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Abstract 
 
The concept of karma holds a central place in Buddhist philosophy, yet it is often misunderstood in popular 

culture. Many people view karma as a system of divine reward and punishment or as an unavoidable cosmic 

fate that controls human life. However, the Buddhist understanding of karma is far more profound and 

practical. This article, Karma Beyond Popular Misconception: A Buddhist Perspective, aims to clarify the 

authentic meaning of karma by examining its foundations in early Buddhist teachings as well as later 

philosophical interpretations. In Buddhism, karma is not a rigid or deterministic force that condemns 

individuals to fixed destinies. Nor is it simply a supernatural law of moral revenge. Instead, karma primarily 

refers to intentional action’s thoughts, words, and deeds that shape human experience through ethical 

causation. The Buddha emphasized that intention  is at the heart of karma, making individuals responsible 

for the consequences of their actions while also leaving room for change, growth, and transformation. 

 

The article further explores how misunderstandings about karma developed over time through cultural 

simplifications, religious blending, and modern popular interpretations. These misconceptions often reduce 

karma to ideas of instant justice, fate, or predestination, which differ greatly from classical Buddhist 

teachings. By drawing upon the Pali Canon and the philosophical traditions of Mahayana Buddhism, the 

study highlights the dynamic relationship between intention, action, consciousness, and ethical 

responsibility. Moreover, the article emphasizes that karma in Buddhism is closely connected with 

mindfulness, moral awareness, and liberation from suffering. Rather than promoting fatalism, the Buddhist 

doctrine of karma encourages individuals to cultivate wisdom, compassion, and self-awareness in everyday 

life. In this sense, karma becomes a path of personal transformation and ethical responsibility, empowering 

human beings to shape their present and future through conscious action. 
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Introduction 
Among the many concepts associated with Buddhism, few have been as widely misunderstood as karma. In 

popular discourse, karma is often reduced to a simplistic moral mechanism summarized by phrases such as 



IJAER/May-June-2026/Volume-15/Issue-3                                    ISSN: 2278-9677 

 

Copyright@ijaer.org                                                                                                                           Page  32          

“what goes around comes around” or imagined as a form of cosmic reward and punishment. In contemporary 

culture, karma is frequently associated with instant retribution, fate, predestination, or supernatural justice. 

Such interpretations, however, diverge significantly from the nuanced and philosophically sophisticated 

understanding of karma found within Buddhist traditions. 

In Buddhism, karma (Pali: kamma; Sanskrit: karma) is neither divine judgment nor deterministic destiny. 

Rather, it is fundamentally concerned with intentional action and the ethical consequences arising from 

mental volition. The Buddha’s teaching on karma forms an integral part of the broader framework of 

dependent origination (pratityasamutpada), impermanence (anicca), and non-self (anatta). Karma is 

therefore not merely a moral doctrine but a psychological, ethical, and existential principle explaining how 

suffering and liberation emerge through conditioned processes. 

This article seeks to move beyond popular misconceptions and examine karma from a Buddhist 

philosophical perspective. It explores the historical development of the doctrine, clarifies common 

misunderstandings, analyses canonical interpretations, and evaluates the ethical and existential significance 

of karma within Buddhist thought. By doing so, the article demonstrates that Buddhist karma is less a 

metaphysical system of punishment and more a theory of intentionality, moral causation, and transformative 

consciousness. 

Historical Context of Karma in Indian Thought 
The concept of karma predates Buddhism and originates within the broader religious and philosophical 

milieu of ancient India. Early Vedic traditions emphasized ritual action (Karman) as a means of maintaining 

cosmic order and attaining favourable outcomes in this life and the afterlife. In Brahmanical thought, 

sacrificial acts performed according to sacred prescriptions generated spiritual merit and influenced future 

rebirths. 

By the time of the Buddha in the 5th century BCE, karma had evolved into a more ethical and metaphysical 

doctrine associated with rebirth (samsara). Various Śramaṇa traditions, including Jainism and early ascetic 

movements, interpreted karma differently. Jainism, for instance, viewed karma as a subtle material 

substance that attached itself to the soul through actions and passions. 

The Buddha inherited this intellectual environment but radically reinterpreted karma. Rather than accepting 

karma as ritual efficacy or metaphysical substance, he defined it primarily in terms of intention (cetanā). In 

the Aṅguttara Nikāya, the Buddha famously states: 

“It is intention, monks, that I call karma; having intended, one acts through body, speech, and mind.” 

This statement represents one of the most significant philosophical shifts in Indian religious thought. Karma 

is no longer external ritual action but internal volitional activity. Ethical responsibility thus becomes deeply 

psychological rather than merely ceremonial. 
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Karma as Intentional Action 
A central Buddhist insight is that karma is fundamentally intentional. Not every action generates karmic 

consequences in the same sense. Actions performed unconsciously, accidentally, or without volition possess 

limited karmic significance. It is the mental intention behind action that shapes future consequences. 

This interpretation has profound implications. Karma is not mechanical determinism but ethical causality 

rooted in consciousness. Human beings are neither passive victims of fate nor entirely free from 

conditioning. Instead, they participate continuously in shaping their experiential reality through intentional 

patterns of thought and behaviour. 

The Buddhist understanding of karma operates through three dimensions: 

1. Physical actions (kāya-kamma)  

2. Verbal actions (vacī-kamma)  

3. Mental actions (mano-kamma)  

Among these, mental action occupies the highest importance because intention originates in the mind. The 

Dhammapada begins with the famous declaration: 

“Mind precedes all phenomena; mind is their chief; they are mind-made.” 

Thus, karma is closely linked to the cultivation of mental states. Greed, hatred, and delusion generate 

suffering, whereas compassion, wisdom, and generosity contribute to liberation and well-being. 

This ethical psychology distinguishes Buddhism from fatalistic interpretations of karma. While past actions 

condition present circumstances, present intentionality remains capable of transformation. Karma is 

dynamic rather than fixed. 

 

Misconceptions About Karma 

Karma as Cosmic Punishment 
One of the most widespread misconceptions is the belief that karma functions as divine punishment or 

reward. Popular culture often imagines karma as a supernatural force ensuring moral justice. When 

misfortune befalls an individual, people may claim that the person is “getting their karma.” 

Buddhism rejects such a simplistic interpretation. Karma is not administered by a deity, cosmic judge, or 

metaphysical authority. There is no divine agent overseeing moral accounts. Instead, karmic consequences 

arise naturally through causal processes. 

For example, hatred tends to reinforce mental suffering, damage relationships, and perpetuate destructive 

habits. Compassion, conversely, cultivates psychological peace and social harmony. Karma therefore 

operates through conditioned causality rather than supernatural intervention. 
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Karma as Determinism 
Another misconception equates karma with predestination. According to this view, every event in one’s life 

is rigidly determined by past actions. Such fatalism contradicts Buddhist teaching. 

The Buddha explicitly criticized deterministic doctrines. In Buddhist philosophy, karma is only one among 

many conditioning factors influencing experience. Biological conditions, environmental factors, social 

structures, and natural events also shape human existence. 

Moreover, present awareness can alter karmic trajectories. Meditation, ethical conduct, and wisdom create 

possibilities for transformation. Liberation (nirvana) itself would be impossible if karma were entirely 

deterministic. 

The Buddhist path therefore emphasizes responsibility without fatalism. Individuals inherit consequences 

from previous actions, yet they also possess the capacity to cultivate new conditions. 

 

Karma as Immediate Justice 
Modern interpretations frequently assume that karmic results manifest instantly. Yet classical Buddhism 

recognizes that karmic fruition (vipāka) may occur across different timescales. Some consequences arise 

immediately, others later in life, and still others in future rebirths. 

This complexity prevents simplistic moral judgments. A virtuous person may suffer, while a harmful person 

may temporarily prosper. Buddhism explains this through the interaction of multiple karmic conditions 

accumulated over time. 

Consequently, Buddhism discourages judging others based on their apparent fortune or suffering. Such 

judgments risk reinforcing ignorance and reducing compassion. 

 

Karma and Dependent Origination 
To understand karma properly, it must be situated within the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination 

(pratītyasamutpāda). This doctrine states that all phenomena arise in dependence upon causes and 

conditions. Nothing exists independently or permanently. Karma is therefore not an isolated moral law but 

part of an interconnected network of causality. Ignorance conditions volitional formations; volitional 

formations condition consciousness; consciousness conditions further experiences. This cyclical process 

perpetuates suffering. The doctrine of dependent origination reveals that karmic patterns are not expressions 

of an eternal self. Since Buddhism denies a permanent soul (anattā), karma operates without a fixed entity 

transmigrating from one life to another. 

This raises an important philosophical question: if there is no permanent self, who experiences karmic 

consequences? Buddhism responds by emphasizing continuity without identity. Just as a flame may pass 

from one candle to another without being numerically identical, consciousness continues through causal 

continuity rather than substantial permanence. Karma links successive moments and lives without requiring 

an immutable soul. This interpretation distinguishes Buddhist karma from Hindu theories cantered upon the 

eternal atman. 
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Ethical Implications of Karma 
The Buddhist doctrine of karma carries profound ethical implications. Since intentional actions shape future 

experience, ethical conduct becomes essential for both personal and collective well-being. The Noble 

Eightfold Path reflects this ethical orientation through principles such as: 

● Right Speech  

● Right Action  

● Right Livelihood  

● Right Intention  

Ethics in Buddhism is not grounded in divine command but in experiential understanding. Harmful actions 

generate suffering because they reinforce destructive mental states. Beneficial actions cultivate clarity, 

compassion, and wisdom. This framework encourages moral responsibility while avoiding moral 

absolutism. Ethical cultivation becomes a practical process of transforming consciousness rather than 

obeying external authority. 

Importantly, Buddhist ethics also emphasizes compassion toward others. Since all beings are conditioned 

by ignorance and craving, judgment gives way to understanding. Karma is not used to blame victims but to 

encourage wisdom and compassionate action. 

 

Karma and Social Critique 
Modern Buddhist thinkers have also applied the concept of karma to social and political analysis. Engaged 

Buddhists such as Thích Nhất Hạnh and B. R. Ambedkar criticized interpretations of karma that justify 

social inequality or passivity. 

Historically, karma has sometimes been misused to rationalize poverty, caste hierarchy, or suffering as 

deserved consequences of past lives. Such interpretations can legitimize oppression and discourage social 

reform. 

Contemporary Buddhist scholarship increasingly rejects these distortions. Many modern Buddhists argue 

that karma should inspire ethical engagement rather than resignation. Structural injustice, violence, and 

exploitation are collective conditions requiring compassionate action. 

This reinterpretation demonstrates the adaptability of Buddhist thought in addressing modern ethical 

challenges. 
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Karma and Psychological Transformation 
One of Buddhism’s most significant contributions lies in its psychological interpretation of karma. Rather 

than focusing exclusively on future rebirths, Buddhism emphasizes how intentional patterns shape present 

consciousness. Repeated actions create habits, dispositions, and emotional tendencies. Anger strengthens 

anger; generosity strengthens generosity. In modern psychological language, karma resembles processes of 

behavioural conditioning and cognitive formation. 

Meditation practices in Buddhism aim precisely at transforming these conditioned patterns. Through 

mindfulness (sati) and insight (vipassanā), practitioners observe mental formations and gradually weaken 

destructive tendencies. Thus, karma is not merely a metaphysical doctrine but a practical framework for 

inner transformation. Liberation becomes possible because conditioned habits can be understood and 

transcended. 

 

Conclusion 
The Buddhist doctrine of karma is far more sophisticated than popular misconceptions suggest. Rather than 

cosmic punishment, fatalistic destiny, or instant justice, karma represents a theory of intentional causation 

deeply connected to ethics, psychology, and existential transformation. By redefining karma in terms of 

intention, the Buddha shifted attention from ritual performance to mental cultivation. Karma functions not 

as supernatural judgment but as a natural process through which intentional actions shape consciousness 

and experience. Understanding karma within the broader framework of dependent origination reveals its 

non-deterministic and non-theistic character. Human beings are conditioned but not imprisoned by past 

actions. Through ethical conduct, mindfulness, and wisdom, transformation remains possible. 

For contemporary scholarship, Buddhist karma offers valuable insights into moral responsibility, 

psychological conditioning, and social ethics. Its relevance extends beyond religious doctrine into 

philosophy, psychology, and global ethical discourse. Ultimately, the Buddhist perspective challenges 

individuals to recognize that every intentional act contributes to the ongoing formation of self and world. 

Karma is therefore not merely about future consequences but about the continuous creation of human 

experience itself. 
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