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O’ Bhikkhus ! Communicate for
the benefit and happiness of the great
majority of men, the compasson
upon the world and the welfare,
‘gratification and desire of god and
men. O’ Bhikkhus! throw the light

on the celebacy with the removel of
sin preaching the Dhamma with its

meaning and idea with the benedic-
tion in the beginning, middle and
extinction.

DIAMMARADA
The wise, the meditative, the constant, the earnest and ever
striving, reach Nibbana, the suprime happiness.
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KARMA AND REBIRTH
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= SEEMA SHARMA

Department of Buddhist Studies University of Delhi

INTRODUCTION

All religions seriously and since-
rly attemipt to find plausible and it
possible reasonably convining answe-
1s to the various phenomena of life.
In‘many eases, such answers are the
same in all religions but in some ca-
ses, they differ from religion. This
may be bécause ‘of the different so-
eial ethos in which various religions
had taken shape. One such explana-
tion of different religions is to the
question of continuity and obvious
differences in human beings. The
explanation given by religions born
in India the continuity of human
race and its diversity lies in the theory
of Karma and rebitth.

(22)

STATEMENT OF THE THEORY

The thﬂafy of Karma states that
every individual has to bear the con-
sequences of his actions (Karma)
either in theory is bassed on the
simple saying *‘As you sow, so shall
you reap’ “Jo Jas Karahi, so tus
phal chakha’’. People are born to
reap the fruits of their actions in
past lives, Thus the phenomena of
continuity of human race as well as
that of differenciations among ‘man
is explained. R

However, the theory of Karma
has evolved from the Vedic ‘period
onwards with additions and ' modifi-
cations. It may bé‘interesting to note
how the simple 'theory has under
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gone mod fications lcahng to stra-
nge conclusions.

THE “VEDIC CONCEPT OF
KARMA -

During the Vedic pegiod, it was
believed that every individual reaps
the fruits of his -actions. After his
death, an individual according to the
nature of his actions goes to heaven
or | and hel). He stays there till he
has suffered the consequences of his
actions. After that, he gomes back to
the world to start his new life afresh.
This was a simple belief inspiring
people to do good deeds so that they
may enjoy the pleasures of heaven
and save temselves from the fire of

hell.

UPANISHADIC CONCEPT OF
KARMA AND REBIRTH

The upanishadic period had been
a period of great speculation and
¢icacting thinking. Th@ simple pri-
nciple of Karma under went several
modifications. _

It was pertinently asked who per-
forms the Karma ? Who is reborn ?
“The concept.of “Atma’* or “‘Soul”

Anandabhoomi

was further elaborated and it was
stated that it is the soul which trans-
migrates from one life to another.
The sum total of the results of the
actions of man in one life accompany
the soul and they fructify in the next
li__f'e justasa seed fructifies and bears
fruits.

Another important point was
injected into the whole _thi_nking,
Why does the soul transmigrates
from one life to another. Is it possi-
ble to break the cycle and be free
from rebirth? It was stated that soul
is of the same ¢ssence as God. If by
performing good actions self puri-
fications 2 man can realize himself,
this self realization helps him to unite
with God and free himself from the
cycle of birth and death. This was
the stage of salvation or ‘‘Moksha™.
Thus the concept of heaven and; hell
was relegated to the background and
the concept of immoratality of soul
gave rise toa new interpretation of
the theory of Karma and rebirth.

The methods which could help
man to unite with God were known

(23)



as Yoga or ways to unite with God
'various systems of philosophies of
“Yoga were propounded. The most
‘popular of which is the “Patanjali

.Yoga. It so appears that the entire- -
philosophy of Hinduism revolved -

‘around the theory of Karma and re-
birth. It is most refined vassion of
Yoga appeared in tne ‘Bhagavat
Gita’’. “Nishkama Karma’’ or selfleéss

‘work was prescribed asthe way for
-seeking salvation -and free oneself
from the cycle of births and deaths. -

‘FOUNDAMENTAL PRESUMP-
TIOS OF THE THEORY

The theory of Karma and rebirth
'is bassed on some fundamental ideas
which need to be understood.

'LAW OF CAUSE AND EFFECT

. The simple principle is that every
‘cause leads to some effect. The actions
performed by man serve as cause

which leads to certain effects repre=
‘senting the fruits of those actions.
“This means no action of man. Howe-
ver, insignificant and it may appear
‘to be, goes unnoticed. It has its effects
‘which influences the future course of

(24)

" his life. This calls for caréfulness in

performing actions. Good actions
. will naturally bear good fruits and
. bad actions will bear bad fruits.

LAW OF PERSONAL RESPON-
" SIBILITY
It is emphasised in the theory that

every individual has to be personally
responsible for the consequences of
his actions. He cannot absolve him-
self from his responsibility. In his
day to day life, he has to be watch-

ful and behave ina responsible ma-
nner.

LAW OF RETRIBUTIVE JUSTICE

The theory is bassed on the pre-
sumption that nature distributes jus-

tice mathematically. Good actions
will lead to good fruits and bad

actions to bad fruits. A person per-
forming good action will be rewarded
and a person performing bad actions
will be punished. This law of natural
justice upholds the universal moral
law and sustains the kingdom of
Gagdodw I

The social ‘and religious philoso-
‘phers had these facts in view while
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formulating the theory. Naturally,
the theory had a very salutary effect

on the social structure and by and
large served as a good deterrent agai-
nst evil deeds.

BENEFITS OF THE THEORY

The theory of Karma and rebirth
had greatly benefited the Hindu so-
ciety in the following ways:-

“«a) Emphasis on good actions:-
‘Most people are prompted to

refrain from bad actions for fear of
retribution in this or subsequent 1li-
ves. The social philosophers parti-
cularly Manu laid down what is
meant by good actions. Codes of
conduct for persons at various sta—
tions of life and stages of life were
evoived for the guidance of people.
The society could be safe only when
its individuals perform benificial
actions impelled by some higher mo-
tives of life. The theory of Karma
was a good incentive for benificial
actions.
b) Self Realization:-" The ultimate
ainf of life- i |

The highest aim of life came to
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be self realization or union with God.
This required pure ane virtuous life
based on the higher principles of
life. The various paths to achieve
this aim were prescribed. The more
important of them being (i) Jnana
Yoga- the way to God through
knowledge. (ii) Bhakti Yoga the way

to-Ged: through Iove (iii) -Karma

Yoga- “the way to God through work

and. la_stl_y (iv) Raja Yoga—- the way
to God through psychological exer-
cise. This social thinking ' not only
placed ' before the individual and
the society the Higher aims of life but
also provided practical guidance to
individuals as to how to achieve the
highest aim of life.
A SENSE' OF OPTIMISM AND
HOPE FOR FUTURE

The theory seems to declare that
it is never too late to mend. Man is
the master of his destiny. By perfor-
ming gbod actions, he can be sure
of a happy future. The painful pre-
sent could just be a pﬁssing phase.
The theory discourages finding scape
states

goats for one’s miseries

(25)



that you alone are responsible for
your present miseries if any and you

alone can ansure your future through

your good actions. This served asa
great stabilizing factor in the society.

UNITY OF LIFE

In due course of time, the theory
encompassed not only human life
but all life including animals and
insects etc. It was stated tmat bad
actions lead to birth in lower levels
of life and good actions lead to birth
on higher levels of life. Man is at the
top created by God in his own image.
Thus animal life and other forms of
life came to be regarded of the same
kind although of a different quality.

MODIFICATIONS [N THE
THEORY

The theory of the Karma and
rebirth is ingrained in the soil of
India and all religions'born in India.
Uphold this theory with slight mo-
difications compatible with their re-
ligious philosophy. The Buddha
believed in the theory of Karma and
rebirth but he did not believe in God
or Soul. Therefore, in Buddhism, it
is not the soul which gets emphasis
but it is performnce of good actions
which get prominence. The highest

aim is not unity with God but free-

(26)

dom from suﬂ“c-l_‘ing and reoirth. The
path laid}down:is the sight fold path.

-Since the desire is the cause of suffe

ring hence cessation of desire gets
great importanc:. Renuciation or
+“Vairagya’’ became important for
Buddha. But this explanation suffer
from various short comings. Since it
does not éicplain the reasons of con-,
tinuity of human life and the ‘medus.
operandi of how man bears the fruits
of his actions in this life or in subse—
quent lives. The question is what is
reborn if not soul. Also what is
salvation if not union with God.
However, the main theory of Karma
and rebirth as evolved in. Hindu
religion. Still continues to have its
hold on the mind of the common

man in India.

DISTORTIONS AND ADVERSE
EFFECTS OF THE THEORY

The theory of Karma and rebirth
has continued to hold a strong grip
on the minds of all Hindus including
Buddhist, Jains, and Sikhs etc. As
time passed, the priestly class inter-
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preted the theory to the ignorant
masses according to their own sec-
tarian interest. This led to many
distortions and adve se effects. Some

of which are as under:-

A) Fetalism: It is sometimes stated
that the scheme of present life is fully
charted on the basis of action during
the past lives and no amount of effort
during the present life can make any
difference. Therefore, the fate of the
individual is stated to be sealed. This
depressing interpretation gives rise
1o fatalism among those people who
are sluggish, weak minded or very
emotional.!

B) Apathy to suffering: §It is stated
that the poor, the diseased and the
unfortunate deserved their lot on the

basis of the actions of such persons ~

in the past lives and no sympathy or
kindness need be shown to them.
Thus apathy to suffering and self
centeredness take root in the minds
of those who are arrogant, conceited
or self centred.

C) Perpetuation of sccial inequa-

A
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lities:— It is believed that the rich and
the poor are having their status on
the basis of their past good or bad
-actions and not an account of any
defect in the social system or its
Bperation, This gives a licence to
imperialism, capitalism and caste
differentiation. The status is given
‘i)reccdcr_ace over merit. Thus last
changé or revolution become impo-
‘ssible. '

D) Renunc‘ation or other Worldi-
ness;- Undue emphasis on reduction
of desires by Buddhism, Jainism and
‘some schools of Hinduism. Thus other

worldliness assumed great impor-
tance. Somtimes, renunciation of the

world and even escape from the wor-=
dly affairs is advocated. The exis-
tance of lacs of Sadhus or sanyasis
in India doing nothing is the result
of this thinking. |

E) Emergence of the science of As-
.tro]ogy:ﬂ Since it is believed that

"the entire scheme of life of the indi-

iyidual is already fixed on the basis

" " of his past lives, the new science of

astrology came into existence which
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claimed to forecast the future events

of life of the individual. The linking

of the fate of men with the planetary

configuration of the planets  became

a science in its own right. Gfadually,‘

it came to be believed that there are

auspicious and inaUSi)icious times for

various actions based on the parti-

cular position of the planets.

F) Belief in Ghost and Magic Ocu-

ltism: - It was stated that in case of

‘accidental deaths and such other eve-

nts when a person has not fully lived

the course of his destined life, the
soul does not get another. life imme-

diately and'cont_inues to live in a non-
physiba'l form such as Ghosts etc.

Thus new ;syéte_ni of magic, exorcism

and_ ocultism came . into being. The

priéstly. class greatly exploited the

ignorant masses through such magi-
cal practices.

G) Strange Religious Practices:- Be-

lief