
Concepts C?! Freedom
In Theravada

and Responsibility
Buddhism

THE problems pertaining to freedom and responsibility are largely
contingent on the relations that exist between theories of ethics and
causality ill the different systems of philosophy and religion, An

attempt is made, in this paper, to examine some of these problems as they
:1ffectthe religion and philosophy of Thcrav.ida Buddhism.

The teaching of the Buddha combines, in admirable harmony, the
spirit of philosophical inquiry with the needs of the religious consciousness.
It assumes its philosophic character in so £1r as it is rendered into the terms
of bnguage and logic and its religious character ill so £1r as it is constantly
alive to the problem of universal suffering. In the view of the Buddha
human life is essentially ethically conditioned and the greater part of his
teaching is, therefore, devoted to the betterment and perfection of human
life, both individual and social, in its manifold aspects. Betterment and
perfection arc possible only through change. And a change in the ethics
of individual and social behaviour must necessarily be preceded by the
descri ption, analysis and understanding of the facts of ethical life. Among
the vitally important considerations governing this primary activity are the
concepts of volition, freedom and responsibility.

These concepts :1Sthey occur in the Pali Nikayas have been already
studied and interpreted by a large number of scholars some of whose con-
clusions thereon show the widest divergence. I S0111eof them have found
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almost insurmountable difficulties and irreconcilable incompatibilities be-
tween the basic teaching of the Buddha and the concepts referred to above.
J shall examine these arguments with a view to showing ((1) that most of
their difficulties are of their own making and (b) that the concepts arc valid
and admissible, in a truer definition, consistent with the Buddha's basic
teaching.

The tendency to create artificial and, therefore, unnecessary difficulties
and conflicts is clearly illustrated in Keith's treatment of the subject. The
argument, as he develops it, is somewhat as follows: As the world is an
interplay of causes and effects and conditions, therefore, everything in it is
deterministic: hence there cannot be any such thing as freedom of the will
or moral responsibility in human action. Pursuing this kind of argument,
Keith says:

'Strange as it may seem, when one ground of the denial of
a self is remembered, and the apparent determinism of the chain of
causation, the Buddha has no doubt whatever that the determinism of
Makkhali Gosala is the most detestable of all heresies. The position is the
more remarkable because one of the arguments ill the Canon and later
against the existence of a self is that such a thing must be autonomous,
while all the world is conditionally and causally determined. But the issu«
is solved by the simple process of ~~t1oril1g it,2 and Buddhism rejoices on being
freed from any error of determinism to menace moral responsibility.':'

Keith is certain that the freedom of the will is also 'illogical' and
, inconsistent' with the doctrine of the non-self+ Nor is this all. After
asserting that the rule of Kamrna is inconceivable with freedom, he
ventures to provide the following additional information:

, If there is a series, each of which is in the relation of cause, effect,
cause and so on, then, while it can be said that the series as a whole is un-
caused, it is equally clear that every single link in the chain is caused and
without the possibility of freedom.'5

Apart from the soundness and validity of this interpretation of the
Buddha's causal doctrine, there is one thing that clearly emerges from the
statements made by Keith. That is, an unmistakable attempt on his part to
- --- ..-----------
2. The italics arc mine.
3. KEITH, A. 13.: Buddhist Philosoph», 116.
4. ibid, 173 n. 1,
5. ibid, 174,
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RESPONSIBILITY IN THERAVADA BUDDHISM

conceive freedom purely apart from causality and its resultant determinism.
It will therefore be seen at once that the difficulties, far from being inherent
in the problems of causality and ethics, arc really resident in his own pre-
conceived and arbitrary notion of freedom.

Unfortunately, however, Keith is not alone in this kind of artificially
created situation. Mrs. Rhys Davids, who most dogmatically clung to her
own idea of what original Buddhism ought to have been, thus expresses
herself all this subject:

, Soul and free will, for the Buddhist, stand or fall together.'6

From this statement it is obvious that the whole argument of Mrs.
Rhys Davids rests on the arbitrary assumption that there cannot be 'Will'
without an accompanying metaphysical entity called 'Soul.' To this pre-
conceived notion about free will and soul she adds a most remarkable form
or intcrprctaion when she says:

, The Buddhist, harping on anicca and anatta, repudiated in the highest
sense ;JlI becoming, all wiil.'?

On the other hand, we have an altogether different theory on this
subject by Tachibanav Whcrcas Keith used the causal and deterministic
argument to dell)' frec'vvill and responsibility, Tachibana uses the same
argument to assert them. According to the latter, the denial of free will by
other Indian thinkers is refuted in Buddhism precisely by the two doctrines
of causality and Kamnta, Tachibana says:

'We ourselves arc moulders of our fate. No one else is to blamed for
our misery, or praised for om happiness. It is quite clear from these state-
ments that Buddhism cmphasiscs the freedom of the will and that its mora-
lity is autonomous par excellence. Autonomy is a prominent characteristic
of this religion.I"

In this interpretation Wijcsekcra agrees with Tachibana, Wijeseker:l
himself uses the causal argument to assert free will. He says:

" We regarded man as intrinsically a morally free agent who had
within him the power to choose between alternative causes of action. Is
this justifiable according to the Buddha's doctrine? Certainly yes. There

..._-.- -

(,. RHYS DAVIJ)S, MRS. C. A. F.: Psvchologica! Ethics, lxxxix.
7. RlIYS DAVIDS, MHS. C. A. r.: The Birth or lndinn Psychology, 298.
K T.\CHIII.\:-lA. S.: Ethic, oiBuddliisn), ')2.
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is ill fact no more important conviction in the whole of the Buddha's philo-
sophy than the idea that within this individuality (lIiil/loriipo) there is the
potentiality of release if only man wills that way.'?

It should be clear from the foregoing opinions that the problem of
freedom turns very largely on the usage of terms and that the diflicultics
arc not inherent in the problem itself. A great deal of argument about
causality and moral freedom and responsibility and the resultant problems
arc therefore deriving themselves from a confusion about the meaning of
words. The first essential, then, is to define the terms involved and ascertain
what we understand by them. The terms as we have already mentioned
them, are will, freedom thereof, causality and moral responsibility. Like
Illany other terms ill philosophical discussion these terms themselves arc
far from being self-explanatory and therefore lack in precision of meaning.
In discussing the idea or ideas of freedom implied in Buddhism it is highly
arbitrary to persuade ourselves to believe that the Buddha's idea of freedom
ought to be, if not must be, the same as our own. Any inquiry undertaken
from this point of view is bound to be a failure in so far as the discovery of
the facts is concerned, as it has been amply and clearly shown in the case of
Keith and Mrs. Rhys Davids. As freedom is a relative concept, like any
other cOllcept, there cannot obviously be one absolute concept of freedom
to which all can agree. There can be, even from a practical point of view,
as many ideas of freedom as there arc people, nay, even more. In regard to
Buddhism, more precisely Thcravada Buddhism, the relevant consideration
is not a particular scholar's private idea of freedom but that idea of freedom
that is either explicitly expressed or otherwise implied in the relevant
documents bearing 011 the subject.

In the Suttas of the Pali Nikayas we have several discussions relating
to moral freedom. 10 The task of understanding the Buddha's idea of moral
freedom is greatly facilitated by the fact that the Buddha not only speaks
of his own position in the matter but has also described, in relation to other
contemporary Indian philosophers, what his position is not. On the
evidence of the Suttas there seem to have been many ideas and doctrines of
moral freedom current during the time of the Buddha. In all these instances
moral freedom is defined in the context of human conduct specially relevant
9. WIJESEKERA, 0. H. DE A.: Buddliisn) and the A1'"",! Problcn«, 11ff.

10, A. J, 173tf. 62, 287, IH. 337ff. 72ff. IV 174, lR2ff.
S.I!, 19tf. 33ff. 11I.210.206, 64ff. 21 Iff.
D. J, 115, 52-9, (,Off.
M. I. 40:;, ll, 167ff. Ill, 2:;, l'J
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to the ethical acti vitics of the individual. The main theories of moral freedom
(or the absence of it) referred to in the Pali Nik iyas can be grouped as
follows:

That the individual's behaviour can be determined by
(II) nothing at all (llhetll-appaccaya, adhiccasalllllppall/la),
(b) his own agency or spontaneously (saym!lkara),
(c) individuals other than himself or Iactors external to himself (para-

kiim or parmi/him).
(d) the agency of God or Creator (iSSOfcl-lIilll/llalla-hetll),
(t') a com bination of (b) and (c) above.

(II) says that everything, that is, all events and human actions, is due to
purdy fortuitous circumstances. This view is represented in the Nik.iyas
partly by Makkhali Gosiila and partly by Piirana Kassapa, The view is
stated as follows: There is no cause or condition for the defilement of the
individual. It happens fortuitously. The same applies for his purification.
There is no purposive action, manliness, exertion, effort, merg)" resolution
or intention. AU beings experience pain and pleasure without any choice
whatever, being subjected to an inescapable and per1llanellt pre-determined
order of things. I~ools and the wise alike IIIust necessarily run through this
course of recurrent birth and death until rhcv arc finallv able to l)lJt all end

/ ,
11 . "IIto a pam.

It will be seen that this view denies causality altogether. And following
on this position it also denies the freedom of the will and conative or voli-
tional capacity. Piirana Kassapa's own theory is similar to this and is stated
as follows: There is no effect issuing from good or bad action. There is
neither this world nor another beyond the grave. There is no father nor
mother. There is none who has rcalised ultimate rcalitv. Both ctcrualists
and nihilists arc permanently destroyed after their death.1z

In this view the doctrine of lionnno and the freedom of action 011 the
part of the individual are completely denied. Kassapa thus becomes an
I1kiriyavadill, "an indifferentist." J.\ Makkhali Cosala becomes a fltalist or
determinist, lIiyatisllligati"iidill. How did the Buddha react to this indeter-
minism and determinism ~ The Buddha calls himself an upholder of the
doctrine of action (kiri)'lll'ilda) in contrast to Kassapa who denies the doctrine

- ---- - --- .... -
11. D. 1,53-4; S.III,2IO.
12. S. Ill, 200; M. I, 401-2.
13. RADII.\KRISIlNAN, S. Indian Philosophv, 1, '275.
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of action.I+ The Buddha describes the denial of action (akiriyarJiida) as a false
view (mjechiiditthi).15 Accordingly, the assertion of action is described by
him as a wholesome view (sanlllliiditthi)'16 Gosala's view amounts to an
uncompromising determinism of a special kind. Everything in the past,
present and future is so thoroughly and remorselessly determined ill accor-
dance with a special kind of God-less teleology that no man can help doing
what he docs and seeing what he sees happening around him. Hence, accor-
ding to Gosala there is no will, volition, exertion, intention, choice and
manliness. In contrast to Gosala the Buddha says that he is an upholder of
action, activity and purposive action (kal/llllalliidill, kiriyal'iidill, tJiri)'aviidill).17

The Buddha's approach to the whole question is essentially ethical.
The doctrine of ethical determinism was repugnant to his moral conscious-
ness. In the Pali Nikayas he has not concealed his disapproval of such
teachings. The implications of the deterministic doctrine were alarming to
the ethical consciousness of man. This position implies a world of complete
chaos in which any kind of ordered existence such as we actually experience
would be impossible. It crowds out the possibility for any kind of religious
endeavour or ethical striving. If it is concluded that no one ever acts freely
one Illay readily pass to further conclusions that no actions are either right
or wrong, for one is obliged to do only what one can help doing. On this
view to say that one has acted wrongly is meaningless since that implies that
one could have acted wrongly. And since also there are no obligations of
a moral sort there is no need to stick to an ethical terminology at all. As
a matter of fact this is precisely what Kassapa and Gosala say 'when they
deny that there is anything called good and bad in a moral sense. This then
is the result of consistently maintaining the theory of fortuitous origination.
It will be remembered how Keith maintained the view that causality and
freedom of the will were incompatible and inconsistent with each other.
On the other hand. here we have an interesting position where denio! of
causality of any kind is also inconsistent with freedom of the will. Here then
is a consideration which tends, among other effective objections, to vitiate
the argument of Keith. If causality is inconsistent with freedom, the denial
of the fonner is itself equally inconsistent with the latter. But before we
can adduce other arguments against the position taken up by Keith and
other scholars, it is first necessary to examine the remaining theories of
freedom or its denial mentioned in the above list.

H. A. I. 287.
15. M. I. 406.
16. ibid.407.
17. A. I. 287.
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The second theory says that all human actions and events are solely
due to the individual's own agency (sllya/!lkiirll). The statement that the
behaviour of the individual is determined entirely by his own nature is con-
tradicted by empirical evidence to the contrary. The whole universe con-
stitutes an environment to the individual. It is at least physically impossible
for an individual to live altogether apart from the world since it is the
ground Oil which he lives. Even if he withdraws himself from all other
individuals and beings he cannot yet get away from the physical forces
which are part of the world of his experience. The very air he breathes
amounts to an environment. As a Butter of f.Kt every individual is influenced
not only by the other individuals but also by the physical environment that
surrounds him. The actions of every individual are influenced and restricted
to a very large extent by £'lCtorswhich are largely independent of him, such
as the effects of physical restraints of various kinds. Even if it be imagined
that he can live without coming under the influence of the physical environ-
ment and the actions, habits and thoughts of other individuals, he cannot
yet live altogether apart fr0111his own physical frame which is external to
his mind. There is an intimate, nay, inseparable association between the
mind and body of every individual. And it is highly unlikely that he can
live in a manner that will enable his body to escape the effects of the sur-
rounding physical forces, for no man can live in a vacuum. Moreover, if
everything happens due solely to one's own agency then there need not
be any statement or problem of moral responsibility for the question simply
docs not arise. On the other hand, all experience goes counter to this vicw.
If all events arc due to OIlC'S own agency then one should be in a position
to control, if not all of them, at least a good part of them. But this never
happens. According to the view of Gosala and Kassapa moral responsibility
becomes impossible while according to this second view it becomes alto-
gether superfluous, if not meaningless. The Buddha sets himself against this
latter view too.!" According to him the statement that suffering is solely
duc to one's own agency is not only wrong but meaningless.'? Moreover,
to say that everything is due to self-agency is to take up a metaphysical
position amounting to etcrnalism.w There arc other implications involved
in saying that everything is due to one's own agency. To say so is to do
violence to the truth of change, impermanence, non-substantiality and
dependent origination of all phenomena. From the point of view of condi-
tional causality it is impossible to speak of a sole agency, whether it refers
to a physical or mental phenomenon.
'~"-~--~-'

18. S. II, 1'J-21.
IY. ibid. 19.
21). ibid.21J.
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The third view says that human behaviour is determined by Iactors
external to the individual, be they either individuals other than himself or
physical factors (para-him). To say that all human behaviour is determined
by purely external agencies is as true as to say that it is determined by one's
own agency. The testimony of experience falsifies this description of the
impulses of human behaviour. If it is true that behaviour is entirely deter-
mined by external circumstances, then, for instance, two individuals placed
in identical situations can be expected to act and react in an altogether
identical manner. 13m this docs not happen. Two students of research
working on the same material, eating the same food and sharing the same
living room and so on and writing two theses on the same giwll subject
can be expected to produce practically identical theses at the end of their
work. But this never happens, There will be differences, if not in interpre-
tation, at least in the phraseology and style of composition. Moreover, there
arc other considerations that arc ignored in this view. For instance, this view
ignores completely the psychological situations in the mind of the individual
which can act as impulses to action. Furthermore, there arc certain meta-
physical implications involved here. If it is said that all behaviour is due to
external causation, then there arises the question of the identity of the in-
dividual, that is, in relation to the impact of external forces on his behaviour.
And so 10llg as it is maintained that it is not the individual but the extend
forces and circumstances that govern his behaviour the possibility to speak
of moral responsibility or freedom of the will is altogether excluded. One
cannot be responsible for one's own actions simply because they are not
done by one's self. If at all moral responsibility is to be conferred it has to
be so conferred on all the external circumstances, and not on the individual.
Thus this theory which says that behaviour is determined by external
causation alone denies every conceivable kind of freedom and responsibility
save one. And that one is hardly to be called freedom, namely, the freedom
to be a slave to external circumstances. The Buddha denies and refutes this
view outright. Here too the question as to whether all behaviour and ethical
conduct and experience arc externally determined is, in the view of the
Buddha, altogether mcaninglcss.t! To say that one agent (ill this case, the
external world) docs things and another experiences them is both to deny
responsibility and lead up to a nihilistic position.t- The Buddha therefore
refutes and denounces both extremes of self-agency and external agency.
He says that these two views constitute two extremes and that in rejecting
them he teaches the doctrine of the middle way.23 What this middle doctrine
21. S. II. 1'1.
~::!. ibid. 20.
23. ibid.
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is and how it resolves thc apparent conflict between causality and freedom
will be discussed shortly; in the meantime, it is necessary to complete our
examination of the other remaining theories of freedom and moral responsi-
bility.

The fourth view says that human behaviour is due to the evolution
of the teleological pattern of God, the Creator (Issara-/lill//llii(w-hctu).
Logically there is no ditE.culty in holding this view in relation to thc facts
and events of the world. But it creates difficulties in relation to our empirical
evidence when we think of God as infinitely good and infinitely powerful.
This is how people actually think of God if they sincerely believe in him.
There is, for instance, the difficulty in reconciling the presence of evil and
crime in the world with the infinite goodness and omnipotence of God. If
all experience is God-impelled and God-generated there is no need to exert
ourselves in ethical life. There is also no need to try to perfect ourselves
simply because God has created us ill accordance with his inscrutable ways.
To attempt to better ourselves in various ways is not only meanin~less but
dangerous because that would amount to an interference with thc plans
of God and an affront to his almighty dignity. Moreover, the ascription of
everything to God renders the function of moral responsibility superfluous,
for God himself is the source of cosmic responsibility. To the Buddha the
most important implication arising from this theory is the ethical one. If
people go on praising God for the good things in life and blaming him for
the bad things, then, the result is nothing short of ethical anarchy. No one
in the world becomes responsible for anything that has happened or has
been said, done or thought by anybody and everybody. This makes all
ethics, all religion and philosophy to disappear from the world if people
sincerely and impartially sort out matters. This is why the Buddha objccts
to this theory. This view makes a mockery of all freedom and responsibility
in the sense in which we have been considering these so far.

The last of the five theories of freedom and moral responsibility is the
one which maintains the view that human behaviour is due to both self
agency and external agency (saY01!1 kiirali ca para/!/kiiraii ca). We have con-
sidered these two views separately and found each of them wanting in
adequacy and truthfulness. Two views which arc the contrary of each other
without being the contradictory of each other and which arc found wanting
ill truthfulness and accuracy cannot give us the complete truth when they
arc placed together, side by side. Each view asserts something that is not
incomplete but also inaccurate. And each is squarely based on a distinct

81



UNIVERSITY OF CEYLON REVIEW

metaphysic which is the contrary of the other. In order, therefore, to obtain
an organic and integral unity in the two views, the first essential is to merge
the two metaphysics together into an harmonious combination. This cannot
be achieved by placing the two together, for there cannot then result inner
consistency. For, as has been shown above, these two theories represent
two extremes in regard to the subject of human behaviour. The putting
together of two extremes docs not effect anything towards attaining com-
pleteness. They continue to represent, while being placed together, not one
consistent picture but two extremes of it. Moreover, to speak of two extre-
mes allows the possibility to speak of a middle and other parts in the same
picture. It is therefore necessary in the interests of consistent completeness
to disallow the continued existence of the two theories as two extremes
and to reformulate the whole thing altogether afresh by taking into con-
sideration the facts as fully as they are found. The result would then be
neither one extreme, nor another, nor both together but an entirely different
theory. This is precisely what the Buddha has done. Hence he has no sym-
pathy with a theory which merely puts together two mutually inconsistent
theories.

We have thus far examined the main theories current during the time
of the Buddha pertaining to the subject of freedom of the will and moral
responsibility. And as a result of this inquiry we are now in a position to
appreciate the back-ground against which the Buddha's own doctrine in
regard to this matter should be viewed. It was clearly demonstrated by
analysing the arguments of each school of thought that there was no free-
dom and responsibility in anyone of them even in the common-sense
signification of these two terms. Some of the views analysed were based
on distinct theories of causality such as external causation, teleological
causation and indiscriminate and universal determinism. One theory also
denied causality of any kind and constituted thereby a morally indifferent
absolute indeterminism. It now remains only to analyse and examine the
Buddha's idea of freedom and responsibility in regard to its inter-relations
with his other teachings with special reference to causality.

In the teaching of the Buddha, in so far as it is presented to us in the
Nikayas of the Pali Canon, we are able to distinguish between at least two
major concepts of freedom, one transcendental and the other empirical
with particular reference and relevance to man's ethical consciousness. In
the ultimate analysis the only true and final freedom is release from the
domain of causality, from the realm of conditioned existence. This freedom
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IS called by various names, the commonest being l'illltltti,24 ccto-vinwtti.l"
pafitii71lillltltti,26 sanunii-uimuttiJ! uissaranat» and 1II1111i.29 This freedom
constitutes at once the perfection of life as well as the' goal of religious
cndcavour.w The freedom of the ethical consciousness is differently
conceived. The terms used to denote this are multifarious, the commonest
among them being (ctalla,31 I'iri),a,32 padhii/la,33 uiriyaparakkama,34 purisa-
kara,35 bala,36 challda,37 sa/!lkappa,38 puriSalha1l1a,39 llikkama,40 ltl'akkama,41
iiralllhha,42 p"risaparakkml/(j'B and lIuhal1aviriya.44

As we have already noted in some other connection the Buddha calls
himself by three significant names, leamniaviidin, kiriyaviidil1 and 1Iiriyal'adil1.
By these three names he means that he upholds the effectiveness and exis-
tence of moral causation, freedom of action and the capacity for will and
volition. The words kat/lilia, kiriya andviriya arc more or less synonymous
in certain usages although each of these has its own special and distinctive
meaning. In the commentaries this fact has been clearly illustrated." To
the Buddha, unlike to the Jina, kannna is primarily of psychological signi-
ficance. Accordingly, leanuna and volition have between them an essential
correspondence. As a matter of fact the Buddha says: Volition, 0 monks,
I declare to be katllllw.46 Action derives its movement and significance
~4. D. I, J 7-1, II! , ~KX. A. II, 247, III, 1Ii5. S. r, 206, 2~2, 2(,6, 356. Sn. 725ff.
zs. n. I. 156,111. 7s. 247fl~ S. J, 120, H. 214. IV, 11(), A. 11.3(,.214.
~(,. S~Cfn. 2S "bon'.
27. A. II, 222, V. 327, P'. r, 107.
2~. ViII. I, 10-1. I). /II, 240, 24H. S. I, 12f:,H2. M.I K7
2(J. Sn.3-14.
30. It is unncccss.uv, for the purposes of this paper, to go deeply into the question of transcendental

freedom of Niblnna. For descriptions of spiritual freedom upon attaining enlightenment refe-
rence ma y be lllade to the inspired poetry of the Thera and Thcri GMhHs. Vide Thl. 46, 53, (,S.

3!. Active rhoughr. intention, purpose, will, volition.
32. Vigour, cnert-:>', effort, exertion, initiating or rousing energy.
33. Exertion, enerf;Y. effort, striving, couccntrarion.
34 Exerting effort, purposive action.
)5. Manliness.
36. Strength of purpose, powcr, force.
37. Impulse, excitement, intention, resolution, will, zeal, ardent desire, striving.
38. Thought, intention, plan, purpose.
39. Manly strength, courage.
40. Endurance, exertion, strength.
41. Doing, acting, undertaking.
42. Attempt, effort, inception of energy.
43. Exerting effort, purposive action.
44. Initiating or rousing energy.
45. Cp. especially the lists given in the two Niddesas
46. A. III, 415.
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through its psychological impulse. Really, action in thought, word and
deed assumes moral significance only if it is the result of fully conscious
volitional impulsc.s?

It may be objected that so far no attempt was made to define precisely
the Buddha's concept of moral freedom. In some of the earlier paragraphs
it was either explicitly stated or implicitly assumed that the Buddha upheld
both moral responsibility and freedom of the will. In the course of the
criticism of the views of other teachers by the Buddha no attempt was made
by the latter at the outset itself to propound his own theory. He was only
using the dialectical method to disprove and discredit the views of the
opponent by pointing out the inner contradictions involved in them or by
reminding them that parts, if not the whole, of their views ran counter to
the evidence of empirical knowledge or by bringing out the unedifying
implications involved in their views in so En as ethical life was concerned.
So far it has been only a criticism of the views of others. There is no instance
in the Nikayas where the Buddha specifically sets out to give a formal
definition of moral freedom. In his view, this was hardly necessary, for, he
considered all formal definitions to be incomplete, if not altogether mis-
leading. He calls them mere conventions, popular agreements and general
usages (/okal'limtti, loleauohiira, lokasamaFifia)48. He certainly does assert the
pre-eminence of volition in moral action and he also speaks of freedom and
freed men and women but does not provide us with set definitions in the
sense in which we understand them. What has therefore to be done in order
to get the kind of definition of freedom that we are after, is to study the
relevant statements made by the Buddha on this subject and then try to
construe the position that results thereby. But this cannot be done unless
and until wc first try to determine the precise connection between the
doctrine of causality and the ethical doctrines. The kind of freedom in
ethical action that will be found in the Buddhist teaching has, of necessity,
to depend on the implications that arise from its central doctrine of causality.
We shall therefore have to postponc defining the Buddha's concept of moral
freedom until such time as we have found out carefully what these impli-
cations are.

The Buddha explains all events in terms of his doctrine of causality
(paticcasalllllppada). All phenomena, that is, all dhanunas, "clements" are
said to be causally dependent, on each other and on one another. If then,
------- .._--
47. It is unnecessary, for the purposes of this paper, to go into all the details of the doctrine of Kam111a

in Buddhism, except in so far as it has a direct bearing 011 the discussion of causality and 1110ral
responsibility.

48. D. I, 202.
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as the Buddha says, all things arc causally 'determined' there arises an
interesting question: How can we reconcile "dcrcrmmism ' with 'free-
dom ' and . responsibility' , 011 the flCe of it, the qucstionlooks formid-
able, that is, only till we analyse the meanings of the terms in the question
and find out the confusion that is involved in formulating it. Especially
for our presellt purpose, it is very necessary indeed to determine the meanings
here involved, firstly, to avoid confusion in our minds and, secondly, to
avoid altogether circularity of argument, When Keith uses the word' deter-
minism '1:e docs so without troubling himself to tell us carefully what hc
precisely means by this term. The following definition of determinism is
taken from a student of modern philosophy and it seeks to express what
philosophers commonly mean when they use it. 'Determinism is the
doctrine that every event which has occurred, is occurring or will
occur, was, is, or will be, completely dctcrmincd.I-'? The question
then is simple: Is Buddhism J determinism in this sense 1 The answer to
this question is simple enough but it has to be preceded by the reasons for
it. The statement that everything is determined during the past, present
and future has primary reference only to physical causation. The natural
physical forces existing in the world will come under this kind of causation.
All inanimate matter devoid of volitional impulses and conscious purpose
will continue, :1Sit did in the P:1st, to obey the so-called laws of physical
causation, If the Buddha's doctrine of causation has reference and appli-
cability to this physical world only, then it can be said that Buddhism is
a determinism of a kind. But this is not so. Physical causation is only one
aspect of universal causation. The other aspect is the moral causation or
more precisely psychological causation. Both kinds of causation are found
in our experience. But it may be said that physical causation over-rides and
over-powers psychological causation. The consequencc of this would be
to assert the SUpre1ll3CY of matter over mind. This is denied in Buddhism.
The Buddha says that the mind is supremc and pre-eminent in regard to
human behaviour. Thc world is led by the mind: citteua nivati Toko.50

Mind is the fore-runner of dhannnas, mind is the chief of them, they arc
conceived by thc mind: IlJaI10-Pli!Jhali,italllii dha/JIlllii mano-setthii tlJal1Olllclyii.5l

Apart from what the Buddha says there is the experience of everybody
that falsifies the purely physical causation of everything. It has already been
pointed out that human behaviour is not entirely determined by external
circumstances. People do not obey physical laws as blindly as do the purely

.t9. KOI,:-<EIt, S.: J..:'1II1. (Pelican Books), Loudon, 1'155, 132.
50. S. I, 3().

:;1. Dh. I.
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inanimate forms of matter. It is true that the individual is influenced bv his
environment but then influence dol's not mean that he is soleIy governed
by that environment, Moreover it is equally true that the individual has
thc capacity in him to change his environment appreciably. And the indivi-
dual can also, to a considerable extent, withdraw himself from his environ-
ment by resort to introspection and jl/(/Ilic meditation. The stimuli from
the external objects can be cut off at least considerably by means of the
practice of s(/II/(/th(/-bhall(/na. In human behaviour experience makes us aware
of a conscious state of mind called 'choice' or 'opportunity.' This choice
is the expression of the individual's own nature. The conscious or deliberate
exercise of this choice then makes us aware of a 'sense of freedom.' In
whatever wc do we find evidence of a joint function, the co-operation of
external circumstances and the exercise of our will. It will therefore be seen
that human behaviour is not entirely and solely determined by purely
physical £1Ctors.

But there arises here a possible objection. We construed determinism
to have primary reference only to physical causation. Perhaps Keith did
not mean to narrow it down this way. Let us suppose that determinism has
reference not only to physical events but also to psychological processes.
While physical causation determines all physical event-patterns, it may
now be argued by the critic, all psychological events arc equally well and
thoroughly determined by a psychological law of causation. This objection
needs analysis in order to find out where the conflict lies. What is apparently
conveyed in this statement is the view that whatever happens in psycholo-
gicallife is merely the evolution of what has been pre-determined. This is
fair to be inferred in so far as reference is made to a universal law of psycho-
logical causation in the objection raised. In that case we have two distinct
theories or assumptions contained hcre. Thc first is that there is 011C law of
psychological causation universally applicable in the case of every individual,
aftcr the manner of physical laws, govcrning the behaviour of all physical
objects and events. The second assumption is that all psychological behaviour
is pre-determined. These views arc refuted in Buddhism. Causality is only
a function that takes place in the dependence on a variety of dhonnuas. This
is especially significant in the case of psychological events. The psycholo-
logical action in each individual is only proper to himself The functions of
psychological action between any two individuals may appear to be similar
but they arc never wholly identical. If there is, on the other hand, a uniform
law of psychological causation, then it should be possible to predict the be-
haviour of a given individual in every case with complete success. But this
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is not possible through the empirical means available to science. Moreover,
if this law prevails throughout there is no question of 'responsibility.'
Each individual preserves his own proper individuality precisely because
his own psychological life functions on the basis of causes and conditions
peculiar to himself. The second assumption namely that everything is due
to the past is denied by the Buddha when he refutes the view that every
event is pre-determined (sah/!t71!1pllf,!,ckatah('fIl)Y

The denial that everything is due to pre-determined causes and effects
is especially significant in the present connection. Volition is not somcthing
that belongs to the past. It is a faculty that is ever present, This volition is
also a factor ill the determination of events. If volition docs not itself parti-
cipate in the bringing about of events then it can be said that all such events
arc mechanically caused. To the extent that volition also has a part to play
in this matter of human behaviour, to that extent, events cease to become
mechanical or deterministic. A student of modern philosophy has cmpha-
siscd the distinction between the mcanings of these two terms. 53 According
to him (and of course, according to the dictionaries too), determinate means
having a definite nature while determined means controlled by external
factors. I should prefer to take determinate more properly as having a
spec{/ic nature. If we were to apply this terminology we shall see that the
causality of the Buddha docs not amount to a determinism. On the other
hand, what results is that every instance of causal dependence becomes a
determinate event, There is nothing abstract in the world. Everything has
got to be specific, Thus wc cannot speak of a fIre in the abstract: firc in
any instance has to be a specific fIre such as sandal-wood fire etc. In this way
according to the Buddha's theory of causality everything in the world
becomes determinate without at the same time making it necessary to deny
the function of will and volition in human behaviour. This means clearly
that Buddhist causality and determinism arc not one and the same thing.

If the agency of will is neither denied nor impaired according to this
conclusion then the stage is ready for us to define and determine thc Buddha's
concept of freedom. But at this very stage there can arise one last objection.
We saw at the bcginning of this discussion how Keith appeared to think of
freedom outside the domain of causality. But we also pointed out that this
difficulty belongs neither to the volition of psychology nor to causality but
more truly to an arbitrary concept of freedom as thought out and imagined
52. M. 11.217. /1.. I. 173
53. RICHARDSON, C. A.· In Hoffman. Freedom (jlld God. 115.
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by Keith himself. From what has been said so far it should be clear that there
is 110 need, if not the very possibility, to think of freedom apart from
causality and its functioning. Causality engenders order and cosmos into
the world. Where causality is denied the result is anarchv and chaos.. ,

Freedom according to the Buddha does not mean the abandonment
of order and norm in the universe. Where there is order and norm there is
freedom. Where there is anarchy and chaos freedom becomes meaningless.
Thus it can be said that freedom is possible only where orderly and con-
sistent conditions arc available. Freedom is unthinkable without responsi-
bility. But how can there be any kind of responsibility in anarchy and chaos?
Thus both responsibility and freedom can necessarily exist only in a world
conceived as orderly. This is the picture of the world that the Buddha has
presented to us in the Suttas of the Pali Nik.iyas. I-Ie says that the principle
of conditionality or causal dependence is existent in the universe regardless
of the f:lCtwhether or not a Buddha appears on this carth.>'

We may now define the Buddha's concept of the freedom of the will
011 the strength of the various facts which we have heen considering so flf.

An action according to the Buddha is freely done when its immediate cause
is a volition, that is, a psychological state within the individual himself An
action is not a free action ifits immediate cause is a factor external to himself.
ln the case of a volitional action we are able to identify the causes and
conditions with the individual himself. The individual cannot help himself
if the immediate cause derives itself from the external environment. For
instance if the individual blinks his eyes when suddenly exposed to a very
bright and powerful light the immediate cause and condition for that action
are predominantly the external stimuli. It has no deliberate volition and
therefore that action is not ethically significant. Hence ethically he is not
responsible for that action. Responsibility obtains in fully conscious voli-
tional action only. This is, for instance, why ethical responsibility is denied
in dreams because while the individual is asleep his volition is not fully
active. In all other cases of volitional activity the individual assumes full
responsibility for his actions. This makes it possible for us to speak of moral
responsibility in the Buddha's teaching of causality and ethics. Thus the
Buddha says that each individual is responsible for whatever he docs or will
do in his volitional life.
:;4. S. II. 23.
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Thus we can safely conclude that the Buddha's doctrine of causality
call be reconciled in the highest sense with the doctrine of moral responsi-
bility and frccdom of the will. It is this truth that gives meaning to the life
of ethical endeavour as it is inculcated in the Buddha's teaching. Due to the
superior power of the will all emotions can be restrained, integrated,
purified, unified and perfected. With the aid of will power the individual
can develop one-pointedness of mind and thereby induce jhii/lic con-
sciousncss with a view to gaining the highest intuition and ultimate
perfection and becoming one who has achieved the highest and noblest
tru rh (1111/ f IJ jJiltta.\'aaaf({,a) .

W. S. KARUNARATNE
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