REVIEW OF RESEARCH
ISSN: 2249-894X
IMPACT FACTOR : 5.7631(UIF)
VOLUME - 14 | ISSUE - 10 | JULY - 2025

INDIAN KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS: UNDERSTANDING DHARMA,
KARMA, AND MOKSHA

Dr. Kunda Raul! and Dr. Shivaji Chavan?
1Pimpri Chinchwad College of Engineering & Research, Laxminagar, Ravet, Haveli, Pune,
Maharashtra, India.
Pimpri Chinchwad College of Engineering & Research, Laxminagar, Ravet, Haveli, Pune,
Maharashtra, India.

ABSTRACT:

This paper explores the intricate concepts of
dharma, karma, and moksha—core elements of Indian
philosophical and spiritual traditions—and their enduring
relevance in contemporary education, ethics, and societal
well-being. Dharma, often understood as moral duty and
righteousness, offers a framework for ethical decision-making
and character development, while karma, the universal law of
cause and effect, emphasizes personal responsibility and
accountability for one’s actions. Moksha, the ultimate goal of
liberation from worldly attachments and suffering, highlights
the pursuit of inner peace and self-realization. By examining
how these concepts intersect and support each other, this paper demonstrates their applicability to
modern challenges, including environmental sustainability, social justice, mental health, and holistic
education. The integration of these principles into contemporary life fosters a more balanced, ethical, and
spiritually aware society, where individuals are encouraged to act with integrity, responsibility, and a
sense of higher purpose.

KEYWORDS: Dharma, Karma, Moksha, Indian philosophy, Ethics, Personal responsibility, Spiritual
liberation, Moral duty, Self-realization, Holistic education, Environmental sustainability, Social justice,
Mental well-being, Accountability.

INTRODUCTION

Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) represent a vast and intricate body of intellectual, spiritual,
and practical knowledge that has developed over thousands of years, forming the foundation of India's
cultural, philosophical, and ethical traditions. At the heart of these systems lie the concepts of dharma
(moral duty), karma (the law of cause and effect), and moksha (liberation). These principles, deeply
embedded in Indian philosophy, provide a framework for understanding the nature of existence, ethical
behavior, and the ultimate spiritual goal of life. The centrality of these ideas in Indian thought
transcends religious boundaries and permeates various philosophical schools such as Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Jainism, making them not only spiritual concepts but also guiding principles for living a
meaningful life.
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In the Indian tradition, knowledge is not merely an intellectual pursuit but a pathway to self-
realization and ethical living. Dharma, karma, and moksha serve as guiding lights in this pursuit,
offering a comprehensive view of human life and its higher purpose. While dharma emphasizes ethical
living and the fulfillment of one’s duties, karma speaks to the accountability of one’s actions and their
inevitable consequences, creating a moral framework within which individuals operate. Moksha, the
ultimate goal, represents the liberation of the soul from the endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth
(samsara), leading to eternal peace and union with the divine or the realization of ultimate truth.

Historically, these concepts have shaped not only spiritual and religious practices but also the
social, political, and educational structures of Indian society. The Vedas, Upanishads, and other ancient
scriptures have long served as repositories of these ideas, offering detailed discussions on the nature of
dharma, karma, and moksha and their roles in human life. Over time, these texts were elaborated upon
by scholars and sages, such as Adi Shankaracharya, Ramanuja, Buddha, and Mahavira, who
interpreted these ideas through different philosophical lenses. Whether in the context of Advaita
Vedanta (non-dualism), Buddhist teachings on nirvana, or Jainism's focus on non-violence and the
purification of the soul, dharma, karma, and moksha have remained central to the ethical and spiritual
discourse in India (Olivelle, 1998).

In modern times, the relevance of these concepts extends beyond the traditional religious or
philosophical context. They offer valuable insights for contemporary thought, particularly in the areas
of ethics, sustainability, mental health, and education. As global societies grapple with ethical dilemmas,
environmental crises, and personal well-being challenges, the principles of dharma, karma, and moksha
provide frameworks for addressing these issues. For instance, dharma encourages individuals to take
responsibility for their actions and live harmoniously within society and the environment. Similarly, the
law of karma serves as a reminder of the long-term consequences of actions, promoting accountability,
justice, and mindful decision-making. Moksha, on the other hand, represents a goal of inner peace and
spiritual fulfillment, providing a counterbalance to the materialism and stress often associated with
modern life.

This paper aims to delve deeply into these foundational concepts of Indian Knowledge Systems,
exploring their historical significance, philosophical interpretations, and contemporary relevance. The
exploration will not only focus on the textual and philosophical sources but also highlight how these
ideas can influence modern education, personal development, and ethical decision-making. By
examining the interconnectedness of dharma, karma, and moksha, we can appreciate the profound
wisdom embedded in Indian traditions and consider how these concepts can guide individuals toward
more purposeful, ethical, and fulfilling lives.

Furthermore, this study will investigate how the principles of dharma, karma, and moksha
intersect with contemporary educational paradigms. With the growing interest in integrating holistic
development and ethical frameworks into education, especially within the context of India’s National
Education Policy 2020, these concepts offer valuable insights. By incorporating the timeless wisdom
of Indian philosophy into modern curricula, educators can foster a generation that is not only
academically proficient but also spiritually aware, ethically grounded, and capable of making
sustainable and socially responsible choices (Vaswani, 2015).

Thus, by critically engaging with these three key concepts, this paper will illuminate the
enduring relevance of Indian Knowledge Systems in a global context, showing how these ancient ideas
can be applied to address modern challenges while also preserving and promoting India’s rich
intellectual heritage.

Dharma: Ethical Living and Moral Duty

The concept of dharma is one of the most profound and nuanced ideas in Indian philosophical
and ethical thought. Derived from the Sanskrit root dhf, meaning "to hold" or "to sustain,” dharma
refers to the fundamental principles that uphold the natural and moral order of the universe. It signifies
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not only law and righteousness but also the duty or responsibility that an individual holds towards
themselves, society, and the cosmos. Koller (2004) notes that dharma transcends mere duty and
encompasses the holistic order governing life, emphasizing that each individual has a role in
maintaining this order.

Dharma is a multidimensional concept that has evolved over time. Its earliest usage in the Vedic
tradition was largely tied to ritual practices that maintained the cosmic balance, particularly through
the performance of yajnas (sacrifices). The Rg Veda speaks of rta, the cosmic law of order, as the
forerunner of dharma, where ritual actions were seen as maintaining this cosmic equilibrium. Over
time, as the Vedic rituals gave way to the more speculative and philosophical outlook of the
Upanishads and the epic literature, dharma expanded into a more comprehensive ethical framework.
As Vedic scholar Hermann Oldenberg (1988) suggests, dharma in its early Vedic context primarily
referred to the order of ritual actions, but by the time of the Mahabharata, it had evolved to represent a
broader ethical duty encompassing social, moral, and personal responsibilities.

In the Mahabharata, dharma is a central theme, guiding the actions and decisions of its key
characters. Badrinath (2006) explores how the Mahabharata examines the complexity of dharma,
particularly through Arjuna's internal conflict on the battlefield. Arjuna's hesitation to fight in the
Bhagavad Gita illustrates the tension between personal emotions and universal duties. His svadharma
(personal duty) as a kshatriya (warrior) requires him to fight in a righteous war, but his attachment to
family and friends leads him to question the moral validity of killing. Krishna’s counsel in the Gita
becomes a profound discourse on dharma, emphasizing that one must act according to their role in
society, free from attachment to the outcomes of their actions. This concept, known as nishkama
karma, or action without attachment to results, highlights the ethical dimension of dharma in guiding
individuals toward righteous action regardless of personal loss or gain.

A. L. Basham (1954) in his seminal work The Wonder That Was India discusses dharma as the
key to understanding Indian ethical and social thought. Basham points out that dharma in classical
Hindu society served as a moral compass for both individuals and communities. It governed every
aspect of life, from personal behavior to family and social obligations, and even legal matters. This social
aspect of dharma was formalized in the Dharmashastra texts, particularly the Manusmriti and
Yajnavalkya Smriti, which outlined detailed codes of conduct for different varnas (social classes) and
ashramas (stages of life). These texts emphasized that dharma is not uniform but varies according to
one's role in society, gender, age, and stage of life. Patrick Olivelle (2005), in his translation and
commentary on the Dharmashastras, highlights the flexibility of dharma, as it adapts to changing
circumstances, yet maintains a fundamental commitment to righteousness and moral order.

Moreover, dharma is closely linked to the pursuit of the four goals of life, or Purusharthas:
dharma (righteousness), artha (material prosperity), kama (pleasure), and moksha (liberation).
While artha and kama are important for a balanced life, they must always be pursued in accordance
with dharma. If these pursuits violate dharma, they lead to personal and social disorder. This view,
articulated in the Bhagavad Gita, positions dharma as the regulating force for ethical living, aligning
personal desires with universal moral principles. As Radhakrishnan (1966) explains, dharma ensures
that the individual’s personal growth is harmonized with the well-being of the larger community.

Heinrich Zimmer (1951), in his interpretation of Indian philosophy, points out that dharma is
a force that transcends individual preference and subjective morality. It represents the moral fabric of
the universe, which every individual must understand and integrate into their life. This cosmic
dimension of dharma links it not only to ethical actions but also to a deeper understanding of the
interconnectedness of all beings. Dharma requires individuals to act selflessly, for the greater good,
which mirrors the ethical concept of altruism found in many global philosophical traditions.

In modern times, dharma retains its relevance as a guiding principle for ethical living and social
responsibility. Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence (ahimsa), for example, is deeply rooted in the
concept of dharma. For Gandhi, ahimsa was the highest form of dharma because it embodies the
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principle of universal love and respect for all beings. He believed that ethical living required adherence
to the truth (satya) and non-violence, and that social justice could only be achieved through dharma-
centered actions.

Dayanand Saraswati (1979), in his interpretation of Vedic dharma, highlights the importance
of aligning personal actions with the welfare of society. He argues that dharma must be understood not
just in terms of ritual practices or individual morality, but as a comprehensive system of ethics that
addresses social justice, environmental responsibility, and personal integrity. His interpretation of
dharma encourages contemporary individuals to act with awareness of the broader impact of their
actions on society and the environment.

Sharma (2001) also emphasizes that in today’s world, dharma can serve as an ethical
framework for addressing contemporary challenges, such as corporate responsibility, environmental
sustainability, and social equity. In a fast-paced and globalized society, the principles of dharma
encourage individuals and institutions to act with integrity, compassion, and responsibility toward the
collective good. This is particularly relevant in addressing the ethical dilemmas faced in professional
life, where decisions often have far-reaching consequences.

Karma: The Law of Cause and Effect

The concept of karma, derived from the Sanskrit root kri, meaning "to act" or "to do,"
represents one of the central tenets of Indian philosophy, encapsulating the law of cause and effect. In
essence, karma is the principle that every action—whether physical, verbal, or mental—generates
corresponding results, shaping not only an individual’s current existence but also their future lives. It is
a key element in the religious and philosophical systems of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism,
where it functions as both an ethical and cosmological law. Koller (2004) explains that karma is not
simply a mechanism of reward and punishment; rather, it operates as a natural, self-regulating system
where actions inherently carry their own consequences.

Karma in Hinduism: The Cycle of Samsara and Moral Responsibility

In Hinduism, karma is intimately linked with samsara, the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, and
moksha, the ultimate liberation from this cycle. According to the Upanishads, an individual’s actions in
one lifetime determine their circumstances in future lifetimes, establishing the moral order of the
universe. Patrick Olivelle (1998) in his translation of the early Upanishads emphasizes that karma is
not merely a matter of external deeds but also encompasses one’s inner intentions, attitudes, and
desires. This connection between actions and their moral consequences underscores the importance of
ethical living and acting in accordance with dharma (moral law), as virtuous actions generate good
karma and lead to favorable outcomes, while unethical actions result in bad karma and suffering.

The Bhagavad Gita provides a nuanced discussion of karma, particularly through the teaching
of nishkama karma, or action without attachment to the fruits of the action. Krishna advises Arjuna to
perform his duty (svadharma) as a warrior without being concerned with success or failure. This
teaching highlights that karma is not simply about results but the motive and intention behind actions.
Acting selflessly, without attachment, is seen as the highest form of action and leads to moksha
(liberation). Radhakrishnan (1966) expands on this by noting that such an understanding of karma
emphasizes personal responsibility, where each individual must consciously shape their destiny
through ethical and righteous living.

The Law of Karma in Hinduism is further codified in texts like the Dharmashastras and the
Puranas, which describe how actions in life create an unseen moral force that shapes the soul's journey
through samsara. The Manusmriti, for instance, outlines how different actions accrue different types of
karma and explains the ethical importance of adhering to one’s varna (social duty) and ashrama (stage
of life). Donald Davis (2010) notes that Hindu legal and ethical thought has long maintained that
karma operates on both personal and social levels, ensuring cosmic justice and social stability.
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Karma in Buddhism: A Path to Enlightenment

In Buddhism, karma is viewed as the driving force behind samsara, but the concept is
understood slightly differently from Hinduism. The Buddha rejected the idea of an eternal soul (atman),
teaching instead that karma influences the cycle of rebirth by shaping consciousness (vijnana) and
the aggregates of existence (skandhas) that form individual beings. Peter Harvey (2000) explains that
in Buddhism, karma refers to intentional actions (cetana) that lead to specific results in this life or in
future existences. Unlike in Hinduism, where karma is often tied to a soul’s journey, in Buddhism, it
functions more as a law of moral causation that governs the arising and passing of physical and mental
states.

In Theravada Buddhism, karma is a natural law with no divine overseer, operating strictly
according to the principle of dependent origination (pratityasamutpada), where every action leads to
corresponding outcomes. Walpola Rahula (1959) emphasizes that karma does not imply fatalism or
preordained destiny; rather, individuals have the capacity to change their karma by practicing
mindfulness, compassion, and ethical conduct. Right action (samma kammanta) and right intention
(samma sankappa), two key elements of the Noble Eightfold Path, are essential for generating good
karma and progressing toward nirvana, the ultimate liberation from the cycle of suffering (dukkha).

In Mahayana Buddhism, the concept of karma is further expanded to include the bodhisattva
path, where practitioners vow to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. This path
requires not only personal ethical conduct but also compassionate actions that generate merit
(punya), which can be dedicated to others. Thich Nhat Hanh (1999), a renowned Mahayana teacher,
interprets karma as a call to ethical responsibility, emphasizing that every action, no matter how small,
has far-reaching consequences, both for the individual and for the collective well-being of humanity.

Karma in Jainism: The Materiality of Karma

Jainism offers a unique interpretation of karma, treating it not just as a metaphysical concept
but as a physical substance that binds to the soul (jiva). According to Jain philosophy, every action—
whether good or bad—Ileaves a residue of karma that attaches to the soul, influencing its purity and
determining its rebirth. Paul Dundas (2002), in his study of Jainism, explains that karma in Jain
thought is understood as a material force that impedes the soul's progress toward moksha
(liberation). Unlike Hinduism or Buddhism, where good karma is seen as leading to better rebirths,
Jainism holds that even good karma binds the soul, and only through complete non-action (ahimsa)
and the shedding of all karma can the soul attain liberation.

Jains believe that ascetic practices, such as fasting, meditation, and renunciation of worldly
pleasures, are essential for purifying the soul and reducing the accumulation of karma. Jaini (1998)
explains that the Tirthankaras, or spiritual leaders in Jainism, attained moksha by eliminating all
karma, thus achieving a state of perfect purity and freedom from rebirth. In Jainism, ethical living,
particularly the practice of ahimsa (non-violence), is seen as the primary way to reduce karmic
bondage and advance toward liberation.

Karma in Modern Contexts: Ethical Responsibility and Social Accountability

The notion of karma has gained broader philosophical and ethical significance in contemporary
discourse. Young (2016) discusses how karma can be understood as a moral law of accountability in
modern contexts, transcending its traditional religious boundaries to provide a framework for ethical
responsibility. Karma emphasizes that actions have consequences, fostering an awareness of the long-
term effects of one's behavior, not only in personal life but also in social, environmental, and global
contexts.

In modern spiritual practices, karma is often interpreted as a call for mindfulness and
ethical living. Eknath Easwaran (2007), in his writings on Indian spirituality, argues that the
principle of karma can guide individuals toward greater self-awareness and moral responsibility in
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everyday life. The understanding that actions, words, and thoughts have lasting effects encourages
people to act with compassion, integrity, and responsibility, fostering social harmony and personal
well-being.

In the realm of social ethics, karma has been applied to discussions of environmental
sustainability, corporate responsibility, and social justice. Christopher Chapple (1993) explores how
the principle of karma can provide a philosophical grounding for environmental ethics, emphasizing
the interconnectedness of all life and the need for sustainable practices. Similarly, in corporate ethics,
the idea of karma encourages leaders and organizations to consider the long-term impact of their
decisions on communities and the environment, promoting ethical business practices and corporate
social responsibility.

MOKSHA: THE ULTIMATE LIBERATION
Moksha (Sanskrit: #&T), or liberation from the cycle of birth and death, is the ultimate spiritual

goal in Indian philosophical and religious traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. It
signifies freedom from samsara, the cycle of rebirth and suffering, and the realization of one's true
nature, free from worldly attachments and the limitations of the physical body and mind. In Hinduism,
moksha is often described as a state of union with the divine or self-realization. In Buddhism, this
liberation is known as nirvana, while Jainism describes moksha as the purification of the soul from the
bondage of karma. Each tradition offers a unique understanding of moksha, yet all agree that it
represents the highest state of spiritual evolution and the final goal of human existence.

Moksha in Hinduism: Self-Realization and Union with Brahman

In Hindu philosophy, moksha is closely tied to the concept of the atman (the individual self) and
Brahman (the ultimate reality). According to the Upanishads, moksha is attained when one realizes
that the atman is identical with Brahman. This realization transcends the illusion of maya (the material
world) and frees the soul from the cycle of samsara. F. Max Miiller (1884), in his translation of the
Upanishads, notes that this state of liberation is not merely the cessation of suffering but the
achievement of eternal bliss (ananda) and absolute knowledge (jnana).

The Bhagavad Gita, one of the most important texts in Hindu philosophy, discusses moksha in
the context of yoga (spiritual practice). Krishna teaches Arjuna that moksha can be attained through the
paths of karma yoga (selfless action), bhakti yoga (devotion), and jnana yoga (knowledge). By
surrendering the ego, performing one's duty without attachment to results, and cultivating devotion to
the divine, an individual can attain liberation. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1956) explains that moksha
is not an escape from the world but an inner state of freedom that can be realized while living in the
world. It represents self-mastery and detachment from desires, leading to a state of equanimity and
inner peace.

In Hinduism, moksha is also associated with the cessation of the accumulation of karma. As
long as an individual continues to act within the world of samsara, they generate karma, which binds
the soul to the cycle of rebirth. Patrick Olivelle (1998) highlights that moksha is the state in which the
individual has exhausted all karma and no longer produces any new actions that would lead to further
rebirths. This state is often described as Kaivalya or isolation—a state of absolute freedom, beyond
dualities like pleasure and pain, success and failure.

The Advaita Vedanta school of Hindu philosophy, as taught by Adi Shankaracharya,
emphasizes the non-dual nature of moksha. According to Shankaracharya, the realization of non-duality
(advaita) between the atman and Brahman leads to moksha. In this view, moksha is achieved not
through physical or ritualistic actions but through the direct experience of oneness with the absolute
reality. Swami Vivekananda (1907), a key modern interpreter of Vedanta, emphasized that moksha is
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not something to be achieved after death, but a state of liberation in this life (jivanmukti), where one
experiences complete freedom and peace even amidst worldly activity.

Moksha in Buddhism: Nirvana and the Cessation of Suffering

In Buddhism, the concept of liberation is expressed as nirvana. Unlike Hinduism, where
moksha involves union with a divine reality, Buddhism teaches that nirvana is the extinction of desire,
ignorance, and attachment, leading to the cessation of suffering (dukkha). Peter Harvey (2000)
describes nirvana as the "blowing out" of the fires of greed, hatred, and delusion, which are the root
causes of samsara. When these fires are extinguished, the cycle of rebirth ends, and the individual is
freed from all forms of suffering.

The Buddha's path to nirvana is outlined in the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold
Path, which provide a systematic approach to achieving liberation. Walpola Rahula (1959)
emphasizes that nirvana is not a mystical or otherworldly state but a practical goal that can be realized
through ethical conduct, meditation, and wisdom. Nirvana is often described as the ultimate goal of
human existence, beyond concepts of self and other, where the individual transcends all dualities and
achieves a state of profound peace.

In Theravada Buddhism, nirvana is seen as the cessation of the aggregates of existence
(skandhas) and the ending of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. In Mahayana Buddhism, the
concept of Bodhisattva arises, where individuals strive not only for their own liberation but for the
enlightenment of all sentient beings. In this view, nirvana and samsara are understood as
fundamentally interdependent, with enlightened beings able to exist in samsara without being bound
by it. Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) describes this as the realization that nirvana is not separate from the
present moment; it can be experienced in daily life through mindfulness and compassion.

Moksha in Jainism: Liberation Through the Purification of the Soul

In Jainism, moksha is understood as the liberation of the soul (jiva) from the bondage of
karma. Jain philosophy posits that every action—whether good or bad—Ileaves a residue of karma that
binds the soul to the material world. Unlike Hinduism, where good karma can lead to a better rebirth,
Jainism teaches that even good karma binds the soul and prevents it from attaining liberation.
Therefore, the goal of Jain spiritual practice is to completely eliminate karma, leading to a state of pure
consciousness and eternal bliss.

Paul Dundas (2002) explains that moksha in Jainism is achieved through strict adherence to
ahimsa (non-violence), asceticism, and the renunciation of worldly attachments. Jain ascetics practice
severe austerities to burn off accumulated karma and prevent the accumulation of new karma. When
all karma has been shed, the soul ascends to the Siddhashila, the realm of liberated souls, where it
exists in a state of perfect purity and infinite knowledge. P.S. Jaini (1998) highlights that the liberated
soul in Jainism is completely detached from the physical world and no longer participates in the cycle of
samsara.

In Jain philosophy, the pursuit of moksha requires a high degree of self-discipline and spiritual
purity. Jain texts like the Tattvartha Sutra outline the stages of spiritual development, known as
gunasthanas, that lead to liberation. By practicing right faith (samyak-darshana), right knowledge
(samyak-jnana), and right conduct (samyak-charitra), individuals can progress toward the ultimate
goal of moksha.

Modern Interpretations of Moksha: Liberation and Self-Realization

In contemporary spiritual discourse, moksha is often interpreted as a form of personal
liberation and self-realization, relevant to both spiritual and psychological well-being. While the
traditional idea of liberation from rebirth may not resonate with all modern thinkers, the concept of
freeing oneself from the ego, material attachments, and suffering has deep significance in today’s
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world. David Frawley (2014) suggests that moksha can be understood as the attainment of inner
freedom, where individuals transcend their conditioned identities and experience a deeper connection
with their true selves and the universe.

Eknath Easwaran (2007), in his interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita, views moksha as a state
of inner peace and equanimity that can be achieved through mindful living and spiritual practice. In
this context, moksha is not an otherworldly goal but a practical state of liberation from anxiety, fear,
and attachment to material outcomes. Easwaran argues that in the modern world, moksha represents
the freedom to live with integrity, compassion, and purpose, without being swayed by the distractions
of materialism or societal pressures.

The principles of moksha have also been applied to contemporary discussions of psychological
well-being and mental health. Vaswani (2015) discusses how the spiritual principles of detachment
and self-realization can help individuals cope with stress, anxiety, and emotional suffering in today’s
fast-paced world. By cultivating self-awareness, compassion, and a sense of inner freedom,
individuals can experience a form of liberation that brings balance and harmony to their personal and
professional lives.

Interconnections Between Dharma, Karma, and Moksha

The concepts of dharma, karma, and moksha are deeply interwoven in Indian philosophical and
religious traditions, forming a cohesive ethical and spiritual framework that guides an individual’s
journey toward ultimate liberation. While each concept is distinct, their interdependence reflects the
complex nature of human existence and the spiritual quest. Dharma provides the ethical foundation for
actions (karma), and the quality of these actions determines the soul’s progress through samsara (the
cycle of birth and rebirth) and its potential to attain moksha (liberation). The interaction between
dharma, karma, and moksha forms the basis for leading a morally upright and spiritually meaningful
life.

Dharma as the Foundation for Karma and Moksha

Dharma, which can be understood as moral duty, righteousness, or cosmic law, is the
cornerstone of ethical living in Indian traditions. Dharma guides individuals in making choices that are
in harmony with both their personal nature (svadharma) and the universal moral order. In Hinduism,
the Bhagavad Gita emphasizes that by following one’s dharma—whether as a warrior, teacher, or
householder—individuals accumulate positive karma that contributes to their spiritual growth. Arvind
Sharma (2001) explains that dharma is not just an individual responsibility but a cosmic principle that
sustains the order of the universe. Every action must align with dharma to produce good karma, the key
to spiritual progression.

Dharma also serves as a guide for ethical behavior in Jainism and Buddhism, though each
tradition offers its unique interpretation. For example, in Jainism, ahimsa (non-violence) is considered
the highest dharma, and living in strict adherence to this principle helps to eliminate negative karma.
Paul Dundas (2002) notes that dharma in Jainism is intricately linked to the process of shedding karma
and advancing toward moksha.

In Buddhism, Peter Harvey (2000) describes dharma as the path of ethical living, embodied in
the Noble Eightfold Path, which includes right action, right speech, and right livelihood. By practicing
dharma, Buddhists believe they can cultivate wholesome karma (kusala), leading to the cessation of
suffering and eventual attainment of nirvana (moksha in Hindu terms).

Thus, dharma is the ethical framework that governs action (karma) and serves as a pathway to
liberation (moksha). By adhering to dharma, individuals ensure that their actions contribute to the
reduction of suffering and the accumulation of good karma.
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Karma: The Mechanism Driving Samsara and Moksha

Karma is the universal law of cause and effect, whereby every action—whether good or bad—
has consequences that influence the future. Karma is not only a principle that governs individual lives
but also the mechanism that drives samsara, the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. As Patrick Olivelle
(1998) explains, the type of karma an individual accumulates over multiple lifetimes determines their
future circumstances and the challenges they must face.

Karma plays a crucial role in determining whether an individual moves closer to or further from
moksha. Actions that are in line with dharma generate positive karma, while actions that go against
moral principles lead to negative karma. Positive karma allows the soul to move toward spiritual
refinement and eventually escape from samsara. Conversely, negative karma binds the soul to samsara,
perpetuating suffering and delaying the attainment of moksha.

In Hinduism, the Bhagavad Gita teaches that by performing selfless action (karma yoga) without
attachment to the results, one can avoid generating binding karma. This is known as nishkama karma,
or action without desire. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1956) emphasizes that it is through selfless action
that one can purify the mind and progress toward moksha. The Mundaka Upanishad also speaks of how
good karma, rooted in dharma, purifies the soul, enabling the realization of the atman’s true nature and
eventual liberation.

In Jainism, karma is seen as a physical substance that binds the soul, preventing its liberation.
Jain philosophy emphasizes that both good and bad karma must be eliminated for moksha to be
achieved. Through austerity, asceticism, and moral discipline, an individual can cleanse the soul of all
karmic particles. P.S. Jaini (1998) discusses how the process of karma in Jainism is far more intricate
than in other traditions, as it involves both the accumulation and the shedding of karmic particles, with
moksha being the result of complete purification.

In Buddhism, karma is the driving force behind rebirth and the key to understanding how one’s
actions influence future lives. Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) highlights that wholesome actions lead to
positive karma, fostering spiritual awakening and reducing attachment to samsara. Karma and dharma
in Buddhism together guide one toward the cessation of suffering and the attainment of nirvana.

Moksha: The Liberation from Karma and Samsara

Moksha, or liberation from the cycle of samsara, is the ultimate goal that connects dharma and
karma. Moksha represents the end of karmic accumulation and the cessation of the rebirth cycle. In
Hinduism, moksha is realized when an individual recognizes the non-duality (advaita) of the atman and
Brahman, as taught in the Upanishads and Advaita Vedanta. By understanding that the self (atman) is
one with the ultimate reality (Brahman), one transcends the limitations of the material world and
karma.

David Frawley (2014) explains that the proper performance of dharma, combined with the
selfless nature of karma, allows individuals to overcome ignorance (avidya) and realize moksha.
Dharma provides the ethical framework for actions, while karma determines whether those actions
lead to spiritual progress. The ultimate freedom from karma is achieved when one no longer acts out of
personal desire but in accordance with universal principles.

In Jainism, moksha is attained by completely purifying the soul of all karma, both positive and
negative. The soul, once freed from the binding effects of karma, ascends to the Siddhashila, the realm of
liberated souls. Dundas (2002) emphasizes that moksha in Jainism is the result of ethical living and self-
purification, achieved by strict adherence to dharma (moral principles) and the elimination of karmic
bondage through ascetic practices.

In Buddhism, the attainment of nirvana represents the cessation of both karmic rebirth and the
experience of suffering. By practicing dharma and accumulating wholesome karma, one moves toward
enlightenment, which is the ultimate liberation from samsara. Peter Harvey (2000) describes nirvana as
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the state in which all karmic formations are dissolved, and the individual experiences profound peace
and freedom from the cycle of birth and death.

The Synergistic Relationship: Dharma, Karma, and Moksha in Practice

The synergy between dharma, karma, and moksha forms a holistic spiritual framework for
living a life that is both morally responsible and spiritually fulfilling. By adhering to dharma, individuals
align their actions with the universal moral order, thus accumulating good karma and progressing
toward moksha. The Bhagavad Gita emphasizes that it is through karma yoga—the practice of selfless
action in accordance with dharma—that one can overcome the cycle of samsara and attain liberation.

Similarly, Buddhism’s focus on the Noble Eightfold Path as a guide for ethical living shows how
the practice of dharma (right conduct) leads to the cessation of karma and the attainment of nirvana.
Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) further explores how mindfulness, compassion, and ethical living cultivate
positive karma and create the conditions for enlightenment.

In Jainism, the interconnection between dharma, karma, and moksha is exemplified in the
practice of asceticism, where one purifies the soul through ethical discipline and the renunciation of
worldly attachments. P.S. Jaini (1998) emphasizes that Jain spiritual practice is a step-by-step process,
where adherence to dharma leads to the gradual elimination of karma, ultimately resulting in moksha.

The concepts of dharma, karma, and moksha are interdependent and form a unified path for
leading a righteous and spiritually enlightened life in Indian philosophical traditions. Dharma provides
the ethical framework for actions (karma), and the quality of those actions determines the soul’s
progress toward liberation (moksha). By living in accordance with dharma, individuals generate
positive karma, move closer to moksha, and ultimately transcend the cycle of samsara, achieving
spiritual liberation. Understanding these interconnected concepts offers a holistic approach to ethics,
responsibility, and spirituality in both traditional and contemporary contexts.

Relevance in Contemporary Education and Society

In today's fast-paced, globalized world, the ancient concepts of dharma, karma, and moksha
retain significant relevance, particularly within education, personal ethics, and societal values. These
principles, though rooted in Indian philosophical traditions, offer universal insights into how
individuals can lead meaningful lives, contribute to societal well-being, and pursue a sense of
fulfillment. In the context of contemporary education and society, these concepts can provide
frameworks for ethical behavior, personal development, and spiritual well-being.

Dharma in Contemporary Ethics and Education: A Framework for Moral Development

Dharma, which emphasizes moral duty, responsibility, and righteousness, can serve as a guiding
principle in education, especially in shaping ethical behavior and character development. In an age
where ethical dilemmas are more complex than ever, particularly with technological advancements,
globalization, and environmental concerns, dharma offers a foundation for nurturing integrity and
ethical decision-making.

In educational systems, the concept of dharma can be integrated into curricula to teach students
about ethical responsibilities to oneself, others, and the planet. For example, the growing emphasis on
sustainability and social justice can be framed within the context of universal dharma—the
responsibility to uphold principles that contribute to the welfare of the global community. Swami
Vivekananda (1907) advocated for an education that not only imparted knowledge but also built
character and cultivated moral values, which is a modern reflection of dharma.

Character education programs in schools, which emphasize honesty, empathy, accountability,
and civic responsibility, can be seen as contemporary expressions of dharma. These programs aim to
instill students with the ability to discern right from wrong and to act in ways that are beneficial to
society. Eknath Easwaran (2007) suggests that dharma can guide individuals in making decisions that
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are not merely self-serving but align with the greater good, a perspective that can be particularly
relevant for young people navigating the challenges of modern society.

Additionally, the principle of svadharma (personal duty) encourages individuals to follow their
own unique path, which is especially relevant in educational settings where students are encouraged to
explore their individual potential and talents. By understanding their svadharma, students can make
career and life choices that align with their intrinsic values and skills, leading to personal fulfillment and
societal contributions.

Karma in Society: The Principle of Responsibility and Consequence

The principle of karma, or the law of cause and effect, is highly relevant in contemporary
discussions of personal accountability, social justice, and collective responsibility. In today's
interconnected world, individuals and societies are becoming increasingly aware of how their actions—
whether related to the environment, politics, economics, or interpersonal relationships—have far-
reaching consequences.

Karma can be understood as a universal principle that encourages people to take responsibility
for their actions. In modern contexts, this relates to the idea that every action we take has an impact,
and we are ethically responsible for the consequences of those actions. For example, in the realm of
environmentalism, the concept of karma can be applied to how human actions—such as deforestation,
pollution, and resource depletion—are contributing to climate change, with consequences that are felt
globally.

In the workplace, karma encourages individuals to practice accountability and professional
ethics. Business leaders and organizations are increasingly recognizing that their decisions—whether
related to employees, customers, or the environment—have long-term impacts. Concepts like corporate
social responsibility (CSR) echo the karmic principle by promoting practices that benefit society, reduce
harm, and ensure that businesses give back to the communities they serve. Michael E. Porter and Mark
R. Kramer (2006) discuss how companies that integrate CSR and ethical behavior into their business
models are more likely to thrive in the long term because of the positive "karma" they generate through
responsible actions.

In education, the principle of karma can be taught as personal responsibility—helping students
understand that their efforts and behavior in the present will shape their future. This aligns with
modern educational objectives that promote self-discipline, delayed gratification, and long-term
planning. Carol S. Dweck’s (2006) research on growth mindset echoes karmic ideas: individuals who
understand that their efforts (karma) contribute to their own growth and success are more likely to
persevere and achieve their goals.

Moreover, karma emphasizes the interconnectedness of human actions and outcomes, making it
a valuable concept in promoting social awareness. Movements for social equity and justice can be seen
as aligned with karmic principles, as they advocate for the correction of systemic injustices that result
from collective negative karma—whether it is racial inequality, economic disparity, or gender
discrimination.

Moksha in Personal Development: Spiritual and Psychological Well-being

While moksha, traditionally understood as liberation from samsara, may seem distant from
everyday concerns, its underlying essence—the quest for freedom from suffering and inner peace—is
highly relevant in today’s society, particularly in the context of mental health and personal fulfillment.
Moksha can be interpreted as a state of self-realization, where individuals transcend the limitations of
their ego, desires, and material attachments, leading to a deeper sense of contentment and equanimity.

In contemporary society, the pursuit of moksha can be likened to the search for inner peace,
mental clarity, and self-actualization. Practices like mindfulness, meditation, and yoga, which are
gaining widespread popularity in modern wellness movements, are rooted in the principles of achieving

Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world
11



INDIAN KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS: UNDERSTANDING DHARMA, KARMA, AND MOKSHA VOLUME - 14 | ISSUE - 10 | JULY - 2025

liberation from suffering and the transcendence of the ego. Jon Kabat-Zinn (1994), a pioneer in
mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), has shown that by cultivating mindful awareness and
detachment from negative thoughts, individuals can reduce stress and anxiety, thus achieving a state of
mental liberation akin to moksha.

In the realm of psychology, moksha can be interpreted as the process of achieving emotional
liberation and overcoming the cycles of negative behavior patterns. Abraham Maslow’s (1943) concept
of self-actualization bears resemblance to moksha, as both represent the culmination of human
potential and the realization of one’s true self. By transcending lower-level needs (related to survival
and ego), individuals can reach a higher state of consciousness where they are free from the illusions of
the external world and find inner fulfillment.

In education, fostering a mindset that values self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and mental
well-being can be seen as promoting moksha in the modern context. Schools and universities are
increasingly incorporating mindfulness programs to help students manage stress, build resilience, and
develop a sense of purpose beyond material success.

Synergy of Dharma, Karma, and Moksha in Building a Just Society

The principles of dharma, karma, and moksha collectively provide a framework for building a
just and harmonious society. In contemporary global challenges—such as environmental crises, social
inequality, and economic instability—these concepts offer timeless wisdom for creating a society based
on ethical responsibility, compassion, and the pursuit of higher values.

Dharma, as a moral compass, guides individuals and institutions to act in ways that benefit the
collective good. Karma holds individuals accountable for their actions, ensuring that they contribute to
positive societal outcomes. Moksha inspires individuals to rise above selfish interests, cultivating a
society where inner peace, justice, and well-being are prioritized over materialism and exploitation.

For instance, environmental ethics today can be framed as a modern expression of dharma,
where there is a collective duty to protect the planet for future generations. The consequences of
neglecting this responsibility (karma) are becoming increasingly evident, as climate change,
deforestation, and pollution threaten global stability. Efforts toward sustainable development and
environmental conservation reflect a karmic understanding that our current actions will determine the
future well-being of humanity.

Similarly, the growing awareness of mental health challenges in modern societies can be seen as
a reflection of the need for moksha—freedom from the psychological suffering caused by stress,
alienation, and over-identification with material success. By integrating dharma (ethical living), karma
(responsibility for one’s actions), and moksha (inner liberation), individuals can cultivate a life of
balance, purpose, and peace in today’s world.

The concepts of dharma, karma, and moksha are not only relevant to ancient spiritual traditions
but also offer profound insights for modern education, personal ethics, and societal development.
Dharma provides a moral framework for ethical behavior, karma emphasizes personal responsibility
and accountability, and moksha inspires individuals to seek inner freedom and mental well-being.
Together, these concepts form a comprehensive approach to living a life of integrity, balance, and
meaning in today’s world.

CONCLUSION

The ancient concepts of dharma, karma, and moksha continue to hold profound significance in
addressing the ethical and spiritual challenges of contemporary life. Dharma, as a moral compass, offers
guidance for personal and societal ethics, ensuring actions are in alignment with the greater good.
Karma reinforces the idea that actions have consequences, underscoring the importance of personal
accountability and collective responsibility. Moksha, representing ultimate liberation, encourages the
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pursuit of inner peace and freedom from material attachments, offering a path to mental well-being and
self-realization.

Together, these concepts provide a comprehensive framework for living a life of balance,
purpose, and integrity in modern society. By integrating these principles into educational systems,
personal development, and institutional ethics, individuals and communities can cultivate a more
harmonious and just world. In addressing contemporary issues such as social justice, environmental
sustainability, and mental health, dharma, karma, and moksha offer timeless wisdom that can guide
both individual behavior and collective progress. The interconnectedness of these ideas fosters a
holistic approach to life, where ethical actions, personal responsibility, and spiritual liberation are
deeply intertwined, ensuring both personal fulfillment and societal harmony.
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