clarify an instance

which may be typical for the whole groblem.

(to 2)

1,1
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The problem of isolationism is more sermous as it would

appear at first sight. It may well�he only possibility
of starting a dialogue and to proc,eed furtBer. Overlooking
non-scientific reasons, which in concrete cases may have

c:(e. Cot'., ,'1A.It_ ,

played a. trnportaftt role, the deeper problem lies in the

r"a.c'h"COoH!_) ,

impenetrability of well-defined and a]mo&trcomplete systemsl
so that unless one is initiated unto them, se to sey� they

.

'" cLo "'oi- a.\\o'-U Q;\I\.� �,"""",,'e.�l'\"O"'.
remain closed and'give a eetelly Qiffereftê idea Érem tfte

�"'<t'l IGYtsièe .. Except for material +e:Lj8etss� ... ol:1:ott spiritual
adà intellectual objects do not correlate univocally with

p,
equival�}}t, concepts � other' cultural units. ':ô ..� -fo �

..o.Q..\:'r" wo .... tJ_ 'f� t.\ "",,,o �Lodo� C.Oll\oal!'t-- 'ika.- --to � a. � Ur�cl.t"..;-3b) Utilisation, [ •.f-..... ¡,.jl_ ��Io..""'·o...,. a.e.tI� hO"'_ í.k,.��-----------

'f\-.� ��PI'\"I-a...,.ctt.M� . ,. I,::J.

f-- -1,1 _,;JI

� that of dismembering the elements of the second culture from

� " th� more or less harmonic and compact body and utilising
them in order

A second'and not uncommon attitude is

intuition of the other culture.

I may have the idea of Yahweh, for instance, which

I may have further translated into the engliSh��,
found afterwards a certain word in sanskrit called �,
which may even show a certai� etymologica� Cl�s�èsS to '.

the latin deus and greekieus/and so translate God, meaning

Yahweh, with deva, totally ignoring o,r neglecting the fact
---

sanskrit
'

that � has 'n the�ulture a totr11y different connotation
o. J..." ,

not to say fu damental'meaning. Or I may come across the

word brahman for the matter and because it tallies with a

certain metaphysical idea of mine regarding the absolute. I

may uncriticallY,use it i. as a wQrd for God.
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Again the issue at stake is more complicated as it may

appear at the beginning. W One cannot say, for instance,

following the given example, that the translatœon god with

brahman or even with deva is totally wrong, nor can one be

satisfied with either of them. ---....)!, �

A third procedœre has proved,all too

J

I

often to provide arway out, until the moment in which one
/

discovers that it does BB neither justice to the original

not 60 the translated concept. Taking onl� in consideration

the cpmmon traits of a concept the syncretistic approach

ignores all the rest and sets out to work as if there were

equivalence between those two concepts pr sys_tems. It is

obvious that such a procedure is also unsatisfactory.-ro ��

¿� ..., ... �1l7�o""_' ca..,"'¡"'o � �O\.f..vtt. of t'o.,.�� �""'-1_OIo'\

And yet his·tory proves that very often __ was the only
Co.. œ,.,.� .,'ttW14:::\�

way to proceed along for a while and not fall into total

uncommunication.ªD'd
tne· he l.Lenaaat í.on of christianity", to put

a global example not begin with a certain syncretistic adap-
. / �

tat ion of greek elements until they were transformed by the

very fact of being adopted (but not" before)?

d) Fertilisation and Growth

cLA.1i-ohl'(", 1"0
-Mf:IA�.

.

The rules of the game for a

meeting of cultures is one of the most,rurgent needs of our
¡_t.AÁ\o..\. (,..d'kMt)

times. No part Chas the right "0 set the pattern and no patte rn

can be set kaxaxH without a certain pre-understanding/of the
.....et...\..V\........� )

:(

other. It can only be done if some (Succeed in m�king the

internal and genuine experience of the two cultures under

study. Extrapolation here will not do. 0"'''7 ,............:...� ,JP'Lo�eito..,» t..l,'JI

l../� n... �� oCIl.f:J:f.�:3.
The ideal consists in discovering the growing points in

one particul�culture sensitive to the problematic opened by
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(from 3)

Examples are not lacki� in out times also. Not only

certain missionary conceptions, not exclusive to one parti-

culara religion, but also a certain technical and scienti-

fic mentalit�eire advocates of this type of encounter. All

is judged according to the measure in which the 'other'

to be
culture helps, serves or is able to utilised for the intro-

'--

duction of those saving values which religion, technique,�
or whatever

scienc�y be importing.

(from 5)
------------------- (to 3)

�I could have equally chosen the buddhist line of ''9¡ijCV 1

, -

dian origin, and, in point of fact, the acme and most peneta

rating analysis of the karma theory is to be found bhere.

Buddhism is pure karman as there is no âtman offering any

( resistence to it or condensing or conditioning karman. There

'Î�
is nothing else than the acts themselves (karm� and � fruits

(which again produce ne�acts) without any actor or agent (kar-

�). As a matter of fact the buddhist intuition may be nearer

to the ideas deve Loped rhe re , but it is more challenging to take

up the âtmavâdic line of indian thought so as to make this inter
------------------------

pretation more convincing (2). ') S'(iirClll lJ,�
•. . _.. �(i) Sj s i .PwUIIHit'tR; vl<Malllf8l!CV"iiUm HI HlaàI!tL81Pt1!lt8 tiRi "aiSlsi&Q-

(2) As for buddhism cf. the fundamental passages in R.PANIKKAR,

El silencio del Dios, Madrid (Guadiana) 1970 passim.



-p..w. _�lc� �_¡(;h_ � ""� r f}��her and ,:ott' 1 ib¡t;iR� lia tiAail" (.g'rowth by a cultural me-

tabolism, which, like all metabolisms, combines in assimilable

portions, endogenous with

not aas� in any way easy

of being recognised as a

exogenous éJ..ements. The problem is
nS7-

and requires to pass the £ÜsDl'fa:-a tf.
possible interpretatio.n er eOftEi:l'\t1e-

� within the two different traditions in internal dialogme
in the mind and heart of those who have taken the burden of

such an enterprise.

considerations

relevant problems for our times:

I may be allowed to stress that the relevance concerns

not only the theoreti�a1hevel, bu"t a]{cfs) t�e most practical
.

" ïj.
.

--n.e. wo�9- 1"'\

and concrete political realm. lutiia anti Ò:si:a, 19; geaeral
o. C'O...............OJt\

� entering History, marXist ideologies'of mapy a type are

swelling in the asian fields. The BftBB8BftBHX aÏ:sEori:eab So�,l
OI\. I\�� l)oû'clÚ2A.;1Yc. this
coasciousness is emerging with violence in :.tux part of the

world. Allergies, schizophrenias, repressi ns �nq obs essions
'CA."#- ., ()� �f"o

are not only maladies of the individual • I would consider

the tmpic of this study of the most vital importance and

would plea for insight and collaboration: Repentance and

Revolution go together.



So� l.�clo(�q....·e.,..Q_ �
-----�----�11- IIF Data
-------- 6

5

preperi)1 karman �et1t;Ji'ai :EOIW' is an almost all-perva­
traditions,

ding factor in practically all asian religioux from ancient

brahmanism to modern japanese religions. It has a long his-
cMeo...� e,

tory in time and space, from .sse>], Jill millenis PG ¡ triLl

i •• ¡as I and from the limits of Iran until the cJst�s of

Japan, from the Hights of Mongolia until the �es of

Borneo. There is hardly a concept more widespread ;;�
vast materials of the �J.story of religions and of philo30ph,¥.�c..o\4lcL 'I.()�"7 j" ... '" 'n.c. e.o ...._.", ""Pt_1- q ctJU2, ca.,,'__ �.,.,.� c.; � A.U:tt¡'� l'F -,,:t. lQ..qJ

of KQA.-.Q.,,\ No wonder that the meaning of karman goes from one

extreme to the other in the scale of possible interpreta­
tions. And yet it seemS that· an underlying fundamental intui­

tion is undergirding all those meanings. It is this basic
\MI\

concept that I would like to BxamxRH cover and examine

�o� _6__-------S�HxBXBxaK'xkX.�XaiXBXX@BXBKxàBRxiXaBxBHXmaaX The concept and the word O::É:::ÀCa�¡¡a sr

its aspects , namely its
.

aBlRxapaiagixai character of what in medern west�languages
could be rendered by historicity as an anthrop�
logical dimension.

Among the many threads of the asian traditions, for

reasons of expediency, I chose the indian one and in it the
� o., ô11wt. �OW\�
Lmí.Lar seuâ:tes thesanskritic

statements of thms paper, but I wou â dare say that they
would on the whole substÎitiate from another angle what I am

propounding here<ª)
ÂKÚxaxxxkxxxxxKàJxmayxXB�KxXBxaxiBR�BXXXpaEBXXkaaxwka%
In order to be as brief as possible I shall XB confine

lel� te
1.Jn�·o1i� ) ��� r-�

���o m� references(Wfiat otherwise would �(time anà rpaoe��ailable here and now.. __ :.) Q .

0�� <



5,1

be � Buddhism is

atman offering any re�en�e tQ���

is no

somehow condensing

,

or conditioning

�(karma)

(from 14)

4) E.W. "Modifications of the Karma Doctrine" in

--------------

(from 13,1)

�(4) It has been said that India stresses the threefold way

of works (karma), knowledge (jñâna) and xaixH loving faith

(bhakti) as the theologies of James, John and Paul emphasised

ax respectively these three Rândas •

•

-_----------

(from 13,1)
atso'Qffer some basic references to

the understanding of karmaf! tsva,ra, the Lord/is a special

kind of Self precisely because'he is untouched,by karmas (1).
!

uJ
Release amounts to the cessatio.n of all karmas (.3), obtained-

-

\

by elimination of all the' Lacenc-depcs í.te of kar������ro-
cess which entails advancing and not-advancing i? the deve-

',0,
lopment of karma�(6), which does not need to be a conscious

�Sl"



cf. �;!;:�LS,,� hw 41
YS ]L, b

Tl' &I 7!!A:
.

e 'of ;t>. l I
� t4.-,

¡, :::s !J
• co: l't - "=-

.p-� o.A.M�,-F'"" ___.:.--

5,2

one (7). Okl�
\

htL �o wit� kM' O\Al� '1ILLf
I

(�t-""",o.-s4k?�+k(t�) O�A
o...q (I"l.,.....,i- TI-wt .. ..,;.¿_,w\�'h.C! l:t_ OM-I_ ... tJA-<

'

( '..L,'" ) I..� II. -i.. � tJ
<oJ

._�. ()..;)� r o.. 'I.�e"'_',) ':)�I;N). ... o'" \J...J I
'

itx ,(to 13,1)

(from 11)
Here karman appears no longer as the sacrificial act or

as later in the Gtta as the truly moral and thus ontological­
:&.l:QlIxlllt:buaUBHxi

ly real action, but as that core auxHuaxiJ,i:agxiiak EBImIlIIRX

which remains from the person and yet transcends all indivi-

duality.

(to 11)

------------------

(from 5,1)
CP (1) Cf. YS I, 24

6)(3) Cf. YS IV, 30

�(5)

Œ)(6)
©(7)

�--------------------
.� CD cr ...._ o�� ��,.J( ...-+t-- f

II 1.<"0.....___ cl.t.t��4 �OI.C)' (10\A.. OAQ.. bo""",,,,,,
I
lwtj- ct- �

�o+ O'�UL ( t\�cl� ) -p.,.�"¡ -f...e. cloo� 1 ? O\.II.A��·o",

e, ro�I\ �).4

Cf. YS II, 12

Cf. YS III, 22

Cf. YS IV 7



performing, and the like.

a) �_y���� ��_]I\;_��QN\�
--, . --_ ..

---'---___'" s-

6

. �_;�The word karman is a (sü¡,�..�:We ""'" meaning action...�

� from the root k� ,wStrèÀ bile meaning .. doing, acting,

Œn the Rg Veda the word karman and its
•

forms appearl a series of times with the meaning of action,

specially of / sacred action, i.e •.
the sacrifice (1). Scholars

discuss whether the idea of re-birth is present or not in
(A..o¡to..cM? )the Rg Veda (2). The texts are not clear and (âo no use the

•

J
word karma�in order to express li EBnllX what could be inter-

preted as a reaping in another life the fruits of the pre-

vious one �). ')�

,p,-_� What is again and again stressed in the �g Veda is the

� fact that human fulness and cosmic salvatœon is reached only

('9
The Atharva Veda has some passages tft uRie'" isi iai 8i••• d

____________________

1iifF I, 61, 13-

r

t4

through the sacred action, the sacrifice, which� with time

+�
J .

aid DIB of �d/ the complementary act by which the world

came into being (4).

-

,

33, 7/lI, 37, 2 � .

VIII, 38, 1;
IX, 46, 3;

VII�, 21, 2; VIII, 36, 7; VlfI, 37, 7;

IX, 88., 4;
IX, 96, 11;

X;r lJl, }Î X, 55, 8,; e te:

(2) Cf. R.PANIKKAR, Al unos as ectod � la es iritualidad hindú
� f.I. ·:tOM·...• 14.. � ''''''�'�

I
'B«Auúlo"o. C;:{OM) 1'69 " 4'-b- 4�l¡

for a further development of the idea.
.

J



(from 6) 7

The only text traditionally giv�in support of the re-birth

theory says textually:

"Your eye will have to go to the Sun;

(6)-)
your spirit(will have to go to the Wind,.

Go to heaven or earth according to your merit'7),

or go to the waters if this is your lot;

settle down among the plants with all your bones" (5)

-{

This text could be read on the background of many other

\t�t
texts (8). The meaning it �elds is{the faxi�x life .of

�
the individual � neither an absolute beginning n�r an

I

absolute·end and that many df its·constituents.continue

their existence in other realas of .... the world. Signifi-

�ly enough, though, axxwaxKaxaxxBx the word karman er it�

Ele.x ¡atJ¡¡ JU does not appear andl instead¡ the word. dharmaf'

is used. (to 6)

----------------

(from 6) (4) CTo- Kultmysterium in HinduáGhnus und Chris/-
-bl ·-iI 7 .dt.

tentum, Freiburg i. Br. ,�Alber), 1964, p. 56's�! aa��

(Q) The word is here âtmâ instead of prâna as one would
•

expect having in mind,-it� «6ayatri) o� �-��t{Q_ \ �� •

-----�' .

and AV V, 9, 7; etc.

(7) The word is here dharmanâ (or dharmabhih in AV XVIII,
• •



8

(from 7) 2,7) but not karman.

(5) RV X, 16, 3.
� 1'0, fil';

(8) Cf. RV X, 90,13; AV V, 9, 7 (already quoted); X�xixx

• .. �� L 5
�
3, 4; VI, 2, 2

�
27 J

VIII, 2, 3; Xi, 8,31; XXIV, 9; SB,X" 3, 7; XI, 8" 6;
-------- UVt:Uu.-stU:( -8

TB III, 10, 8, 5; and �¥�e are going to quote

---------------------

_ ® ·t

stressing the importance of karman and in one text�ems(from' 6)

to correct or complement the rg-vedic vision of a famous h�n
•

s
which say... that ardour or energy was the origin of the cosmic

order and of truth (1) afftrming that this energy or ardour

(tapas) was born from karman (2). --r1w;., "":'� �7l--t.c-,.�1- oP
o..t-¡.....o� �� �o1Na.-r.. .,�...,. of ïhe.ca-dA,....c. �.� &-) c.��v.Ai7" ca.-."ù- ?Q.�.

This is the main idea which the Brâhmanas are going to
•

(check)

(1) RV X, 190, 1

(2) AV XI, 8, 6.
-------------------------

.-

in one place that "a man is born into the world he has made".
_ _:;¡

(3) and the idea of a judgement according to onels deeds

iS�nl-y found(4).
-

-------------

(3) SB VI, 2, 2, 27.

Cf�
(4)(:[B X, 6, 3, 1; XI, 2, 7, 33.



8,1
(from 8)

Now, if the sacred action has such a power, the human being
is responsible for using it properly. Moreover, the world

largely depends on the performing of such acts. And here we

have as in a nut-shell all the future motifs of the idea of

karman.

(to 8)

(trom-2�J----------------
(1) Cf. for a single reference L. SILBURN, Instant et Cause/.Le discontinu dans la pensée philosOphique de l'Inde,
Paris l(Vrin) 1955.
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(from.'&>

9

(1) I shall refer to some of my studies where I have tried

to underpin th� statements kaxa madeJ here regarding the

interpretation of karma�

The possibly earliest text of the

so-called transmigration is one of the Brhadâranyaka Upanisad,
•• •

summing up_a long process of thought of the same upanisad�and
•

which says:

n Now this Self (âtman) is brahman indeed. It
---l------�

consists of understanding (vijnâna), mind (manas), life-breaah

I

{

(dlrom 6)

(prâna), sight and hearing, of earth (prthivt), water (âplh),
• ••

wind (vâyu)' and space ( ether, âkâsa), light a� (tejas) and

e
darkness (aiejas) (1), loving desire (kâma) and indifference

. l _

(akâma), anger and non-anger, righteousness (dharma) and

absence of mt (adharma); it consists of all things. This is

the meaning of the saying: it consists of this, it consists j

of that.

(3) Cf. RV IX, 59, 2, where the word dhisanâ is -used to denote
• •

I, 96, tv
K, 17, ly et�

as heat and cold,
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As one acts (karma), as one behaves, so does one become.

Acting well it becomes good, acting ext ill it becomes evil.

-By merituous acts *,BX,H� one becomes meritorious (punyah
• • •

punyena karmanâ bhavati), by sinful acts, simful (pâpah).
.. . .

� Some have said: This person (purusa) consists of de
•

loving desire (kâma) alone. As his loving desire, so his will

(kratu), as his will, so will he act (karmà); as he acts so

will he àttainh (i).

The operative ideas are clearly visible. Man is an aggre-

gate or a principle of activities which have a vider reper-

cuSsion as he lmagines, xRe man's actions as welltas man's

constitutive elements are not his private monotpoly, they

belong to the �ide world and .Sb the Wide world do they return;

t

J
man has an ontological and not only an ethical stewardship.

Man's actions have not only reward and punishment, they carry'

with them also an ontological waX8xà weight, which does not

depend only on the private propriety of his actual bearer.
_,.. ��� "."""" O� � � (W;t� ))

The previously mentioned passa�s worth while summing

up. Jâratkârava �rthabhâga is questioning the great Yâjnavalkya

regarding several problems until they come to the meaning of

life and its connection with death. What happens at death?

-----------------

( 1) BU IV, • , 5.
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"When a person ;dies, what is it that does not leave him?" (1).

After fiav1�g answered that it is the name that is 1nfi-

nite and immortal, Yâjnavalkya goes on to disclose the cosmic

law of the conservation of all the ele_ments in the universe:

���_.
�
t .e��he voice enters

__.

?
the air (or ,XRllxJd� goes with

- (.,( �_\.(N' sun, the mind into the moon, thé BU hearing into the regions /

¡if -

intœ the fire, the breath i�o

the wind), the eye .nto the
,

the body into th'e earth. the self into the space, •••
.__

What then becomes of this person?

�rthabhâga, my friend, said he, take my hand. We two

_--;-
_ ......

._ alone shall know about this'. It is not for us to unfold this

in public. Away they went together and together they spoke

with one another. What they were discussing �x was karman

and what they were praising was karman. Indeed one. becpmes

meritorious by meritorious action and sinful by sinful action.

--..,��"L
There are many other places in the Upani�ads st�sing
peculiar ature of karman (3), the cosmic destiny oft�V �- the

man's actions (4), the importance of the' last acts of a man

(S),!the continuation of man's attributes (�) and the inherent

(1) BU III, 2, 12
.

-;- , ( 2) BU I Il, 2 , 13
'\..../



'3
the nature of release (11),

its relation th the sacrifice (12� e1�.��
!""""7 ?\4Iw\ ,"1- � + �,.�

?.a-� ef � I.A. -u12o.�.� IQ;� U.t�·)o.ol:
cf 1M. Q.ci'#? ...

_� kst ¿, t-« �jo� '®�

12
I

ti
the details of the transm�ion (9)

justice of this procedure (7), e€e. (a�
')....

the end of the deeds retaining one on earth (10)
)

\

'o@ .. SU �, �

A (12) Cf. KausU II, 6

�(ll) Cf. MundU III, 2, 7

1'" (3) Cf. MaitU III, 2, 1-3.

'S (4) Cf. CU V, 10, 7 .

,

u (S� Cf. �ift a; ..7¡� MaitU VI, 34, 2-4

{ (6) Cf. KauU I, 2 ; SU VI, 7 & 11

� (7) Cf. BU IV, 4, 23; IV, 3,19 ; KathU v, 7; MundU I, 2, 7

, Cf.
(9) KausU II, lS

\/(10) Cf. MundU II, 2, 9 , IsU 2

\'" (8) Cf. besides MaitU II, 6'-7', M2dxx xxvvxXx� ,.U V '1.
':¡ 1.1 ......,. '- _,;))

.

-aV :t,l, (O; � .: 1('..-t\V r,-i, 5""-6 j -ei-t. .
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13

I t may suf fice to adduce some recognised tex�.
A ,,�

...'"'(,'8hagavadg�ta�� could be said to be the cl�ecra-
tion of the way of karman up to the point that for the Gttâ

karman is the constitutive element of our

fT
creatureliness (1).

L-, I"!>, (----------------

�\')II� Cb(2) Cf. some fundamenr a l, references: '&6-.,
(put them in order) /

N ,

II, 42-43'-47-119 511,
./

'1 Cf.
(-W BG VIII, 3

111/ III lli
III, H�ixi 4-9; 14-15; 19-20; 22-25;
IV, u,.U>tÜ"i1iíl�; \�3�-33�)
V, ,ixXlixX '1-14 . ,c,[p,/ �.

�v

,

XVIII, j��xi�B� 2-25
-------�-------------

works and the 'path

whole indian';p'ha.-tosophical speculation. The Brahmaaûtra may

�'''f..tm''tng ""eO t rMltct",..rt=etl1!ftlll!nClidlu .(�
-----------

��3) Cf. BS III, i , 17; IV, i , 15 and the bhâ�yás �thereupon.



�from 13)

A substantial part of the Gitâ is dedicated to this

xproblem and the books II and III deal Jímatically with thœx

questionJ of action and inaction, works and not works��
,

The law·of karma i�_there fully recognised�
The discuii.on between the theology of works and that of�_.",.s�

y(
\
\

knowledge, or in the way of action, be it the sacred or the

secular actions and the way of knowledge , be it the traditie-

nal knowledge or the modern scientific knowledge could �B be

\
I
\
I

1

said to'be one of the pivots of the whole indian culture from

its beginning until our daYS��ere is a striking continuity

which only a sociolog�'s eye may detect today because EkBX

indeed the temples of today are new c�ructions but the

rites are the same old ones (�.í ---=)., \'�,1-

The Brahma¡ûtra offers two important passages to our

subject, which offer also a leading thread to the development
of the idea, through the. traditional commentaries along the

centuries (3�. ----�, s.«
-------------

( (p , 13»

Cf. as an example the passionate plea for modernity by

A.D. MOODIE, The Brahmanica1 Culture and Modernity, Bombay

(Asian Publishing Hou se
â

; 1968.

'Yl(3) «p. 13»

13,1



An� x just as in consequence of conne�on of the latter
:J.'.,

13,2

As an example of the traditional indian way of thinking

�nd because of its representative characyer I may be allowed

to quote xx HXXHHSB one passage wAieA-may-Re��-Ee-�ftèe�SEKaftS

alse-ERe-ERi:è-�a:E-e¡-ERis-8E�èyt from the Prince of the

Advaitins:

fiBut,
� ��x to raise a new objection, there exists no trans-

migrating soul different from the Lord and obstructed by,

impediments of knowledge; for Bruti expressly declares

that 'there is no other seer but he; there is no other

knower but he' (1). How then can it be said that the ori-

�

gination of knowledg� in the transmigrating souLè depends

on a body, while it does not so in the càse of the Lord?

- True; we reply. There is in reality no transmigrating

soul different from the LQrd�i�¥ (2).
ct '

Still the conne3ion (óf the Lord) with limiting

adjuncts, consisting of boelies and so on, is assumed, just

as we assume the ether to énce r into connèlhon with diver s

limiting adjuncts such as jars, pots, caves, and the like.

kind such conceptions and terms as 'the hollow (space)

-----_--------------

(1) BU III, 7, 23

(2) Italics mine. The text says literally: sat yam nesvarâd

anyah samsârî, "In truth no'other than the
•



13,�

of a jar', etc. are generally current, although the space

a

inside XKB jar is not really different from universal space,

and just as in consequence thereof there generally prevails

the false notion that there ase different spaces such as
•

the space of a jar and so on; so there prevails likewise

the false notion that the Lord and the transmigrating sou 1

are different; a notion due to the non-discrimination o�

the H (unreal) conne�on of the soul with the limiting ma

conditions, consisting of the body and so on. That the

Self, although in reality the only existence, imparts the

quality of Selfhood to bodies· and the like / which are

Not-Self is a matter of observation, and is due to mere

wrong conception, which depends in its turn on antecedent

wrong conception. And the consequence of the soul thus

�t it is sufficiently known as well as the western counter­

part'2). ___, 13'; ç
(1) « p .13,4» (2) «p. 14»

involving Ltse Lf in the transmigratory state is that its

thought depends on a body and the like.1t (1).
T'hA.

Without need to make an appropriate commentarY/�
i-�f,.;"? ,\"o\Us
sa\i'ftS ilftftlesiately that the locus of the karma theory is not

the mere ethical realm but that it is in-built in a whole con-

ception of reality.
�

-r- L�) -@ -

As for the rest of indian tradition we may now assume



(1) gankara Bhâeya (on the BS I, l, 5) according to the english
•

13,4

(from 13,2)

wanders through". Samsâra as, noun means going or wandering

through. A compound of sam and the root sr which like the
•

root sru means to flow. Sam-sr being thus the verbal form
•

for to flow together with, to go about, wander or walk or

roam thbrough. Cf. its usages in the MONIIER-WILLIAMS Dic-
../

tionary. One could � equally have trans lated: '�In truth

no other (or no different) than the Lord transmigrates".

(from 13,3)

•

translatmon of G. THIBAUT, The Vedânta-Sûtras with the Commen-

•

tary by 5A�KARÂCÂRYA, in MAX MULLER's The Sacred Books of the

East, vo l , 34, p. Sl/52 in the reprint of Delhi, ••• (M.

Banarsidas), 1962.



13,5
ii�

Making an attempt at bring�ng together the many threads

of the indian tradition regarding the con�eption of karman

from a general phiksophical point of view %xWSHi� one could

detect ... three operative idea�
l. Karman as the saving sacrificial action; sacrifice

understood as the truly theandric action by which the human B

and the divine collaborate in order to maintain the. universe .

a. O-JyfJe_cÁ- �l� cÀ .ftk_ tY4�a.Q_ �'dJW._ t
c-o

e. xf¡p_�o( "" �
�and let it reach its goal. VE!'"das and BrahmanasJ -are the \:11'18 S,

-sae k-=rpe=e iiRe� •
•

2. Karman as karmamârga, i.e. the path of action, of

goGd works as the way to human salvation and fulfilment.

Action is inevitable and as such not entangling if� performed

in the right way and with the right spirit. Not detachment
;Is ex ��,

feom action but detachment in Bhagavadgttâ re-

mains s'till the highest examp Les- � �.l� o..JIi,�"

3. Karman as that which remains as the subtle structure

of the temporal reality once the prima-facie aillai_xx a1a_

elements have faded away or have been transformed, as that

which all existing beings have in common and in which they ,

� � tM_oL;_ Irt� .lAM-O(_ ��'c_�, J
share. It is here that the concept of historicity is at it;;-O¡s:,----

. I

place. The lasting message of the Upanisads li�the accent on
•



-----------------

Cl) She following liteEature may be useful, besides the �BHBa

«alphabetical gere:al works on indian philosophy: -S.-Q.....'f· e-j
order» )e

te•G
• .;LUNg, "Die V'erschiedenen ASP,ekte

der Wiedergeburt I�

Reanos Jahrbuch, Zürich (Rhein), X9K�� 1939, 399- 447

¡

tj e.l!UMPHREYS, Karma and Rebirth, London, \
1943

�S,I
7- �f-

14
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.$', ';;Ir
H-om ,be gery begiBfiin� that the purpose of this paper is not
_ .... -.. ...... ,.. .............. _ ..................................

to compare the indian concept of karm�with the wes_t�
�. .

coneppt of historicity, first of all because there no such.

l'S"
a thing in either camp. SaEBRBi, What there aee is a multitude

J

genuine and positive function of Comparative Philosophy (and

,-p!:li19_sophies (orj
Religion, for the matter) is not to compareYreligions)óut'-to

:\(or religious)
deepen and try to understand a philosophicalyproblem

with the aid of more than one philo�hical (or religious) trà-

dition. Moreover, I am not �ntending here tQ express the

western problematic around history with borrowed categories

from another culture, nor expounding the asian concept of

karman with images and concepts from the western world. What

o..�'¡'" "t'o da.v.·� o.M, Q.AA.�'h'c.

I would like to xx, � is a simple and gen�ine philosophical

� t..e. 1AJ1'tt-.�
problem eacpre sSoi ng ;� with (the tools at my disposal: from ,,,,stf1j

.I ��
� f�a..-,

both the traditions. ¡'£dI'ffi:1st be aèd immediately, bowe\7er, I::�h�
-ri do � ÍI..<M.fI\""

� .. (tools here a:œ not{only he external instruments o -�

express an idea, but the internal means of grasping the very

problem 4 ° Il� ,,- -•..¡. f.....t... ""7 i..t..,;, ..f .� fi.<.

...., �'i)-.....: ..th,.., .1-. ..,.,.OS� f.. t; ......_ 1/k-d\ ov.R_ °

'-7�
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It is usually held

by a popular conception east and west that the taèory of kanna�
� ,

means simply what goes under the name of transmigration and

.�
rebirth. According to this belief, you/individual. are)

""SJ
going to be born in an individual �according to your karmJl,

i.e. according to your deeds, good or bad so that as reward

or punishement you are reborn in a lBWB%xB higher or lower

ti".. was he was

being. When ¥BKXWHX& born �BH HRXa already inheriting the

l)

past karm�of another individual. and so the karmatic line

has neither beginning nor end, except for the case of the

released person, i.e. for that

�y
herJ�rmas no

saintly person, who having

burnt all his (or remnant remains to be born

again. This would in this way, f0rst of all/give a chance

to every individual to get eternal life, if not at one

�
"').. stroke, yet -ranumber of possible births; secondly it

schools may propound differellt theories, not excluding human

free will, but this does nox longer belong to the mythologi-
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I submit that this picture is a simple caricature of

something which when passing from the mythical to the mytholo-
A- fç;-ll�1 )gival gets fundamentally distorted. 1be simile would be that

of considerihg the christian idea of heaven as an air-condi9

tioned big hall where the christian God

<:i.CI_
his worshippers who � behavJrbravely

and entertains

o�ere all the repressed desires of earthly
�e/... '-0

existence find their fulfil;ment in a heavenly paradise.

I am ,not at all suggesting that the popular beliefs are

wrmng. I am only xa emphatically saying that the passage

frOm the mythical to the mythological xx represents a

'JIletabassis eiA allo genos' which defigures the original

image. Those who live in a particular myth expr�ss their

beliefs in terms and images which lose their message and trUth

in the moment in which they are uprooted from their original

soil. The words may be the same but the í.r meaning has comple4iely
,

. �N\."kw..lcv._ 'i"f-_,!
shifted. ike Ourlproblem is the more aggravated as(carries

fe.c.o...Lrcv,_with it not only the passage from one partis�lar form of,under-

standing to another one, but from one particular culture and

world'-view to a completely foreign one. To begin withl even
,

\\. 11,1 "

,

the terms ,c by, which ohe says: metempsychosis, tr�nsmigration,
_� 1w_ Lt'ke_

,\ "

rebirth, are either misnomers, wrong translations or totally

different'words.



by means of the logos as the seltaware and critical faculty

.

of human knowledge� f�Q.� � -.:i� -+o 10c1�¡ -o.� �
�� w.H.\MLoS- c:A.�ll�cd,·OI'\I tc-i-(l-VL ���� P"'flo1l� 10jo¿ iM1-o�

���� �f �� I should not elaborate now further on this point. My

�r' ��1'M �
"" """,,-0..1- 0._

task is lI'ather that of showing whether it is possible to

e, e-t.. """"Ch rr. ,I
�i����� explain the mythical without the mythological distorsion.

�\e.� e

o�- The key to the projedure is the belief in truth which has

....lIIIIIiiiiiiiïïïíÎÍl _

701003
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The word mythical here stands for all those symbols and

affe.

contents which we take for granted
.,-"

and wh i eh: BBltlftl!l je I' \:18

. 0J\e.�
our conceptmons �The�e �er, has is on which the rest of

word mJXRxE mythological
�eh � �_)
(fruit of the entrance of

e-OhSCA'O� J

would like to express that(áwareness

the logos into the myth and � J\vtt�

express� the partial transposition of the mythical contents

<:�..f-� ""\'j-n.o¡or--'t ....�'h.•� ,

into a [ ;'1 ¡log ene.) i.e. iR�a a(ffiore of less�conservas�

�
� the letter or the formal aspects of the myths with4ut the

c."'01"'�� 7 .o,,_...� è�
, � ro.¿(- belief in them) wilieR EIlah:8s ef I!hem an altogether different

�
0'0

- & of �OM_:> ,

��� thing ..(Lts ��thological contents. The God of my belief,is

�� ..v-� 'col be it i»1i"1l� Siva, Zeus, Y�hweh or any other..ae=e., is

c.oI"""�,..,..� my myth, the concept of God/which you may make of it without

'j: . e- �t¥
.l.,.,.-t.."'O"'" . I
�'�o believing in him is the mythology you draw from my myth. Or,

'r0�� Dem_cracy, Justice, Nationalism or whatever ideal I may

belief .i� and which is operative for my further actions, is

whereas your concepts of my values, when you your­

sjelf do not belief in them is the mythology you dis�over in
at certain time�

beliefs. We all live in myths an�e all daiscover the

\S�
mythological contents oflthem and discard and replace them
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us _� 11, (
to accompany all along our enquiry. �

_

IS- In order to explain the karmic conceptmon of the world

� will have to breakufhis unitarian vision into a few

particular rays each of_which may give us like in a prismatic

refraction one of the colours of the tot_al spectrum.
, '--",

Q.",\y
b) �!WiIIl!!!!!L!S<>§m2§

��_
The first global idea of the concept

_

of karma�is that it expresses cosmic solidarity and ontolo"-

gical relationship.

It has been said time and again that the idea of karma,,,,

denotes the universal causality, i.e. the causal link in the

universe. Eve�ything is causally connected, has a cause and

produces effects, because the universe is a kosmos, i.e. an

order(l)J and not a chaos. The
_

idea of karmBKgives expression,

first of all, to this inter-relatedness between everything in

the world: nothing gets lost ,_ nothing is isolated and dí.scon-

nected, any action has repe rcúsaí.ons until the very confines

of the universe; there are no. -hidden and secret: actions on the

� '2,Qkarma t í,c level. � c ..

(1) The greek word kos� means originally order and good order

bo� in the material and moral sense. From here it meant orna-

ment, organisation, constitution, glory, etc. before coming

to mean the worid, the habitated world, etc. Its etymology is
42.0,



(from 19) 19,1
OWl.t..�

�t� is here all tee more important because

�
h a., Jv..9 (PoJ1l7

historical origin" of the theory of karm&.œay Hell bave: been

the result of a process of secularisation foom the vediv and

"';,,,:fo ��� e. .. ti�'h'tI"I o�
brahmanic conception of the sacrifice� The kernel idea could

be perhaps� in this way: Th�
sacrifice is�the sacred

action par excellence, which brin� salvation an�also all kinds

of well-being (according to the types of sacDfices). It is

not diffficult to see that the danger of magic and exploita-

tion by priestcraft is all too near. Somehow salvation and

\cL� "f kp.e.�� "l'I�
well-being needed to be made independent of the\(whlm of the

of) ..�
priestly class or(the(ritual observances. The karma!idea

offers the wanted solution. The whole life is the rite con-

ducing to salvation and happiness; the sacred actions are not

a comple of acts only performable by experts or through them,

but the whole bmlk of the human activities. The sacred is

shifted from the xaaixai sphere of the altar to that of life.

way the karma theory was experienced as a liberating

rocess from a certain conception of the sacred. But to un-

derstand it we should not..., transplant it to a foreign body

of ideas where thèkarma-myth would not be able to XHXXX

manifest itself as it really is.

(to l� .
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\�he ontological constitution Bof

Whatever\karma�may b7 the law of karmakis a universal

-law, it pervades the whole universe and is co-extensive with

it, almost by definition, so that if something would escape

�
the law of karm��ld also escape the realm of .:i:fte world-l§t

realit�. Not only �ll the transformations are somehow

fruit of karm� but the underlying structure which makes the

transformations 'possible and intelligible is also related to

karm� __
�---?� 20,1

I

Fromll here one

�J)xKllXIQaxaltB
order to situate

could imagine that the two main problems
1'7

the nature of' karm� if on the one hand it s

relation with the absolute and on the other with the individilal.,

.:.. � ¡.a.� 'G.A_ e�.Jl..

.f:i.w..d-IMR.. I)� �

� ¿í

------------------------�-

(from 19) uncertain. It is probably connected with the latin censeô

and the sansk�it sa�sati. Ef. the root sâs (sis', order •.
•

Cf. P. Chantra�ne, Dictionnaire l étymologique de la Langue

Grecque, Paris (Klincksieck), �1970 i.h._l." though he does not

give the sanskrit root.



(from 20)
I would venture

world is a EH kosmos

the asian insight: 'the world is karman! and not brahman'.

The meaning being: this wmrld, or as many a text of Scriptu�

will say: 'all this' (idam sarvam) , i.e. all that falli or

is capable to 'all under the .range of�%?erience (of. any

kind) is karma¡Vthat is to x�a say, it all is ordered and

causally connected, it all bu�ds a net of relationships of

actions and reactions in whic� some points of condensation

have the power of directing those lines mn one or another

�e.L';'�/ �1C<M'àJ .ü.....••
direct ion, chus ._1àài�(up or � the karmic S¡Fl:leeJ¡:-a of

the universe.

(to 20)
--------------------

(from 1)

(1) The proper name in its neuter and noun form is karman and

this is also the stem-form. English literature uses xkK often

the masculine term of karma, which has become almost a normal

term. Except for the compounds and. for the plural we shall

retain here ch.roughóut the stem-form in order to be consisten t

with tea more scientific out look on the langal,(ge. 'Buc we us�

the adjectival forms karmic and karmatic as acceptable neo-

logisms, almost unavoidable when dealing with such topics.

20,1
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� �rma!is not the Absolute. It is precisely the very

symbol of the non-absolute. It s�ands for that factor, that

aspect �(real or unreal, according to different schools)�
which distinguishes the EBrthly existence from an absolute &4.1·�.

XaxMxaf �tieÊefte� The same as it is a redundance to speak

of an ordered cosmos, it is also a redundance to speak of.

a karmatic cosmos. The whole universe is karm!b is nothing

but a concentration of karm� a condensed form of karmatic

lines crossing one another so as to give the impression

(again true or wrong according to schools) o'f this earthly

reality.

The law of karm81) is wnat governs the whole 'contingent'

world, the whole'created'universe, the whole'nori-real' Being,

the whole'provisiona� existence, the whole of the�temporal'

reality, could we add drawing the expressions from different

philosophical and religious world-views. Whatever karm�

may be, all agree that it is not brahman, not nirvâna, not
•

moksa, not � (when consideded as the absolu�being)and
•

the like. Karm�has, on the contrary to do with samsâra,
c:l..c..kk�o. , 'JIA�.:J )

the world, kâla, time, and the whole 'human and cosmic pil-

grimage towards realisation. Karmanis the very symbol of

the relative, of the changing, of the provisional, of the

temporal. The locus of karmª,is the temporal existence of

reality, the temporal existence of this world and of man

21
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specially.

Karm�means the non-absolutè in�olOgiCal, ... episte-
mological XBKSe and logical sense.'

From the logic view point karm�is essentially relation-

ship, mutual relatadness and thus 'also dependance. It is

thus the relative par excellence and not the ab-solute, the

unrelated.

From an epistemological angle the karmic knowledge is

the knowledge about tbe 'working , of the universe, about the

'know-how', the mutual relationship among the things, it is

je."
phenomenical knowledge or sc_..tific knowledge we couâd a l'so

add. KaxmaáxExkaax The knowledege of karmanwill not tell us

what things arem, but how they 'work', behave, aèt and react.

It will not tèll us anything about the ultimate nature of t�ngs

but only about their pragmatical inter-actions.

From the point of view of ontology karm� Ls that which

claims to be passing, provisional, not ultimate and definiti�e,

non-absolute. Practically all ontol0gieS�'�:� t� do with

'the notion of larmaJ1will distingu.ish a double Lëve L. the

eternal .

real, absolute, metaphysical an� xeax �XKB one (called by

(�na1) very different names: paramarthika, V\_(_f.Vi4\
- �cLI-- e::fë.)- �.I _/

and the unreal, relative, phenomenical and temporal one

� - (called also differently: vyavahârika, c;Li\_.t�� t
�M-" ó->L

EULèC+t,�
l
..eÀL-r )
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How to relate these two levels will be one of the most thorny

problems of indian philosophies.

Karma2is thus the earthly rea�of the intra-worldly­

causality, it represents the mutual causil-effect relation

between all � beings,;: the un¡terses and its mutual reper­

cusions. KarmaQis this �-metaphYSiCal structure of reality.
-Jo k-.o� ..,J\...c..i- � '.e.(\0"'� I<ca...-.-.... � "0\.0 i-o t:hG.A.4.,c..e-J..;f. will c..o"""",�·�k

Tk.t. r� of ,."..".0$"'" of r-« w.cL.'_ p�LOSQfk..·c,.J2 ,.,'t''¡''� ,

d) Karm�and the Individual
----=-------------------

The karmatic world-view is a

phenomenical and non-absolu�e world-view. It is furkher a non-

individualistic and non-individualisable co�ception of the

factual-structure of the � universe. �all �22� as

a net of causal gross and subtle relationships there is no

possible criterium for the dividing line betwe�� one indivi-

dual and the other. The individual can here he only a pragma-

tical device for the sake of naming things or manipulating

phenomena. The net of relationships constituting the karmic

structure of reality (real or unreal according tb the systems)-
. -

.5
hae no stops, no limits, no priviledged points so as to pot

limits to the karmic mutual influence and allow ús to say th&. t

here
--

.r'? But

�-� a criterion
-

\..!!jJ�
� a�1Lndividual

for Lndâ.ví.duaLí.sa t í.on, I:-t!- is-:::al:So Ebat If
.

would exist, it would fall by this very
...



fact outside the

kar�
realm: it would not be karmatically

K'CS

detectable, it would outside the reaU,0f the mutualJ C'� ...k4•.
:rt �e� �.e. "f\..(. \ÑI/\�b""J,."","Ov.A..� � -WLU...HI u v-�....- ?f

causality. � can only be God, the absolute� avatara,

a descension of the Divine, a mutation or rather a point of
. (._ 1:>-.__ .1) "- .,��,;;�.... "'- 8�.....)

discontinuity in the karmatic structure of the world; If

24

there is something outside time and causality, outside the

reach of aRB mutual relations and influences it can only be

by definition the realm of the absolut�. i.e. ef ERe àiviae.

From here many a system of indian phmlosophy will be understan­

dable. If at all it has to postulate existence of;r.tvap. t��,
_ Y «""'''''l... '",
�+��� soull ��� the karmatic rea�they can only be uncreated

and thus divine_, I.el,,-� -1-0 a.-oiwa,.. ""'O.....Jls-,' ,

consequent ly

the so well�known theory of momentar�ness, so

developed in buddhistic PhilOSOPhy�Áll is no-

We could put the same idea just the other way round.

There are no priviledged in&ividuals because everything is

unique and a. individual. Each point, each karmatic crossing,

as it were, is unique and can be considered as an _individual.
Jr

bER This is

thing el�se but a succession of moments of exmstence (or of

consciousness, according to schools underscoring the rela-

tion between existence and cOB&ciousness).

h� 'to/ ,-:L) �1Wa..)
It wâi(be Sl s '1lIJ.,stuuàaè1:e that this conception

makes only sense if accompanied by a spiritual quest for
� FG.e+ � �D"I.. cte.;t..uo.... � kClot_·c,.

perfection, i.e. salvation. wA:Ë;(eR 9Jaly ma,. make lIleanin�:ítll
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_o..i\A.M. �� �·v..AÑ)el \McL.'eo..� "tl-.A,"'"'� e, +?I)���

I

w"h..'�� bqfo"'"t>
t: li a 6 e I re :u¡ihg et = Iihe � "to Q..v.. o1w..A. N't. o..D.,.;,.,.; O'\. wi1\.. II\. � oJUt.,

�H.'-'1\o.."\-.Q. ?o."""''''l.\.lo..'ho\'\) ��"t � � 1 ......0� '-",,0."" co.o.· QPpe�t¿_� -4JC.""'f..a-."h· .... l

W\.� �A.. , A fundamental distinction seems to IDe relevant here in
(i �o�\., "ell "'o-

order to understand the deep intuition underlying the con-

ception of karm¡ the distinction be twaen individual and

pe<lfsf • . j-i-\a.. �lese�l..�l�.",,""'.:N'":J
Brushing aside atte.,is at Sj'd A hun àefliiibiOM (We

mayifairly agree that the notion of individuality is based on

numerical distinction and thus it needsa a somehow material

basis for its expression. An individual is a being somehow

complete in itself and separable �m others, it is an indi­

visible ontological unit (in its field) different from others

'1
precisely" its .individuality. The traditional conception of

the atoms being perhaps the best model. A person, on the

con�y, is a center of relationships and is based on the

qualitative distinction of uniqueness. And because unique,
uncomparable and, thus,. somehow tiCíÀEEJÀeeea:!E¥!i!i!\S't:5i!Is&áj a mystery. ¡cr it

�ij� �.� �"-I� � t�o�lt1r·t.oQ.. .e.��I'O'" o/ o.....� o ...j-.,locr·c.....Q.
'-'rt�.

In the karmatic view of reality the human being can in

no way be considered as an individual, for there is nothing
co,JJ_

in him which eaft be isolated and considered separable from time

rest. All the elements/M which the human being can be said

constitutively
to consist o� are related to others and depend on such rela-

tions: physical elements, body, mind, will, BXE¥ the very

psychic reality of ego-coa8eiousness, etc� � � �o�J �i-



o-. b'-'M& o� �"""·OW) .

Can in such a view the human being be considered as a

person? In other. words, is there any place for an ontical

uniqueness of the human being as a person?

The answer depends, of course, on the meaning we give to

say person
the word person. If we ���e�-eR�s-aaffle but we still mean xsa

individual, �hen there is defin.tely no place for it. If the

\
ego means the 1ndividuaitstte consciousness and the convic­

tion that�-sel�am a kind of monad or spiritual atom, i.e.

\�ntological)
something witHvreality:Ln this world in a unique aaà a way,

26

thin we shall have to say th� there is no place for the ego

in a karmatic conception of the world; or rather, more accur.a-

If by person we understand an incidence from a non-karmic

�
� upon the karmatic structure of reality so as to make

Hl a particula{crossing of karmas a center of freedom and
e,

decision than we_can say that there is place for the person

incidence of a superior order, which in no way can 4e
with rhe karmatic one. The only condition that a karmic

�-----cision of reality would puc is that the person shpuld respect,
�

so to say, the rules of the karmic game, which are the rule�

the whole cosmic order. Moreover, precisely because this

is from an altogether supra-karmic level it has in



27

itself no possibility of multiplicity and �stinction, i.e.
06.,�

they appear�iK on
the }Èrsons are many only in so far as

the karmic leve� as active centers of acttion and reaction,

but in reality they are not multiplicable. Iwrè precisely

privilege oí the person' is that it knows that it is only a

does not kling to � it for more time as it

is needed for the running of the play.

e) Karm� and Hi �tUri:eLty liffl'L.
--------------------------

In order to be loyal to the XBm

term of karma� used by so many different philo�hical and

religious schools, we have to abstain faxm from propoun6ing
, particular philosophica theories and reduce our research to

formulate the functioning of .che law of .�armBl),and the histo-

,rical dimension of man, which we may call historicity, at least

for b re ví.cy sake.

� ..� Alli' ór
i
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(from 27)

which has power over the whole

r�mic
struc'ture of the uni\TeE�

� �'}- tU4!aJM_ � ( r
"

�
/ PeresA. i5 t�at wl:tidl: eaR direct

.

karUlat:ic lia� Jilt xRa

kaXJml%i.EXBRki. Ln ,one o r vanc t he r" direction;, eœ;, _;tit; �j;¡8i:Rg a

":k.... more congenial metaphor, person is that power which has the

capacity of destroying karman, or of engrossing it; persen
karman- •

o :i:s is that which can make di sappear or tbe cOA.tra�y. The pers on

,

is the great miyin capable o� creating or BRRXX anihilating

ka rman , In .one word, person. is the center of free-dome

Anybody \Tersed in indian pgilosophy wmll discover the

echoes and the quintessence of one of the underlying _Anoti ve s

of most of the indian systems: the play between prakrti and
•

purusa, t�e intercourse between brahman and tS\Tara in and
•

through mây�.

(to 28)
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(from 2�J)
From this' point of view anego-less conception of the

karmatic human existence would stres� among other� the follo­

wí.ng points:

"My" ego is not the owner of lIIII 'my' life. This life does

not begin with me, but was given to 'me'. I found it, I met

it at a certain point endowed with positive and negative

values. It is up�to me to pass it on increased and embellished,o'\.. To � ..........._,,,,,� c:I...� ..-f.

A series of elements, of karmatic lines have crossed and are

w�)
co�antly crossi�g ..-me/and I have to manage this truly

human condition for thè best of my abilities for my personal

enjoy�t �nd that of the whole wor&d, without a sense of

p"" QtI��_) ,

"

tragedy though, � nothing G:"s ultimate and absolute. This

eutIl..",,)
peë"fRi ... detachment and perspective, love and play, -gives a

. softens
sense or relativity to all joys and 'a iX�2Xll the cruel 'face

"".!l� h.4
of all sorrows. ����ot take �lf too tragically serious

� li.w.u.t or' �'
.

as the universe \MIl
1

as an�atfolute�b*" :svtire»=8".

At thE{same time, i feel the cosmie responsibility, for the

r:
whole universe depends on my positive hand�ling the karm� at,

my disposal. I am that connecting link between p�st- and future,

between my se Lf and the others and this on a cosmí,c =i=:».
level in which no single �park of bein� is excluded. Obviously

that the motiv�tion for act�onl for ..wor.k and for good actions

will have to be more than any crude or reformed and refined
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shall act ethically

enjoy(lHlent of

o�
well (when. the

myself on any level. Ieudemonism: for the

motives of my actions wilt

have reached an ego-less motivation which has in mind the

whole maintenance of the universe: lokasamgraha�
As for 'me' I shall fin� my enjoyement in having been

called to the play of this cosmos and allowed to play my

role there. As for 'me' I shall be given the opportunity of

discovering the vertical meaning of existence and � trans-

'"

cending the sp�t�o-temporal structure of reality ànd over-·
I \,.

come karmª1altogether. No frustration for the realised per-

son, for his or her success is not measured by objective_

sticks regarding objective; achievements,

t
v: in such a way that while giving li:le away

�.: :�::_::�_other
shore, where tHere �s nothing.

(�
I
I

(to J.(/))
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� is perhaps mo.ment to �isipate a �ide and

harmful misunderstaading, explaining at the same time .ebe

ra.Béi" why it became so popular. I am refering to the wrong
i�ir.e.·e ...i·'\'·o",
inteEp4Wtati:sn of the karma theory with the so-called re-

incarnation.

"

If there 5S something which the law of karm�does not

it
say and which conc radt.ct s all what it stands fOlj� tA.a-6�

popular interpretation. The law of karm�is saying that all

y àXEk that a man is: his energies, thoughts, merits, vice�
his corporal elements and all what he had, all 'tha� he

was able to handle x during his mortal life, that all the
-V,o.'1- �� .J

'

karmas, in one word, do not get lost, �nter into the cosmic
j'

net of causality' and of cosmic solidarity('except precisely
one thing; the psychological ego, which is either an illusion

with no consistency waatsòever' or a mere pcagmat Lca.l; label

fBXXHXiiixax or a totally mortal thing, for it 'was' anly the

- conglomerate of 'those qualities ,. which fall asunder at the

dèath of the pa'rticùlar human be.í.ng , What transmig:rates is

Î,

,
.

all but' the individual__. if� \AJO� h�;"o h".� OM,).��j a..'#-ClII.

This popular belief may be understood as the incapacity

of getting rid of what precisely the whole karmic conceptio�
s� ·

..h .Q.1Jo-œ-t�� .

,

. )
of the world intends� it may be also s to originate when

individual consciousness emerges � without changihgt the

30
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�

,

cosmological world-view:�ythical becomes mythological,

at least in the view of those who try to interpret� the

belief of the others.

�May I be allowed to be 'historical' for one paragraph;>
indian

I have witnessed more thaa on�the simple¡(peasant, believing
in the law of karman being forcerto say what he does not

,

believe because of the violence or duress of the dialogue and

the l�ck of any other vocabulary at his disposal, than the

c..,:}o..tY\ I�
J

'enlightendd' one of his paXXmBXXXR questioner. He feel��
he is the bearer of a treasure greater than he himself, he

is convinced that what he has in h�s hands, his life is some-

thing about which he has not the rœght of prpperty, Œe senses

that his exist �ce did not begin with him nor it will end

with him. But he is not saying/and much less meaning/that it
shall be � who survives, that it is � personality that

60mes from somewhere else and goes to another. He has not at

all the impression that what a modern would call the indiviàlal

is wha� goes on transmigrating. He is much closer to that

saying we have already quoted of �añkara that the Lord is the

only transmigrator, that Life is what goes on and that all the

qualities which he has cultivated will not get lost. It is only

wken confronted with the idea that it may be he himself who

1h�
shall survive (his eyes flash like in a temptation and may

yeld to it saying that it may be so.
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I may still offer another hypothesis for what is worth.

� fndividual c�iousness is so deeply �radicated in

western m�ality since a few centuries, that western man can

hardly imagine how another type of non-individualised thinking

can take place in the human mind. Perhaps in the west we are

witnessing now a sharp reaction againSt it. But whatever the

presen�day trends may be, the fatt is that the encounter bet-

�� [p,ween eft.e wes;/and asian minds thés:! last cencurj s we� so

enmeshed in the myth of the reality of the individual that

no dialogue was possible with4ut presupposing it and taking i�
'1.", � \U� ,-->

for gl[anted. _(words like transmigration of souls, re-incarna-

tion and the like came xa into existence with the ·consequent

defermation of the original meaning of the asian doctrines.

law of the devei�pment of human cc{JfjCiousness.
(to 27)

•



From 111
3ft

We may divide this section.into three headings:

i , ��9I!k���L!�!�fr�",� Wo��
The karmic conception of reality

relativises time and makes of it the very R3XHXBXBX expression
of the law of karma. This law is no other thing than the law

of the flow of time. The deFgree of reality *fxkaxmaxxsxx
. of time is the same degree of reality that 'kà rman has. For

those who consider karman real time will be real and those.I
.

..

for whom karman is unreal or in-between/time will fare the
'"

same d({è}tiny. 'In �ctl time is nothing but" the very running of

karman. iRllXX Karman is a kind of condensation of time.

Past, i.e., time past means past�arman and future, i.e., iiB

future time means coming karman.

The so wide-spread and inacurate conception, to say the

least, of circular time is nothing but a ·translation of the
��""-W.��)
c'': 1 E U!] {of tee' karmatic world. Tima is supposed to be

tec�
circular simply kl iLl the karman is- considered to be unexhaust i-

ble� To transcend karman, to burn it, to extinguish all

karmas and the like maax amounts to escape time, to go beyond

it and to enter into the timeless. Time has been said to be

preciselycircular in XJIl the indian conception because its identifica::-
Now ""fI...c.. ��·"'I\.IM�� flUt"ion with karman.�rman is not an end in itself and the law

of, karmaa t(_�s to, regulate the actions and interactions of b¡

all the existing, contigent, beings •. lof at all tRQ sl:leeessÏ:en.,......

33
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Now the beginninglessness of karman has also been quite often

b�
misunderstood and(IDade an onoological theory of it when it

wanted to be precise11y a phenomenology only. Karman has no

beginning and no end because it�ither an entity in itself

nor has an end in itself, i.e-. it has neither ontological

consistency (it is the law of contingent beings) nor ontolo-

gical aim or goal in itself. The only beginning of karman is

the beginning which is taking place every moment; the only
\(a�_g.oali)·.;¿ -e. ii-��ndrot � is the end ( exti�ion) of it� But � all karmas

will one day disappear is a sentence which has no meanig.g
0d'V

:t within the karmic context in which it can (be satch. fOI'l"""""'l4.lcded_,

(from 27)

All what follows should be understood within this limits of

a 'formal' philosophical investigation. I try to speak a lan-

guage mER making sense for the follo�er of more than one

philosophical tradition: a risky task, but perhaps worth-while

attempting.
(to 33)
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The only difference which one

could detect between time and karman is that the former'

certain more

allows for a formal treat�ment, i.e. for a consideration of

its nature independently of the temporal thœngs, whereas the

latter

�
�c.co cne

BBIUIXRBKlqQ&xm:txa�x&iùB..:tiBDXi1lXÙll:txa&KB i s e lo se r

in the last analysis
things themselves. Certainly, there cannot be time

without things temporal as there can be no karman without

the action�,and their results,of the different agents. But

karman is,so

�
se 1 ve s, \._f.in1at

to speak, unbreakably tied to the things them-

many a contemporary philosophical consideration

on time would like to say also regarding time as the lexisten-

t í.a l ' of being as such. M�", -n..._ ·b�.

Whatever this may be the law of karma�expresses what
-

I

probably western modern languages would like to call kXXXBX�

the historical dynamism of beings. Obviously' that if the
I

center of gravity and attention of history lies in the

external and thus externally easi�ly datable events, the law
-....-

of karma� does not pay much attention to them. What the law

of karmél-t describes and registers are the internal modificatio ns,

the inner happenings' in the beings themselves .altBX1l1BX Not

what they did, but what happe� to them doing what they did

is the center of attention of the karmic law. y sf!}. Q)
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The concept of historicmty as expressing the peculiar�ty

of the human being, which can accumulate the past, as it were,

not as simply past but as present, that quality of human exiS-

tence by whichk the past emerges in the ,present and configures

it, not by simple remembrance or by physical or spiritual

of the past, but because they

special way; that peculiar

character of the-hu_an being by which something similar happens
with the future, active and present in hope and in reality-

� ��O(�_
-

in the present, so that a man � Rever be saià what ie is:

without including all his past and ,xa fufture: all those

pecuiiariti� of man which now may' be summed up in the name of

historicity are practically all present and effective in the

concept'ion of karman.

The karman of a human being, to begin with, is k its

most precious and intimate constitution and this karman is

fte�Ri8g è�� the cr�stallisation of actions past, of results

of acts which are no longer in the which emerge am

are present in the contemporary situation of the -bearer of
- �?J,that particular karman. In a way I 'am' more (What (':wasl

� �'o��and equally�hat I I shall be '¡ jiÍlt(a lreacly present in my concec -

porary situation.

One could furtherJuset a known distinction between having- )
-

and being. properly speaking karman is not what I am, but what
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I have. What I ª-ill/belongs to the mystery of the person and

ultimately only one/can say 'I am' (aham asmi). What I have
-/

is my karman and with that I have to deal in my earthly

existence. But if we overlook that 'I' for which the 'am'

is ultimately meaningful, xa all the actions of the human
,,"fs ( o.Nl,..'

being, including hj s 8. he. psychchlogical col1rlciousness � ,'j'J
ads

AyMn_ karman: a condensation of aaë=S past, a dynamism of
If

. �tendencies to,A._realiset{themselves in the future and all l.n.l8llt

present.

The greatest bulk of indian philosophy could Ln this seh�
•

seRse�id to be a Philesophy of history, not a philosophical
reflection on external events, but a philesophical meditation

on the hâ s toxLc í

t y of being, on the peculiar temp0rj}-l chaf­
ter of the human being and the whole cosmos, which is so

am¿) "

configured that nothing is lost, �(accumulates and all emer-

ges into a present which condensates all the actions and

'realities' past. This is so much so that to consider, a bei�
b",'����·e�
wiíwM:: (it is now, neglecting what it was and ignoring what it

shall be, could be said a philosophical sin.

The awareness of historicity, or saying it again, of

karman, is inbuilt in the as í.an mentality so that it is almost
.

taken for granted that I 'am' a condensed result of the past,

that all what I � is simply historicity, that there is no

original newness nor genuine beginning, that revolutions are

chit *_ili.
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oh..\.

childish, if we want to say it politically, if � thinks

that they can begin with a , 'tabula rasa'.

The traditional concept of avatâra or descension �f the

divine - which has been so misleadingly sometimes translated

as incarnation - is intimaeely connected with the karma theory.

And it is' this which gives to the avatâra its modalistic char

acter in terms of the christiaa theology of the Trinity. The

justification of the avat'âra '

is precisely because the

cosmi� history, i.e. the law of karman shows experiencially

a kind of negative inertia, so �hat the world is by itself

going downwards, as it were, and it requires the intervention

of the divine, of the non-karmic order agai�nd again in

order to keep the world going. We have then the two fundamen-

tal options of historicity: history as a degradating process

or as '3 XllBBIUIlXR� anjup+há LL path. The indian solution tends

to accept the idea of a redeeming power which saves the

karmic world of getting more and more - Lnrr í.cat ed into such a

density of relations which would bring a'Cbout a kind of ontic

3xfxxX3¥ _asphyxia.

3. Karman and ,Man

¡ am "l!'e�ej edre Lhat I�not �

reading into indian Scripture a�Tradition, but reading from

them if I, assert that the CCli' eijipg¡at) idea aaht of Lhe
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karma theory does both, elevates the whole world unto the

human sphere and abolisges human privileges putting man on

the level of the rest of the universe. In other words, theret

is a universal law which governs both man and the world without

both
distinction. The karmic structure is common to man and the

rest of xks. beings. Some have seen this as a degradation of

man down to the level of mere things. Others may prefer to

say that it enaails the' enhancement of the whole contingent

world up to the dignity of the human beings.
h.$

One thing, remaiaa�for sure, the whole realm of being is

under one and. the same law and this law is a tempcbral one

or rather an historical one, it is the law of karm� which

says that the structure of reality is of such a kind as to

allow mutual interactions along space and specially time, but

�_.)not as Newtonls physical laws of action �reaction. On the

contrary, these laws are builtJr�n the same pattern of�reali�.

Being is karmatic, being is temporal and historical. Being

��has a dimension in which the sepaaac ron in space, � makes

��
aM Lndí.ví.dua l.s , or in time, _'(mak� things and multiplicity,

is no longer considered' sufficient and ultimatley valid.

Each being is either an abstraction, and thus an axXXpkXEXax.J

artificial and antinatural separation and cut from the

existing and given rea�ity, (\ L
or somehow a reflection of the"" I\.<>\I{_

IMM�
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É The law of karma gives expression to the fundamental

it
human condition; kax at the same time allows for an overcoming

of it,not by postulati�a 'better' and thus idealistic·

human condition, but by transcending it altogether. Man is

mòre than man, but as long as·he is man, he has not only to

play the human game, but also there is no avail to esacpe

his human condition. He will cease to be a man and this

may be his hope: not to prolongue indefinitely, not even

with embell�shments, his human condition, but by abandoning

it totally and without regreting it, because even mn his

earthly life he has discovered the glimpse of that other

shore which doe.s not exàs t , but which allows him to pierCl'EL-

through space and time and, abandoning all human values,
reach, not later or somewhere else, that other form of life

BXXXXBEXB which is neither separable nor distinguishable

from his every-day karmatic ixi existence. Only an irresisti-

ble joy bubbles up. The end of ,man is man, but when that end

is reached, man ceases to be man and this.is salvation:

·not a jump outside history, nor a negation of R it, but the

is that
realisation that man ilIBX� history and-íh í.s coxy nBXXBXHlIH1Ut_g

like man is only for the time-being.

R.Panikkar


