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ABSTRACT

For centuries, philosophers have been preoccupied with the conflict between determinism and free will. Determinism asserts that

human acts are regulated by past causes such as heredity, education, temperament, and environmental circumstances, leaving

little possibility for actual freedom. By recognizing the impact of past deeds while upholding a person’s ability to make moral

decisions, Indian philosophy, in particular the concept of karma, provides a complex viewpoint. This article uses the karma

theory to analyze determinism and point out its shortcomings. It contends that even while people inherit circumstances influenced

by their past deeds, they nonetheless have enough freedom to change their future by moral responsibility and deliberate effort.

Indian philosophy’s synthesis of freedom and causality offers a fair foundation for comprehending human agency and moral

responsibility.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most important topics in ethics and

philosophy is still the argument between determinism

and free will. The main question is whether people

actually have the ability to choose what they do or if

every behavior is predetermined by factors that are

outside of their control. According to determinism,

human behavior is influenced by a variety of elements,

including physical causality, education, social

environments, psychological states, and inheritance. It

becomes challenging to explain ideas like moral

responsibility, praise, blame, and fairness if every action

is predetermined.

Indian philosophy uses the concept of karma to

address this issue. Karma does not reject human freedom

or cause, in contrast to strict determinism. It contends

that although past actions have an impact on current

circumstances, people still have the power to make
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decisions that will affect their future. Karma thus offers

a compromise between total determinism and

unrestricted freedom. It maintains moral responsibility

and the potential for self-transformation while

acknowledging the impact of previous causes.

Understanding Determinism

The philosophical theory of determinism holds that

every event is causally determined by earlier

circumstances. This idea holds that human acts are

invariably the result of preexisting causes rather than

being accidental or independent. These causes could be

environmental, social, psychological, biological, or

physical. Consequently, every human decision

constitutes part of an ongoing cycle of cause and effect.

Two types of influence are the main pillars of the

deterministic theory of human behavior. The first is made

up of internal factors, such as a person’s character,

intelligence, learned dispositions, habits, emotional
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tendencies, and mental state. These psychological

elements influence how people view the world and make

choices. External factors like inheritance, family history,

education, culture, economic circumstances, political

institutions, and social surroundings make up the second

group. These environmental and internal factors work

together to shape human behavior. Even decisions

between options are influenced by prior circumstances,

according to the deterministic viewpoint. People’s

freedom is only seen as visible since their choices are a

result of factors that already exist in their circumstances

and personalities. Biology, sociology, and psychology

all support determinism. Unconscious motivations,

societal structures, acquired experiences, and hereditary

traits all have an impact on human behavior. These effects

show that human freedom and causal conditions are

inextricably linked.

However, there are philosophical issues with strict

determinism. Moral responsibility becomes troublesome

if every action is predetermined. Both praise and blame

make the assumption that people are capable of making

alternative decisions. Ethical judgment and personal

responsibility become meaningless in the absence of

freedom.

In response to these queries, Indian philosophy

presents the idea of karma . A person’s actions leave

behind a force that can decide whether they will bring

him happiness or misery in the future, depending on

whether they were good or evil (Dasgupta, 1957). Each

person’s past shapes the present, while their present

actions shape the future. The ultimate objective is

accessible to everyone, regardless of one’s current

situation; in this way, the karma theory might be

considered as “equal opportunity employer” (Neufeldt,

1995, p. 3; Humphreys, 1948). It maintains the individual’s

ability to make moral decisions while extending the chain

of causation beyond a single lifetime rather than rejecting

causality. Determinism then emerges as only one

dimension of a far richer understanding of human

existence, revealing that our lives are shaped not only by

causality but also by consciousness, meaning, and lived

experience. While past influences may have shaped the

current situation, individuals are not confined by those

influences. In these circumstances, human freedom still

functions, enabling moral development and reform.

Criticism of Determinism

Determinism does not offer a comprehensive

explanation of human life, even while it clarifies how

causes affect human behavior. Its incapacity to explain

personal transformation is one of its main drawbacks.

People can consciously alter their character, overcome

their weaknesses, and examine their behaviors.

Determinism also finds it difficult to explain

disparate living circumstances. Individuals are born into

a variety of situations with differing degrees of

opportunity, aptitude, and social standing. Determinism

pinpoints the reasons for these variations, but it is unable

to explain the diseases’ underlying causes.

Determinism also finds it difficult to defend moral

judgment. Every ethical and legal framework is

predicated on the idea that people have some autonomy

in their decision-making. Because society assumes that

people may have done differently, it condemns injustice

and violence while rewarding kindness, honesty, and

bravery. Moral praise and condemnation would be mostly

meaningless if all decisions were solely based on prior

reasons.

Determinism falls short of explaining why people

in similar situations frequently make different decisions.

While some people fail in spite of favorable

circumstances, others succeed through moral effort and

tenacity. This implies that human behavior is influenced

by outside factors yet is not entirely under their control.

Human actions therefore become part of an unbroken

chain of cause and effect in which every event has a

preceding cause (Anand, 1982).

Human Consciousness and Free Will

There are two main ways that past karma affects

people. Character, habits, dispositions, emotional

tendencies, and psychological inclinations are all formed

within. On the outside, it establishes the conditions of

birth and life, such as social possibilities, health,

education, family history, and economic standing. These

factors create the framework in which freedom functions.

The key to this process is human consciousness.

Many animals act instinctively. Human action is

characterized by thought, reflection, and moral judgment.

People can reflect on their goals, consider conflicting

motivations and decide to behave in ways that may be at

odds with their immediate feelings. This capacity for

reflection makes moral development possible. It

distinguishes mechanical behavior from voluntary action.

New motivations are created by the sense of freedom

itself.
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In Indian philosophy, Karma does not disprove the

existence of free will, even though it adds deterministic

aspects. Rather, these ideas coexist and interact

dynamically to shape human experience (Ramanathan

and Aithal, 2025).

Free will is frequently considered in Indian

philosophy in connection with ethical behaviour and

moral responsibility. Many philosophical traditions, such

as Buddhism, Jainism, and Hinduism, firmly believe that

people are capable of making their own decisions

(Ramanathan and Aithal, 2025).

According to Indian philosophy, people have

limited but true freedom. This freedom does not imply

total autonomy from all circumstances. Instead, it refers

to the capacity to make decisions within the

circumstances brought about by earlier causes. This is

made possible by human cognition. Human activity

entails introspection, moral assessment, and judgment

in contrast to instinctual behavior. People are able to

analyze their desires, restrain their emotions, and make

decisions based on their ethical knowledge.

According to Hiriyanna, freedom in Indian

philosophy refers to the capacity to control behavior

through self-control and knowledge rather than unbridled

independence (Hiriyanna, 1949). Humans can change

who they are through deliberate effort, but they are also

shaped by their environment and character.

One way to defend freedom under karma is through

self-determination. Being guided by oneself instead of

outside forces is what it means to be free. Therefore,

self-determination is a true type of freedom rather than

fatalism because, even if karma determines events, they

are shaped by one’s own prior acts (Neufeldt, 1995, p.

5).

Karma as Self-Determination

A person’s actions leave behind a force that can

decide whether they will bring him happiness or misery

in the future, depending on whether they were good or

wicked. A person must reincarnate as a man or any other

species in order to experience the consequences of their

acts when their actions are so great that they cannot be

felt in this life or in a human existence. A distinct

perspective on the connection between causality and

freedom is offered by the idea of karma. The moral

doctrine that every voluntary action has repercussions is

known as karma. These repercussions could manifest in

the here and now or in the future.

But karma is not the same as fatalism. It does not

imply that fate is set in stone and cannot be altered.

Rather, it teaches that whereas previous deeds have an

impact on the present, current deeds have an impact on

the future. In other words, human life is impacted by

past karma in two ways. Character, habits, and

dispositions are internally shaped. It has an external

impact on people’s living conditions. Although these

circumstances reduce options, they do not eliminate them.

Therefore human beings have two options: they can

either follow their current inclinations or use moral effort

and discipline to resist them. Karma is a symbol of self-

determination in this way. People experience the

consequences of their own past deeds, yet they still have

the ability to make new decisions and change their

destiny. Whatever may be the claims of the determinism,

man’s actions are not determined, because he is endowed

with free will (Anand, 1982). Freedom of the will really

means the freedom of the self. It is determination by the

self (Radhakrishnan,1932, p. 277). Karma, according to

Radhakrishnan should not be seen as fatalism since it

emphasizes individual accountability. While fresh actions

are still available, each action contributes to the

development of character and destiny (Radhakrishnan,

1932).

This interpretation is supported by recent studies

on ethical causality in Buddhist philosophy and classical

yoga. Both the Pātañjalayogaśāstra and the

Abhidharmakośabhācya explain karma as an ethical norm

guiding rebirth rather than an inflexible notion of

determinism, as Karen O’Brien-Kop shows (O’Brien-

Kop, 2024). Moral action remains crucial because present

conduct continually reshapes future existence.

Moral advancement, accountability, and character

People are accountable for their acts if they are

viewed as agents with the ability to make decisions. For

moral and spiritual development, this accountability is

crucial. The necessity of developing a sense of agency

and motivating people to behave in accordance with

dharma, or righteous obligation, is emphasised by the

teachings of several Indian philosophers (Ramanathan

and Aithal, 2025). Character is not fixed, according to

the principle of karma. It grows as a result of repeated

decisions and deeds. Every choice makes certain

tendencies stronger and others weaker. As a result, people

take part in developing their own identities. Strict

determinism, on the other hand, views character primarily
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as a cause that influences future behavior. According to

Indian philosophy, character is formed by prior actions

of free will, even though character influences action.

A vital first step in balancing determinism with free

will is accepting accountability for one’s deeds. People

can take charge of their life and strive for good change

by realising the consequences of their decisions

(Ramanathan and Aithal, 2025). Because each person

shapes their own character, moral responsibility has

significance. Moral progress is not impeded by past

deeds, but they do have an impact on current behavior.

People can overcome negative tendencies and advance

spiritually with education, self-control, and moral

endeavor.

The Theory of Karma rightly understood is neither

a denial of human freedom nor discouragement for moral

efforts. It instead of bringing despair raises the

individuals hope for progress. It implies that we are at

every moment making our character and shaping our

destiny (Bhatt, 1990, p. 147).

The debate between free will and determinism in

Indian thinking sheds light on the nature of human action

and the significance of karma. The interaction of free

will and determinism encourages us to consider our

decisions and their impact on the world around us,

instilling a feeling of responsibility and interconnectivity

in our lives (Ramanathan and Aithal, 2025).

Dr. S. Radhakrishnan’s Illustration of the Game of

Bridge

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan argues that the doctrine

of karma should not be interpreted as fatalism. Instead,

it affirms that while present conditions arise from

previous actions, individuals remain capable of choosing

their future course through deliberate effort

(Radhakrishnan, 1932).

He uses the game of bridge to illustrate the

connection between freedom and karma. The cards that

are dealt are not chosen by the player; rather, they

symbolize various aspects of human existence, including

birth, family, and social circumstances. There is no

freedom with regard to the cards in this sense. The player

is allowed to choose how to employ those cards, though.

Intelligence, skill, and judgment are necessary for

success. In a same vein, although humans cannot control

every aspect of life, they can choose how to react to it

(Radhakrishnan, 1932, p. 279). This illustration

demonstrates that freedom does not need the lack of

restrictions. The capacity to behave sensibly under those

constraints is the essence of true freedom.

Conclusion

By examining the relationship between free will and

determinism in Indian thought through the prism of

karma theory, one discovers a sophisticated philosophical

synthesis that supports a dynamic model of constrained

freedom informed by ethical intention, past deeds, and

spiritual awakening rather than fully endorsing libertarian

autonomy or succumbing to strict fatalism (Ramanathan

and Aithal, 2025).

Human behavior is impacted by inheritance,

environment, education, psychological factors, and prior

experiences, all of which are accurately explained by

determinism. It cannot, however, adequately account for

moral responsibility, personal development, or the

distinctions among people in comparable situations.

A more balanced perspective is offered by the theory

of karma. Although it acknowledges that the past has an

impact on the present, it rejects the idea that human

behavior is entirely determined by the past. While some

conditions are inherited, people still have the power to

make decisions, grow as people, and influence their own

destiny. The analogy of the game of bridge, presented

by Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, illustrates this balance between

destiny and freedom.

Recent philosophical studies corroborate the

traditional Indian view that determinism and freedom

need not be mutually exclusive. Contemporary

researchers increasingly view karma as a theory of

conditioned agency in which causal continuity coexists

with moral responsibility (O’Brien-Kop, 2024). These

investigations demonstrate that Indian philosophy offers

a significant contribution to contemporary debates

surrounding free will by offering a model of self-

determination centered in ethical causality rather than

fatalistic necessity.

Karma, then, is an example of self-determination.

Humans are neither entirely free from causality nor

entirely under the influence of fate. They are moral beings

who constantly shape who they are through their deeds.

The idea of karma promotes accountability, hope, and

moral advancement rather than depressing people.

REFERENCES

Anand, K.K. (1982). Indian Philosophy. Bharaiiya Vidya

NEENA T.S.



(736) Internat. J. Appl. Soc. Sci. |May & June, 2026| 13 (5&6)|

Prakasan.

Bhatt, S.R. (1990). The Theory of Karma: A Philosophical

Analysis. In K. K. Mittal(Ed.), Perspectives on Karma

and Rebirth(p.147). Department of Buddhist Studies,

University of Delhi.

Dasgupta, Surendranath (1957). A History of Indian

Philosophy. Cambridge university press.

Hiriyanna, M. (1947). The Essentials of Indian Philosophy.

George Allen and Unwin Ltd. London.

Humphreys, C. (1948). Karma and Rebirth, John Murry.

BEYOND DETERMINISM: KARMA, FREE WILL, & MORAL RESPONSIBILITY IN INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

O’Brien-Kop, K. (2024). Ethical Causality and Rebirth in the

Pātañjalayogaśāstra and Abhidharmakośabhāsya: A

Mirrored Argument. Journal of Indian Philosophy, 52 :

507–510.

Neufeldt, Ronald W. (Ed.) (1995). Karma and Rebirth: Post

Classical Developments. Sri Satguru Publications.

Radhakrishnan,S. (1932). Idealist view of life. George Allen

and Unwin Ltd., London.

Ramanathan, S.  and Aithal, P.S (2025). Philosophy Polity and

Knowledge Systems in Ancient India. Book Rivers.

************




