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ABSTRACT:  

The aim of this discussion will be to look at the philosophical concepts of free-will and liberation in varying 

Buddhist orders. I will argue that there are three distinct concepts of free will and liberation in Buddhism.  First, 

Buddhists reject the idea that individuals are constrained by a divine power or material causality. Second, 

Buddhists argue that unethical actions are the direct result of mental states governed by anger/hatred, 

jealousy/attachment, and ignorance/fear. For instance, Shantideva asserts that we can no more blame someone 

— under the influence of such mental states — than we can blame fire for causing smoke. And third, in the 

Mahayana tradition, the same determinist attitude does not apply to "selfless" actions, which spontaneously 

spring from one’s own enlightened nature.  In my presentation I will outline the philosophical grounds for the 

aforementioned views. I will explore their implications within Buddhist thought, and I will flesh out what 

contributions I believe these ideas can make to the discipline of philosophy.  
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MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Welcome, everyone.  I am Marie Friquegnon, from William Paterson University.  My voice tends to drop, so if 

you don't hear me, please tell me to speak louder.  Welcome, everybody.  Rongzampa [ph.].  My distinguished 

colleagues –  

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

Can I make a quick announcement before you begin? 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Yes. 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

I just want to first just welcome everybody as well and to say that after today's talk, there is a dinner to which 

everyone is invited, but we can't pay for your full dinner.  This is just our regular practice.  We end up paying a 

little bit of it.  We're going to go to this restaurant that we generally go to, and hopefully everybody can find 

something to order.  The last talk for the semester is coming up May 8th, for the seminar, and that is Parimal 

Patil.  He is going to be – I don't have the title in front of me. 

 

 MALE SPEAKER 

"Kantians and Humeans in Ancient India," I think. 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 
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Right.  So I just wanted to welcome Marie Friquegnon and Charles Goodman, our speakers for today.  Since 

Marie is very ready to begin, I don't want to delay with too many praises, but just to let you know that they 

deserve praises, our speakers, and we're very glad to have them, and thank you both for coming.  We're looking 

forward to this conversation. 

 

 CHARLES GOODMAN 

By the time we're done, you'll realize that we don't deserve the praises. 

 (Laughter) 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

If you can prove that, then that's quite an accomplishment. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Right.  Very good.  So as I was mentioning to Chris, I have been struggling with this free will issue a very, very 

long time, from the time I did my masters in 1967, and Raziel was my advisor, and he was very helpful.  Then I 

went on to other things, but kept coming back to this problem.  I still go back and forth every year or two on 

what I believe about this.  I don't find that there would be a clear answer.  One of my colleagues, Sapora 

Sakochkov [ph], once said a long time ago – I overheard her saying to a student that – about free will and its 

absence.  You know, it's really hard to decide one way or another, but after a while you know where you stand.  

She was one of the lucky ones. 
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But I'm sort of getting to – I don't even know if it's a position or a perspective on this now.  Now, I know not 

everybody is into analytic philosophy, and so I thought I'd begin by just sort of setting the stage about what the 

problems are in the West.  Of course, the problem is going to be that it is not going to fit exactly with the East at 

all.  And so when we ask the same question in the West, and we look at the East, then it is very hard for us to 

get an answer one way or the other. 

 

So here we go, on free will.  Now, look, these are the three main positions where they agree on what free will is.  

And just to put it in a really simple way, just to save a little time – I mean, imagine you take two people from 

Ireland, one a very old-fashioned, elderly person from the countryside who believes in leprechauns.  The other 

is a professor at Trinity College, and the professor does not believe in leprechauns.  But they both agree on what 

leprechauns are, okay?  So this is the same case with these hard determinists, indeterminists, and libertarians.  

They all agree on what free will is, except the hard determinist says, "There is no such animal."  Okay.  So I 

thought I'd mention that first off. 

 

Now what they agree on is that free will and determinism are incompatible.  If there is determinism, you are not 

free.  Now, if you are going to have free will, your actions have to be avoidable in the strict sense that we could 

have done otherwise.  So, you know, look, here I got these two bottles of water.  I really promise you I don't 

know which one I'm going to pick up, okay?  So I pick this one up.  What they're saying is if we went back in 

time to have free will, I should have been able to pick up the other one. 

 

There was once a science fiction story about this, where someone went back in time, tried to change things, and 

did exactly the same thing.  So you see what the problem is here. 
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 MALE SPEAKER 

Wasn't that true of [unintell] sketch for a film, The Chips are Down? 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

I think so. 

 

 MALE SPEAKER 

The lovers are unable to get to each other.  They die, they act in a revolution and they're shot.  And then they go 

back to earth, and they are allowed to go back to the place and fulfill their — 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

And they can't. 

 

 MALE SPEAKER 

And they get in another revolution. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Yeah.  He was some believer in free will, that one.  Okay.  Now, hard determinists, they reject the possibility of 

free will.  The indeterminists and libertarians accept free will, at least for some actions.  And I'll explain how 

that is qualified in a moment.  Does everybody – everybody is with me on that one?  Okay. 
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Okay.  So soft determinists – this is the second position.  This is where they change the definition.  And one 

example I can give you actually comes from my own childhood, when my father and mother told me there was 

a Santa Claus, and then I found some presents in the closet, and I confronted my father, and I said, "There is no 

Santa Claus."  And my father said, "There is the spirit of Santa Claus." 

 

So this is pretty much the same thing.  The soft determinists, you know, are saying, "Well, you know, free will 

doesn't really mean what these other people think it means.  What it really is is that when we choose something 

and our actions are rational and they're not coerced, they're not deranged in any sense, and we want to do what 

we're doing, that's what we mean by free."  And so if you say to them, "Well, strictly speaking, could you have 

done otherwise?" they will probably say, "No.  But that's okay, it doesn't matter."  A lot of people think it really 

matters. 

 

Okay.  Now we get to Buddhism.  You can see the only way I've been able to get a real hang of this is by 

looking at the Buddhist idea in three different ways, in a sense on three different levels.  Now, everywhere in 

the scriptures, Buddha says, you know, "You are free, it's up to you, work out your enlightenment —" he said 

these last words, "relying on no one."  And so it certainly sounds like Buddha feels that we are free.  Now, what 

could he mean by that?  Well, if you look at in the context of the society, there were probably a lot of people 

that thought that the gods were determining things, and certainly that there is certain things about, say, your 

caste that were inescapable.  I mean, I don't mean to say that all Hindus believe that you can't escape your 

karma; some do and some don't.  What I really loved in Ramakrishna was his comparison of karma to a poker 

game, where he said, you know, "You're not responsible for the cards you get, but you are responsible for what 

you do with them," you know.  And I think that's kind of a Buddhist view, too, at least the ones I've heard. 
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So on that level, there seems to be plenty of freedom.  Nobody outside of you is pushing you around or 

whatever.  There is some control even over our karma.  You can do things to change at least some of your 

karma.  So that's level one.  It looks like there is plenty of freedom there. 

 

Now we get to level two.  Now, here I'm going to concentrate mainly on Shantideva.  And what Shantideva is 

saying, at least in the first part of the Bodhisattvacaryavatara, except for the "wisdom" chapter, let's say – he is 

basically telling people, "Don't blame people."  And he does it very strongly.  He says, "You can no more blame 

someone for doing something than you can blame fire for causing smoke or bile for causing suffering."  It's a 

very, very strong affirmation of causal determinism for bad things. 

 

Now what you find when you look at Shantideva, and, you know, you realize that he's trying to help people 

change their emotions and purify their reactions, that at the same time that is trying to tell people to be 

compassionate and not to blame people he is spending an enormously long amount of time praising the buddhas 

and bodhisattvas.  So there is really, you know, quite an imbalance here.  And that's what I'm really kind of 

concentrating on, why would he do this, you see?  Why praise the good and not blame the bad? 

 

Now, of course, we have to I think qualify the issue about "good," too because, you know, going back to Kant, 

there are two kinds of good actions, the ones that are meritorious and the ones that are not.  And I'm sure most 

of you remember the shopkeeper example, right?  There is a shopkeeper who is really, really honest, and this 

shopkeeper is honest because he or she really, really knows that if there is any dishonesty that is discovered, 

that's the end of the business, right?  I don't know if you know this, but I've heard that there are checkers who go 
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into supermarkets and give the cashiers too much money and pretend not to notice, and of course they are 

checking to see if the cashiers will actually give back the right change.  Anybody notice them ever?  I have, 

okay.  Actually, it is because I am so absent-minded, and they are so good about it, and I did ask somebody 

once. 

 

So there is no merit in that, you see.  But for Kant, there is merit in doing something good when it is not to your 

advantage, when you're not following your regular motives.  And I should have mentioned, too, going back to it 

for a moment, there was a philosopher called Campbell, and he is known as a libertarian.  And he actually 

argued that we are not free for most of the things we do, except when we're in the case of moral temptation, 

when if we do something good it is going to really hurt us, and everything in is screaming out, "Don't do this; 

it's bad for you," and we do it anyway.  And he argues that in a case like that, it would be very hard to argue that 

we are caused by our intentions when our intentions seem to be, at least in our feelings, so completely opposite 

from what we want. 

 

Okay.  Now we get to the third level.  And now, of course, Shantideva – everyone, they are going to, in the 

Mahayana tradition and the Vajrayana tradition – they are all going to turn to Nāgārjuna on this on this one.  

And then when Nāgārjuna looks at causality, then – I guess you all know the argument, but just to review it, this 

will only take a moment.  There are two possibilities, cause and effect are the same, or cause and effect are 

different.  Of course, nowadays, almost nobody would accept that cause and effect are the same.  I think he 

probably was directing his argument against the Samkhyas, you know, Prakriti as cause and Prakriti as effect.  

So his argument is that if cause and effect were the same, when we were eating food, we'd be eating shit.  That's 
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his argument; I'm not making it up.  It is his argument.  And, you know, also everything would be happening at 

the same time if there was — 

 

 MALE SPEAKER 

It's evocative. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Excuse me? 

 

 MALE SPEAKER 

It's a good – it's an evocative argument. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Yeah.  So then what if cause and effect are different?  And this is, you know – put in Buddhist terms, the father 

and son will never meet because if you think that the future does not yet exist and the past no longer exists, and 

all you have is the present, and the present is exactly that which cannot be divided up into past, present, and 

future, and the only number you can't divide is of course zero – so you have this instantaneous present in which 

there isn't enough time for a causal process to take place, you know, for cause and effect to meet. 

 

Okay.  So if you can't really talk about causality on level three, what happens to determinism, you see?  That's 

the problem.  Now, about the perspectival issue, this makes it even more complex because basically what 

Nāgārjuna and other great philosophers are saying is that what, you know, the enlightenment level and the 
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relative level are not two different things.  They are inseparably conjoined.  They are just a matter of 

perspective.  There is actually a line in one of the sandhas [ph] that says, "Nirvāna and samsāra are the same; 

the perspective is the difference."  So a slight problem of translation; they mistranslate it as the main difference, 

but if you look at the text it says it is the difference.  I guess it is a little too much for people to actually print out 

in English, but it is exactly what it says. 

 

So there have been a lot of interesting little things that are coming out on this point.  Heidi Koppl did a book on 

Rongzom, and Rongzom was an 11th century figure.  He went around arguing rather successfully among, you 

know, many people with many different views that if nirvāna and samsāra were ontologically the same, then if 

you say that, you know, the enlightenment level is pure, then how can you say that the appearances that have as 

their actual nature the enlightenment nature are not pure, right?  So you are going to have a similar problem 

coming up I think with free will, although I'm not quite sure about this. 

 

Okay.  So we have these two perspectives on the same reality.  We have the enlightenment level, in which there 

is at least no causality as we know it.  And just to jump ahead a tiny bit, going to Śāntaraksita on this particular 

point, after Śāntaraksita speaks of Nāgārjuna's argument, then he considers the world and how orderly and 

beautiful it is.  So he says, "All of these things are happening as if by magic."  So in other words, although there 

may not be any causality, you don't have this emptiness appearing on the relative level as something chaotic.  In 

other words, I can pick up my tea, you know, with great confidence, unless I'm really on something, you know, 

expect it not to turn into a dragon.  You know, I can be really confident of this.  That's important to think about, 

that there is this stability, especially when we don't really have anything causal to back it up. 
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Okay.  What you are supposed to do in terms of practice is to clear up your vision, your perspective.  Now, what 

I say in my paper here – and I guess maybe I'm jumping ahead a little bit again.  But I have been very, very 

impressed by Wittgenstein's philosophical investigations, particularly the part in which he talks about 

perspectives and the duck-rabbit.  I'm sure many of you are familiar with this.  There is this really cute little 

kind of cartoon character, and if you look at this part, it looks like the ears of a rabbit, or if you look at it another 

way, it looks like the bill of a duck.  And so when you ask the question is it a duck or a rabbit, you can't say.  It 

depends on the way in which you look on it. 

 

So what about nirvāna and samsāra?  Well, there is something like that going on there, but there are two major 

differences.  The first one is it doesn't make any difference if you look at the figure as a duck or a rabbit.  It is 

really unimportant.  What makes a great deal of difference whether or not you see the world from the point of 

view of enlightenment or from a samsāra point of view – for one thing, the promise is that the enlightenment 

view is going to keep you very happy.  Sometimes they say blissful.  And it's going to result in your being a 

very wise and compassionate person.  All of those are really great things, so, you know, it looks like it is 

important to take the enlightenment perspective. 

 

So then when you do, when you manage to do these practices, and you go through the simple practices of 

generosity and kindness, and then non-dual meditation, the idea is that somehow it is going to bring about a 

change so that – of course, it is hard for me to say this not knowing it, but you really aren't self-conscious in a 

really important way.  Your actions become spontaneous.  Like my walking in the door – you know, I didn't 

have to worry about putting one foot in front of the other; I just sort of came in.  And it seems as though 

someone who has achieved a certain level would be able to live life in this completely spontaneous and selfless 
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way with no effort whatever.  And so this is going to be very important in terms of free will because you have – 

you have also the lack of causality.  But you don't have what I'll come to, what C.D. Broad sees as a problem, 

that when there is no causality, all you have is randomness. 

 

You know, again, if I pick up the tea and it turns into a dragon suddenly, for no reason, you know, that is not 

my action.  I mean, I certainly don't want it to turn into a dragon.  Or do I want it to?  It might be interesting.  

But, I mean, I really think I ought not to want it, at least especially at this point, to turn into a dragon.  So, you 

know, you do want not to have that kind of randomness, where anything can occur. 

 

So supposedly the bodhisattva, the high bodhisattva or the Buddha, is able to behave in a very wise, 

compassionate way, also to be deeply, deeply happy, and things are – could not at least be said to be random or 

chaotic, and quite the opposite.  And so we look at some of these high enlightened beings, and we are terribly 

impressed by how brilliant they are, how intelligent, how kind, how good.  They're not crazy at all, unless you 

talk about the "crazy wisdom" yogis, and that is something else. 

 

Okay.  Now, further reflection here.  As Mahayana philosophers have pointed out, ultimate reality is beyond 

duality.  So if there is freedom ultimately, then in reality all is free.  This is not, of course, to assert the free will 

of a non-existent self. 

 

Okay.  Now I am going to go to outline here most of which I've already done here.  Okay.  In the Mahayana and 

Vajrayana traditions, it is this inner sense of the availability of enlightenment – some people – well, not all the 

lineages, but many talk about something called the Tathagatagarbha or the seed of enlightenment, that we don't 
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have to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps because we have within us the wherewithal to bring about this 

perspectival shift.  So that's helping us, so to speak.  And all of the karmic ups and downs are ultimately 

affected and transformed by these seeds. 

 

There are other manifestations into the phenomenal world as well.  These are the appearances of the buddhas 

into the phenomenal world, appearances that are illusory in the way we perceive them but which are rooted in 

reality at the absolute level, beyond duality, beyond conception.  Illusory as they are in the phenomenal level, 

they are seen as the way out of the bootstraps problem.  In Wittgensteinian terms, they are the ladder one uses 

until one achieves enlightenment.  After that, one throws the ladder away; for the enlightened being, there is no 

Dharma or Buddha. 

 

Now, to return to the problem of free action, on the most basic level, it is conceived of as the absence of 

external constraint.  God or caste do not determine what can or cannot do.  To repeat, on the psychological 

level, Shantideva tells us we have no more justification for blaming someone who harms us than for blaming a 

fire for causing smoke. 

 

To return to Campbell, what about selfless and heroic actions which demand real moral effort?  Are these free?  

Campbell claims that such actions are self-caused, not determined by desires, et cetera.  But Buddhists believe a 

separate substantial self is an illusion.  Who then is the bodhisattva that acts unselfishly for the good?  The 

answer in Mahayana Buddhism lies in the concept of bodhicitta, the thought of enlightenment.  Bodhicitta, 

literally "the awakened mind," is a blend of wisdom, compassion, and bliss.  There are both relative and 

absolute bodhicitta.  Relative bodhicitta is a matter of degree.  As [unintell].  Well, no.  A Tibetan Buddhist 
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lama once said, "Some days you will wake up, and your bodhicitta will be low."  The higher the bodhisattva, 

the greater the bodhicitta.  Buddhists have absolute bodhicitta, which is the same as enlightenment. 

 

The bodhicitta of a Buddha is viewed as beyond duality, beyond subject and object.  The bodhicitta of a 

Buddha is uncaused and spontaneous, yet it is not random.  It is a kind of holy will.  It is similar to the way God 

is imagined as having compassion even before there are any beings to whom he could show compassion. 

 

So it seems we have the following anomaly.  A bodhisattva acts freely insofar as he or she is not motivated by 

selfish desire, but only by the pure intention of helping sentient beings.  But the greater the selflessness, the 

greater the bodhicitta and the freer the action.  So a perfectly free action is not caused by the self at all.  Of 

course, on the absolute level, it is not correct strictly to say there is either self or other.  The absolute level is 

beyond duality.  But even on the relative level, the bodhisattva, as he or she gains bodhicitta, becomes less and 

less involved with the illusory self. 

 

What does this mean in practice?  It is not simple spontaneity, which can be harmful or crazy.  It is not just 

wisdom because without compassion wisdom can be only shrewdness.  It is not just mindless compassion.  One 

should not, for example, out of sympathy let a mass murderer out of prison.  A bodhisattva possessed of great 

bodhicitta is recognizably wise, compassionate, and blissful all at once.  Is such a being free or determined?  It 

looks like the truest kind of freedom, yet an advanced bodhisattva is said to have irreversible bodhicitta, which 

means he or she is incapable of committing an evil act.  It is hard to say if this should be considered a limitation 

on his or her freedom.  Theists say God is good, yet is free. 
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To return to the problem of free will, it seems as if one who is not a bodhisattva is not free at all.  This would be 

a very good reason to treat wrongdoers with compassionate understanding.  And this is a quote from Simon 

Blackburn:  "As we come to learn about causal regularities lying behind actions and other mental states, we are 

apt to switch into less moralistic modes.  We might blame someone for being depressed all the time until we 

learn the chemical story explaining it.  We might be angry with someone for being unable to stir himself until 

we learn he has mononucleosis.  But according to the determinists, there are always things like this to learn." 

 

Quite apart from increasing neurological evidence, we may think of cases where we learn of brainwashing or 

conditioning.  Parents may be inclined to blame their teenage daughter for spending time, energy, and income 

on valueless cosmetics.  But a better reaction would be to understand the social and commercial pressures that 

paralyze her better judgment and bring the state of affairs about.   Blame and therefore guilt have no place in 

Buddhism except as skillful means for the altering of behavior.  But regret does, for this signals a realization 

that one's actions are not of the best and that one wants to improve them in the future.  Vajrayana philosophers, 

mindful of the pervasiveness of primordial wisdom, see even the karmic forces and poisons, anger, attachment, 

ignorance, as part of the process of enlightenment rather than as external forces that oppress us. 

 

This view is similar to Raymond Smullyan's in Is God a Taoist?  Smullyan argues that since we are not separate 

entities from the rest of the universe, but rather are part of the totality, the so-called external forces acting on us 

are really our own activity.  We have no reason to feel that we are their slaves.  Some Buddhists are concerned 

that viewing immoral actions as causally determined may lead to moral laxity because one can always excuse 

one's bad behavior.  But if one has sincerely entered into the path, one can be motivated to act from bodhicitta 

by tuning into the enlightenment qualities that are always with us because they are part and parcel of our true 
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nature.  And when we do fall into bad behavior, the compassionate view we have of others who err morally 

should also be applied to ourselves. 

 

To summarize, Buddhists are soft determinists when they proclaim that we are not coerced by gods or caste.  

They are hard determinists when it comes to wrongdoing, which is determined by the three poisons.  They are 

indeterminists with respect to selfless actions done from bodhicitta.  So from the Mahayana point of view, the 

actions done from bodhicitta, strictly speaking, neither are our actions nor fail to be our actions.  To assert that 

they must be one or the other I suspect is the metaphysical mistake of believing in the reality of the self. 

 

The denial of free will on the relative level should not, I believe, be construed as asserting there is no freedom.  

Charles Goodman says, quote, "The goal should be to see our true non-existence, abandon the illusion of free 

will, and abide in real freedom."  Further, as the 11th century teacher Rongzom points out, reality is beyond 

duality.  It cannot therefore be claimed the ultimate is free and appearances are not. 

 

So if there is freedom ultimately, then in reality all is free.  This is not, of course, to assert the free will of a non-

existent self. 

 

That's the end. 

 (Applause) 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 
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Thank you very much.  So now Charles Goodman, you just mentioned in the conclusion to that paper – Charles 

– yeah, you can stick that in your pocket, I think – of Binghampton University in the SUNY system is now 

going to respond. 

 

 CHARLES GOODMAN 

Okay.  So there is a question which has been drawing more and more attention recently, namely, how do we 

map Buddhist views about action, Buddhist views about responsibility and forgiveness onto the free will debate 

in western analytic philosophy?  Now so far as I can tell, there are at least four possible positions. 

 

One position is some form of libertarianism.  You argue that there is some wiggle room in causality to allow for 

really robust free will and moral responsibility.  Now, there are a number of obstacles to this, one being the 

doctrine of no-self, another being the view held by most Buddhists that the Buddha knows the future.  If he 

knows the future, then at the time he knows it, it must already be fixed.  So how is there going to be libertarian 

free will, okay?  And other problems are statements in Buddhist texts which seem to assert principles that we 

would identify as determinism, you know, everything that arises has a cause, for example, and also these 

statements, as most notably in chapter 6 of Shantideva's Bodhisattvacaryavatara, that you should forgive people 

for their wrong actions because of what look a lot like western hard determinist arguments against free will. 

 

Okay, second option.  This is Mark Siderits' view.  You say that determinism is true ultimately – he is not 

expounding Madhyamaka, he is expounding Abhidharma, okay?  Determinism is true ultimately; at that level 

there is no self, so there is no worrying about whether you're unfree at the ultimate level because there is no you 
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at the ultimate level, right?  You exist only conventionally and conventionally you're free.  So what you get 

from that is a kind of compatibilism, and Siderits has defended that quite ably. 

 

The third possible view is the one I put forward in my 2002 paper, ”Resentment and Reality," according to 

which Buddhism is a kind of hard determinism.  The thought is since Buddhists think that anger and hatred and 

resentment are just always and without exception not reasonable and not appropriate, that shows that they're 

trying to discard a fundamental part of our ordinary system of concepts about what Straussen [ph] called the 

reactive attitudes or the – well, this whole set of attitudes we take toward other people in relation to their actions 

like gratitude and resentment, and towards our own actions things like guilt and shame and pride.  There are big 

chunks of that that the whole Buddhist tradition says are completely misconceived and need to be transcended 

or discarded.  So my position was this looks like hard determinism, especially if you look at the reasons given 

for why we should discard these parts of our system of attitudes. 

 

Now, what Marie has done today – and I think that this is a very helpful contribution – is to set forth a fourth 

view, which depends crucially on the idea of Buddha-nature or Tathagatagarbha, and this I think is a way of 

looking at Buddhism on free will that people really haven't explored before, and it's very much worth thinking 

about. 

 

Okay.  Now I want to note that this is unlikely to be an interpretation of the Buddhist view on free will 

generally because not all Buddhists accept this teaching of Tathagatagarbha.  Certainly the Theravadans don't 

exactly accept it.  The Golulikvas [ph] seem to kind of downplay it pretty dramatically, whether or not they 

really deny it.  So it seems like we won't be able to say that this view of free will is held by the tradition 
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generally, but we might be able to say that those Buddhist lineages, say Zen, Nyingma and so on, which do 

assign great significance to this concept of Buddha-nature, they would be able to drawn on it to develop a view 

of free will. 

 

Okay.  Now I'm going to now use a very primitive technology, much less sophisticated than Marie's 

PowerPoint, to try to illustrate visually what I think this view is supposed to look like.  So first of all, we have 

the sun.  This is the Tathagatagarbha, or Buddha-nature.  And then – so this is perfectly awake, completely 

compassionate, spontaneous, happy.  But that's not the way that it typically manifests, not in ordinary people 

like most of us because it is covered over and obscured by a bunch of gunk, okay.  A more Buddhist term for 

this gunk would be obscurations, avarana, or epagrupa [ph].  I'm just going to call it the gunk. 

 

And then on the other side of this gunk is an extricable situation, okay, involving other sentient beings, right?  

And they're suffering, okay?  So but because of the gunk, the Tathagatagarbha is not able to express its natural 

compassion, and instead what emerge are karma-forming actions.  Now, it is important to keep in mind, as 

Marie helpfully pointed out, these don't have to be actions that form bad karma.  Some of the actions could form 

good karma, okay?  You might be nice to people because it makes you feel like you're a good person, and you 

feel all proud about how charitable you are, and you're projecting existence as a human or perhaps as a deva, a 

little-g god, but you're still stuck in cyclic existence. 

 

Now, it is very clear what the relationship between the karma-forming actions and the gunk is supposed to be.  

It is mutual causality, right?  So the gunk produces the karma-forming actions in response to situations.  Karma-

forming actions generate more gunk.  This process cycles around.  And as Guenther translates Sgam-po-pa, 
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samsāra is notorious for being without end, except that, you know, due to what Marie mentioned, that the 

manifestation of buddhas in the world, that creates the possibility for us to encounter Buddhist practice, okay?  

So we engage with some form of Buddhist practice, and after a ridiculously long time, gaps start to form in the 

gunk, okay?  And through these gaps, the light from the sun shines through, and as a result you get free actions. 

 

Now, I want to make two points about this picture.  The first point, think about just how Kantian this is, okay?  

So for those of you who know Kant, in Kant you have the various heteronymous motivations which are 

completely plugged into the stream of phenomenal causality, and they're determined.  And as long as we look at 

them, we can't see any possibility of free will.  But then we also have your true self, which is reason, and reason 

manifests through actions that are in accord with the categorical imperative, and those are free.  So you have 

one part of your personality which is determined and not free, and another part of your personality which is free 

and not determined, in Kant's picture. 

 

Notice something else, right?  There is something just so appealing about this picture because all those bad 

things that you did, right, that you feel so bad about, you're not responsible for any of those.  The only things 

you're responsible for are at most a few of the good things you did, okay?  And, of course, the more spiritually 

advanced you are, the more good things you're responsible for, okay?  So this is just absolutely lovely, right? 

 

Now, notice that that is a feature of Kant's view that Kant tries desperately to avoid, but nobody seems to be 

able to make any sense out of the way that Kant tries to avoid this implication of his view, okay?  And as Marie 

pointed out, Buddhists might go for that because it lets you a) praise how great the Buddha is, and b) not get 

mad at people who are mean to you and others around you. 
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Okay.  So very nice picture.  Question.  What is the relationship between the free actions and the 

Tathagatagarbha?  I think this is a pretty serious problem for this picture.  First of all, what if the relationship is 

causality?  What if the Tathagatagarbha causes the free actions, okay?  Well, if you say that, then the very same 

argument from Śāntaraksita and Kamalashila that you use in Buddhism to refute the idea of a soul, an atman, 

which is acting in the world, is going to come around and bite your view, right, because now, just like, you 

know, the most recalcitrant Hindus, who have a permanent atman producing effects in the world, you've now 

just changed the name, and you've got a permanent Tathagatagarbha producing effects in the world.  I mean, 

how does it – how is it able to produce them at one time rather than another time?  A number of serious 

problems are going to arise. 

 

By the way, Marie, of course, attributes this argument to Śāntaraksita and Kamalashila in the printed version of 

the paper.  And of course they do give the argument, but it's much older.  It's in the Abhidharma-kośa.  I can 

show you, if you like.  It's the main Buddhist argument against the idea of a soul which is active in the world, 

which is, of course, something that Buddhist philosophers are continually interested in denying. 

 

Indeed, there is one thing that Marie said in her paper, and I know it was intended only as an analogy, but I 

think we should worry about it, and this is that God is considered in many theistic traditions to be both free and 

perfectly good.  I think we should be a little bit worried about the Tathagatagarbha turning into God.  If the 

Tathagatagarbha is a permanent, universal substance which is compassionate and free and happy and so on, and 

if we are going to let it be a real thing in that kind of way, then the question will be what is left to differentiate 

our view from one or the other versions of Hinduism, right, I mean other than the fact that they have like 
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elephant-headed guys with tusks and, you know, we have these bodhisattvas in robes.  It looks like the same 

view. 

 

Now, some people might be happy with that.  But if we aren't, we won't want to say a Tathagatagarbha is 

producing these free actions causally.  Well, have we got any other options?  Here is a possibility.  Maybe the 

free actions are completely uncaused, okay?  Now, here is my question about that view.  How then do they 

manage to be appropriate to the situation?  I mean, if they are completely uncaused, then it seems like there is 

no factor producing them that could hold them as it were appropriate or ensure that they would match the 

situation into which they respond. 

 

Moreover, we would have the standard Buddhist arguments against production from nothing to deal with, right?  

You know, suddenly you have free actions popping up everywhere in the entire universe at all times because if 

something is uncaused and it can be produced anywhere, then you'd expect it to produce absolutely everywhere. 

 

Right.  I have a modest proposal.  The free actions are caused by the features of the situation.  Now, first of all, 

for those of you who are familiar with analytic philosophy, notice that the free actions are counter-factually 

dependent on the features of the situation in the right kind of way.  If the features of the situation had been a 

little different, the free actions would have been a little different because they respond to the situation flexibly. 

 

So this allows us to explain why it is that the actions are appropriate to the situation.  I think there is actually a 

verse in chapter 9 of the Bodhisattvacaryavatara that suggests this, this view of free actions.  Okay. 
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 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Do you remember — 

 

 CHARLES GOODMAN 

I can find it.  I can find it for you if you want. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Just in your own words. 

 

 CHARLES GOODMAN 

Right.  Well, he is trying to explain why Buddhism manifests in the world, and he says it is because of their 

vow, which I can't make any sense of, and because of the students.  I'm sure you know the standard Buddhist 

saying, "When the student is ready, the teacher will come," right?  So it sounds like the manifestation of the 

teacher is in a way coming from the students' own karma.  Okay.  We can talk more about that. 

 

Now, let me say a few things to try to make this position that I just proposed more palatable, that the free 

actions are actually being caused by the features of the situation.  First of all, at the end of her paper, Marie 

proposes that we should look at this model as a kind of indeterminism.  It is now deeply unclear on my proposal 

whether this is indeterminism or not.  Whether it is indeterminism or not is going to depend on the following 

question.  Could there ever be two actions, A and B, such that A is good and B is better, and the awakened 

being might produce either A – either A or B might emerge, right?  Okay. 
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So if it's the case that somebody who is really awake and acting freely is going to always respond in the most 

effective way to every situation, then this view will not be indeterminism, right, because there is going to be one 

thing that will happen.  You run the movie 100 times and you get the same answer 100 times.  On the other 

hand, if it might sometimes be that the situation might call forth multiple possible responses from the awakened 

being, right, then this would kind of be indeterminism. 

 

The second thing I want to say, here is a way of articulating what it would mean to say that the free actions are 

caused by the features of the situation.  The person who is free, the one who has opened up – who has cleared 

away the gunk, their inside is clear.  There is nothing on the inside to interfere with responding to whatever is 

needed in the situation.  You know, there is this extremely common Buddhist simile which we find in many 

places where the Buddha-nature is like the sun, or actually I think more often the moon, and the gunk is like the 

clouds.  But there is another Buddhist simile which we find also very commonly offered, both in the Tibetan 

context and the Zen context.  The gunk is like the clouds and the mind, the Buddha-nature, is like the sky. 

 

I think that the analogy of the Buddha-nature being like the sky makes a lot more sense of my proposal that the 

free actions are caused by the features of the situation, okay, because now the Buddha-nature is not a thing, 

right?  I mean, the sun strikes us particularly as a thing.  The Buddha-nature is the space within which all this 

can appear.  And I would suggest that there are lots of passages in Tibetan texts which connect the idea of 

yeshay [ph] or pristine awareness with the idea of space. 

 

Okay.  So let me sum up.  There are too many Buddhist terms that sound like "freedom" for us to discard the 

idea that being freed from the gunk makes him in some sense free.  I mean, we've got moksha and its relatives, 
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you know, mokshatay [ph] in Sanskrit.  We've got tarpa [ph] in Tibetan.  We've got drul [ph] in Tibetan.  Lots 

and lots of terms for being free as a result of waking up, okay? 

 

On the other hand, my view is – and although I think I learned quite a bit from Marie's paper, this view hasn't 

changed.  Whatever kind of freedom it is you get as a result of waking up – and in the final analysis, how 

should I know what kind of freedom it is you get when you wake up – it isn't free will.  It isn't what western 

philosophers are talking about when they say free will.  It has got to be something else.  And I think that Marie's 

picture, fleshed out in the way that I have done so on this blackboard, might be a pretty good start at whatever 

us pathetic ordinary people can do about characterizing what that freedom would actually consist in.  Thanks. 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

Thank you. 

 (Applause) 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

So I know I have a lot to say.  Marie, would you like to respond first? 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Yes, I really would.  First of all, I pretty much agree with almost everything you said.  I never, though, meant to 

say anything like the Tathagatagarbha being unchanging or even something really different because when you 

get to that level, everything is non-dualistic, right? 
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I'd like to try to suggest another approach, and it just might take me in fact a tiny bit of time. 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

No.  Take your time. 

 

 MARIE FRIQUEGNON 

Thank you.  I'd like to go back to the perspective issue.  And I think I said somewhere in my paper, I'm not sure 

exactly where, that the difference between what you have in this notion of perspectives and what you have in an 

ordinary notion of perspective is that with ordinary notions you have subject and object.  In this one, you don't.  

Now, that is, I think, a very important difference, especially when you begin to say – you know, people say 

there is no good, no evil at the absolute level.  You know, they break down all of the concepts.  And so that is a 

little frightening sometimes.  You know, people will say, "Okay, so you think that a subset of Hitler is good."  

That's the usual response, right? 

 

So this is my answer to it.  And some – you know, it's something I kind of have been thinking about for a very 

long time.  But it seems if you really go back to the notion of perspectives – and a lot of what I'm saying I base 

on a book by Virgil Aldrich called Philosophy of Art, where he analyzes art in Wittgensteinian terms.  Let's say 

you're looking at a Jackson Pollock drip painting, and someone knows nothing about art, even a dog or a cat, 

you know, they have absolutely no sense of the beauty of this picture.  And so the dog and the person are 

looking, and the art critic is looking at the same thing, but they're looking at it from different perspectives. 
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Now, something very interesting also happens – another example I like is if you take again a Mirò painting with 

big balloon shapes, and two art critics look at this, and one says, "It just floats," and the museum guard, who has 

always, you know, hated art and was just fired, says, "Oh, does it?" and picks up the picture and throws it in the 

reflecting pond, and it sinks like a stone.  Now, notice what happens when you take a different perspective.  

There is a shift in the meaning of the word "float."  Now, when you look at the world – you can look at the 

world in various ways, and none of them are – I mean, you can't prove that something is a work of art. 

 

I really think you can't even give a knock-down, drag-out proof that there is a moral point of view.  We think 

someone like an autistic child or a moral idiot, as the police say, who can't take a moral point of view or a 

psychological point of view, they're lacking in something; they're aspect-blind.  And it's important to be able to 

do this; it's incredibly enriching. 

 

So what if the Buddhists are right and there is another perspective?  We can call it the perspective on the sacred 

or the religious perspective.  And when you take this perspective, it's a little different than taking the other 

perspectives because there is no subject and no object.  You are somehow within it as a unity.  And so there, 

when you talk about good and evil and whatever, those divisions are still perfectly valid on the moral level.  But 

they have dissolved on this enlightenment level.  And so when you talk about the world then, and you talk about 

this perspectival shift, then it becomes extremely difficult to separate the seed of enlightenment from the free 

actions or from anything else.  It all becomes – and that's why I think Śāntaraksita says these things are 

happening like magic because it's not a causal thing, and it's not anything that we can really say – talk about in 

ordinary terms because it can only be understood relative to this perspective.  And you can deny that there is 

such a perspective.  I mean, some philosophers have denied there is a moral point of view that is in any way 
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justifiable.  And some people have said the same thing about art.  But we do know that people feel that they are 

enriched by morality and art very often, and certainly people seem to be enriched when they are able to reach 

this high level of realization in the Buddhist point of view. 

 

So I would agree with everything you said.  I just wouldn't want to ever put the Tathagatagarbha separate from 

anything else. 

 

 JONATHAN GOLD 

Okay, great.  We could open up for questions for a while.  I know I have some questions, but I don't want to be 

hogging it, and I'm very apt to do that.  So – yeah. 

 


