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Karma, Destiny and Free Will

T.N.Sethumadhavan                                                                                November, 2009
[This essay originally appeared in the November, 2007 issue of Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanams’ Illustrated Monthly ‘Sapthagiri’ which is slightly modified here].

Are we free or puppets?

	Life is a creation. But are we merely playing the role already created for us, or can we create our own pages in any chapter of life? Can we determine our destiny or does destiny determine us? Opinions differ. The question, however, remains — how much of our lives can we actually control?


Introduction

The one theme that almost all religions proclaim is crystallized in these words: “The Divine will is better” (ishvarechcha gariasi) for the Hindus; "Thy will be done" for the Christians; Inshallah—"God willing" for the Muslims Or to put it in Buddha's words: "Events happen, deeds are done, and there is no individual doer thereof."
One of the greatest and everlasting debates in human history is about the role of destiny in the lives of human beings. There was a time when it was almost an accepted fact of life that each and every event was governed by destiny of human beings. With the advent of modern science and technological development the importance of the role of destiny as a concept got eroded and today it is considered as a blind faith without any rationality behind it.  A majority of the so called successful and progressive people do not subscribe to the supremacy of destiny and emphasize man’s free will in shaping one’s own life.
Different viewpoints
There are three main streams of thought on the subject which are discussed below.
1. The most prevalent view seems to be the one which says that there is nothing called destiny or fate. This line of thinking says that human beings have the option to take decisions using their free will.  All our successes, failures and actions are governed by the decisions we take. If we take correct decisions and act accordingly, no one can prevent us from achieving what we want to. If we fail, it must be due to something gone wrong on account of our own shortcomings.
In this line of thinking, destiny is considered a superstition at worst and at best one can regard it as a psychological defense system to cope with the failures in life as we are never ready to accept that it is we who are responsible for the failure due to some bad planning, lack of efforts in the right direction or outright failure to correctly judge the realities.

This theory leaves many questions of life unanswered. For example, it does not answer the question of differences between different people at the point of their birth. Why one is born to rich parents and another to poor ones? Why are some children born healthy and some sick or crippled in some way? And such other similar questions.


2. The second school of thought says we are free to take the first step, but as soon as we take it, our second step becomes inevitable and predictable.  We become bound by the different laws of life which govern the outcome of an act.
For example, say, we are going to plant a tree. As long as we have not done it, we have plenty of options. We may choose not to plant the seed at all. We may choose the type of tree we wish to grow etc. But once we have taken that decision and acted upon it, our freedom is curtailed by many causes. If we plant a mango tree, then no matter what we do we cannot get any other fruit than the mango from that tree. We cannot guarantee that the seed we just planted will grow to a big healthy tree at all. It may also happen that the tree grows, bears fruit, but we cannot taste even a single fruit on account of various reasons. In other words, our freedom is limited to the actions we take but not to the outcome of that act. This is logical because the outcome of any act depends on so many other factors over which we have no control. That is why even the best laid out plans of the mightiest and most intelligent people end in complete failure and utter chaos. This concept is called "Law of Karma".  The word karma means: kar=actions, ma=my i.e. ‘My actions’.

Karma is a comprehensive term for processes whereby impressions are formed and imprinted on the mind-field to bear certain fruits in a strict application of the law of cause and effect. The theory of Karma common to many oriental religions states that there is a universal accounting system in which each individual must experience the consequences of all his actions (Karmas) .None of us, no matter how rich, powerful or influential we are on the world stage, can avoid facing these consequences. Our lives and destiny are created by the sum total of these consequences, both good and bad. The personality we have been born with, the way we look, the parents we were born to, the religion and country we belong to, our relationships, have all been created by consequences of actions performed in some past life.
Karma manifests through the samskaras (vasanas) or impressions accumulated in us. Every thought, word and deed creates a samskara or impression that alters us and eventually changes our destiny.  As our thoughts create our lives, karma begins with thoughts. Good thoughts generate good karma while angry or negative thoughts reap bad karma. Good or bad karma is determined by our motivation. The same act may generate good or bad karma depending on the reason why we are doing it. Giving a meal to a beggar out of compassion or out of a desire to get rid of some old food, will have different consequences.

In the eastern philosophies like Hinduism or Buddhism, the concept of reincarnation occupies a pride of place. It says, we all keep taking birth after birth. This cycle of birth and death has been continuing since eternity, and will keep on repeating itself till a human being attains "Enlightenment" which is the ultimate goal of life (purushartha). This state of enlightenment has been described differently by different sages. Some have called it Self-Realization, some have called it Self-Actualization. It is also known as attaining Moksha, Nirvana or Kaivalya. Only after one achieves it, one can come out of the shackles of this relentless cycle of birth and death.
Karma therefore goes hand-in hand with reincarnation since rebirth is the means to exhaust all the consequences of our karma. Our present has been created by our past and our future is taking shape through every moment that we live - through every thought, word and action.


The Bhagavad Gita has been advocating nishkama karma - desireless action - since time immemorial. It says “Your choice is in action only, never in the result thereof. Do not be the author of the result of action. Let your attachment not be to inaction” (2-47)
The reincarnation theory also states that the consequences of actions (Karma Phala) need not necessarily be experienced in the present life; they can be carried over into future lives. Because of this, several sub-divisions of Karma have been postulated. The following classification is common to many Hindu schools of thought.
· Sanchita Karma. The store house of unexhausted Karmic end results accumulated from previous births.

· Prarabdha Karma. That part of one’s Sanchita Karma which started bearing fruit and must be worked out in the present life. Prarabdha is often translated as destiny.

· Agami Karma. Consequences of new Karma getting accumulated in the present lifetime on account of current actions which is carried forward into future lives.

This theory implies that all events are predestined. There is nothing called free will. We are all like instruments in some grand design and nothing else. All our thoughts and actions are predestined.

3. The third school contends that both destiny and free will work side by side in human activities. It says that free will is not exclusive but is included in destiny. Hindu philosophy does not entirely accept any one theory viz. destiny or free will. If destiny is the only deciding factor how is it possible then that the seeds for future births can be sown in the present birth which is dependent on one’s free will? If no initiative is taken in life and everything is left to destiny it is a mere escape from responsibility to perform one’s own duties and is fatalism. Bhagavad Gita reiterates that none can remain without performing action even for a second.  On the other hand if absolute free will alone is going to be the determining factor, then why many of our efforts result in failures despite sincere and honest efforts while many other actions succeed where no sincere efforts are made?
Destiny and free will
This leads us to the next question what this destiny is and can it be altered by the sheer force of human free will?
To find out an answer to this question we must start with the premise that there is some purpose in creation of the universe and everything therein works in accordance with a pre-arranged sequence wherein there is no chaos and man is just a small component of the whole marvel.  The purpose of human life in this scheme of things is to make man perfect and thus free him from the cycle of repeated births and deaths (moksha)
Views of the sages and scriptures:




chapter 2 
Bhagavan Ramana Maharshi

Sri Ramana Maharshi accepted the validity of the laws of Karma but said that they were only applicable as long as a person imagined that he was separate from the Self. At this level (the level of the ajnani or the ignorant), he said that individuals will pass through a series of pre-ordained activities and experiences, all of which are the consequences of previous acts and thoughts. He said that every act and experience in a person’s life is determined at birth and that the only freedom one has is to realize that there is no one acting and no one experiencing. However, once one realizes the Self there is no one left to experience the consequences of actions and so the whole structure of Karmic laws then becomes redundant.
Sri Ramana Maharshi made it clear that if the agent, upon whom the Karma depends, namely the ego, which subsists between the body and the Self, merges in its source and loses its form, how can the Karma, which depends upon it, survive? He says when there is no ‘I’ there is no Karma. The essence of Karma is to know the truth of oneself by enquiring ‘Who am I, the doer, who begins to do Karmas?’ Unless the doer of Karmas, the ego, is annihilated through enquiry, the perfect peace of supreme bliss, which is the result of Karma Yoga, cannot be achieved.
To the question “Is there such a thing as free will? Sri Ramana Maharshi asks: Whose will is it? So long as there is the sense of doer ship, there is the sense of enjoyment and of individual will. But if this sense is lost through the practice of self-enquiry (Vichara) and one becomes self-realized the divine will act and guide the course of events. He clarifies that free will holds the field only in association with individuality. As long as individuality lasts there is free will. All the scriptures are based on this idea and therefore advise us to direct the free will towards right goals.
When the question “If what is destined to happen will happen is there any use in prayer or effort or should we just remain idle?” Ramana Maharshi says: There are only two ways to conquer destiny or be independent of it. One is to enquire for whom is this destiny and discover that only the ego is bound by destiny and not the Self, and that the ego is non-existent.
“Destiny is the result of past action. It concerns the body. Let the body act as may suit it. Why are you concerned with it? Why do you pay attention to it? Should anything happen, it happens as a result of past actions, of divine will and other factors”. This idea is embedded in the common term ‘namaste’ we use in our day to day social interactions. This word can be split up as na+ma+te+astu meaning thereby “ I am not” (na ma) “You are” (te astu) implying a complete wiping out of  the notion of “I-ness” and “My-ness” and surrendering to “You- The Supreme Lord.”
“The other way is to kill the ego by completely surrendering to the Lord, by realizing one’s helplessness and saying all the time, ‘Not I but Thou, O Lord’, giving up all sense of "I" and ‘mine’ and leaving it to the Lord to do what He likes with you. Surrender can never be regarded as complete so long as the devotee wants this or that from the Lord. True surrender is love of God for the sake of love and nothing else, not even for the sake of liberation. In other words, complete effacement of the ego is necessary to conquer destiny. It is immaterial whether you achieve this effacement through Jnana Marga - self-enquiry or through Bhakti Marga - path of devotion.”
The supplication of the elephant in Gajendra Moksha and of Draupadi when she was being humiliated in the open court of Duryodhana in the presence of her husband’s and other elders are illustrations of absolute surrender to The Lord.

Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa
Sri Ramakrishna also echoes similar thinking. When he was asked by his disciple are we really free to do whatever we like he replied: “Everything depends on the will of God. The world is His play. He has created all these different things - great and small, strong and weak, good and bad, virtuous and vicious. This is all His maya, His sport. You must have observed that all trees in a garden are not of the same kind.”
“As long as a man has not realised God, he thinks he is free. It is God Himself who keeps the error in man. Otherwise sin would have multiplied. Man would not have been afraid of sin and there would have been no punishment for it.”
“But do you know the attitude of one who has realized God?  Such a person feels: I am the machine and You, O Lord, are the Operator. I am the house and You are the Indweller. I am the chariot and You are the Driver. I move as You move me. I speak as You make me speak. The desire to argue (which is very powerful in the state of ajnana) disappears when a man attains wisdom.”

Bhagavad Gita

The Song Celestial tells us: The forces of Nature do all works. But due to delusion of ignorance people assume themselves to be the doer.  (3.27) The one who knows the truth about the role of the forces of Nature in getting work done does not become attached to the work. Such a person knows that it is the forces of Nature that get their work done by using our organs as their instruments. (3.28) The wise who knows the truth thinks: "I do nothing at all." In seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, eating, walking, sleeping, breathing; and speaking, giving, taking, as well as opening and closing the eyes, the wise believes that only the senses are operating upon their objects. (5.08-09) The one who perceives that all works are done by the powers of material Nature truly understands, and thus does not consider oneself as the doer.(13.29)
As breathing, winking and similar processes are automatic and man claims no agency for them, he being conscious of the processes only when disease or similar causes afflict them. In a similar manner all his activities should be automatic, without his arrogating to himself the agency or responsibility thereof. A man of charity does not even know that he is doing charitable acts, it is his nature to do so, he cannot help it. This detachment can only come from a tireless endeavor and God's grace.
Gita lays stress that work is a function of nature and depends on God’s grace for its success. It says “Learn from Me, O mighty-armed Arjuna, these five factors, as declared in the Sankhya doctrine, for the accomplishment of all actions. The seat (body) of action, the doer (ego), the various sense organs of perception, the different functions of organs of actions  and the presiding Deity also, the fifth. Whatever action a man performs by his body, speech and mind, whether right or the reverse, these five are its causes.” (18.13-15)
The concept of work is analyzed in these verses. When it was told that action can be done without egocentric desires and attachments to fruits the consequential question is what constitutes action or work.
Sri Krishna says that there are five aspects of action or five-fold division of work. The five components of action are 
1. The body -Adhishthaanam -the gateway for the entrance and existence of stimuli. 
2. The ego -Karta- which seeks fulfillment of the action through the body. 
3. The organs of perception - Karanam - through which the inner personality comes into contact with the field of enjoyment and satisfaction. 
4. The organs of action and 
5. The presiding deities of the organs of perception which make them work properly.

The deities represent the non-human factor that interferes and disposes of human effort. In all human actions, there is an unpredictable element which is commonly called luck or X-factor in modern language or traditionally as destiny or fate or the force accumulated by the acts of one's past lives. It is called here daiva. The task of man is only to plant the seed but his reaping the harvest lies in the hands different from his own.

Valmiki’s Ramayana
We find more or less the same ideas in Valmiki Ramayana also. (2/22/13-24) When Sri Rama was banished to the forest Lakshmana got very much angry over Kaikeyi and started reprimanding her in very strong terms. Sri Rama pacifies Lakshmana telling him that Kaikeyi was not responsible for his banishment and put the entire blame on his own destiny. Sri Rama’s dissertation here on the role of Divine Will in human lives are gems of the Valmikian thought process and a masterpiece in Vedanta. 
He says: “O Lakshmana, on my going to the forest dressed up in the bark of trees and deer skin, sporting matted hair-locks, the mind of Kaikeyi will be at rest. Surely, I should not give offence to Providence by overlooking His purpose, as it is by Him that this idea of sending me away into the exile has been planted into the mind of Kaikeyi through the machinations of Manthara. I shall accordingly be going into the forest; let there be no delay on this account.”
“Divine intervention alone should be regarded as responsible for sending me into the exile as well as for taking back from me the kingdom of Ayodhya offered to me. But for the prompting of the Providence, how could the decision to persecute me by banishing me into the forest enter the mind of Kaikeyi, my own mother? O brother, you are aware 
“As such I cannot hold anything other than the will of the Providence responsible for her prevailing upon the king with pungent words urging him to stop my installation and send me to the forest. How else could she, a princess of gentle disposition and possessing rare qualities of head and heart, speak, like a cruel woman in the presence of her husband, words intended to torment me?”
“That which cannot be foreseen is surely a decree of providence and it cannot be set aside by any among created beings. It is therefore evident that by the will of Providence or destiny the unexpected has befallen me as well as her.  Again, who can dare challenge destiny, of which no indication can be found other than the consequences of the act itself? Joy and sorrow, fear and anger, gain and loss, birth and death and whatever similar experience comes to a particular individual that is unquestionably the work of Providence.”
“Strongly impelled by destiny, even sages practicing severe austerities are led astray leaving aside restraint and get ruined by lust and anger. It is indeed nothing other than an act of destiny which unexpectedly and for no ostensible reason creates obstacles for an action commenced with herculean preparations. Again it is common knowledge that one gets a windfall of fortune with little effort, with practically no resources.  That is fate".
Conclusion







chapter 3 
The foregoing discussions would reveal that the universe has a purpose, rules and challenges. Nobody is here by accident; we are all here to live out our life's purpose, to learn from experience and to walk the path. No life is pointless, it's all about progression, learning and succession to a higher level - something that even transcends one physical 

life time because our soul returns to continue the progression.

This is our KARMA, the grand plan for our lives - the credits and debits, the good and the bad - the path we must tread.
Consider our destined path as a route through a maze. The maze represents all of the possible challenges and rewards, all of the ups and downs, and all the people who are destined to come into our lives to bring happiness or conflict.


Within that framework of the maze we have free will. At any point we can turn left or right, go straight ahead or go back. As humans we frequently have the illusion that life is totally of free will. After all we can choose what to wear, where to go, whom to marry and what color we want our dress to be etc. But in many things we ultimately don't have
any choice. Our 'free will' and destiny are ultimately intertwined by the fact of our existence within the predefined framework of the karma - the maze - the framework of the path from birth to death and ultimately rebirth.
The question whether destiny or free will is superior cannot thus be answered in an ‘either/or’ format. It is not either this or that but it is both. We have both the possibility of free will and are also predetermined at the same time. This can be made clear by an illustration.
Imagine a scenario where a buffalo is tied by a long rope to a pole fixed to the ground in an open field. It has got freedom to be near to the pole or go to the full extent of the rope or only go up to a certain length of the rope.  Its free will is limited to the extent of the length of the rope and if it is very strong it can even break the rope and escape the bondage.
In this illustration the buffalo being tied by the rope is prarabdha karma; it’s going to the full extent of the rope or staying near the pole is its free will; the breaking of the rope by its superior effort and strength is the breaking of prarabdha or obtaining salvation or moksha from samsar through Sadhana.
Is it not then that the whole question is rendered unanswerable when we ask ourselves, Who is the one who exercises free will? The human being or the omnipotent Paramatman, the Sutradhar, the string–puller of we the puppets, who erroneously take it for granted that we are masters of our lives. Destiny is as it were the balance sheet of a person's assets (virtues) and liabilities (sins) over a number of his past births. Hence it is impossible to know it before hand. But the aim of human endeavor can only be to free him from the bonds of his karma by inducing in him wisdom and equanimity.
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