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Abstract

This thesis contains an analysis of asakta karman (action without attachment) as
described by Krsna to Arjuna in the Bhagavadgita. The analysis is done in two ways,
pursued concurrently. The contribution of the thesis to the discipline of the study of

religions lies in their mutual interaction.

One way is the exploration of asakta karman as a possible human method of
acting. This way is constrained by my prior impressions of human possibility. It also
involves considerable interpretation of Krsna’s words. It is possible to derive a
philosophy of asakta karman from the text, but not a methodology. The psychology of
the asakia actor is obscure. His or her actions may or may not have observable mental
correlates. Where they do, anticipated consequences figure in a purely formal mannet,,
as by-products rather than as causes of action. Actions then are mere events, following
causal laws that may not be known. Accordingly, the question “who is acting?’
collapses in all cases upon one entity, identified as prakri or Krsna. The severe
determinism implied here is neither philosophically nor scientifically obsolete, and can
be scen positively by interpreting the term *bhakei’. This determinism, however,
contlicts with the text’s presentation of asakta karman as a universally available

method.

The other way is the understanding of asakta karman as a textual theme that has
facilitated redactorial addition. By imagining the text as a historically expandiﬁg socio-
political object, we can resolve different editorial concerns, Arjuna does not mention
moksa: this idea can be traced to the disruptions caused by the growth and mixture of
populations. In such a disrupted world, creators of successful, stabilising texts advanced
their own intetests, so the text is rhetorical and ideological rather than philosophical.

This is particularly true of its treatment of theism and bhakti. The methodological

coherence of asakta karman is a narrative fiction.
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| Orthography

All non-English words used in this thesis are presented in italic type, with diacritic
marks where necessary. Generally the undeclined stem of Sanskrit nouns is given,
though when discussing particular textual instances declined forms are occasionally
given. In cases where a Sanskrit word has been slightly modified, according to English
grammar, to fit the context of the sentence in which it figures (for example, karmic), the

whole word is italicised. A glossary of Sanskrit terms used is given in the Appendix.
Names of persons or families are given in normal type, with diacritic marks.
Names of texts are given in italic type, with diacritic marks.

Genres of texts (for example, the Puriinas) are given in normal type, with diacritic

marks and with the initial letter capitalised. "

Geographical names (such as names of places and rivers) are given in normal
type, with diacritic marks, except when there is a well known anglicised version, in

which case no diacritics are used.

These distinctions are important: it is necessary to distinguish between brahman
(the imperishable absolute upon which manifest phenomena depend), bmhmana {a
person of the first varpa), Brahmana (the name of a text, as for example in Satapatha
Brihmana), the Brahmanas (the name of a text genre, of which the Satapatha

Brdahmana is an example), and Brahma (the name of a deity).

Because there is a wide range of orthographical conventions in use amongst
scholars, to present quotations in their original form would require a large number of
footnotes to clarify quotations by explaining where the quoted author’s conventions
differ from my own. Rather than follow this line, I have taken the liberty of making
minor adjustments to the presentation of quotations and, in the bibliography, to the
presentation of book and article titles. These adjustments do not affect the sense of the

material quoted: on the contrary, if T had not made these adjustments, then the sense of

the material quoted would in many cases have been affected by its new context.




Chapter one: Introduction: approach. methgdology. assumptions

1.1, Asakta karman as textually situated and as a general strategy

The Bhagavadgita is a small episode in the narrative of the Mahabharata. The
Mahabharata tells the story of a conflict between two sets of cousins, the Pandavas and
the Kauravas, over succession to kingship. The conflict results in an enormous war.
Almost all the warriors of the known world fight as allies on one side or the other, and
only a handful are left alive. The Bhagavadgita covers a brief period immediately prior
to the war. Arjuna Pandava is dismayéd at the sight of his relatives and gurus in the
opposing army, and refuses to fight. There follows a long conversation with Krsna, his
charioteer, in which Krsna does most of the talking, and the text ends with Arjuna
resolved upon battle. The content of Bhagavadgita is that conversation. Tt is reported;®
some distance from the battlefield but without commentary, to the blind regent
Dhrtarastra by the bard Samjaya, who has ‘extra-sensory stimulation and hearing from a

distance’.!

Arjuna asks Krsna, “how could we be happy having killed our own people?”’
(1:37¢d). Krsna supplies Arjuna with a method for killing his relatives and teachers, and
Arjuna fights on after all. This method is intended to allow certain necessary actions to
be performed without the actor incurring unpleasant consequences. I have called
Krsna’s method asakta karman, even though this formulation never occurs in the text,
because it is karman, action, performed by one who is asakta, non-attached, with
respect to it. The word asakta occurs in the text to describe person acting in Krsna’s
suggested manner at 3:7d, 19a, 19¢ and 25¢. At 5:21a, as part of the compound
asaktatman, it describes the diman (in this context, self rather than soul) of the ‘knower
of brahman’. At 9:9d it describes Krsna himself as the paradigmatic non-attached actor.
At 13:14c it describes ‘that which is to be known’, i.e. dehin, the “bearer of body’: this
occurrence is not iHlustrative of asakia karman because, as the text makes clear, dehin is
inactive. At 18:49a, as part of the compound asaktabuddhi, it describes a certain mental

faculty of a person acting according to Krsna’s method.

' Mahabhdrata 6.16:8ab. All translations of Sanskrit texts in the thesis are my own except where
indicated otherwise. Mahdbhirata references are to the critical edition: its chapter numbers do not
correspond to those of any complete translation. Samjaya's words are given in the text, according to iy
own self-mythology, as told by Ugrasravas, who heard them from Vai€ampayana, who heard them
from Vyasa, who was the origin of the tale and the overseer of Vaifampayana's recitation of it.
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These few textual instances are supplemented by the occurrence of the feminine
noun asakti (detachment or non-attachment) at 13:9a as one of the components of true
knowledge, and of the noun asanga (same meaning) as part of the compound
asangasastra, the sword of non-attachment which will destroy the possibility of
repeated rebirth. Elsewhere the text uses sakfa, the opposite of asakta, to describe a
hypothetical person acting in the way discouraged by Krsna: at 3:25a this person is
attached to action, at 5:12d to the fruit of action. At 18:22b sakta describes unproductive
(tamasic) knowledge as attached to necessary action. The noun sanga (attachment)
occurs at various points in the text (2:47d, 2:48b, 2:62b, 5:10b, 5:11d, 18:6b, 18:9¢, and
as the first member of compounds at 11:55b, 12:18d and 18:23a) to denote that which
the unfortunate are imbued with and act with, or that which the fortunate have managed

to eradicate from their minds and activities.

The narrative context of the Bhagavadgitd, in which Arjuna will not fight and%
then, after hearing it, will fight, prejudices our understanding of the content of the
dialogue. It tempts us to see Krsna’s speech first and foremost as an answer to Arjuna’s
question. To approach the Bhagavadgita from this perspective is to imagine oneself in
Arjuna’s shoes, being convinced by Kr:ﬁ}a’s argumentation. Since Arjuna interjects
during the speech to seek clarification on certain points, it seems that he is engaging
with what 1s said and that his subsequent fighting is due to this engagement. Krsna ends
his speech with the words ‘Have you heard this with one-pointed mind? Has your
delusion of ignorance disappeared?’, to which Arjuna replies, ‘The confusion is gone:
through your kindness I have found memory. I am standing, doubt gone, and will act
out your instruction’ (18:72-73). In the textual situation, the points Krsna makes are
convincing. However, Krsna claims that his points are generally convincing, and that
his methodology is universally applicable beyond the immediate situation of Arjuna’s _
military exploits. If properly applied, it can enable anybody to act effectively,
appropriately and untraumatised in any sitvation that arises. It is presented as a general
strategy for being able to act without being bound by one’s actions. From Krsna’s
viewpoint, it 1s applicable to Arjuna’s situation because it is a general strategy: ‘Actions
do not bind the self-possessed one, whose karman is relinquished through yoga, whose
doubts are cut away by knowledge. Therefore, having cut away with the sword of

knowledge this self-doubt resting in your heart, born of ignorance, practise yoga and
stand up!® (4:41-42).

The text’s presentation of a general strategy can involve the reader quite




intiméteiy. If Arjuna’s initial problem had been that he had forgotten a particular martial
move, then Krsna’s speech could remind him of this move and set him fighting, and the
subject matter of the Bhagavadgitd could remain within the context of the narrative. B.ut
Arjuna’s problem, as interpreted by Krsna, is a specific instance of a general problem.
This problem may be extrapolated even beyond the historical context of ancient Indian
discourses about action, and seem to be a problem of the human condition.” As such,
Krsna’'s answer to it is naturally of interest to any comprehending reader. Even the
student of Indology, whose study may ostensibly take place in an academic context,
would be hard put, when confronted with such subject matter, not to relate it in some

way to his or her own sitvation and his or her own proble_ms of acting and deciding.

The logical persuasiveness of Krsna’s speech is, I shall argue, just a narrative
fiction. The reader is invited to sustain the fiction by Arjuna’s being persuaded to fight.
Sustaining the fiction, the reader tries to have what Krsna sa_jfs make sense %
philosophically. This leads to a very traditional view of the text, as a repository of
practical wisdom. Previous studies of the text have been largely conditioned, in the
same way, to view the Bhagavadgiid as a disciple would his or her guru. Hindu
intellectuals have always offered their commentaries in a reverential and apologetic
manner: if interpreted correctly, they say, the text is a great gift. This approach has
largely been inherited by the discourse of religious studies, probably partly for
diplomatic reasons. This approach to the Bhagavadgita is also strongly encouraged by
the narrative framework of the text itself. Arjuna says, ‘I am your disciple; instruct me’
(2:7d), and then Krsna discourses at some length. The conventio.n of understanding
Krsna’s speech on the basis of the coherence and applicabiiity of its philosophy of
action, is an extremely old one. That a universalist claim is made from within the text

itself testifies that the convention was in place before the text was fixed into the form in

which we now have it. Notwithstanding, it remains no more than a convention.

This thesis will, in attempting to tease out a philosophy of action from Krsna’s
speech, remain faithful to the convention of philosophically sympathetic commentary,
but it will also acknowledge that the convention may be unconnected to much of the
text’s contents. The narrative format serves to disguise the convention, but it may well

be that this narrative format was engineered by the person or people who first

* Gandhi said of the Bhagavadga that *a knowledge of its teachings leads to the realisation of all buman
aspirations’. J. W. Hauer said that it gives “profound insights that are valid for all times and for all
religious hife’. These quotes are from Radhakrishnan 1948:10-11. See also Mundschenk 1997,
Mahadevan 1952:103: other examples could be found at will.




established the convention, perhaps by presenting pre-existing textual fragments in a
certain way. We will begin by asking: What exactly it is that K;cﬁsna'recommends to
Arjuna and, by extrapolation, to the audience of the text, which now 'inciudes ourselves?
What doe.s it mean to be attached with respect to action, and what does it mean to be
unattached? I shall show, in detail, that these questions remain unanswered, and, in

brief, why this is so.

1.2, De-ceniring the reader, re-centring the text

The writing of this thesis has coincided with a gradual disillusionment of my intentions
for it. [ began my research under the influence of the narrative fiction of the coherence
and wide applicability of Krsna’s philosophy of action, and set out to-describe and
expound that philosophy in its historical context. However, although there exist many
other more or less contemporaneous texts in similar language, it is not possible to access
the historical context subtly enough to make precise sense of Krsna’s philosophy.
Whatever impressions one might get from one passage are likely to be dimmed by
another: there is an unbridgeable gulf between the supposed signifier, the text, and the

supposedly signified, the ‘philosophy’.

In what sense, then, does Krspa make sense in his speech? In the sense of Arjuna.
The universal appeal of Krsna’s methodology, the soundness of his philosophy, is a
textual impossibility. My pursuit of it is an indulgence allowed by my personal
circumstances. But the existence of the narrative fiction is itself very interesting. It
seems to be contained in the text in a way that Krsna’s philosophy is not. But what is
the text, then, if it is not the vehicle of philosophy which it seems to present itseif as,
and is ordinarily taken for? This is the guestion one reaches by trying to find out about
‘the text’s’ philosophy. It can probably be reached by trying to find out about ‘the
text’s” anything. The text, then, is not whatever it seems to present itself as. It is an
artefact, created 1.5-2.5 thousand years ago for some purpose. It was a tool. If it is still
in use as such, there may or may not be other similarities between the purposes it is put
to today and its original purpose, if it makes sense to talk of such a thing. In this way,
the question of the philosophy in a text leads very quickly through the history of the use
of the text, to the circumstances of its creation as text. These original circumstances,
however, are in the first instance mythical and hypothetical, since we can imagine the

use of the text to have involved modifications, perhaps on such a continuous scale that
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‘the brigina}’ has disappeared. Either way, the study is socio-historical. By
systematically interrogating the text’s putative philosophical soundness we are led to
imagine the social, political and religious purposes of the text’s editors. These
presumably include the narrative fiction of that philosophical soundness. It is thus my
belief that any study of ancient texts is, first and foremost, socio-political history. Only
secondarily can it be religious or philosophical studies, even though its attraction might

be in having initially seemed to be these things primarily.

In the chapters which follow, I have tried to remain as faithful as possible to my
original intention to display a coherent and applicable philosophy, even though the
philosophical lacunae in the text eventually frustrate th.is intention. I hope that
nonetheless the thesis will serve several purposes. Firstly, to communicate the results of
my search for Krsna’s philosophy. These, in the context of what is commonly held to be
the case about the text, are extraordinary: the text, when rigorously interrogated, offers
no methodology for acting without attachment, and its philosophy of asakra karman is
of dubious personal use while threatening social ideologies ancient and modern.
Secondly, to explicate this eventuality by constructing a socio-political authorial
rationale which could explain, historically, why the text appears to expound a
philosophy which it does not, and what it might be trying to do instead. Expecting to
find out about human action, I have instead found out about texts: what the peopie who
make them do with them, what the people who receive them do with them, and why

these two are so often so different.

I.3. Heroism and non-attachment as personal attributes

Arjuna’s initial problém is that, having looked upon the ranks of those that he is
supposed to kill, he suspects that even were his side to come out victorious in the war,
the consequences for him and his brothers would be too dire to countenance. To win, in
these circumstances, would be as pointless as to lose, and so there is no point to the
contest. ‘I will not fight’, says Arjuna at 2:9¢c. And at 1:37: ‘It is not meet for us to kill
the sons of Dhrtarigstra, our own relations. For how could we be happy having killed our
own people?” Kysna approaches Arjuna’s situation from various angles. He appeals to
Arjuna’s machismo, portraying wimping out of the battle as the worst of all options, He
makes losing look more attractive by emphasising that death in battle would lead

straight to heaven. Most importantly of all, he makes winning attractive by suggesting
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‘that the spiritual damage normally caused by commiting certain atrocious deeds can be
averted if those deeds are performed in a non-attached manner. This sounds like a direct
answer to Arjuna’s question. Krsna then launches into an exposition of his methodology
of non-attachment. He does not pause to emphasise that the sons of Dhytarastra are
scoundrels and deserve a good thrashing for their own good and everyone else’s: earlier
books of the Mahabharata have adequately demonstrated that the war is in a good
cause, and this is not questioned by Arjuna, who is only worried about his own and his
brothers” involvement in the war because of kinship and guru taboos. There is evidence
clsewhere of this problem arising, that is, the strategic need to be able to perform
despicable actions without hesitation, and thus the need for a methodology of action
which avoids the expected evil consequences of action. We read of such a methodology
in the Kausitakt Upanisad 3:1:

‘Pratardana Daivodasi, by means of war and valour, arrived at Indra's beloved abode. Indra said to
him: Pratardana, choose a boon. Pratardana said: You choose for me what you consider most w5,
suitable for a person. Indra said to him: A superior does not choose for an inferior ~you choose.
Pratardana said: Well, that's no boon to me. But.now Indra did not leave truth, for Indra is truth.
Indra said to him: Perceive just me. This { consider most suitable for a person, that he or she
perceive me. I killed the three-headed son of Tvastr; I offered the Arunmukha ascetics to the dogs;
violating many agreements, I crushed the Prihladivas in the sky, the Paulomas in the intermediate
region, and the Kalakafijas on earth. In doing so, not a single hair of mine was damaged. Whoever
knows me does not have their world damaged by any action whatever, be it stealing, murder,
matricide or patricide. Having committed a sin, the dark colour does not leave their face.”

In this passage Indra says the key is to perceive just Indra: simila:ds/, in the
Bhagavadglid, Krsna says that the key is to perceive just Krsna, since Krsna is the
Almighty God comprising and transcending everything. Krsna expounds his
methodology from many different angles, always urging Arjuna to adopt this
methodology and use it to fight forthwith. The passage just quoted bears considerable
comparison to the Bhagavadgita. In both cases a methodology for alarming activity
is propounded, and the actions of a great figure are mentioned as its paradigm (Krsna
is the paradigmatic asakta karmin in the Bhagavadgiti: see above, chapter 6). In both
cases there is a mismatch between the recommended method and the paradigmatic
method, since neither text names what it was by perceiving which the paradigmatic
activity was so accomplished. Did Indra escape injury and horror through perceiving
himselt? Does Krsna? In any case the idea is clear: apparently daunting, traumatic

and prohibited activities can be achieved with great efficiency (*not a single hair of

® Olivelie 1996:215-216 seems to read {oko (world) as lomo (hair) in the penultimate sentence, which
spoils the sense of the passage somewhat. ‘Sir’ is an unfortunately Judaeo-Christian translation of
papa, but nonetheless captures its normally existential sense, which the passage presents as optional.
The last sentence is not a reference to blushing but to the absence of the paling which might accompany
expectation of comeuppance.
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mine was damaged”), and without the ordinarily expected payback, by means of a

certain attitude of singlemindedness in the person acting.*

The context of such an attitude in both texts is initially military, and is then
extrapolated into other areas. We might call this attitude a martial art. It is still traceable
in existing martial arts,” in sports of various kinds, and in other strategic-competitive
endeavours engaged in by heroes, for example heroes of cinema. We might say that to
be truly heroic 1t is necessary to access this attitude. Tt is no surprise, then, that in many
sporting activities a high premium is set by achieving and maintaining a certain mental
approach to one’s physical activity. The outstanding performers in any sport are those
who have access to the appropriate, highly specialised temperament for it. Sometimes
this temperament is short-lived and a response to specific circumstances.® Other
performers have had more deliberate and consistent access to this temperament, but all
would acknowledge it to be a fragile thing, easy to lose. The idea that actualisation of
this attitude could be ensured by something about the individual, irrespective of exte?nal
circumstances, is an interesting idea, suggested in the Bhagavadgita by Krsna’s frequent
descriptions of his bhakta, the karmayogin, the sthitaprajiia, the person who has
become brahman. The connection of the asakfa karmin with a certain special
knowledge perhaps gives the impression that such knowledge, once attained, will
remain, and the attitude can then become part of the person.” But we cquId then ask why
this happened to that person, and an answer in terms of specific circumnstances seems
unavoidable. This would, in the terminology of the Mahabharata, collapse purusakara
(the doing of the person) into daiva (that of the gods). The Bhagavadgita addresses the
general question of why a person might become a karmayogin in a number of ways:
because of propitious rebirth amongst karmayogins, or because of hearing and
understanding Krsna’s discourse (Krsna, as God, presumably knows that Samjaya is
listening too: the text’s redactors also had listeners in mind). As for Arjuna, despite his

excellent performance during the battle, he does not appear to have become a permanent

* At Taittiriva Brahmana 3.12.9:7-8 the pollution due to wicked action is to be avoided through
knowledge of dfman.

® Another interesting thesis could be compiled by comparing and contrasting the attitudes encouraged by
existing martial arts. In the present work I have confined myself, affer this brief introduction, to the
Bhagavadgiti and the Mahabharata.

% Devon Malcoim took 9 wickets in 13.3 overs to destroy South Africa at the Kennington Oval in 1994,
This performance, by some distance the best bowling of his career, has been put down to his fury at
being hit on the visor of his helmet while batting immediately beforehand (Engel 1995:394), Richard
Hannay in “The 39 Steps’ (Hitchcock 1935) must either solve the mystery swiftly and heroically or be
wrongly punished for murder.

" Imagine a batsman who is never out, except on purpose or through umpiring error.
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karﬁayogin: later in his life he claims to have forgotten what Krsna told him, and asks
fora repeat which Krsna himself admits he cannot provide properly (Mahabhamra
14.16). If Arjuna fought bravely in the battle despite his initial misgivings, and without
having really understood what Krsna told him, this is presumably accounted for by
Krsna’s experiential revelation of his paramam ripam aisvaram (highest Lordly form,
11:9d). Such an experience is not accessible in the same way as the preserved text of

Krspa’s words.

Using the sporting analogy to understand the attitude that is advertised by Krsna
and Indra leaves much to be desired: many of the dimensions of horror, trauma and
social prohibition that may attend rnii.itary activity seem to be absent from sport. Despite
this, 1 believe the analogy is a useful one. If we push the analogy, we might say that the
continued existence of sporting activity, and its popularity, not least a'molngst non-
competing observers, may be taken as contemporary evidence for the obscurity of the
attitude Krsna and Indra recommend, If a transferable method of having such an attitude
at will had been found, then sport would not be as interesting as it is. This suggests, in
advance, that the Bhagavadgira will find it hard to set forth a comprehensible and

comprehensive description of what the attitude is and how it is to be attained.

The subtlety and mystery of the attitude Krsna recommends has often been
mentioned by commentators, and is even mentioned by Krsna himself, as a reason for
the difficulty of his presentation. Whilst we can see, by means of the sporting analogy,
that the attitude is obscure, this goes against the text’s apparent universal appeal, which
recommends a line of action and a mental discipline designed to achieve it. Because of
this, I am reluctant to appeal to the mystery of the subject matter as an explanation of
the vagueness, mcompleteness and contradictoriness of Krsna’ S philosophy. It is
perhaps possible to have such a thing as a mystical phﬂosophy, but to think that this is
what the Bhagavadgita gives us is to indulge the text and the reader. The claim that the
text is mystical is suspected of being post-facto, to cover philosophical inédequacy
arising for practical text-historical reasons. It may be seen as the surrendering of
philosophical integrity. It is, in a way, the surrendering of the text, which is replaced by
other tools in the quest for understanding. Because the text provides such a stable
reference point, being always and quite simply a certain combination of Sanskrit
syllables, to surrender it is also to surrender a way of grounding understanding beyond
the understanding person, a way of sharing and validating. Far better to have the

courage of one’s initial textual convictions, see the narrative fiction for what it is, banish
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the fantasy that the text exists to cater for one’s spiritual needs, and wonder more
realistically why this exact text exists, that is, under what circumstances it could have

come to be what it is.

1.4. Notes on gsender

Up until quite recently it has been fashionable to write as if all human beings were male.
This fashion is still sustained by certain publishers.® It is unfortunate that such a fashion
was allowed for so long to go uncorrected, for it embodies a clear fallacy: not all human
beings are male. This fallacy can only have gone unnoticed for so long in a climate
where male authors and readers were happy to proceed without imagining female
authors and readers. It is alarming that this lack of imagination, and the fallacy it hides,
was not addressed until female authors and readers suggested so. This lack of
imagination constitutes an extreme embarassment for the academic enterprise, and will
continue to do so increasingly. Since academic work often includes quotations from
academic work done previously, we are to be continually reminded of the prejudices of
the past, even when such prejudices seem more and more shameful. Writings
embodying this gender fallacy may be sound in other respects, but Whe‘n quoting from
them I have often been tempted to introduce an editorial ‘[sic]’ to highlight the fallacy
where appropriate. I have refrained from doing so, and I must therefore ask the reader to

remember throughout this thesis that not all human beings are male.

It is possible, despite this, that there were in ancient India some groups of thinkers
for whom, in certain respects, all human beings were male. There may have been
soteriological discourses which saw salvation as only applying to men: itis a
commonplace in ancient India that moksa can only be attained from a human state, and
that animals can only attain it through rebirth as a human being, and such reasoning may
have further narrowed the specifications to human males only.” For this reason we
cannot, in our translations of Sanskrit texts, unproblematically render masculine
pronouns as ‘he or she’ to remove gender bias. Ancient authors may have had
philosophical reasons for referring to hypothetical persons as masculine. However, in

the Bhagavadgiia it is explicitly stated (9:32) that the attitude Krsna recommends to

¥ See Wilson 1998, which uses exclusively masculine pronouns when referring to tokens of the type
'scientist, but tries {unsuccessfuily) to ameliorate this oversight on page 116 by calling a hypothetlcal
future neurobiologist '‘Mary'

? Bhiskara’s commentary on the Bhagavadgita exemplifies this position: see Sharma 1986:37,

15




Arjuna is available to all people of whatever sex or social status. The Mahabharata
shares this universal appeal: see Fitzgerald (1991). For this reason I have found it
possible to translate into gender neutral language without risk of misrepresentation. We
may speculate that the text only made its universality explicit because it was presented
in a context where it would otherwise have been taken as only referring to twice-born

(high status) males.

Translating into gender neutral language introduces a problem: it is hard to find
efficient ways of referring to persons of unspecified gender. English has singular
pronouns for a person or entity of masculine gender (he), of feminine gender (she), and
of neuter gender (it), but no pronoun is available to denote a person who is presumably
gendered but whose gender 15 not specified because it is, for present purposes,
irrelevant. The standard methodology here is to double the gendered pronouns, putting
'he or she', himself or herself', 'his or her', and so on. This is clumsy, and becomes
overbearingly so when translating from a language, such as Sanskrit, which uses *
pronouns in abundance. For this reason I have sometimes made use of the plural
pronouns 'they' and 'their', which cover masculine, feminine and neuter entities, in
situations where a singular pronoun would have been expected. For example: 'a person
must find their umbrella quickly when the rain starts'. The sentence is grammatically
incorrect, but does not jar because the singular subject need not be Siﬂéﬂl&l‘i 'a person’
can be replaced by 'people' without any change in sense. Likewise, often in Sanskrit a
hypothetical person is described in the singular, but this person is not a unique possessor
of the description, he or she is an arbitrary token of a type that is being described.
Where the singular implies a token of a plural type, the use of plural pronouns for

gender neutrality will not, [ hope, inconvenience the reader unduly.

1.5, Plan Qf thesis

There follows a summary of the argument of the thesis. Paragraphs from this section are

reproduced at the beginnings of chapters three to six.

This chapter has served to orient the reader and introduce the nature of the study
reported in this thesis. We have seen that, from a narrative point of view, asakta karman
is expounded by Krsna as method by which Arjuna might defeat his relatives and gurus
in battle without suffering dire consequences. From the perspective of religious Hindus,

asakta karman 1s a method by which any faithful person might live an assertive,
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- practical life while maintaining peace of mind and the likelihood of spiritual progress.
Of these two perspectives, which are both contained in the text, the Hindu one is more
germane to the study of religions, but this thesis is a study not of Hinduism but of the
Bhagavadgiia, and thus will view the religious perspective as a secondary possibility,
emergent from the narrative. This religious perspective will be explored not in relation
to religious Hinduism since the Bhagavadgira, but in relation to the wider cultural

context within which the text was first presented in its current form.

Chapter two will briefly review the main currents of the literature on the
Bhagavadgitid, and of the literature on other subjects relevant to the approach I shall be
taking. In the first two sections I distance myself from two quasi-religious approaches,
giving examples of how they bias analysis of the Bhagavadgita in ways that, for my
purposes, are damaging. Firstly I focus on the Hindu tradition and explain that, since the
text was already foundational of a certain type of Indian ideﬁtity, Indian writers have EE%&m
the main commented reverently on the text, without the freedom which comes of |
detachment, and have thus been unwilling to ask the kinds of questions I am asking, and
even, on occasion, unwilling to countenance anyone else doing so either. Secondly I
look at the reception of the text by European students of religion, and bring out ways in
which a colonialist Christian culture has pressed it into the categorisations of its own

discourse rather than viewing it on its own terms.

Next, [ turn to the more rigorous tradition of European Indology, which has
viewed the text as a collection of historical words and ideas rather than as the Vehiclé
for a current worldview. This tradition is very important for my study, and I survey the
various Indological approaches to the text of the Mahabhdarata, justifying the view that
it has had a long period of gestation, being presented in its current form by compiling
editors with particular socio-political agendas in mind. Then 1 turn to the Bhagavadgiti
and discuss various schemes that have been drawn up of its historical growth. I
highlight the political nature of historical schematisation of a sacred text, but I defend
such schematisation against its critics, showing, on philosophical grounds, that a theory
of explained interpolations may be required in order fully to explain the text being as it
is.

A brief section deals with mythological interpretations of the Mahdbhdrata’s
narrative, both from within the text itself and from scholars engaged in comparative
cultural studies, explaining that these perspectives are not particularly valuable for my

close philosophical approach.
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The final section of chapter two is apparently incongruous as it discusses in some
detail philosophical insights drawn from recent scientific discourse. This section is
required because many of the issues it throws up are vital for an understanding of the
philosophical determinism which, although clearly present in the text, has been scarcely
treated by most commentators. In investigating Krsna’s philosophy I have found that
current ideas in biology are comparable to the Bhagavadgita’s deconstruction of the
individual. T have also found that the prevailing understanding of quantum mechanics
serves to obscure the ontological realism that underlies the Bhagavadgiia’s worldview
as well as our own, and [ show that this understanding rests on a philosophical fallacy
which, when removed, allows Krsna’s determinism to be sympathetically reassessed.
The prevalence of this fallacy in our own times shows how radical and how
ideologically dangerous determinism is, and helps to explain how editors with socio-
religious agendas might have made interpolations in order to obscure its textual
visibility. %

Chapter three describes in detail the probiem, or problems, which ancient hearers
of the text would think Arjuna to be faced with if he kills his relatives and gurus. This
problem, or these problems, are to be averted, according to Krsna, by the performance
of asakta karman, and must therefore be thoroughly understood in order‘to situate our
main topic. The first section of the chapter explores the Indian soteriology of repeated
rebirths ending in final emancipation (moksa) from samsdra, in which context the result
of Arjuna’s deed would be to severely delay “his” arrival at this end. An attempt is made
to expound this soteriology as fully as possible, but, in doing so, many impenetrable
philosophical problems are encountered, and the discussion is forced to try to account
for them. I show that one of the main building blocks of the soteriology is the
philosophy of dehin, the ‘one-in-the-body’, an inactive witness which is presupposed
whenever there is consciousness of anything, and that the soteriology can be explained
as a philosophically illegitimate biographisation of dehin. If the career of the dehin is
modelled on the career of a person, then moksa is hypothesised as a postwlﬁortem

analogue of peace of mind.

The second section of chapter three continues the attempt to account for the
soteriology with its philosophical problems, bringing in demographic and social factors
to aid explanation. The social utility of the idea of rebirth according to merit 1s
highlighted, and situated in the context of population expansion following from

technological innovation. I suggest that the idea of moksa served as an intellectual
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~ justification for social delinquency which was widespread as a result of the disruption of
many existing communities. The theory of asakta karman countered this intellectual
justification, as it maintained that even ethically dubious activity is no barrier to

spiritual progress if undertaken with correct understanding and a detached attitude.

The next section scrutinises Arjuna’s speeches at the outset of the text, to find out
what /e thinks the problem with kiiling his relatives and gurus is. Arjuna is primarily
concerned with two things: his own future mental state, and the integrity of his kin-
group, epitomised by ritual offerings to the ancestors. He does not mention the
sotertology described above. I argue that his concerns predate it, and explore those
concerns as representative of a kin-group ideology which may have existed with minor
variations in many kin-groups which had previously been relatively isolated. The
material in this section is central to the whole thesis: the historical context for the idea
of asakta karman is to be found in the passage from the ideology of the kin-group to @;&he
ideology of a diverse and extended society. The final section of the chapter takes up
Arjuna’s concern with his own mental si‘é‘{e, his fear of the respensibility for the
downfall of his kin-group. I argue that Krsna’s theory of asakta karman was textually in
place, to allay fears of post-war trauma, before the soteriology of moksa was developed,
and that the text was then reworked such that demerit retarding spiritugl progress would
appear as the paradigmatic trauma obviated by asakta karman. 1 take up once more the
idea that moksa 1s modelled on peace of mind, and show that the text successfully
combines these two goals but leaves a gulf between the goal of moksa / peace of mind
and those eventualities (prosperity, worldly success) which might be thought to presage

peace of mind, a point reiterated in section two of chapter four.

Now that we have explained what asakta karman is for, the remaining chapters of
the thests investigate what it is. Sakta and asakra describe the internal attitude of the
person rather than the actions performed: what do they mean? How is one unattached to

the fruits of action?

Chapter four focuses on the text’s attempt to elucidate asakza karman using the
ideas of yajiia and lokasamgraha (the holding-together of the world/s). The asakta
actor, says Krsna, acts for the sake of these things. The text’s exposition of yajiia in this
context appeals to a brahmanical presentation of the idea of the cosmos being sustained,
through human action, in a proper manner which will reciprocally ensure the material
welfare of all creatures within it. The problem dealt with in the first section of the

chapter is that the sustenance and coherence of the world constitute the fruit of activities
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and, being pursued, should render such activities sakra. 1 argue that the only alternative
to thinking of one’s actions in terms of fruits is not to think of them at all. Although this
idea is barely intelligible, at least as regards one-off actions such as participation in the
Mahdbhdrata war, and although the text does not admit that this is what it must
perforce mean by asakta karman, | suggest that asakta actions are psychologically void
and only describable in terms of yajiia, dharma or lokasamgraha from an external
viewpoint. | show that yajfia fails to explicate the mental attitude that Krsna is keen for
Arjuna to adopt, because the text cannot find a bridge between the traditional, cosmic
and external meaning of the term, and the new, internal meaning which Krsna implies.
An internalised type of yajiia is alluded to by the text, but seems to refer to alternative
ritual practices: these practices are hard to compare with the brihmanical yajiia because

they do not share the same ostensible purpose.

Having ascertained that the idea of yajiia contained in the text is incoherent in
itself and also unhelpful for Krsna’s exposition of asakta karman, the second section of
chapter four attempts briefly to site this eventuality in terms of the socio-political
context of the text’s production. I show that the text’s differing views of vajiia serve its
assertion of the primacy of the Vedic ritual and ideological complex and its assimilation
of other cultural forms to that Vedic complex which, since about the time of the
Mahdbhdrata’s production, began to go hand in hand with brahmanical hegemony over
a new kind of society. [ argue that the text’s social agenda is masked behind an
apparently philosophical reconciliation of fundamentally different goals, prosperity on’

the one hand and moksa / peace of mind on the other.

The final section of chapter four introduces several interesting textual applications
of the Bhagavadgitd’s unruly concept of yajiia. The Mahabhdrata presents the war as a
yajfia, and I show that the Pandavas’ justification of their engagement in it can be seen
as applying the lokasamgraha model, as given in the Bhagavadgitd, to a sphere of
action involving complex political and personal realities. This expansion of the notion
of vajiia beyond its old ritual context precipitates a new kind of responsibility into
previously straightforward areas of human activity, and, by way of an example, I show
that the Dharmagastras betray the increasing incidence of Arjuna-type existentio-
behavioural crises in ancient India. Arjuna’s plight illustrates the failure to find a
systematic rationale for decision-making: this failure is bypassed by the text’s bhakii

determinism, a thoroughly philosophical solution which appears to run counter to the

purposes of some of the Mahabhdrata’s editors, and hence appears in the final text only
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in disguised form.

Chapter five is dedicated to an exploration of determinism in the text. The first
section is introductory: it takes up once more the ontological realism established in the
final section of chapter two, and shows that the text depends upon this realism and
justifies it in terms of praxis. I argue that the information given by Krsna, that prakrti is
the sole actor, 1s the cornerstone of asakta karman. The second section analyses
svabhava and ahamkara, concepts essential to the text’s deconstruction of agency, and
looks at the idea of determinism as presented by various characters of the Mahabhdrata.
I show that this idea, known as the kdlavida, is integral to the Epic as a whole, as well

as to certain modern understandings of behaviour.

The third, fourth and fifth sections of chapter five survey the ways in which the
tdea of determinism conflicts with linguistic and psychological conventions. Section
three argues that the deterministic viewpoint undoes the ideas of choice, possibility and
probability. Within such a viewpoint, the status of intentions and perceived motivations
as causes of behaviour 1s purely hypothetical, since there is no reason to suppose that a
creature will know enough fully to explain its own behaviour. Further, such mental
occurring hypothetical causes are themselves causally determined events. Section four
transposes these ideas back into the context of the text’s creation, and shows that
determinism is anathema to the purposes of the text’s creators, who were concerned
with trying to encourage certain types of behaviour amongst large quantities of non-
philosophers. I prove that the view that determinism promotes inactivity is faﬂacious.,
but that it has nonetheless led to the derogation of determinism within the text, an
eventuality which can explain why the Bhagavadgita has been so widely
misunderstood. I also show that the idea of one’s karmic history accounting for one’s
present circumstances is a socially motivated attempt to channel dissipated
responsibility back onto the initial agent, this time in the form of the biographised dehin
theorised in section one of chapter three. Section five broadens the discussion of
determinism by arguing that the linguistic and symbolic tools at the disposal of the
philosopher, which are conditioned by the facts of human spatial separation and
interaction, make it almost impossible to expound determinism intelligibly. This
explains why asakia karman, which depends upon determinism, is such a difficult idea,
and why the text is forced, as discussed in section one of chapter four, to exemplify it in

terms (yajiia, lokasamgraha, dharma) which transparently do not apply.

Section six of chapter five compares the determinism of the Bhagavadygitd with
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‘that of the Ajivikas, an ancient Indian ascetic sect. The Ajivikas believed that the
attainment of moksa was determined, and I show that the Bhagavadgita’s determinism

also entails this. The contrast between the asceticism of the Ajivikas and the activism of

the Bhagavadgita, however; underlines the problem, discussed in chapter four, of the

asakta karmin’s mental presentation of his or her actions, which is required if a

|
i
methodology of asakia karman is to be provided. I show that the text’s attempts to ' J%l
provide such a methodology are derived from ascetic traditions, but that in this they are Jig
inapt: asakta karman is methodologically inaccessible, and the apparent existence of a |

methodology within the text serves only 1o encourage certain types of karman.

The final section of chapter five investigates ways in which ideas used in the text 5
might be interpreted in light of the determinism which has been uncovered. It begins ;
with an exposition of buddhi, the psychological faculty of awareness which is the
location of the non-attachment being sought. I show that the knowledge that all action%
are determined and carried out by prakrti will fundamentally alter the way a person
presents actions to him or herself, in such é way that ‘singleness of buddhi’, which
Krsna deems necessary for asakta karman, might result. Next, T reinterpret the term
bhakti such that it also indicates an attitude, of sharing one’s actions with their real

agent, which is derived from determinism as well as conducive to non-attachment.

Chapter six 'explores Krsna’s claim that he is the most excellent asakta karmin,
which is intended to provide an example for Arjuna to follow, a guide to acting asakta, 5
as well as a guarantee both of the possibility and of the utility of so acting. In the first _ %

N

section of the chapter the claim is assessed as a comment on the way Krsna Vasudeva

behaves. This involves ignoring Krsna's specifically divine actions. I show that Krsna

i
Vasudeva’s actions are perfectly compatible with his being non-attached, although, l}
since the narrators of the Epic do not tend to comment on characters’ inner lives, they i
cannot be proved to be asakta actions. The second section assesses Krsna’s claim in %
terms of his divine actions. I argue that it is very hard to make sense of the claim as
theological. This is because, as introduced in the text, the notions of being asakta and
sakta are explained in terms of human action: these are anthropocentric notions and do
not easily transfer to God except by anthropomorphising him'? to the point of
meaninglessness. Since Krsna Almighty and a human person cannot be asakta in

comparable ways, it is far from clear what use Krsna Almighty’s non-attachment might

be in trying to persuade Arjuna to act asakta.




The final section of chapter six combines the findings of the first two sections by
exploring the notion of avatdra, the link between the Epic and the divine Krsnas.
Various interpretations of this notion are explored, leading to the conclusion that, as
presented in the text, it is barely intelligible and confuses the argument. I establish a
philosophically consistent interpretation of avatdra, but this is possible only by taking
liberties with the text. The claim of Krsna’s divinity is sited in its historical context, and
I show how the text’s socio-religious purpose, by involving the deification of Krsna
Visudeva, has interfered with its presentation of his human-attitudinal political

philosophy.

In chapter seven I present the results of the thesis’s argument. First [ give an
account of what asakta karman 1s according to the text. This asakta karman is by no
means as straightforward or as religiously useful as previous commentaries have
suggested. Nonetheless it is a curious idea, which I illustrate by differentiating
absolutely and relatively asakta actions and by correlating the latter with the societal
phase in human history. Next I sum the hiétorical developments which [ have
hypothesised to tlluminate different aspects of the text’s discussions of asakta karman,
and present a scheme of the text’s thematic expansion, explaining this expansion in
terms of the use of text as a socio-ideological tool. Then I assess the impor;t of my
research for the discipline of religious studies, and finish with some observations which

may help to orient future research.

T refer to God as male because, according to the Bhagavadgita, Krsna, a male, is God.
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Chapter two: Literature review

The literature relating to the Bhagavadgita is enormous, and it has been impossible to
survey all of it in the preparation of this thesis. In deciding what to read, I have often
been guided by the bibliographical details given by scholars whose approach and focus
1s similar to my own. The further one goes into the past, however, the higher is the
proportion of relevant works written in languages other than English (usually French or
(German), and not translated into English. I can read French very slowly and German not
at all, so the literature reviewed in this chapter is necessarily English literature. I make
no apology for this. There is only so mﬁch time available for the acquisition of
languages necessary for one’s research, and when that research is into a Sanskrit text it
surely makes sense to spend as high a proportion of that time as possible studying
Sanskrit. In this way, any deficiencies in my work due to my ignorance of European =,
scholarly texts, will hopefully be counterbalanced by my understanding of ancient
Indian ones. Further, since those European texts tend to be older ones, their main points
and discoveries have generally been taken up and summarised in later texts written in

English, even if this is often done in conjunction with lengthy untranslated guotations.

I do not wish to appear to be taking a parochial attitude here. Whilst it might suit
me to have all Indologists write in English, there is no reason why others should write in
English for my convenience any more than I should write in their languages for theirs, It
is, however, a great advantage for scholarship as a whole if the results of research can
be shared as easily as possible amongst scholars of many different backgz:ounds. To this
end, it is convenient if scholars all write in a language that may be understood by as
many other scholars as possible. In many ways the emergence of a single language for
scholars goes hand in hand with the reduction of elitism in education, such that folk of
many different backgrounds, whose education does not necessarily include a wide
variety of modern languages, may nonetheless participate as scholars of ancient India.
In her introduction to J. L. Brockington (2000:xxvi), Mary Brockington remarks that
“When the first of these articles was written, it was reasonable (and courteous) to
assume that readers would have a working knowledge of Latin and the major European
languages. This is no longer the case, so quotations from European scholars, and some
Latin terms, have been translated into English or eliminated’. In wondering why ‘“this is
no longer the case’, some would no doubt appeal to falling standards in education, but I

would be inclined to suggest, instead, that some of the elitist restrictions on who may be
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* a scholar and who may not, have, quite sensibly, been removed.

This chapter will not review all the literature 1 have surveyed in my research:;
many books and articles will be referred to, if at all, only in the following chapters, as
and when they become relevant to the discussion and argument of the thesis. This
chapter is intended to place the focus of my thesis within the context of existing and
related scholarly discourses. Because of this, discussion of some important points of
view may be cursory: it is only included at all insofar as it serves to orient the reader

with respect to the chapters which follow.

2.1. Post-Bhaeavadeira Indian lLiterature

One advantage of textual study is that there is an evolved fixedness to the object of
scrutiny. It is far easier to define ‘the Bhagavadgita’ than, for instance, ‘the legacy oF
Thatcherism’. The Bhagavadgitd is quite simply a certain combination of Sanskrit
words: in an important sense, everyone who has read the Bhagavadgitd has read exactly
the same thing. The text is fixed. It was fixed over a period of time, and came to be what
it indisputably is. A closure has already talken place, hence the possibility of disclosure.
To now disclose what the Bhagavadeitd ié, is to explain how and why it came to take
the form it does. The object of this thesis is thus historical. The thesis is not really
interested in what happened to and with the Bhagavadgiia after it was fixed, and it shall
be wary of the temptation to read later trends back into earlier periods, In other words,
this study is not of any particular tradition of interpretation of the text, but of the text
itself. The intention is to approach the text as a literary product, in the context of the
Mahdbhdrata and, as outlined in the previous chapter, in the context of the interests and

agendas of its editors.

It is very hard to study the Bhagavadgiid, and to bring other studies of it to bear
on one’s own, without becoming immediately aware of the various Indiaﬁ
interpretations of the text. Once when I said | was studying the Bhagavadgitd, T was
asked whose commentary I was studying, as if the Bhagavadgita did not present itself
for study except through the interpretive essays of others. In a sense this is true. How is
it that I can study such a text? Because it has been preserved. In a way, then, to study it
in isolation from the ways in which it has come to still exist for me as text, that is,
through being interpreted being the cause or reason of its preservation, is to

misunderstand what my study is. But as we have seen above, the conceit of study is
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precisely that it is not study of one’s study, but study of something different, some x. To
construe x in relation to an individual person is commonly done in language with a verb:
here it is “to study’, elsewhere it could be “to talk / think about’, ‘to discourse upon,
describe, represent’. The verb is problematic. Because what the reader of the study-
report sees here is the artefact of text, a verb suggests itself as explanation of what the
writer and student (signified here in terms of activity) has been doing. However, from
the student's viewpoint, it is as if the verb did not exist, or as if x were to become an
intransitive verb, ‘to x”. And because we have an x, a root-text, it 1s possible,
particularly for one not a religious Hindu, to have a methodology of bypassing much of

what others have said about it.

The great medieval commentators composed their bhdsyas in an atmosphere of
sectarian rhetorical dispute (A. Sharma 1986, Sastri 1977, Sampatkumaran 1985, van
Buitenen 1968, Lipner 1986, Mainkar 1969). Bhdsyas legitimated religious and
philosophical doctrine by deriving it from traditional root-texts, just as many of the%
strange etymologies and bandhus' of the Brahmanas had legitimated various ritual
ideas, more than a millenium previously, by deriving those ideas from traditional Vedic
Samhitd texts. The ingenuity and persistence of medieval commentators was exercised
in order to erect theological structures which presumably were associated with the
politics of religious practice, which now included temple worship. Veé’dnt‘ic
argumentations concerning whether dehin is singular or plural and whether or not 1t 1s
identical to the supreme brahman, though freely entered into by the commentators
(Hirst 1993:121, van Buitenen 1968:50-53, Sastri 1977:252-253) are not really in
sympathy with the concerns of the text itself, which seems to take the reality of Arjuna’s
predicament, and the desirability of liberation, for granted (similarly, the Buddha
eschewed any speculation irrelevant to the praxis of removing duhkha: Varma
1973:259-260, Rahula 1967:11-15). However, some of the points at issue in the milieu
of the commentators seem to have arisen also in the milieu of the Bhagavadgiia’s
composition. The question of whether or not inactivity was a vital part df the quest for
liberation, which the Bhagavadeita answers in the negative, was still alive for Sankara,
who inclines to the opposite view, and whose commentary on the Bhagavadgitd is all
the more impressive and salutary as a consequence: impressive because it must have
involved considerable creative manipulation, and salutary because it shows us not to

trust the commentators. Allied to this issue is the behaviour of the jivanmukiin, the

! See GGonda 1965, Olivelle 1996:1ii-ivi. The opening line of the Briadaranyaka Upanisad, 'dawn is the
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* individual who has achieved liberation” whilst still alive: both Sankara and Ramanuja,
impressed by the institutions of renunciation, fail to imagine any behaviour for the
Jivanmuktin (van Buitenen 1968:70-71, Sastri 1977:42-48, 499-516), but the
Bhagavadgitd says he or she behaves conventionally and excellently (2:66, 3:7, 25).
Other issues spanned both periods also: the anthropofnorphisation of the originator of
the world and activity is assessed differently by different Vedantic schools, Sankara’s
advaita insisting on the provisionality of such anthropomorphisation as well as that of
the individuality of dtman, while various dvaita and visistadvaita philosophers
conceived of moksa much more in relational terms, and consequentially began to give
the atman an insoluble individuality and the Absolute a personality. In the case of this
last issue, the Bhagavadgitd seems to have a strange viewpoint: stressing, on the one
hand, the inexorable impersonality of prakrti and kala, it attempts to develop, on the
other, a theological personality of Krsna. This development is facilitated by the idea that
Krsna, an apparently human character in the narrative, is also the origin and ground ot
all activity: the idea of avatdra, the crossing-down or ‘incarnation’ of the Absolute,
epitomises anthropomorphisation, allowing a congruence between the relation of
devotee and deity here and now, and that of @iman and God in moksa. These two
perspectives are both visible in the text, and this shows that the politics of religious
practice, within which the medieval commentators must be understood, also affected the
composition or compiling and editing of the Bhagavadgita. 1f the root-text had not been
so well known, and if the commentators had not had such (Vedic) reverence for it, we
can easily imagine them adjusting it and grafting in interpretive glosses. Through an
appreciation of the kinds of issues concerning medieval religious commentators, we can
begin to understand the issues concerning the Bhagavadgitd’s composition, particularly
if we are open to the possibility that the text has been subject to thorough, but
unacknowledged, editorial activity. The history of the text’s interpretation is

methodologically instructive for this thesis, despite not being its focus.

If famous old Bhagavadgitabhasyas were constrained by the doctrinal position of
the interpreter in the context of religious politics, the process of contextual and
positional bias can be seen o extend o more recent Indian commentaries, many of

which also arose in contexts of religious politics. The renaissance of Hinduism in recent

head of the sacrificial horse’, immediately establishes cosmology as a ritual discourse.

? Or the individual whose deman has achieved liberation. What is meant here is clear, since the continuing
individuality of the human person is enough to hang the dfman on. The question of the post-mortem
persistence of individuality in moksa is quite different.
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centuries was in some degree a response to European colonialism, and to ‘the current
social, philosophical and religious ideas streaming in from the west’ (Lipner 1994:64:
see also Spear 1965:158-168). An intellectual attempt was made to construct an Indian
identity in contradistinction to European identity but somehow on the same model,’
with the Veda, rather than the Bible, as its orienting nucleus.” Many of the protagonists
of this attempt (which is still being made), such as Ram Mohan Roy, Vivekananda,
Dayananda Sarasvati, Tilak, Gandhi and Radhakrishnan, were in many ways political
figures. The last three of these have written closely and extensively on the
Bhagavadgira (Tilak 1936, Gandhi 1946, 1960, 1965, Desai 1946, Radhakrishnan 1948,
1989:1.519-580, Thomas 1987). Tilak and Gandhi’s argumentation is not ag formaily
philosophical as that of the medieval commentators, and is concerned to unite Hindus
under a universal ethic of active and selfless responsibility. Radhakrishnan’s purpose
was that of a diplomatic intellectual, an essayist on Hinduism for the west {(Cox 2002).
His interpretation of the Bhagavadgita, like most modern Indian interpretations, is aff
essentially Veddintic one, derived from the medieval commentators, centred on the
dtman-brahman relationship, and tending to a mystical or spiritual rather than a
practical philosophy of human action. We see here in the history of the text three stages
of engagement with the text: the editors and composers, the medieval commentators and
the modern ones were all operating in a réligio-poliﬁcal framework where what they
did, said or wrote was overdetermined by their practical purposes. There is an
unavoidable bias in work done on the Bhagavadgitd within and for the Indian cultural
context: this context, after all, was partly formed by the text, partly consists of the
tradition of commenting upon the text, and thus imparts a self-selective bias, Modern
commentators take for granted the work of the medieval ones, who took for granted the
work of the text’s editors, who took for granted the texts they edited. Crucially, at two
stages of this commentatorial tree there is an extra-Hindu encounter to explain the
engagement with text: the creators of the Mahdbhiirata engineered a new Indian polity

in the face of successive Buddhist and foreign kingdoms, just as the modern Hindu

* That is not to say that the mode! for one identity was copied from the other: in many ways this model is
the only possibie one for constructing the identity of nations, civilisations and traditions, and even of
micro-tracditions such as the operative traditions of thought and action of any individual person. On this
last point, see Brodbeck and Pupynin 2001. In the construction of self-identity the self becomes a token
of a type, whose others must be comparable. This is so however micro or macro self might be,

* Lipner 1994:63: ‘Except for outposts of Vedic chanting in various parts of India, and for specialist study
of the sruti in scattered contexts, and indeed, for the generally undiminished status of the Vedas as the
scriptural anthority symbel, the Vedas had ceased to be a source of religious inspiration for the majority
of Hindus by the beginning of the nineteenth century’. We may question whether they even were such a
source for the majority prior to this.
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* reformists did in the face of British rule. Thus an appreciation of the politics of modern
Hinduism, and of text as a tool in that politics, furnishes a potentially useful paradigm

for understanding the creation of the Bhagavadgiid as we have it.

An appreciation of the politics of modern Hinduism is aiso helpful in
understanding some writers who have suggested that the Bhagavadgita will be
misunderstood except under a sympathetic Hindu reading, dismissing ‘western”
interpretation of the Bhagavadgira as ideological colonialism. This suggestion can be
atlied with the recent critique of orientalist discourse (Said 1978), and is a
methodological paradigm, perhaps comparable to that of participant observation in the
discipline of anthropology, which takes issue with the supposed impartiality of the
external observer. So for example Patel (1991:9) debunks studies that have tried to
understand the Bhagavadgita in its historical and chronological context, claiming
instead that the text’s “underlying tradition’ is ‘ahistoric’, and thus privileging the
understanding of those who may be part of it. He does not, however, suggest grounds on
which a claim to represent such an ahis%’ofic tradition might be judged, or by whom, and
that 1s the drawback of this methodology of the insider. When there are so many
obviously historic traditions at work, how does one recognise whether the tradition in
which one is engaging with the text is the appropriate ahistoric one or not? It might
seem to both Patel and myself that, being a product of modern E‘uropeaﬁ positivism, |
am singularly unqualified to comment meaningfully on the Bhagavadgiti. But if Patel is
right, I may easily explain him, or any other current commentator, as a product of
modern some-other-ism, and disqualify him also. An ahistoric tradition is such a bizarre
idea that there is no way of relating it to one historical person or group rather than to
another. The methodology of the insider founders on defining what it is to be an insider:
the methodology of the outsider does not founder on definition because it is only a so-
called methodology of the outsider, the distinction having been invented by the

opponent.

No modern commentator can be shown to be an insider: the text, after all, is old,
and is read out of context by all who now deal with it. Tt is thus hasty to assume that the
biases of the modern Hindu tradition necessarily match or even resemble those of the
Bhagavadgita. The term ‘Hindw’, originally a geographical term used by the Persians to

describe those dwelling beyond the river Indus, first acquired a religio-cultural sense in

*This term is obscure (one can travel westwards from London and reach Benares), purporting to define in
terms of geography but alluding to an aggressively ‘rational’, capitalistic and imperizlistic empiricism
seen as originating in Europe and now epitomised by America,
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the time of the early Muslim empires in India, indicating those who were non-Muslim,
non-Buddhist and non-Greek, and whose society was often characterised as brahmanic
(Lipner 1994:9-10, 326). Fifteen hundred years or so previously, a process of identity-
building was required in the face of the renunciative ideology which lies at the root of
Jainism and Buddhism, and diverse strands were woven together to establish the
brahmanic socio-religious orthodoxy and orthopraxy which the Muslims would later
call ‘Hindu’. The Hinduism which exists today is not primordial: the watershed from
which it developed was a historical event of uniting many different traditions in an
attempt to protect a certain type of society from a threat, be this represented as the
external threat of foreign invasions and rulers,® or as the internal threat of widespread
ascetic renunciation and neglect of dharma. The Mahdbharata is in its present form a
key text of this enterprise of unification.” The text was built up over a period of several
centuries, drawing on various oral traditions to enlarge and reinterpret its story. The
result is a juxtaposition, a co-presentation of differing traditions, military, political, ™
philosophical, gnostic, soteriological, devotional, and ritual, all partially interpreted in
the light of the others, and offered together as one tradition. As Johnson says (1998:xv),
‘the broad influence or concerns of certain dominant groups in Indian society, and their
attempts to “take over’ the fext, or parts of it, are not difficult to detect in much of the
Mahabhdrata’. Thus, if the Hindu tradii‘ién is used as a lens through which to view the
Bhagavadgita, this may be tantamount to collusion with the brahmanical editing
process,” which co-opted the text for religious purposes, and may deafen the

commentator to earlier textual traditions and quieter voices preserved in it.

The Hindu religious paradigm embodied by the edited Mahabhdrata has persisted
up to the present day, and India has also had success in exporting it. Yet to assert that
ancient Indian texts cannot be understood except under this paradigm is to overlook the
fact that there are traces in those texts of a time before that paradigm was established, a
time of realism, of politics, practical philosophy, diplomacy and military action, more

secular than one might expect to find in a sacred text. It is therefore inappropriate in the

® Parpola 2001 suggests that the Pandavas themselves represent pale-skinned, Iranian-speaking,
megalithic invaders.

" The Bhagavadgita accommodates renunciation as renunciation of the phala (fruits) of action, not of
action itself. With the innovation of the dsrama system (see Olivelle 1993) brahmanical society
accommodated renunciation as a phase of life pursued after, not instead of, a period of ritual and secial
responsibility.

* There is little doubt that the main redactors of the Mahabhdrata were Bhargava and / or Afgirasa
brahmanas. See Shende 1943, Sukthankar 1936, Goldman 1971, Minkowski 1991, Hiltebeitel 1999,
20071 and below, 2.3.
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case of the Mahabharata to prejudice a non-Hindu approach (though this may not be so
in the same way with some later texts). It must be acknowledged that it is Hindu faith-
communities who have preserved and transmitted the texts, and that researchers |
therefore have them to thank for any pleasure and progress they may derive from their
studies. However, this does not make it unethical to bypass orthodox Hindu
understanding of the text: from a historical and academic viewpoint, much is to be
gained from an approach which seeks to secularise the origins of sacred texts, just as,
from certain other points of view, much may be gained from other approaches. The
Salman Rushdie affair demonstrated that it can sometimes be impractical to disregard
possible orthodox reception: such disregard cannot, however, be called unethical, since
orthodoxies are many and diverse. The text is now preserved also by libraries:
unorthodox miterpretations do not arise {from contempt for the religious realities of

others, but from an earnest desire to maintain the text’s integrity.

2.2. Theological interpretations of the Bhagavadgitd

European interpretations of the Bhagavadgiia have, in the main, been overwhelmingly
theological. In this they may be guilty of a category mistake. To be sure, the textis
presented by Hindus as a religio-philosophical one, but this also is an interpretation. In
the first instance the text is just text, and if it seems somewhat preoccupied with religio-
philosophical matters, then the explanation for this is presumably to be found in the
context in which it first functioned. There is in any case a diffefence between the
religio-philosophical thinking of ancient times, the‘religio-phiioso;;hica} thinking of
recent Hindu cultures, and the theological thinking of the earliest European translators
and commentators of the Bhagavadeita. These commentators were often theologians,
specialists in Christian religion and doctrine. They set the tone for subsequent European

translations and treatments.

The Bhagavadgita was first translated into English by Charles Wilkins in 1785
(Sharpe 1985). Subsequent translators include Telang (1908), Hill (1928), Edgerton
(1946), Prabhavananda and Isherwood (1947), Radhakrishnan (1948), Mascaro (1962),
E. Deutsch (1968), Zaehner (1969), Goyandka (1969), de Nicolds (1976a), Bolle
(1979), van Buitenen (1981), Sargeant (1984), Gotshalk (1985}, Miller (1986), D. White
(1989), and Johnson (1994). While Indian translators, as mentioned above, tend to view

the text through a Fedantic lens, European translators have instead used the European
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 terms of religious and theological discourse as tools for understanding it. The choice of
these tools was natural since the context in which the text was phenomenologically
encountered was a religious one, that is, the Bhagavadgita was first khown to
Europeans as a sacred text of the Hindu religion. Once the text had been presented in
English in these terms, the way was open for comparative religious studies of the type
demonstrated by Olivelle (1964), who analyses the idea of God in the Bhagavadgiti
according to its compatibility with orthodox Christian doctrines of God’s unity,
omnipotence, omniscience and so on. To perform such analysis from a Christian
viewpoint is to have an attitude to the text that may not be helptul, for the analyst may
find it hard not to pass a value judgement, consciously or subconsciously, upon the text
as worthy or not of being held sacred. If the text is to be judged as worthy of being held
sacred, a judgement which might be encouraged by an anti-colonialist or anti~orientalist
intention, then particular exegetical strategies may be required in order to square the text
with the orthodox Christian view. Such strategies are of the same type as those used &
square biblical texts with the orthodox view, and those used in medieval India to square

ancient texts with views vying for orthodoxy.

Thus the Bhagavadgnd was presented in English in Christian theological terms,

and articles duly followed discussing whether the text is theistic or pantheistic (Urquhart
1914), whether or not it establishes a firm foundation for religious wors‘hip (Jordens
1964} and for ethical behaviour (Lipner 1997), and whether the spiritual path it
describes is primarily one of works, devotion or knowledge.” The tendency to value the
text has certainly increased since Furopean missionaries first came across it, but, as
Eder says (1988:27), ‘much of the change of opinion regarding the Bhagavadgitd had
httle to do with gaining a better understanding of the Bhagavadgitd, involving instead
externalist influences in the intellectual community to which the Bhagavadgitd was a
scrutinised guest. Much of the western scholarly effort appears as an attempt to properly
seat the Bhagavadgitii at the table of religious / scriptural studies’. Eder also says (p. 25)
that “at present, scholars have made only meagre beginnings towards a critical analysis
of the Bhagavadgiti’, and urges that the text be studied “within its original cultural

moment’ (p. 25). He calls for *a critical study of the text which does not begin by

? Sarma 1962:121, Zaehner 1969:24-36, de Smet 1975:28 and J. L. Brockington 1981:59 stress the
primacy of bhakti, although Sarma leans towards the view of Minor 1980, who sees works, devotion
and knowledge as mutually reinforeing aspecis of a single path. Radhakrishnan 1948:59 and Zimmer
1951:405 see devotion and knowledge as appropriate for different types of people, but in so deing
imply a value judgement against practitioners of the former. Whereas Zimmer sees bhaktivoga and

JjRanayoga as subdivisions of karmayoga, Sankara thinks that jianayoga should eventually lead to the
renunciation of karman (see above, 2.1).
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- assuming the religious importance of the Bhagavadgita due to its theological content’
(p. 41). This thesis hopes to be just such a study, and to be so by placing theology

within the context of a ‘sensitivity for the rthetorical qualities of the dialogue’ (p. 32).

The paucity of the theological approach is demonstrated by the disagreements in
European scholarship over what the text reveals the ‘nature of the divine’ to be, and
therefore over what its overall (theological) meaning and import is. These
disagreements can be seen as a continuation of the sectarian disagreements of medieval
India, which are paradigmatic of the theological approach. When analysed with a range
of possible exegetic and hermeneutic strategies, the text can be made to have any
number of theological points of view,'? and it may be observed that there is often a
relationship of near identity between the scholar’s personal beliefs and their
interpretation of the text. Monists find it to be a monistic document, theists find it to be
a theistic one, and so on. Asking the question ‘who has made this particular .

interpretation?’ reveals an interesting correlation, and opens up the possibility of

deconstructing interpretations.

Thus many scholars have seemed to approach the text with the assumption that it
contains a more or less unified message or philosophy concerned with the nature of the
divine. Where this is not a clear assumption it is often discernible as a desire on the part
of the intefpretef to have this be so.'' What is the origin of this assumption? Perhaps the
knowledge that the text is sacred. 1t has been suggested above, however, that much of
the text was not originaily held in such a lofty kind of esteem, which may have arisen
only at the time of the compilation of the Bhagavadgita, that is, at the time when the
text was co-opted as part of a social project. The implication is that those texts are
sacred which have been created as sacred as they are being created (or compiled, in the
present case), and that the production and presentation of a sacred text is the by-product
of a social project. Consider, for example, the Bible, the Avesta, the Tipitaka, the Torah,
the Koran and the Bhagavadgita: in each case it is possible to identify some historical
social project with which the production and exact compilation of the text was closely

connected.'? Crucially, none of the social projects which gave birth to these texts in

' A. Sharma 1986:x calls this property of a text multivalency. In the final analysis it may be a property
not of the text but of the way it is analysed.

" gee Williams and McElvaney 1988, which studies the interpretations of Aurebinde and Zachner, and
shows that both saw the Bhagavadgitd primarily as a promulgator of timeless mystical / theological
truths.

" A thorough justification of this point would require a thesis of its own. See Thapar 1961: 144-145 for
Buddhism, Thompson 2000 for Judaism, Burckhard: 1949 for Christianity. Interestingly, the social
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 their sacred form have quite been abandoned: the sacredness of the text guarantees the
life of the project, since the text was created as sacred for the project. But this certainly
does not mean that the social project and the sacredness of the text provide an adequate
background for the understanding of the text: the Mahdbharata may have been formed
by adjusting and compiling existing texts, whose prehistory is vital in their
interpretation. Likewise with the other texts that have been mentioned. Those who make
the assumption of theological unity (or even coherence) in the text are liable to

underestimate the diverse origins of the text itself.

We have seen how, since medieval times, interpretations of the Bhagavadgita
have been produced in service to several different traditions, all of them foreign to that
of the text itself. This foreignness is best explained in terms of the non-theological
nature of the text. Although the text clearly talks about different ideas of the Absolute,
this does not yet amount to a theological issue. Perhaps only with Ramanuja did the
Bhagavadgitd’s concerns begin to be interpreted as theological ones: this then became
the starting point for European interpretat-ions with their theological bias. Such a bias is
particularly appfiéable because we have, in the text, a man who 1s God, and speaking as
such: as soon as the notion of avatdra appears, theology beckons, but nonetheless the
soteriology of the attainment of moksa, of becoming brahman and not being reborn,
operated successfully in many non-theistic contexts in the Upanisads and, under
different terminology, in Buddhism and Jainism. When the theomorphisation of human
beings became linked with this soteriology, it was natural for texts to take the viewpoint
given at 12:1-7, describing an anthropomorphised Absolute as more accessible to
human imagination and thus suggesting theism as a soteriological tool. Following this
anthropomorphisation we then have the attainment of moksa portrayed as a gift of love

from God, and so on and so forth.

The notion of a personalised Absolute was put to use in explaining the workings
of karmic retribution. As Bronkhorst has shown (1999, 2000:49-53), the notion of an
omniscient and omnipotent God could explain the otherwise obscure question of how
karmic continuity was ensured. The Bhagavadgita uses the idea of Krsna for this
purpose at 9:22, 27-28 and at 16:19, but elsewhere in the text the continuity of karman

1s presented as a self-operative law. Bronkhorst elegantly shows that the problem of

projects here described all seek culturaily to unify fissiparous groups: if the existence of sacred texts is
said to indicate the presence of religion, then the aspect of religion here invoked is contained within the
institutional mechanisms of political centralisation. More will be said about the Mahabhdarata’s social
proiect below, 2.3.
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karmic continuity led to two different types of solutions: the theistic type outlined here,
which, as he points out (1999:16), reduces the problem to one of God’s psychology, and
the idealistic type, such as that embraced by Buddhism, where the results of past deeds
exist only in the realm of mental events and have no external reality."” He thus traces the
origins of Indian idealism and Indian theism to attempts to explain the unquestioned
operation of karman. The Samkhya school rejected both of these types of solution: it
maintained a realistic outlook and was of the opinion that the theistic solution was no
solution at all (Bronkhorst 2000:62). It is thus clear that ideological commitment to a
samsara | moksa worldview with unquestioned karmic continuity predated any
philosophical or theological innovations in its defence. The Samkhya school, and most
of the mentions of karmic retribution in the Bhagavadgita, preserve the original,
unproblematised attitude to the workings of karman, as natural and not in need of any
further explanation. Whether the perceived problems with karmic continuity were
actually responsible for the introduction of theism, as Bronkhorst suggests in the case &f
the Vaisesika school of philosophy, or whether theism arose for other reasons and was
co-opted into the karmic debate, it can be argued that theism is adventitious to Indian
thought. The foundation of Indian soteriology is the operation of karman and the
possibility of escaping {rom its purview, and if Indian soteriology is to be examined
from the perspective of a Judaco-Christian éuiture whose soteriological foundation is
theism, then it is perhaps understandable, though certainly undesirable, that the
theological elements in Indian thought should be concentrated on in the way they have

been by European commentators.

2.3. The debate about the composition of the Mahabhdaraia

The theological approach also underestimates the situatedness of the Bhagavadeita in
the Mahabhdrata, and its narrative status as a response to a question of human action. Tt
is important to try to understand at the outset what genre of text is being dealt with, and

to see the Bhagavadgitd in its textual context, the Mahabharata,' as well as in its

¥ See Dhammapada 1:1-2:Dhammas are preceded by mind, ruled by mind, made up of mind. If one
speaks or acts with polluted mind, duhkha follows, like the wheel the ox's foot... If one speaks or acts
with pure mind, sukha follows like a never departing shadow?,

" Van Buitenen 1981 takes this ine when he calis his translation ‘the Bhagavedgita in the Mahdabharare’,
and translates the whole of the Mahdbhdrata's ‘Book of the Bhagavadgiid, half as long again as the
‘official’ Bhagavadgiid, as well as the beginning of the following *Book of the slaying of Bhisma’.
This does not really give much literary context for the Bhagavadgitd: the bare minimum in this regard
would seem to be the entire Mahabhdrata, which is disturbingly large and has no adequate complete
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historical context. Whatever place it may have come to assume in the religious

consciousness of India and of the human race in general, it is presented first and
foremost as an episode in a story, a story which may have pre-existed the social project
that made it sacred. In order that this be fully understood, a digression follows

concerning the different natures of Indian texts.

The Vedas are sruti. Their syllables are sacred and cosmically effective in a
mysterious way. They were heard (s7uti) by rsis at the beginning of time, since when
they have been passed down verbatim by families of brdhmanas, who officiate at rituals
using them, in a tradition unbroken to the present day. In the Hindu tradition, the Vedas
are ahistoric: their only context is the cosmos as a whole. Their preservation and ritual
use does not in any way depend on anyone ‘knowing what they mean’ (in the sense that
one knows fromage means ‘cheese’ by also knowing what cheese is). Some of the
speculations of the Brahmanas might indeed suggest to the critical reader that the Vec%c
Samhitas have been preserved without the parallel preservation of the structures within
which they originally were meaningful. Iﬁ the first place, the hymns were used at the

sacrifice: later they were assumed to be abouf it.

The Mahabharata, along with all other non-Vedic texts, is smrti. It seems to have
originated in a separate oral tradition," which was martial and courtly rather than
priestly, whose gﬁardians were bards, and whose purpose was entertainment and
edification. The context of this oral tradition is historical and social. In this tradition
texts were not passed down verbatim, but were given individual emphasis and
interpretation by its particular performers depending on the audience and the wider
social and cultural context. Whereas the brahmanas can fulfil their social (i e. ritual)
function without any other contact with society, the bards, in their continual need for
new understandings of their texts appropriate to new audiences, must interpret at every
stage and must therefore be in touch with wider social issues. Thus smrti can contain
material that has been continuously created and reworked for a long time. The need to
provide a contemporary, appropriate version of a tale, coupled with the utmost respect
for tradition (which is a prerequisite of transmission in the first place), often leads to a

tendency for these texts to expand, and to embody contradictions.

English transiation. Hence the tendency to decontextualise.

'3 Hiltebeitel 2001:19 dismisses claims for prior oral Epic, but while this allows him to subject the text to
an analysis in terms of literary theory, he does not properly examine the relation between the Epic’s
writers and existing non-sruti oral traditions. His view will be discussed further anon: in brief, my view
is that Epic and novel are very different genres and thus call for different analytic tools.

36




The Mahdabhdrata, unlike most smrii texts, suggests a tradition of heroic Epic (J.
D. Smith 1980). Although little is known about the social contexts within which this
tradition originally functioned, heroic Epic seems to have been a worldwide
phenomenon, generated and performed in the courts of warrior kings (Sidhanta 1929).
In the Indian tradition the bards most commonly associated with this genre are the sifas,
who were the offspring of brahmana / ksairiya unions and who also served as royal
charioteers. This dual function points to the occasional need for moral support of the
warrior through his companion’s recitation of heroic deeds of the past. In the
Mahdibhdrata there are several examples of formulaic speeches to strengthen the resolve
of dithering warriors, either immediately before battle or whilst trying to work out
whether military action is appropriate in the first place.'® Many of these speeches have
elements in common with the Bhagavadgiid, most notably the appeal to ksafriyadharma
and the ignominy that will result from cowardice: some have phrases and whole pddas
in common, showing that this sub-genre was well used enough to have developed its

own formulae.!’

Of course the satas were not the only group in ancient India apart from the
brahmanas who carefully preserved oral texts.'® The Mahabharata contains material
from diverse textual sources. Some of these (manuals of kingly behav%our, elc.) were
clearly courtly, but there 1s evidence of folk tradition as well as of philosophical and
gnostic traditions.'® Many wandering ascetics drop in to dispense their wisdom to the

heroes, in forms which suggest that such wisdom texts were preserved artefacts.

1t is extremely important, when studying smrti, to appreciate what happens to it

' Some examples are given here. 2.14-15: Bhima, Krsna and Arjuna strengthen Yudhisthira's resolve to
fight Jarasamdha. 3.28-36: Draupadi and Bhima attempt to spur Yudhisthira to prematurely challenge
the Kauravas. 4.36, 41: Arjuna attempts to strengthen Uttara's resolve 1o fight the Kauravas. 5.3-4:
Sétyaki and Drupada urge Yudhisthira to retake the kingdom. 5.130-134: Kuntf urges Yudhisthira to
fight, repeating the speech which Vidurd made to her son Samjaya urging him to continue milifary
action (Samjaya here is a different Samjaya to the one who narrates the battle, and the Blugavadeitd, to
the blind Dhrtaristra).

7 Oral Epics rely very much on the use of formulae: see Lord 1960, Finnegan 1977, J. L. Brockington
2000:98-125, 339-352,

" Hazra 1955 suggests that the asvamedha ritual originally included daily recitations by brahmana lute
players, but that these performers fell out with their patrons and became more freelance, intermarrying
with other praise-singers to form the class of siffas, thus bringing together two different oral traditions,
one of brahmana and one of ksatriva origin.

¥ The cosmological and cosmogonical speculations in the Bhagavadgitd, the Upanisads and the later
books of the Vedic Samhitas bear witness to a tradition of texts recording competitions of compositions
about certain mysteries. See Huizinga 1949:127-132ff, who thinks that Rgveda 10.129:6ab (‘who truly
knows, who will here declare, whence and how this creation was born?") throws down the gauntiet for
a riddle-solving contest. The variety of views then recorded would confound any unitive interpretation.
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" when writing comes into widespread use: thematic conservatism may all at once be
replaced by verbatim conservatism. This transition from orality to literacy is well
described by Ong (1967: see also J. L. Brockington 1999a). Whereas oral traditions
could accommodate several different types of text, maintained in different ways, there is
no literary equivalent of the bardic interpretive tradition. Once a bardic text is written
down, it is frozen at that stage, and is liable to be treated as if the exact wording and
presentation of its themes are of paramount importance. Any subsequent development
will not be in the context of performance but will occur only by deliberately adding,
subtracting or modifying verses. It is therefore necessary to visualise as closely as
possible the circumstances in which the text came to be exactly how it is, that is, the
hows and whys of its compilation, writing down, and authoritative status. Without such
visualisation, ‘understanding’ the text is an empty idea. There may have been several
editing stages since it was put into writing. There were certainly many editing stages
before that point. In an important sense, every single bardic performance was itself a™
stage in the development and expansion of the text. The Mahabhdrata views itself as an

object expanding through time, referring to itself at three stages of this process.”’

Lord (1953) has drawn attention to the process of transforming a bard’s tale into
written form. The situation and audience of an individual performance will constrain the
bard’s rendition of his tale, encouraging him to gloss over certain scctiéns and to
expand others. When the bard must now perform for a scribe, who will note down
everything he says and preserve it for any and all imaginary future audiences, his
natural skill of catering for the audience will encourage him to pour forth all his
different versions of a tale combined as one, and to record an extended and fully
developed super-tale, the whole library of narrative elements of which any live
performance of the tale would be a small, spontancously compiled selection. If the
dictating bard is one who has experience of performing for a large variety of audiences,
and who therefore can explain a tale in very different ways, then his written tale may be
expected to present any narrative event in many different ways at once. Such ‘oral
dictated texts’ may then embody contradictions, which cannot be blamed on the bard,
since to any specific audience he would have presented a shorter and more coherent

tale, but which a later editor of the text will have difficulty removing.”' Lord’s points

¥ See Mahibhirata 1.1:55-64. Three editors (or presenters) are named by the text. Many scholars have
made much of this division: see Sukthankar 1936. This will be discussed further below.

* The existence of muitiple audiences might lead a bard to introduce inconsistencies in oral performance
through conflation of performances previously given in differing contexis, quite aside from the
question of dictating for a scribe. Dumézil 1970:125 says that inconsistencies are ‘frequent in Epic
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" here are of great interest to the present literary-historical study, since the Bhagavadgiid
probably began as part of an oral text, became written, is inconveniéntly long (certainly

for its narrative situation}, and is philosophically diffuse (Iyengar 1926).

At the end of the historical process of expansion of the text, Krsna emerges as the
supreme God. It is likely that once Krsna-worship was a fact amongst the
Mahdbharata’s audience, any subsequent editors would have paid particular attention to
the Bhagavadgitd, where words could be placed in the mouth of God himself at the
most critical moment of the story. Any pressing disputes or issues in society at large

could have been resolved by editors resolving them here, in the words of this character.

1f the process of the text’s creation is envisaged along these lines, good reasons
can be adduced for not expecting it to present a single, unified view. Such an
expectation would be based on a mistaken idea of how the text came into being. As A.
Sharma (1986:ix-xxx) has shown, the text is multivalent. This being the case, great care
is needed in deciding what kinds of questions are to be asked of the text, for if questions
are asked that were not being asked by its authors and editors, and that in all probability
would not have made much sense to them, then easy answers are unlikely to be

forthcoming.

The methodology being suggested here seeks to hypothesise a date at which the
text was fixed, and only explain the text using considerations that can reasonably be
placed at or before this date. There are various problems involved with this approach
which should be mentioned at this stage. Firstly, the text was fixed only this century,
with the production of the critical edition of the Makabhdrata (Sukthankar, Belvalkar,
Vaidya ef al. 1933-1972). The critical edition seeks to remove the discrepancies that
have arisen as a result of the widespread dissemination of written Mahabhdratas
throughout India and .the establishment of different written textual traditions, each
adjusting and developing the text in the comparatively recent past according to local
interests. The implication is that there were two phases in the development of the
Mahdbhdrata: one in which the text became a written and relatively stable
Mahdbhdarata, and the other in which the dissemination of this written text led to
differing manuseript traditions. Now, the present study is only interested in the first of
these phases, and therefore it is extremely fortuitous not only that a critical edition

exists, but that it has been so well received that van Buitenen can claim (1978:151) that

narratives, which prove[s] that the poets sought to make use of a variant, precious from other points of
view, of what they had already recited’.
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" “the text of the critical edition takes us back to a text of about the sixth.century A.D.,

fluid no doubt but, considering its size, of remarkable consistency’. It is precisely
because these two different phases of development oceurred for different reasons and in
different ways, and are separated by the widespread writing-down of smrii texts, that

their differentiation was both possible and desirable, and the critical edition achieves

exactly that differentiation. The rationale behind the production of the critical edition is

therefore comimensurate with the historical approach, and the present study will
uncritically use the critical edition as if it were what it purports to be, a sixth-century
text. Such a policy 1s now followed by most Mahabharata scholars, with the happy
consequence that everyone is able to refer to the same text. An unavoidable problem
here is that any errors in the critical edition will be compounded in this study.” Further,
the critical edition may give a misleading idea of what the text is, by presenting it as one

definitive text, when in fact this is precisely what it has never quite been.

k.
A second problem with the historical approach is that, having hypothesised a date

at which the text was fixed, that is, a final editing date, and having thus suggested that
every development before this time could have impacted on any part of the text, it is
nonetheless inevitable that some sections of text attained the form in which they appear
in the critical edition before others. As the Mahdbharata grew, editors Would leave
more and more of it in the form in which they received it. This naturally raises questions
concerning the relative antiquity of different passages and s§lokas. The prehistory of the
text is malleable: by constructing plausible chronologies, a variety of different pictures
can be imagined of its social background and of the editorial agendas which produced it.
Of course this is not a problem in that it offers the fascinating possibility of sketchily
reconstructing a long and otherwise murky period in Indian history, and of correlating
that reconstruction with a detailed diachronic analysis of a text thought to have been
developing throughout that period. The problem arises because it is difficult to establish
a detailed and precise enough rationale for assigning text passages to different layers of

the Mahdbhdarata’s construction. In most cases a sloka will simply not contain enough

* Van Buitenen 1978:152: *Some are interested in the text as one of the few world Epics, others in the
restructuring of Vedic society, still others in population movements, the early history of Krsnaism, the
sources of Saivism, the beginnings of Indian philosophy, efc. For them the sixth-century text as the
sarliest one recoverable is an invaluable source of information, and its homogenisation with fater
Purznic text is completely detrimental to, if not destructive of, what little evidence is left’. In conirast,
those more interested in the mythological content of the Mahdbhdrata than the history of its ideas
(Biardeau is the most salient example) have less to gain from the critical edition, since even recent
textual variants are of value to them.

* There undoubtedly are such errors: see I. L. Brockington 2000:195-217 for a critique of the Ramdyana
critical edition.

40




evidence to suggest its precise antiquity, except if that evidence is magnified or
distorted by preconceived and as-yet-unproven images of what the historical
background might have been. It is also difficult to agree on what kinds of linguistic
features constitute evidence for dating a passage to a particular period: there is evidence
of deliberate archaism in some Sanskrit literature (van Buitenen 1966), and philological
studies of the text have been increasingly weighed down by a confidence-sapping

methodological in-fighting.

The sheer variety of apparently plausible views of the text’s construction
constitutes the greatest drawback of the so-called analytic approach to the composition
of the Mahdabhdrata, based as this is upon the idea that the text took shape over a period
perhaps exceeding 1500 years (Johnson 1998:xii). This approach was widely taken,
with certain important exceptions, by German scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, and in the English-language tradition is best exemplified by Hopkins (190%).
Despite numerous disagreements at almost every stage of proceedings, the analytic
approach is still very much with us, and this thesis will find it impossible to make sense
of the Bhagavadgiid except by hypothesising, on philesophical grounds, that different

sections and ideas were introduced at different stages.

1t is clear that if an attempt is to be made to divide and order the fragments
making up the text, then it must be accompanied by a detailed (and preferably also
independently corroborated) account, not only of the socio-historical situations from
which those fragments arose, but also of the socio-historical situation in which thosé
particular fragments and not others were incorporated into the text. This last condition is
fulfilled particularly well by considering the possible socio-political motivations of the

text’s later editors.

The identification of different historical text layers has often been resisted, for
several reasons. It has been questioned whether the text is uneven enough to demand a
theory of interpolations in the first place; what, in the absence of the possibility of its
verification, the status of any particular theory of interpolations might be; and whether
or not certain scholars are really engaging with the text as a bona fide literary product,
rather than just casually using it to bolster a pet historical reconstruction. This last
question is particularly incisive when it is considered how much a scholar’s personal
ideology might privilege certain types of historical reconstruction. Van Held
{1935:176), reacting against the analytic approach, declared that ‘the discriminating

between a number of different elements in the construction of the Epic must be devoid
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of all sense unless the student gets to know how it was that the various elements thus
discriminated could have been brought together and united so as to constitute such a
uniform whole’. Of course the text is a *uniform whole’ in some ways and not in others,
but, all things considered, Held’s claim is a sound one. Tt is exactly this historical
process of bringing elements together that this thesis will attempt to outline. The
modern interpreter has at his or her fingertips the fruits of more research on the socio-
historical background of the text than ever before, and so the hows and whys of
different layers of text coexisting in the Mahabhdarata will be better explained today

than when Held was writing.

M. C. Smith (1972, 1992} has advanced the thesis that those passages of the
Mahdbhdrata composed in the irregular (‘Vedic’) tristubh metre (about 2000 verses out
of 400,000) constitute the ancient ksatriva core of the text upon which the remainder is
a brihmanical commentatorial aggregation. Whilst changes in metre may quite
naturally suggest a passage from one layer of text to another,”* Smith’s assumption that
all passages in a certain metre are in fact .one layer, laid out in order with no sections
missing, is simplistic. The historical implications she draws are accordingly
idiosyncratic: many of the sections she thinks of as ancient (for example the Yayiti
story of 1.82-88, the Agtavakra story of 3.132-134, and Samjaya’s peace mission of
5.22-32) are deemed by other analysts to be comparatively recent. Nonetheless the idea
that the Epic began as a ksafriva text and was gradually appropriated by brdhmanas has

been extremely popular.”

Despite the preponderance of the analytic approach, Hiltebeitel (1999, 2001) has
recently suggested that the Epics were “wriften by brahmanas over a much shorter
period than is usually advanced’ (1999:155), and that, rather than having grown up over
a long period, ‘their composition is done from a standpoint that reflects back over a long
period’ (p. 156). He thus implicitly locates himself in fhe synthetic tradition begun with
Dahlmann, and, in his defence, cites Alles (1989), Alter’s work on Biblical narrative
(1981), and Biardeau. Hiltebeitel’s objection to the analytical approach would seem to
be twotold: firstly, that the postulation of different text layers unnecessarily complicates
the question of composition, and secondly, that this complication is in some way due to

‘colonialist and ‘comparative religions’ historiography and apologetics’ (p. 155), or, 1In

* Analysis of compositional layers on the basis of metre is continued by Sthnen-Thieme 1999.

* See Shende 1943, and J. L. Brockington 1998:155: “the process of transformation seems in the case of
both Epics to be linked with passing from the hands of their traditionai reciters, the siitas and kusilavas,
into those of the brdhmanas as the guardians of all traditional leaming’.
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the words of Alles (1989:223), ‘a nineteenth-century European bias against the

intellectual capabilities of an ancient poet’.

Hiltebeitel is overstating the case here. In the first instance the cue for the
analytical approach is given by the text itself, which refers to the existence of three
different stages of expansion of the text as it is transmitted from Vyisa to
Vaisampayana, from VaiSampayana to Ugrasravas, and from Ugrasravas, with addition
of material learned from his father about the lineage of the Bhrgus, to Saunaka and the
assembled sages in the Naimisa forest. Thus parcelling out the composition of the text
amongst a number of personalities, the text itself may be said to be complicit in the
“bias against the intellectual capabilities of an ancient poet’. Hiltebeitel says (p. 158)
that ‘the notion that Vyasa and VaiSampayana produced prior recensions of the 0

Mahdabhdarata is a fancy of several scholars’, but it is first and foremost a fancy not of

scholars but of the text. Hiltebeitel is of course at liberty to disbelieve the text’s story gf
its own origins, but such a policy is at least as ‘colonialist” as the one he is criticising.
Having satd that, he makes the very good points that the names Bhdrata and
Mahdbhdrata are usually used interchangeably by the text, and thus do not refer to
different stages of expansion, and that Vyisa’s 24,000-verse Bhdraia without subtales
(mentioned at Mahdbhdraia 1.1:61) may just as well be a digest, subsequent to the full
Mahdbhdrata, as an earlier stage of its evolution. It is easy to imagine demand for such
a digest, In the {inal analysis there is very little difference between a Mahabhdrata
which was continuously edited and expanded over a long period, and one that was
conceived and created over a much shorter one, drawing on whatever textual traditions
then existed. The people creating the Mahabhdrata in Hiltebeitel's scenario have clearly
drawn on existing textual traditions, whose worldviews are still visible and occasioﬂally
at odds with each other and / or with the authorial committee. Either process could have
produced the text we have, whether this be deemed to be hopelessly disorganised and

confused, or magnificent in its structural and thematic unity.

I would suggest that it is possible to combine Hiltebeitel’s approach and the
analytic approach. Hiltebeitel admits (2001) that the text has more than one author, but
he does not fully explore the implications of authoring-by-committee for the finished
text. While he correctly points out (p. 164) that ‘the composers are not averse to rough
joins, repetitions and reiterations, multiple and deepening causalities,
overdeterminations, and intriguing contradictions’, these features, recognition of which

lies behind the idea of a fengthy compositional period, are precisely what one would
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expect from multiple authorship no matter what time period separates the authorial
layers. Rather then being aspects of the overall design of the text, it seems better to see
such irregularities as an unavoidable correlate of multiple authorship, which would
proceed by way of successive authors, cach with their own expertise and textual aims,
editing and adding to the work-in-progress passed amongst them. Hiltebeitel’s scenario,
therefore, cannot disallow the analytical approach of separating what an author has
added from Whﬂt was received. All he can do is insist, when a scholar claims that
section x is older than section y, that the age difference may be days, weeks, months or
years rather than hundreds of years. This is nonetheless a valid and valuable point, and
is to be borne in mind whilst reading the rest of this thesis. Where I identify one section
of text as later than another, calling it an interpolation, it may not be much later at all,

but nonetheless such identification is necessary in order to understand the philosophical

development of the text.”®

a,
Hiltebeitel says in the conclusion of his article (1999:166) that ‘one of the chief

objects of the Mahabharata is... to instruct kings and other ksafriyas in how to curb
endless cycles of violence, particularly as such cycles affect and implicate bréahmanas’.
Here he touches on an issue that is germane to our investigation of the socio-political
milieu within which the text was produced. Hiltebeitel’s account bids us envisage the
pertod prior to the AMahabharata as featuring the following events: the brahmana koz‘_f'
Candabhargava narrowly fails to engineer the massacre of the snake people;*’
brahmana Rama massacres the ksatriyas, a clear violation of varnadharma
(Mahabharata 3.115-117, Goldman 1977:93-112); and the Kauravas® expansionist
policy results in a war of unparalleled devastation due to the involvement of several
characters whose behaviour violates varnadharma.” The text thus tries to ensure
political and social stability through insisting that varnadharma be maintained. Who
stands to gain from this? The editors of the text. As brahmanas, they want to preserve
the reputation of their varna, and, as the text bears out, they have developed a strategy

for dominance, or at least survival, by non-military means, through the innovation of the

** It is notable that Hiltebeitel does not have much to say about philosophy. Were he to, 1 expect he would
have to explain some ‘“infriguing contradictions’ in terms of the authors’ different philosophies and uses
of philoscphy.

* Minkowski 1991:397: ‘embedding the Epic in an apocalyptic rite that only some survive prefigures the
theme of the Epic as a whole: the passing of an age, the eradication of a race, the survival of a few’. See
also Kosambi 1964,

* See Hiltebeitel 1976:244-286 for an account of the four Kaurava sendpatis in terms of varpasamkara /
paradharma. See aiso Bhagavadgitd 335, Karve 1974:121-137, Johnson 1998: Advatthamam, one of
the main protagonists of the massacre at night, is, like his father Drona, a brahmana who does not
behave like one.

44

T T e




karmayoga, with which Vedic ritual orthodoxy may be preserved despite the fashion for
ritual renunciation (chapter three), through the widening of brahmanical involvement in
non-Vedic ritual practises {chapter four), and through the exploitation of tribal reiigious

systems to ensure popular validation of their status (chapter six).”

The sheer breadth and diversity of the material that the Mah&"bhd‘r&ia incorporates
and / or appropriates suggests that at the time of its compilation, many diverse and
traditional cultures were being integrated into a wider polity. This integration is
variously referred to as brahmanisation (which includes Sanskritisation) and as the
orthodox synthesis (J. L. Brockington 1991). According to Kosambi (1962, 1964) this
process can be correlated with the development of new agricultural technologies in the

area where the Bhéarata peoples were settled:

‘the prime historical and social context of the document can only be change {in a comparatively
restricted locality between the Punjab and the Ganges) from food-gathering to food-production;

the redaction of the Epic merely reflects the change. This adaptation of myths and culis (into
amphictyonies worshipping common gods) eventually became a normal process for peaceful
assimilation of food-gathering tribal aborigines into a wider, plough-using synoikism with caste

and class division’ (Kosambi 1964:36),

We can see the text’s social project as part of a bid for power by certain groups in a new
and as-yet-unstable historical situation. The most instructive scholar in this regard is
Fitzgerald (1983, 1991). In an article which suggests that the Mahabhdarata was
deliberately presented as the fifth Veda,™ appealing, in contrast to the other four but in
common with Buddhism, to the soteriological hopes even of women and Siidras, he says
(1991:154) that ‘neither the creation of this text nor the effort to promulgate it could
have been casual, and 1 suspect both were undertaken by some royal house for
important symbolic or propagandistic purposes’.®' In an earlier article (1983}, Fitzgerald
highlights the text’s loathing for the divisiveness of ksatriya values and the instability
and bloodshed that results from them. He argues that the text illustrates the necessity for

social transformation from tribal rivalry to a multicultural state. This conclusion is in

* See Sullivan 1990:112: ‘in the Mahabharata, an effort is being made to define the proper rofe of the
brahmana in Hindu society... the Vedic paradigm... was being modified by the addition of other
practices to the brdimana’s repertoire, namely tapas (including yoga) and religious devotion (bhaktiy’ .

** The text claims that it exhausts all that is worth knowing, and that mere acoustic exposure to it is
soteriologically potent,

*! The success of the Mahdbhdarata's power-bid was extraordinary. The Mahdbhdrata as a living tradition
remains constitutive of a certain inclusive Indian polity, and the authority of drdhmanas and the Vedic
tradition, both endorsed by the Mahdbhdrata, are enduring cultural forms in almost all parts of India. i
is interesting to wonder what other power-bids there may have been af the same time, unsuccessful
ones, whose text-bearers were silenced. It is also important to note, in comnection with Fitzgerald’s
suggestion of ‘some royal house’, that the Mahabhirata, rather than legitimising a certain dynasty,
legitimises a certain type of society and a certain type of rulership, thus allowing brakmanical
ideclogical centralisation fo undetlie a diversely administered polity.
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line with that implied by Hiltebeitel’s article discussed above, and [ believe that it is the
single most important development in the history of Mahabhdrata scholarship. It allows
the text to be notched into a more general socio-historical framework, described in |
detail by Thapar (1984), which can be further illustrated by similar developments in
other places. Diamond (1998a:265-292) shows that many developments of the kind that
we view in the Mahabharata, such as the appearance of religious (as opposed to ritual)
ideology, are direct results of population growth.* This ties in well with the

technological and agricultural revolution identified by Kosambi.

This thesis, then, will have to explain how the Bhagavadgitd’s philosophy of
asakta karman fitted into the Mahabhdrata’s overall social project. Any flaws in this
philosophy are likely to be due, at least in part, to the process of fitting such a

philosophy into such a social project.

2.4. The quest for the ‘origmal’ Bhagavadgita

One interpolationist debate which must be avoided is that as to whether the
Bhagavadgiid is an integral or an adventitious part of the Mahabharata. Having
ascertained that the Mahabhdarata is an edited synthesis drawing on various textual
traditions, this judgement then extends by implication to the Bhagavadgiid unless it 1s
independently established that the Bhagavadgita is all of a piece. In fact the
Bhagavadgita, like the Mahabhdrata, features a range of literary styles. J. L. 7
Brockington (1998:269) says that there are

‘two views that are in practice tenable about the Bhagavadgiia: either it is an integral part of the
Mahdabhirata and directed pragmatically to Arjuna’s situation, or it is a later insertion (which
inchudes the possibility of a later expansion of a brief original} developing a philesophically and
theologically significant message from its Mahdbhdrata context’.

This assessment presents a false dichotomy. These views are compatible and both are
indispensable. It is not clear what the phrase ‘an integral part of the Mahabhdarata’ can
mean here: if ‘Mahdabhdarata® simply refers to the text we have, and any previous,
smaller edition does not merit the name, then all parts of it are integral; if, on the other
hand, *Mahdbhérata’ refers to a textual tradition in which a text is growing and

developing, then this indeed is a strange use of the word, since there may be any number

2 At 1.189 the Mahdbhdrata mentions human population expansion as a problem for the devas. This
expansion is put down to Yama’s being busy with a protracted ritual, and by implication # is connected
to the reincarnation of the five Indras as the Pandava brothers and thus to the bloodshed at Kuruksetra,
See Hiltebeitel 2001:119-120.
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* of similarities or differences between the expanding text and the Mahabhdrata as we

have it,

Following the pioneering work of Hopkins (1901) in dissecting 'the-t‘Mahdbhdmm
into different layers of accretion, the analytic approach has naturally been applied to the
Bhagavadgitd, its most famous episode. Otto (1939), Khair (1969), and Jezic (1979,
1986) seem, amongst others,™ to be gradually making more and more plausible and
detailed suggestions about which sections of the Bhagavadgita might have been
interpolated, and why. Khair, for example, initially trying to come to terms with
inconsistencies of terminology, manages, by compiling and analysing tables of the
occurrence of different grammatical, conceptual and ideclogical forms, to isolate three
points of view in the text, and to justify and date them by comparing them with other,
non-Epic, textual evidence. Jezic, while recognising that Khair’s three-author
conclusion is too simplistic, correctly acknowledges (1986:629) that ‘Khair’s
identification of the bhaksi layer and its role as the synthesising layer is the most ®
important achievement of the textual criticism of the Bhagavadgua’ . This tallies well
with Deshpande’s assessment (1991:347): “...it seems most likely that there was a
version of the Mahabhédrata which did not contain a notion of Krsna as a divinity... a
reflection of this state of the Bhagavadgiia is seen in the Anugitd, which purports to
summarise the Bhagavadgiid, and yet does not contain references to Kfsga as a
divinity’ M

The primary indicator which Khair uses to pick out the later verses is Krsna’'s
referring to God using the first person. Khair’s claim (1969:31) that ‘after the exclusion
of the first person verses from the first hexad, the section stands out as a complete unit
with a logical argument concerning the philosophy of yoga’ is then extremely
interesting, although according to Jezic’s subtler philology even this section can be
further subdivided. The concentration on the first six chapters is shared by Karve
(1974:180): ‘Krsna’s teaching is contained in the first six chapters of the Bhagavadgtia.

Even in these chapters, about half of it is later addition’.

In view of the sketch that has been given of the Mahdabharata’s creation, it seems

inappropriate to speak of an ‘original Bhagavadgita’ , as Otto, Khair and others have

** See 1. L. Brockington 1998:267-271 for the best recent summary of analytical work on the
Bhagavadgita.

* See Hopkins 1901:397-398: the Epic’s growth is here split into five chronological stages, Krsna’s
divinity being placed in the third stage (200 BCE-200 CE).

47

s e = -




done, as if there was once a complete and pristine text which became sullied by
vandalising editors with ulterior motives. In fact the quest for the ‘original
Bhagavadgitd® is probably symptomatic of ulterior motives: the supposition that any |
particular pre-critical edition of the text was stable for long is quite simply unjustifiable,
and the outcome of making it is the imaginative corroboration of a certain scheme of
Indian history. 1t is perfectly reasonable to suggest that the text may have changed
through time, but to privilege certain sections of it as “original” is odd: what would be
meant by this? That they are older, certainly, but why does this matter? Being older
does not make them any more authentic, nor does it make them any more in keeping
with the rest of the Mahabharara, much of which must also be considered as
interpolation on this view. There may be some desire to unearth a Bhagavadgitd which
can stand on its own, so to speak, as a self-contained and self-consistent entity. But the
Bhagavadgita is part of the Mahabharata: there is no reason for it to stand on its own,
despite its later reputation in Hinduism. The macro-text is at liberty to pursue its therfies
and interests within the micro-text even when these do not seem germane to Arjuna’s
situation: furthermore, many who have made this judgement (that much of what Krsna
says it at odds with Arjuna’s immediate problem) will only be aware of certain aspects
of Arjuna’s situation, the whole of which is only given (textually) by the whole of the

macro-text.

Mahadevan remarks (1952:104-107) that “the enchanting quest for the original
Gita owes its inspiration... to the apparently heterogeneous nature of S1i Krsnpa’s
teaching... How can one and the same author be responsible for such incompatible
doctrines?’. He delivers a stinging critique of the scholarly peeling-off of supposedly
interpolated layers: ‘as to which doctrine was the earlier one and which doctrine or
doctrines were interpolated, the critics differ amongst themselves, prompted by their
own inclinations... no objective evidence, however, has been offered by the critics to
show why they consider certain verses to be interpolated ones... unless clear and
unmistakable evidences are forthcoming, there is no justification for regérding any verse
of the Gt as an interpolation’. This critique resembles Hiltebeitel’s critique, discussed

above, of the analytic tradition of Mahdabhdrata scholarship.

The text has been subject to continuous self-interpretation in light of the wider
context which surrounded it. This is true, because even if we were to say that “the text’
did not exist except by being written by a single person (de Smet 1975), such a person

writing such a text cannot be imagined without also imagining a range of pre-existing
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textual traditions, some of which we know from other ancient Indian sources, some of
which we do not, which he or she may have drawn upon in composing-and writing it.
The result is an extremely rich and varied text. The ideological variety within the text is,
I think, the root of the inability of commentators to agree on its meaning: it is greater
than that of most scholars. Accepting this, the text must be approached in the knowledge
that the researcher’s own ideological bias may obstruct the understanding of some
sections of it, and that this is a warning against speculating about the meaning of the
text as a whole, for, whatever this may be, it is hard for anyone but the hypothetical
Gitakara to understand fully. However, the ideological range of the text also means that,
whatever the reasearcher’s ideological bias, good sense will surely be made of some of
it.

The purpose of this thesis is to examine, philosophically, the idea of asakta
karman in the Bhagavadgita. We are therefore immediately set apart from the
Mahdabhdrata as a whole; the macro-text is context to the study. This context, which is
found as soon as one begins to ask serious qﬁestions of the text, may or may not be part
of the reason why the Bhagavadgitd s such a religiously famous text that one might ask
what its supposedly amazing philosophy of action is. In a way, though, to ask about the
Bhagavadgitd in terms of philosophy of action is already to take into account the
philosophies of action illustrated by the characters and events of the _macr‘o-text: ifa
translation of the Bhagavadgita were presented in isolation, one unversed in surviving
ancient Indian texts would be slightly nonplussed by the first chapter, but thereafter
could fully indulge any theological or religious imagination they might have. But if the
macro-text (and, by process of implication, ifs context/s) is taken into account, it gets
harder and harder (whatever the synthetists might think, this is the longest known poem)
to sustain the image of a single author, and the quest for a meaningful, consistent
philosophy of action begins to seem silly.*® Nonetheless this thesis will continue the
quest, because there is no other way for me and it to do it. That this is true 15 not
necessarily any of my business: ancient India is some time ago, and all who speak can
only make their own sense, and only in terms of what is being given to them, at the
time, to speak with. [ think, as will be shown in the following chapters, that what is
currently being given to me to speak with offers such insights as to be able to derive a

bizarre philosophy of action from the text, which, although Krsna overstates the case for

** Given the magnitude of the task in hand for the author, one could be forgiving if one small section of
the text did not, by its own internal logic as externally imposed by an arbitrary future other, quite add

up.
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its aVailabiIity to any human being at all, nonetheless makes perfect sense according to
many current branches of knowledge. This philosophy may only emerge through
highlighting some of the previously suggested meanings of Sanskrit words {(e.g. bhakti)
at the expense of others, sometimes in what might scem an obtuse manner given the
history of interpretations. This selective highlighting occurs in any field with a history.
But because the history of interpretations must be put down, at some level, to what is
there to be interpreted (in this case certain ancient Indian texts), as well as to who is
interpreting, the selection of texts available for interpretation is of primary importance.
If we imagine many non-surviving texts, then the acknowledgement that the vagaries of
selection are unknown to us, which must be made a priori if we are to be honest with
ourselves, tends to collapse our confidence in unreflectively following the tradition of

interpretations.

Within the parameters of this thesis, based as it is upon a methodology of placing
text as an artefact of the past, the identification of different layers of textis a fruitfu?%
possibility for advancing understanding of the Bhagavadgita. Deshpande’s view quoted
above (‘that there was a version of the Mahdbhdrata which did not contain a notion of
Krsna as a divinity’) has been particularly useful. It is not just the philological route that
leads to this viewpoint: different text layers have been suggested according to
philosophical inconsistencies, which, given the situation and the enorrﬁity of editing or
creating the Mahabhdarata, may have been the hardest type of inconsistencies to
eliminate. As the above discussions have shown, the analytic approach is a dangerous
business, for there are so many historical schemes of Bhagavadgita growth imaginable,
and often very little of substance to tip the scales in favour of any particular one.
Although there remain a variety of ancient Indian texts with which to compare the
Bhagavadgitd, few of them can be dated. Also, because historical reconstruction is so
heavily reliant on a certain kind of textual evidence, the kind that has survived, the |
importance of what is known is liable to be exaggerated: historical reconstruction of a
certain period is conditioned at source by the accidents that may have béfaﬂen texts due
to the agendas of the periods intervening between then and now. According to
Heesterman (1957:5), Vedic texts ‘enable us to see the world through the eyes of the
Vedic Indian himself, for, though mostly the work of ritualists, they represent a reliable
cross-section of the trends of religious thought of that time, otherwise they could not
have met with so wide a response in the development of Indian thought’. This is naive
and teleological optimism: to say that only representative texts survive is a guess, and

almost certainly a bad one. That texts are still surviving shows only that they have
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survived.”® A guess of this type is likely to be similarly wrong in the case of non-Vedic
texts. The Mahdabharata editors would only have represented whatever cross-section of
‘contempcrary religious thought served their purposes, not ours. Evern the thought that
some proto-Bhdrata may have chronicled historical events (the war and its causes)’ is
not immune to my methodology, which sees the production of texts as socio-politically
situated within a context of other texts, many of them presumably now lost, with respect
to which new texts positioned themselves (Bailey 1999). The existence of a historical
chronicle cannot be explained merely by the events chronicled having occurred, for
many events occur without ever being chronicled: explanation demands the more
realistic addition (or alternative) that someone thought they had something to gain from
that chronicle, or something to lose in its absence. There is an increasing tendency to
see text in the context of social and ideological activity: feminist literary theory has
highlighted the political nature of textual traditions (Belsey 1985, Spender 1989, Spivak
1985), as have studies of the ideological power available to printers in the wake of ™
technological breakthroughs (Saenger and van Kampen 1999, McQuiston 1997:134-
135), together with studies of the effects of certain types of literacy (e.g. English
literacy in colonial India, Basu 1978). In light of the insights of these approaches, it is
possible to counter some of the force of Mahadevan’s critique of the analytic tradition.
Although we may argue forever about what constitutes ‘objective’, ‘clear and
unmistakable’ evidence, there is now a reluctance amongst scholars to precisely identify
textual strata unless it is perceived as absolutely necessary for the task in hand, and |
therefore there is a greater likelihood that suggestions of interpolation that are made are

not just made because of personal bias.

If the existing texts from the ancient world are not representative, this can help to
explain the variety of odd things that have been claimed to have been the case with
ancient humans, There are vast lacunae in our knowledge of distant times; the gaps must
either be accepted and constantly recognised, which is difficult, or filled out by the
imagination, with the concomitant danger that a mixture of current ideologies is forcing
the interpretation. Unfortunately those accounts which come closest to achieving the
difficult acceptance of the gaps tend to be rather unsatisfactory: it is better to read any

story than no story at all. The biggest problem with ancient historical anthropology at

3¢ Questions have been raised about the sense of “fittest’ in the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’: no non-
tautological sense can be made without an appeal to teleology.

" Those who view the war as a historical event have spent more time arguing about its date than
defending their methodology. See Triveda 1941, Roy 1976, Agarwala 1979, Atyer 1987.
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the current time is that the territory is littered with hundreds of carefully imagined
utopias.”® The stakes are high, and those playing the game do not all observe the same

laws,

2.5. Mythological interpretations of the Mahabharata.

The Mahdbhdrata introduces a lofty level of understanding of the story of the Pandavas
and Kauravas by introducing the main characters as partial incarnations of various gods
(Kantawala 1990), and by presenting their earthly activities as merely the visible aspects
of a cosmic competition in which the devas eventually defeat the asuras.” This cosmic
competition is only the most important of many celestial events which the text adduces
as explanation for the behaviours of its human (or semi-human) characters.”” Although
such a textual strategy is very much of interest to any study of the Makidbhdrata as a
whole, this study is of the Bhagavadgitd, within which these mythical framings are n?t
mentioned. Arjuna’s existential situation just before the great battle stands apart from
the text’s mythic self-deconstruction, and so does Krsna’s response to it. Although it
would be perfectly easy for Krsna to explain the necessity of Arjuna’s fighting in terms
of the deva / asura conflict, he does not do so: his speech is ad hominem, and adheres
quite closely to the stated and presumed interests of Arjuna himself. The reader or
hearer of the Mahabhdrata may well be led, by way of the text’s mythic frame, to
interpret the central events of the narrative, and the experiences and sufferings of the-
characters who play them out, in terms of tragedy: the characters are compelied, by
forces beyond their understanding (often involving connections with past lives, or by
reproduction of patterns in parents’ lives), to behave in the ways they do, and this is in
many ways the primary philosophy of the Mahdabharata as of many other Epics (J. D.
Smith 1989). But as far as Artjuna is concerned, this specific mythic frame ts unknown,
and the fact that he will inevitably fight despite himself (18:59-61) is presented by
Krsna as an absolute. In the Bhagavadgitd the explanation for Arjuna’s behaviour is

given not by some mythical meta-story, but by the fact that inevitability-despite-oneself

¥ The word is here used in its literal sense, Lo mean ‘no place” rather than ‘the best imaginable place’.

¥ Mahabhdrata 1.58. See van Buitenen 1973:xix-xxi. Van Buitenen is critical of the literary effects of
this embedded layer of interpretation: ‘once such inept mythification is introduced, persons and events
intended thus to be made more significant become less so” (p. xx).

¥ wan Buitenen 1973:xxi: ‘Arjuna and Krsna (the ‘White’ and the ‘Black’) are meaningfully said to be
the ancient hero pair of Nara and Nardyana, who, it would appear, are old champions of a rhapsodic
tradition drawn into the Mahdbhdraid'.
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simply is the case with creatures: Krsna Almighty, through svabhdva, s the definitive
determinative cause of all action. In this way the Bhagavadgita can be seen as far more
fatalistic than the Mahdabhdrata: the mythical frame which the macro-fext provides
might seem to suggest that the human characters described in its narrative are the only
ones who are to be seen as compelled by celestial forces. The kalavada determinism,
which Vassilkov (1999) identifies as a very old ingredient of the Mahdabharata’s textual
tradition, is developed in two ways by the Mahdbharata: it is turned into tragedy by
concentrating on specific events and explaining them in terms of a mythical meta-story,
and it is anthropomorphised by the identification of Krsna as kdla (11:32a).*' Both of
these developments have been seen as relatively late.” Further, philosophical problems
can be raised with regard to both of them. In the first case, the events of the mythical
meta-story are strangely exempt from the kind of deconstruction they perform upon the
events of the central narrative, In the second case, the acceptance of the kdlavida in the
anthropomorphic form of Krsna goes hand in hand with the possibility of paying *
homage to him, accepting the kalavada, and thus effecting sukha and moksa: the
Bhagavadgita repeatedly urges Arjuna, and by extension all human beings, to fulfil their
svabhdva and, further, to become bhakias of Krsna, but according to that same kdlavida
this second thing is not within their power to purposefully do or not do,* as it can be

imagined to conflict with svabhdva in many cases (see below, chapter five).

Mythological interpretations of the Mahabharata can go far beyond the text’s
own commentary on the events it portrays. Within scholarly discourse, comparison with
other Indo-FEuropean mythologies has led to a tendency to view the text as presenting an
Indian instantiation of common mythological concerns. While the eschatolo gical thrust
of the deva / asura frame story, that is, the idea that through the war the earth is |
liberated from oppression,™ is clearly visible in the Mahabharata and alluded to by the
Bhagavadgiti (11:26-34), some of the Indo-European symbolisms that have been traced

in the text are not part of the text’s self-understanding. For example, an Indo-European

1At 11:33¢ Krsna says that Arjuna’s opponents have been previously killed (nihatdh pirvam) by Krsna,
but Vassilkov 1999:23 observes that ‘outside the Gitd the motif of the ‘previousty killed” occurs only in
connection with kala’.

** Van Buitenen sees the mythical context as a later transformation of an existing narrative. J. L.
Brockington 1998:137 regards the chapter on the partial incarnations (1.61) as ‘relatively late’.
Vassillcov 1995, however, sees the divine origin of heroes as a characteristic of archaic Epic. On the
lateness of Krsna's divinity, see above, 2.4,

* If it is possible to be a Krsna-hhakia unknowingly, then perhaps all folk are always Krsna-bhaktas.

* Johnson 1998:xxx: “according to Georges Dumézil... the Epic crisis is essentially the transposition of
an Indo-European eschatological myth to do with the events that accompany a threatened end of the
world, or at least the end of a world age, followed by a rebirth, or the beginning of the next age’.
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social ideology of the three functions, ‘administration of the sacred, physical force, and
abundance and fecundity” (Dumézil 1970:ix), is apparently a templadte for the Pandava
family, Yudhisthira representing the first, Bhima and Arjuna the second, and Nakula,
Sahadeva and Draupadi the third function, though the text is unaware of this.
Comparative study of mythologies has much to offer to our understanding of the
Mahdabharata as a whole, but, by seeing Epic as a conduit for structures and forms
which overarch many geographically and chronologically separate cultures, it may tend
to overlook the historically situated nature of much of the Epic’s contents. In studying
the critical edition of the text, we are studying a particular text, not a textual tradition:
this particular text bears witness to certain pdlitical realities as well as containing locally
available contemporary knowledge in science, cosmology, philosophy, soteriology and
other matters. This thesis focuses on Arjuna’s narrative situation and the text’s extended
response to it, informed as this is by those contemporary kﬁowiedges. As far as asakta
karman 1s concerned, the Indo-FEuropean heritage of the Mahabharata’s textual tradition
and the results of comparative mythological research are of note principally insofar as
they give a baélcground for the Bhagavadgita’s fatalism / determinism. Vassilkov,
having linked Indian Epic kd@lavada with themes in Sumerian, Akkadian, Greek, Iranian,

Egyptian, Babylonian and Biblical texts, goes on to say (1999:27) that

‘all these texts express the feeling of acute pessimism characteristic of the time that was marked by
the disintegration of the harmonious mythological worldview, the consciousness of the tragic side
of life and by the lack of any hope to find a way out of the desperate sifuation humaine, for the
epoch was merely the first stage or a prelude to the so-called Achsenzeir, and the ways to salvation
to be later discovered by the soteriological religions were as yet unknown’.

It may well be that this “acute pessimism’ was brought on by the breakdown of tribal
integrity due to population expansion, and that soteriological religions have offered the
most historically persistent antidote to it. Whatever the case, the Bhagavadgitd’s
methodology of action presents kdlavada in a radically reoriented, situation-gpecific
form: the theoretical inechanics of activity are explained in the proto-scientific and
philosophical terminology of the Samkhya tradition, and the predetermined nature of all
events is given a positive evaluation by the recognition of Krsna as the origin of all and

by the possibility of salvation through knowledge of him.

Interpretations of the text on the basis of its macro-compositional structure must
also be categorised here as mythological interpretations. Whilst some ancient texts have
yielded easily to structural analysis on the basis of thematic or syllabic parallelism,
alternation or modelling (Douglas 1993, Schwartz 1998, Yates 1992), and whilst some

Bhagavadgira scholars have used analytical schemes which take the chapter divisions
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‘and exact presentation of the text very seriously (Prem 1951, C. Chapple's introduction ]
to Sargeant 1984, de Nicolds 1976a), | cannot find any textual patterns which would
obviously inform an analysis of Krsna’s philosophy, apart from the suggestion given,
through the number eighteen being the number of chapters in the Bhagavadgitd as well 2
as the number of books in the Mahabhirata, that the Bhagavadgita is the central scene

and Krsna’s philosophy the central message of the whole Mahdabhdrata. %
i

2.6. Modern philosophy and modern science

We have already discussed some probiéms arising when the Bhagavadgiid is studied
from the perspective of European theology. The situation is not much different with
European philosophy: again, the text is distorted into a foreign conceptual straitjacket
which will judge it according to how well it fits. The preoccupations of European =
philosophy have been determined by the cultural and political success of the Graeco-
Roman civilisations, particularly as such success was facilitated by monotheistic

religious ideology. In India, perhaps because slavery was not so prevalent, the idea of

freedom did not become the existential, social and political talisman that it is in Europe E
and America. The judgement which responsibility anticipates (to feel responsible is to E

sit in judgement upon oneself, but this can only be grounded by appealing to an external g{

judgement, for example that of God) is final in the Abrahamic traditions: in India, with |
reincarnation, judgement only lasts a lifetime, and the salvation game is played over a
very long timespan. This enables Indian thinking to approach the idea of the freedom of

the will in a more nuanced manner.

There is much overlap between the subjects treated in modern philosophy and in
the Bhagavadgitd. As far as the philosophy of action is concerned, there is a
longstanding discourse on freedom of the will, determinism, and the nature of action
(Dennett 1984, McFee 2000, Danto 1973, A. R. White 1970), informed in recent years
by neurophysiological discoveries. However, since the deterministic worldview of |
Newtonian mechanics® was supplemented by a non-ontological, probabilistic treatment

of quantum mechanical systems, interrogation of the philosophical respectability of the

¥ Laplace 1952:4: 'Given for one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by which
pature is animated and the respective situation of the beings who compose it —-an intelligence
sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis— it would embrace in the same formuia the movements
of the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the lightest atom; for it, nothing would be uncertain
and thé future, as the past, would be present to its eyes'.
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freedom of the will has been rare. This is unfortunate, as it results in philosophers
appropriating and reifying the common-sense notions of freedom and choice, which are
very much bound up with the judgemental ideology of the social, legal (see below, 5.2),
political and religious establishment. Such appropriation is philosophically decadent, for
now freedom and choice may be said to constitute the primary European metaphysic, no
matter how incongruously they sit alongside recent scientific understandings of
creaturely behaviour. 'This situation is contingent insofar as it depends on the current
state of neurophysiological knowledge, but necessary insofar as we suffer an enforced
agnosticism of quantum systems, which constitutes a permanent impediment to our
understanding what is involved in making and acting out decisions. Given the extent of
social investment in the idea of free will, it was perhaps inevitable, once this
impediment to understanding was discovered, that scientists would take the opportunity
to transform agnosticism into instrumentalism and move away from the ontological

realism which had grounded the disturbing Newtonian determinism. *

Despite the apparent opposition of free will and determinism, and the history of
their mutual antipathy, philosophers have claimed that they are compatible: Mackay
(1967:38) says that ‘it is not people, but brains, that may, or may not, be machines: it is
not brains, but people, that choose’. Ayer (1963:235-268) makes the same point by
differentiating between causes (for brains and other objects) and reasons‘ (for people).
Freedom and determinism both function as descriptions, convenient from certain points
of view, of what happens when a wave-packet of possibilities, conceptualised in
retrospect as probabilities, collapses into a single event. If we ask which of the two
descriptions is the closer match of what is actually happening, we might told that ‘what
is actually happening’ is an occult entity, out of the reach of human access and
description, and so the idea of descriptions matching it is absurd: all that can be known
is which descriptions are useful for what kinds of purposes. In this sense, a human
individual can be seen as a quantum state: although social, environmental and genetic
forces may lead us to expect, on the basis of inductive statistical laws, certain types of
behaviour from a person described and categorised in certain ways {e.g. we can know,
by recording what happens, that x percent of persons who are categorised as p will end
up doing something like ¢), nonetheless no individual can be constrained by the law of
averages, only described in terms of it, and the actual reasons for behaviour are
inaccessible even to the individual concerned, who, although in a sense the owner of the
experience of acting, can only give accounts of it, to themselves or anyone else, by

using the ideas in contemporary discourse. In the face of the inaccessibility of decision
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and action, European philosophy of action has continued to exploit the utility of certain
types of description, using inductive statistical laws to great effect in governmental and
institutional planning, and using the idea of individual free will to great effect within its
moral, legal, economic and religious structures. This exploitation has occurred without
the acknowledgement that any view of the mechanism whereby a person does this rather

than that, the supposed kernel of the discourse, has been lost.

Notwithstanding this general critique of European philosophy of action, there are
still unfashionable voices (e.g. Honderich 1993) prepared to weather the accusations of
the ‘moral majority’ and take determinism seriously in the light of modern science. It
appears that when this is done from a philosophical \}iewpoint, rather than one of
popular science or rhetorical morality, determinism can be made the basis of an attitude
of beatific and active acceptance of one’s lot, similar in tone to that described in the
Bhagavadgnia. This may, however, just be a question of emphasis: elsewhere in the
Mahabhdrata the knowledge that everything is destined fosters feelings of gloomy h

resignation and impotence. This matter will be discussed further in chapter five below.

Recent sociobiological writings, following Dawkins (1976), have moved towards
a genetic way of understanding animal and human action and its causes. This approach
takes a Darwinian perspective and sees species as evolving successful genetic
continuities. The individual is deconstructed from such a perspective: tendencies,
instincts, impulses and predispositions can be understood as reactions to new
circumstances according to the rules and parameters given by a precise genetic makeup
whose positive selection the individual is proof of. Insofar as the gene chain continues
and the species survives, this is because the new circumstances which each successive
generation comes into contact with change, on the whole, slowly enough to be in some
way tracked by genetic makeup, which itself changes according to permutations through
sexual mixing and ‘random’ mutation. Since the behaviour of the individual body is
constrained by the genes which coded for the proteins which build it, and since these
genes are precisely those which have led to bodies which successfully reproduce, there
are questions concerning how the individual brain’s conscious cogitations and mental
habits might relate to the behaviour of its body. The long timescale of the genetic
context is radically at odds with the lifespan of an individual body: conscious
cogitations could therefore be theorised as no more than a synaptic by-product, useful
for linguistic and social purposes, of the mechanism by which the individual serves its

genes. There is an inevitable mismatch between the account that an isolated individual
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might give of its behaviour, and that which we might give from a genetic determinist
perspective if we could identify and historically track the genes making up the
individual.

This deconstruction of the individual, into a wider constitutive context within
which alone its mentality may be properly grounded, is similar to that performed by the
Bhagavadgita. Though it does not pursue an explicitly genetic-evolutionary framework,
the text is highly aware of genetic continuity: ancient Indian texts show a preoccupation
with sustaining the ancestors in yonder world through ritual activity in this world, and
with having male offspring who can then ensure future sustenance. Also, the idea that
the tendencies, instincts, impulses and predispositions of the individual are explainable
only in terms of a long and naturally obscure history of similar individuals, of whom the
current individual is the presently manifest token, bears similarities to the idea of karmic
continuity linking long chains of lives. Karmic continuity is not linked to generatio%ai
tribal continuity.*® In some ways this is a weakness in the idea: since it cannot then be
crystallised in sperm and egg, karmic colntinuity evokes notions of a mysterious subtle
body which must transport pure but precise potentialities unseen from place to place. On
the other hand, the ensuing openness in one’s future and past incarnation means that the
imagination of extravagantly good or bad rebirth or prebirth can play an extremely
useful part in the construction of enduring social ethics. In the Bhagaﬁadgftc‘z the
deconstruction of the individual is effected diachronically by the idea of dehin
repeatedly taking on bodies. But the individual is also deconstructed synchronically, its
behaviour explainable in human terms as svadharma in an orderly functioning cosmos,
and in more technical terms as the operation of the gunas through the senses and the
various mental faculties of the prakrtic body. The use of prakrti as the ultimate
ontological origin of all events and activities, the only true agent, is characteristic of the
text’s deconstruction of action.”’” The modern biological deconstruction must similarly
raise question as to the true agent of activity: in some ways, genes are acting by means

1348

of individuals, but the ontological status of genes is problematical,”™ and in other ways

% Hence the diverse origins of svabhiva: on the one hand svabhiva is determined by varna, that is,
genetically, but on the other hand it is determined by karmarn from previous lives in other varnas,
species and lokas.

*" The technical deconstruction of the individual into the bodily and mental faculties is in many ways
similar to Buddhist analysis of the ‘self’ into the five shkandhas: see Hamilton 1996, 8. Collins 1982,
Conze 1962:107-116. Buddhism, however, had no use for the concept of prakrti: it dodged the issue of
ontology and persisted with a phenomenological, practical and positivistic approach.

"8 A gene is an information complex. But what is the current status of genomes whose species became
extinct thousands of vears ago, but which may or may not be discovered and decoded and even re-
bodied by future scientists?
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the presence of the precise situation in which the action takes place is the agent of a

specific action, that situation acting by means of the potencies and creatures attendant
within itself. Science does not in general concern itself with such philosophical or
ontological concerns. Nonetheless it runs into problems when using the concept of
agency in impersonal contexts: it is all too easy for genetic determinists to
anthropomorphise genes or genetic continuities, just as it is for the Bhagavadgita to
anthropomofphise prakrti as an aspect of Krsna. Since we are accustomed to thinking of
our activities as teleologically connected to our individual cognitive processes, it is hard
to re-frame them except through teleologically focusing on some wider agent. Modern
biological thinking can therefore be closely allied with the philosophical moves made
by the Bhagavadgita, and will be introduced and discussed in more detail in the

following chapters as they study those moves in detail.

The question of teleology presents a similar problem in science as in (theological)
,
philosophy:

‘Anatomical structures and instinets that promote survival and reproductive success tend to
become established (genetically programmed) by natural selection. But the need to make wordy
statements such as these arises very often in any discussion of evolutionary biology. Hence
biologists routinely resert to anthropomorphic language to condense such statements —for example,
they say that an animal [species] 'chooses' to do something or pursues a ceriain strategy. This
shorthand vocabulary should not be misconstrued as implying that animals [{ e. animal species,
genetic continuities] make conscious calculations' (Diamond 1998b:24-25).

Drees (1994:214) notes that *biological evolution should be explained without reference
to an overall purpose, even though individual organisms do have purposes, if described
at a level which allows for such a concept’. The misunderstanding has been fuelled by
the title of The selfish gene (Dawkins 1976): when we move beyénd the narrow
understanding of actions as determined by a person"s mental state while acting, we must
abjure all teleological explanation. Teleology is a feature (and, Krsna would say, an
illusion) only of the conventions of description of such mental states: outside this
sphere, causality has to be presented some other way. This is extremely difficult,
though, because human activities and their associated mental states are the main focus
of our ordinary attentions. It is difficult, for example, to conceive of the causal link
between environmental degradation and environmental disaster without invoking the
idea of nature taking revenge upon us: our ideas of what constitutes “degradation’ and

‘disaster’ are in any case anthropocentric, or at the very least biocentric.

Cosmology and cosmogony are major concerns of modern physics as they are of

the Bhagavadgita. Comparisons between pre-‘big bang’ singularities as envisaged by
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Hawking (1988: see also Penrose 1989, Barrow 1994:37-53) and the night of brakman’
of 8:17-19 are not particularly edifying,” but the idea of a multitude of inherently
separated universes is nonétheless a point in common, as imagined in many ways by
modern physicists: as many universes each traceable to a Hawking-Penrose singularity;
as many sub-universes within an inflationary macro-universe (Guth 1997); or as the
many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics (see below). Another point in
common is ihe similarity between the gradual but inexorable increase in entropy
(disorder) within a persisting universe, envisaged according to the third law of
thermodynamics, and the gradual decrease of dharma as the universe passes through the
four yugas. Although this dharmic decrease by yuga is not explicitly expounded in the
Bhagavadgita, and although the four-yuga cycle occurs a multitude of times in a day of

brahman,”! the idea of in-built decay has modern resonance.

Debate over the interpretation of quantum mechanics is particularly relevant to the
subject of this thesis.”” Quantum mechanics has led to the decline of the mechanistié%
view of a closed, causally coherent, ‘clockwork® universe, which was suggested by
Newtonian mechanics. The remainder of this chapter will argue that such a decline is
unwarranted. A brief resumé of the problems of quantum mechanics will be followed by
comments relating the issues raised to the current study. The resulting ontological

realism is a methodological assumption for the Bhagavadgitd as well as for this thess.

Farlier this century it was found that, when we try to study very small systems,
such as a single electron travelling through space, there are limits on the extent to which
we can obtain a detailed picture of what is going on. At this miéroscopic level,
parameters such as velocity, acceleration and position, which were assumed to be
properties of objects waiting, as it were, to be ascertained, cannot be simultaneously
known. This seems to be because our interrogation of the system disrupts it: the act of
measurement causes a change in what is there to be measured, and thus there is a critical

limit to the accuracy of simultancous measurements of position and momentum. This

* The Bhagavadgitd does not here stipulate whether brahman is masculine or neuter, Translators have
tended to opt uncritically for Brahma, in conformity with the unambiguous but androceniric
Manusmyti.

" The chronological succession of universes in the Indian model is mocked by Einsteinian relativism
whereby time outside the universe is a nonsense. Hawking 1988 uses this to disallow the question of
what happened or existed 'before the universe began’.

U Mahéabhirata 3.186:17-23 describes one day of brahman as 1000 four-yuge cycles. Manusmyii 1:71-72
agrees with this scheme, though Dutt’s ranslation obscures this.

52 This debate is summarised in many publications, See for example Polkinghorne 1984,
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limit is quantified as Planck’s constant, and is expressed by Heisenberg’s uncertainty
principle. The limit to the accuracy of determinate measurement does not mean that we
cannot know or predict the behaviour of quantum systems, but it does mean that such
knowledge and prediction can only be made by averaging out the tendencies of these
systems and describing them by means of statistical laws. Thus, for example, we cannot
know when a certain radioactive isotope is going to decay and emit a quantum of
radiation, or what physical laws might govern the precise timing of such an emission,
but instead we can say that, for a particular isotope, it will take, on average, a certain
length of time (the half-life of the isotope) for half of the atoms in the sample to emit
radiation. Such statistical methods are also used in other fields: although it may be
impossible to determine in advance whether or not a certain person will vote
Conservative, it 1s nonetheless possible to predict upper and lower limits for the

expected overall Conservative vote, >

%,
The debate concerns the interpretation of the limits set upon human measurement.

What can we say about the unmeastrable aspects of the system? Does it make sense to
continue to think of a single electron as possessing determinate values of both position
and momentum even though such values cannot be simultaneously known? Or does
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle indicate that our conventional causal notions of
physics are simply inapplicable to the quantum world? Three main poiﬁts of view have
emerged in response to these questions. The one most widely held by physicists is
known as the Copenhagen inferpretation and was championed by Bohr. On this view,
we must accept a fundamental agnosticism with regard to what might lie behind
observable quantum phenomena: having reached the limits of usefulness of our
concepts, we must abandon them and attempt no further descriptions.”” Statistical laws
take into account the limited usefulness of concepts: when we ask “what is the
probability, if I ask this electron what its momentum 1s, that I will go away with the
value m?’, we do not imply that the electron has a momentum, we are just saying that if
we ask it a certain question we are likely to get a certain type of answer. In this way

statistical laws imply no ontological commitment, and the Copenhagen interpretation is

** Einstein thought that, since quantum mechanics stops at statistical laws, it constitutes an incomplete
view of the world. Zakav 1979:93: 'Einstein’s complaint was that quantum theory doesn’t fully explain
things because it deais with group behaviour and not with individual events’.

* There is a gap here for the entry of ‘non-scientific’ causes at the quantum level: Polkinghorne 1986:71-
72 discusses and dismisses the claims that God or “us’ are causes of ‘uncaused’ quantum events.
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an instrumentalist one, concerned only with saving appearances.®

Bohm has objected to this anti-realist stance which he sees as .contfary to the
general als.sumptions of scientific practice (Bohm and Hiley 1995).% He has insisted that
the behaviours we observe, such as the apparently random individual emissions of a
radioactive isotope, must be governed by a set of causal laws whose operation we
cannot inspect. Such a move is in line with the strategy we would adopt in most other
fields. This so-called ‘hidden variables” interpretation is necessarily limited in its scope,
since no apparatus has been devised which could ever disclose the hidden variables to
us, and it consists largely in a critique of the Copenhagen interpretation. Norris
(2000:25-26) has summarised this critique well, and, since the point is so important, he
will be quoted at length:

‘...It is precisely the problem with orthodox quantum mechanics —a problem (that is} for all but its
hard-line advocates— that it deprives such terms [as ‘explain’, “understand’, ‘cemprehend’, and
‘reality’] of any real explanatory content. On this view, we have everything required of an
adequate theory or interpretation when we apply the standard quantum formalisms, obtain a b
probability value as yielded by the Schradinger equation, and then go on to compare the results
with those achieved through empirical observation or measurement. But in that case, so its critics
maintain, the word ‘interpretation’ is itself being redefined in quantum-instrumentalist terms, i.e.
as involving no claim to understand what is really going on beyond the requirements of statistical
warrant, empirical adequacy, or predictive confirmation. This is surely hard to square with the...
evidence of its great ~indeed unequalled- success as a physical theory that has managed not only
to ‘explain’ such a range of classically unexplained phenomena but also to inspire the development
of technologies undreamt of before the advent of quantum mechanics, At the very least there isa
problem in upholding the standard Copenhagen line on this issue while proclaiming —as orthodox
theorists frequently do— the extent to which quantum mechanics has been instrumental in bringing
those advances about. For such claims are ‘instrumentalist’ in a sense wholly opposed to the usual,
somewhat specialised philosophy-of-science usage of the term. That is to say, they involve a
sirong supposition that any theory (or interpretation thereof) that yields scientific or techneological .
progress will do so by providing a better, more adequate grasp of the real-world operative features
-microstructural attributes, causal dispositions, law-governed regularities, erc.~ which malke such
progress possible. In which case clearly there is something awry about a theory (orthodox quarntum
mechanics) that erects the non-availability of any such realist or causal-explanatory account inte a
high point of & priori doctrine’.

A third interpretation, the ‘many worlds’ interpretation (Everett 1957, D. Deutsch
1997, Norris 2000:106-164), shares Bohm’s instinct to maintain an ontology of the
unseen, but, since the unseen could, as far as we know, take many different possible

forms, grants reality to all of them. Thus, when an uninterrogated quantum system is

* Norris 2000:9: “Bohr’s philosophy of science can be seen as a mixture of Kantian and pragmatist
themes, one that confines knowledge to the realm of phenomenal appearances while quantum ‘reality’
is taken as belonging to a nowmenal realm that lies beyond the reach of any concepts we can frame
concerning it, and which thereby justifies the pragmatist equation of truth with what effectively counts
as such for all practical {predictive-observational) purposes’.

* See also Bell, quoted in Bernstein 1991:84: “for me, it is so reasonable to assume that the photons in
those experiments carry with them programs... tefling them how to behave. This is so rational that [
think, when Einstein saw that and the others refused to see it, he was the rational man. The other
people, though history has justified them, were burying their heads in the sand. I feel that Einstein’s
intellectual superiority over Bohr, in this instance, was enormous, a vast gulf between the man whoe saw
clearly what was needed, and the obscurantist’.
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described by a wave-function of probabilities of different states, every state that is
assigned a non-zero probability is deemed to be the case in reality, even though, after
interrogation, only one such state is found to be the case in this reality. This
interpretation leads to the assumption of a very large number of universes, some
differing from each other only slightly. Everything that we imagine we will do but then
don’t do, and everything we wish we had done but didn’t, exists. Rescher (1979)
explores ‘the ontology of the possible’, supposing (p. 168) that ‘unactualised
possibilities... can, in a way, exist —or ‘subsist’ if one prefers— ...as the objects of certain
intellectual processes’. But these are clearly not objects in the way that sticks and stones
are: they are, as Rescher points out, mind-dependent, and so, ‘if the conceptual
resources that come into being with rational minds and their capabilities were abolished,
the realm of supposition and counterfact would be abolished too, and with it the domain
of unrealised, albeit possible, things would also have to vanish’ (p. 172). Rescher
justifies his designating possible things as ‘objects’ by saying that, though they are ™
mind-dependent, they are independent of specific minds. Such ‘objects’ have been
called memes (Dawkins 1976, Blackmore 1999). The ‘many worlds’ interpretation of
quantum mechanics is hampered by the apparent mind-dependency of it’s extra worlds,
which would make them nothing to do with physics, and which, if denied, making them
unabolishable, lends a Platonic air to proceedings. It is a curious interpretation: if it
seems far fetched, and in conflict with Occam’s razor, this may be seen to indicate the

difficulty of the problem.

Our reason for surveying this field concerns the nature of causality. The
Bhagavadgita depicts prakrti as a closed causal scheme which operates by means of the
gunas to exactly determine every event in detail. It does this irrespective of the fact that
no human being can fully penetrate the complexities of the causal networks in question.
There can be no question that the workings of prakrti are causal: prakrti includes
karmic continuity and works by the movements of the gunas with respect to each other
(3:28¢). The gunas, whose activity is denoted by the verb root vrt, represent an attempt
to conceive of the abstract operations of prakrti in causal terms: it is the gunas which
bind the dekin in the body (14:5¢d). On a more specific level, impulses to action are
caused by the operation of emotions caused by interactions between the senses and their

objects (5:9¢d).

Whilst the minute interactions between the gunas and between the senses and

their objects are not open to human investigation, the whole of the text’s philosophy of
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‘action rests upon the assumption that such interactions nonetheless condition behaviour
in exactly the same way as investigable ones would. It is precisely because most such
conditioning interactions are not investigable, that the causal completeness of prakrti,
which could never be experimentally ascertained, is asserted. However, if the text were
to countenance an approach like that of the Copenhagen interpretation, then no such
assertion would be warranted, and the fact that we cannot in principle investigate
interactions would lead to the suggestion that we cannot even assert that there are
interactions. Thus the Bhagavadgitd embraces a view comparable to Bohm’s ‘hidden
variable’ interpretation: events whose causes we cannot know are not thereby uncaused;
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle is anthropocentric, placing limits on epistemology
but not on ontology. In fact, in the Bhagavadgitd it is precisely the point to recognise
the limits of epistemology and 1o base one’s worldview upon an ontology which can
only be known in broad outline. The text’s recipe for the eradication of duhkha consists
of the acknowledgement that human epistemology is extremely limited, but that such™
limiting is arbitrary and should not be made the basis for ontological conclusions. One
ontological conclusion which the text strongly rejects is that of the abiding, acting self.
The text makes it very clear that such a conclusion is based on a normal human
epistemological limit: ahamkara can lead to this false conclusion simply because all
kinds of things are true of the universe but ﬁot humanly investigable. Ontology is linked
to epistemology by nothing but the desire for empirical verification. If this desire is
taken too seriously, then ontologies cannot be proposed except where they track .
epistemology, and we get, in the Bhagavadgitd, the abiding, acting self, which does not
exist but which can easily be extrapolated on the basis of experience, and, in the
Copenhagen interpretation, the refusal to hypothesise any scenario which could possibly

explain experience.

The philosophical fallacy of the Copenhagen interpretation has been aided by
other developments in modern physics. Chaos theory and complexity theory (Gleick
1988) have extended the domain of the unknowable beyond quantum systéms, by
drawing attention to systems which contain such a complex array of causal components
that the eventual outcome can be radically altered by a minute change in any number of
initial parameters. The standard example of this is the “butterfly effect’, in which a
butterfly flapping its. wings is a determining cause of a subsequent hurricane on the
other side of the world: that is to say, if the butterfly had not flapped its wings, all other
things being equal, the hurricane would not have happened. This example illustrates

how finely tuned many systems are, to the extent that such systems have been called
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chaotic, meaning that, even if all initial conditions are known with a maximum of

experimental accuracy,”’ the outcome cannot be predicted.

Practical unpredictability 1s a fact of human life, since we are ordinarily in the
position of not knowing precise initial conditions. But if, as the Copenhagen
interpretation suggests, initial conditions simply are not precise, irrespective of the
contingencies of human attempts to measure them, then this means that, in an extremely
complex system such as the universe, any macroscopic event may be traced to any
number of uninvestigable quantum uncertainties. If causality is in question at the
quantum level, there can be no exhaustive causal explanation of any event whatsoever.
This conclusion is clearly at odds with the prakrtic determinism of the Bhagavadgita:
indeed, it is at odds with any kind of determinism. But again, the problem is caused by
conflating epistemology and ontology. Complexity presents severe limits on the
prediction of outcomes by human beings, but that is all. If we imagine a closed Bohm
universe with hidden variables following causal laws, then, despite complexity, and b
despite the fact that much of what goes on will be unknowable to humans, the universe
is nonetheless algorithmic: the positions and movements of all its particles at any
moment will be exhaustively contained in their past positions and movements, and will
exhaustively contain their future positions and movements, That such a precise
algorithm ts not accessible to human beings is the only reason why an allternative
approach is made using probabilities. The use of statistical probabilities is an outcome
of the limitations of human knowledge: it has nothing to do with an indeterministic

universe.

*7 The accuracy of measurements will always be finite.
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Chapter three: Karmabandha

In the Bhagavadeitd, asakia karman, action without attachment, is said to ensure that
one acts without being bound by action. The bond of action (karmabandha) is a notion
common to most ancient Indian thought. In terms of the predominant Indian soteriology,
karmabandha 1s a residue of action whose consequence, if outstanding at the time of
death, is a rebirth by which and in which that leftover karmabandha may be exhausted.
In this rebirth, however, old karmabandha may fail to be exhausted, and new
karmabandha may be accrued which will tend to cause a further rebirth, and so on. At
some stage, if no karmabandha is outstanding at death, no rebirth will follow. This
eventuality is variously named in different traditions: it is nirvana or parinirvana in
Buddhism, kaivalya in Jainism, moksa in Hinduism. T shall use moksa as a generic term

for this eventuality, since the soteriology is broadly the same in each case. "

Jainism is acknowledged to predate, at least in some form, Buddhism and
Hinduism. Krsna’s conviction, shared by the Buddha, that action may be engaged in
without the accumulation of karmabandha, seems to have been an innovation, Before
this innovation, the safest way to ensure moksa was to remain immobile. Nonetheless,
despite this innovation, the soteriologicalkframework of the effects of karmabandha

remains similar in all three Indian religious traditions.

This chapter describes in detail the problem, or problems, which ancient hearers
of the text would think Arjuna to be faced with if he kills his relatives and gurus, This
problem, or these problems, are to be averted, according to Krsna, by the performance
of asakta karman, and must therefore be thoroughly understood in order to situate our
main topic. The first section of the chapter explores the Indian soteriology of repeated
rebirths ending in moksa from samsara, in which context the result of Arjuna’s deed
would be to severely delay ‘his’ arrival at this end. An attempt is made to expound this
soteriology as fully as possible, but, in doing so, many impenetrable philosophical
problems are encountered, and the discussion is forced to try to account for them. [
show that one of the main building blocks of the soteriology is the philosophy of dehin,
the ‘one-in-the-body’, an inactive witness which 1s presupposed whenever there 1s
consciousness of anything, and that the soteriology can be explained as a
philosophically illegitimate biographisation of dehin. If the career of the dehin is
modelled on the career of a person, then moksa is hypothesised as a post-mortem,

analogue of peace of mind.
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The second section of the chapter continues the attempt to account for the
soteriology with its philosophical problems, bringing in demographic and social factors
to aid explanation. The social utility of the idea of rebirth according to merit is '
highlighted, and situated in the context of population expansion following from
technological innovation. I suggest that the idea of moksa served as an intellectual
justification for social delinquency which was widespread as a result of the disruption of
many existiﬁg communities. The theory of asakta karman was a counter to this
intellectual justification, as it maintained that even ethically dubious activity is no
barrier to spiritual progress if undertaken with correct understanding and a detached

attitude.

The third section scrutinises Arjuna’s speeches at the outset of the text, to find out
what he thinks the problem with killing his relatives and gurus is. Arjuna is primarily
concerned with two things: his own future mental state, and the integrity of his kin-
group, epitomised by ritual offerings to the ancestors. He does not mention the "
soteriology described above. I argue that his concerns predate it, and explore those
concerns as representative of a kin-group ideology which may have existed with minor
variations in many kin-groups which had previously been relatively isolated. The
material in this section is central to the whole thesis: the historical context for the 1dea
of asakta karman is to be found in the passage from the ideology of 'the‘kinmgroup to the
ideology of a diverse and extended society. The final section of the chapter takes up
Arjuna’s concern with his own mental state, his fear of the responsibility for the
downfall of his kin-group. I argue that Krsna’s theory of asakta karman was textually in
place, to allay fears of post-war trauma, before the soteriology of moksa was developed,
and that the text was then reworked such that karmabandha retarding spiritual progress
would appear as the paradigmatic trauma obviated by asakta karman. I take up once
more the idea that moksa 1s modelled on peace of mind, and show that the text
successfully combines these two goals but leaves a gulf between the goal of moksa /
peace of mind and those eventualities (prosperity, worldly success) which might be

thought to presage peace of mind, a point reiterated below, 4.2,

3.1. Paradoxes of the moksa soteriology

The Bhagavadgita makes much of what has been called the moksa context of

karmabandha, in which the bond caused by action is equated with the tendency of death

67




to be followed by rebirth. Moksa, which is what happens when there is no residual
karmabandha and hence no rebirth, can only be conceived as a state if it is the state of
some disembodied or nonembodied entity. In the text, moksa is certainly conceived asa
state, and an entity, dehin or Saririn, is said to connect successive lives (2:13, 18). But
what is the connection between the entity that exists in the state of moksa and the entity
that connects successive lives? Is it the same entity? An awareness within the text of the
moksa contéxt, with its negative attitude to repeated rebirth caused by karmabandha, is
shown at 2:43, 4:9, 5:17, 6:41-45, 8:6, 15, 21-28, 9:3, 20-21, 13:21, 14:14-15, 15:1-9,
and 16:5, 19. Moksa is mentioned under many different descriptions.” When we
investigate the text to find out what exactly it is that, if death occurs without residual
karmabandha, *goes to the eternal brahman® (4.31), or “attains the peace that lies in me
(Krsna), beyond nirvana’ (6.15), we find, strangely, that it is the same thing that has
died, the person. Despite the obvious difference between a living person and a

disembodied one, both are denoted by the same simple pronoun, sah. =

The context of rebirth in the text is characterised by the use of the verb root lip
and the noun kalmasa, both meaning, approximately, ‘stain’. Lip, occurring in verses
4:14,5:7, 10, 13:31-32 and 18:17, is what karman tends to do. In all these references the
verb is negated, as Krsna’s method of acting without accumulating karmabandha is
being followed. What it is that is not being stained varies: at 4:14 it is Krsna, at 5:7 and
10 it is an acting person (at 5:10 the stain is explicitly one of pdpa), at 13:31-32 it is
dtman / paramdiman (which apparently cannot be stained), and at 18:17 it is an acting
person’s buddhi. Kalmasa occurs at 4:30, 5:17, 25, and 6:27, 28. Tt also is negated in
every case, and, though not explicitly linked to actibn, it is always a person who has
cleansed themselves of it. At 4:30 kalmasa has been removed by yajfia, at 5:17 by
JHdna.

The visual imagery of these concepts is striking, and is redolent of Jain theories of
karman (Glasenapp 1942), in which the residue of action stains the jiva, which always
falls into one of six colour categories (/esyas). In Jainism jiva becomes sullied and / or
cleansed during lives, links successive lives, and eventually becomes henceforth
disembodied. A similar visual presentation of karmabandha is given in the
Mahéibhdrata when Bhisma, on his deathbed, narrates to Yudhisthira a conversation in

which Sanatkumdra describes to Vrtra and USanas the colouring of ‘souls’ (jivas) by

' A summary of descriptions of the final state is given below, 3.4.
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karman (12.271:33-55).2

A further suggestion of connection with proto-Jain circles méy be seen in the
Bhagavadgita’s discussion of the human effects of the three gunas: eﬁ 14:18 sattva,
rajas and famas are said to lead one, respectively, upwards, to the middle and
downwards.” These gunas are linked with the colours white, red and black respectively:
Zimmer (1951:230) writes that ‘the six Jain lesyas seem to represent some system of
archaic prototypes from which the basic elements of the vastly influential later theory of
the gunas was evolved’. At any rate, 14:18 seems to evoke the Jain idea of a vertically
layered untverse: in early Jainism the universe is conceived of in the shape of a person,
with the human world a horizontal band at its middle, the lower forms of existence
below the waist, the higher ones above it, and the liberated jivas at the top of the head

(7. Jaini 1916:119-124, Blacker and Loewe 1975:frontispiece, plates 21-22). Yet the
4

%

had already been presented in the personages of Purusa (Rgveda 10.90: moving upwards

notion of the cosmos as a person, though absent from the earliest layers of the Veda

after death at 14:18 may then indicate rebirth in a higher varna) and Prajipati (see

especially Satapatha Brahmana), and was to be adapted into the personage of Krsna.

It seems appropriate to think of the moksa context, the soteriology of escape from
rebirth, as proto-Jain, insofar as its basic form is preserved most clearly in Jainism.’
This context is presented in the Bhagavadgitd as a social fact, insofar as Krsna argues
against those who renounce ritual action in order to gain liberation.® The quest for
moksa 1s taken by Krsna as a given, and a simple picture is adopted which conflates,
under the same pronoun, that which dies and that which does not. The dehin of the
Bhagavadgitd appears to be a strange entity: it is connected in the text to the entity
known as atman. This last word is confusing in the same way because it sometimes

denotes a subtle entity which figures in the moksa soteriology, and sometimes, being a

* Bedekar 1968:338, commenting on this passage, conjectures, on grounds of simplicity and non-technical
language, that its presentation of the fesya theory is older than any existing Yain one,

® See also Mahabharata 14.36-39 (Anugita 21-24).

* It has long been accepted that certain books of the Rgveda are older than others: ‘the homogeneous
books two to seven form the core, with the others as later additions’ (J. L. Brockington 1981:8).

® To say this is nothing radical, and wilf not, I hope, lead to criticism from specialists in Jainism. It is well
known that different ‘religions” were identified only after a long period of commen history, and that
this identification then led different traditions retrospectively to modify their interaction with that
history.

® Barly Jains took exception to the killing of living things, so the animal sacrifice of the Vedic tradition
was said to be an activity particularly productive of karmabandha.
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 reflexive pronoun, it simply denotes a person.” We need to investigate these subtle

entities in more detail.

Although in Jainism it is the jiva itself which is subject to the stains of
karmabandha, at 13:31-32 dtman [ paramdéiman is described as unstained, staining
being a factor of the person or of a faculty of the person (buddhi). Interestingly, the
Bhagavadgiid’s only reference to anything like dehin functioning as a between-lives
support for karmabandha (15:7-8) calls it jiva, and specifies that the karmabandha thus
transferred from one life to the next remains a part of prakyti throughout the process.
Whatever it may be that is the ground of this transfer, it is something wholly non-
prakrtic, something so different from the stuff of individuality and karmabancdha that it
is difficult to imagine it being meaningfully implicated in any soteriology. The
philosophy of this something seems to stand slightly apart from the soteriology of
liberation. Yet the same terminology is used in both cases. For example, at 2:18-25 ”
dehin is portrayed as underlying all the lives of a karmically coherent chain, but is not
subject to change or to being affected in any way. Whatever it is that is subject to death,
it is not dehin. Yet the text speaks at 14:20 of dekin attaining immortality, as if it had
once been mortal. Likewise, although drman (often conflated with dehin, purusa and
ksetrajiia in the text) is said to be fundamentally without the gunas (nirgunatva, 13:31),
dehin is bound in the body by the gunas (14:5), is conjoined with the gunas when
embodied and experiences them (13:21). In this latter case, it is easy to see how
Svetasvatara Upanisad 5:11-12 can characterise defin as having qualities: dehin is
embodied in accordance with its own gunas which follow from actions (presumably not

its actions).

It is unclear whether these two ideas, of nirguna and saguna dehin, are two
entities which differ in their subtlety and transcendence, which are both ‘there’
whenever there is a human being, but of which only the former survives if moksa
oceurs, or whether dehin is one entity, describable as dehin only insofar as it is
embodied and thus temporarily saguna, which enters into a second, nirguna phase (and
thus attains a new kind of deathlessness) at moksa. The first of these scenarios would be
soteriologically irrelevant, since nothing is gained by moksa: nirguna dehin is wholly
unimplicated in the process of embodiment, and would be unaffected by end of the

saguna dehin. But, in the second scenario, we cannot make sense of the claim of 13:31

7 See Hara 1999:89: “The word @man in the Gira, which is imbued with Samkhya-voga philosophy,
usually refers to antahkarana (physical organs)’.
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* that asman, while standing in the body (Sarirastha), is not stained. In this scenario, this
claim can only be understood as projecting back the characteristics of the nirguna
dtman into the saguna dehin which in fact is totally different. Nirguna dtman is not to |
be found in conjunction with a body except if that body has managed to get rid of
karmabandha (either by renouncing karman or, in the Bhagavadgitd, by adopting the
method of asakia karman), in which case saguna dehin has already become nirguna
dtman. But the claim of 13:31 appears to be a general statement about dehin, rather than
a specific description of the dehins of the soteriologically successful. So we are forced

into the soteriologically problematic first scenario with its doubled dehin.

The doubled dehin is a feature of several Upanisadic passages:

‘Whoever follows the gunas, and is a doer of fruiting actions, partakes of [the fruit of] what has

been done. With all forms and three gunas, going by three paths, the overseer of breaths moves

about [within samsdra] by means of its own actions. In association with samkalpa and ahamkira,

it is thumb-sized, with a form like thq sun. But another, spoke-point-sized one is seen by means of

the qualities of buddhi and dman.’ (Svetasvatara Upanisad 5:7-8. See also Svetisvatara Upanisad,

4:6, Maitri Upanisad 2:7-3:2, Mundaka Upanisad 3.1:1-2).
Zachner (1969:132-133) distinguishes in a similar manner between the ‘supreme self”
and the ‘individual self’. The latter ‘is associated with an individual psychosomatic
mechanism —insofar, that is, as it is a dehin, it is always being born and dying again
until it is ultimately released’. But moksa, indicating no further birth, is not the release
of the individual self but its extinction,’ and the supreme self, which ‘as it is in itself... is
never involved in the process of transmigration’, likewise has nothing to gain from
moksa, being identical before and after its occurrence. A strict chronological separation
between these two selves must be sustained if the picture is to be soteriologically
suggestive. Then, at least, the individual self striving for release would be striving for its
own transformation into a supreme self. But even then we have to question to what
extent this can be thought of as a transformation of itself, rather than just the end of the
self and the start of something else. It is impossible to maintain identity between self
before moksa and ‘self” after, without conceiving of mo#ksa as an infinitely long

embodiment in a subtle and blissful realm. But this is precisely what it is not: it is no

embodiment at all, a radical departure, a blowing-out (nirvana).

The soteriological scheme must refigure the radicality of eternal non-
embodiedness into a moksa which has a subject identical to that which was once

suffering, stained and striving. But the Bhagavadgiti and many other ancient Indian

* Ramanuja seems to misunderstand the Bhagavadgird on this point: describing fhe perfected person, he
says that "as soon as he is released from his body he will attain the bliss of experiencing the dtman’ (van
Buitenen 1968:90). See also Lipner 1986:78-79, 118-119.
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* texts speak of something which, even while there is suffering, staining and striving, is
not itself doing those things. This ‘supreme self” is not a counter in a soteriological
scheme: its philosophical import lies elsewhere. It figures as dtman in the early

Upanisads, as a counter in the explanation of experience.

In the Bhagavadgita, prakrti and the three gunas provide a complete explanation
of the constitution of the world and the occurrence of change and event within it,
whether or not creatures exist. Humans, however, have a stubborn intuition that the
quality of experience and awareness which they privately share cannot be accounted for
as a permutation of things. As people become aware of their awareness, they see that it
seems to contain the things that they are aware of. The fact that people witness events as
well as taking part in them leads to the impression that there must be ‘something” (but
not any thing) as well as stuff, but qualitatively different from it: an abiding awareness

or subjectness.
S

At 2:16-25 dehin is defined as sat, as “that of which there is no unbecoming’. The
characterisation of subjectness (the subject viewed non-objectively, as a quality rather
than a quantity) as saf and deathless immediately creates an ontological gulf between
that subject, the dehin, and any possible perishable object of its experience. Although
Chandogya Upanisad 6 abstracts sat as the changeless quality of objectness, this
objectness would not admit to being experienceable as an object: the sphere of the
phenomenal, of events and things, is coextensive with that of the ephemeral, and to
suggest that dehin is deathless is therefore to set up subject(ness) and object(s) as
incommensurable paradigms. Thus the sequel to Krsna’s linking sat with dehin is that
dehin cannot act. ‘Experiencer’ (or, better, ‘experience’) and ‘doer” are shown to be
radically different types of idea: the latter is objective, the former is not. There is no
experiencing object that could be satisfied, completed, altered or touched by the
experienceable or by its experience thereof. With respect to the linkage of sar and dehin,
it should be noted that, from the human viewpoint, dehin is the closest and most
important instance of ‘the not-unbecoming’: the only ‘entity’ whose passing away could
not possibly be experienced is the experiencing subject, subjectness or experience per
se. Even here, what is meant by dehin can only be expressed in terms of what it i$ not,
for when subjectness is being spoken of, what is really being alluded to is some quality
of contentless awareness, which becomes subjectness only in association with an object.
This quality can be neither approached nor moved away from, it is an undeniably

existent no-thingness, a contentless pofential to be subject. Sinari (1982:134) callsita
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‘transceridental vacuity’. In human self-analysis it displays a self-selection effect as a

timeless necessity: in Kantian terms it is a synthetic a priori (Korner 1955:70-104).”

If personal identity, the natural ‘I’, is connected with this abiding subjectness, the
way 1s open for soteriologies speculating on the possibility of disentangling purusa
from prakrti, atman from samsdra, and jiva from gjiva. 1t is interesting to note that
when moksa is described by the text, the entity attaining it is often not the mysterious
dehin but a person. This seems to be strange, since, in the absence of either a body or
the karmabandhic residue of having been embodied, we would expect there to be
nothing to distinguish one ex-dehin from another. If personal identity is taken seriously
enough to be thought of as a problem for dehin, then it must also be taken seriously in
the final analysis, as the individual subject of moksa. Such a notion is close to the
European notion of a soul. Werner {1988:76-80), explaining that this word connotes a
permanent substance, carrier of personal identity, warns of the damage that can be dﬁgne
by importing such an idea into the Indian context. He shows that, in Vedic texts, the
individual organism is a temporary 'structural functioning unit', functional enough to
link successive embodiments x and y, but temporary enough not to be the same as that
which links successive embodiments y and z. But also, particularly in the later Vedic
texts, there is a transcendental tier of personality, the ‘creative and supportive force of
the universe or of reality as a whole’, the sar subjectness, without trace of individuality.
Both these notions, the temporary person and the timeless subjectness, are called dtman:
Werner describes this word as ‘referring not only to man’s inmost (universal) core ot
self, but also to the outer layers of his personality with which he normally identifies
himself and which form his phenomenal self’. He is quite right in observing that
conflating these notions is philosophically damaging, and that the word ‘soul’ refers to a
European tradition of such conflation, but there is a parallel Indian tradition, and ample

L .
evidence in Indian texts to show that this conflation was widespread quite early. The

® Derrida 1973:147-148 comes close to this idea of defin when he wonders about ‘a presence and self-
presence of the subject before speech or its signs, a subject’s self-presence in a silent and Intuitive
consciousness’, the supposition “that prior to signs and outside them, and excluding every trace and
differance {sic], something such as consciousness is possible’. The self-presence vital to this idea links
it, according to Derrida, to a privileging of the present. This is, to be sure, an arbitrary and problematic
privilege, which shows that ‘presence is a determination and effect within a system’, a system
moreover within which the past, especially, has become the Other, But it is net fair to equate
consciousness-as-such with presence and then attack it on the basis that presence is a differentially
constructed idea. All this shows is that, according to the initial formulation of consciousness-as-such as
something to wonder about, neither presence nor any other analytic tool can assist the wondering. The
problematic of presence as seemingly time-bound is thus a change of subject: more to the point would
be to ask about the attraction and peculiarity of the initial wondering, the conjecture of consciousness-
as-such. Such wondering is precisely about the possibility of its emergence from some‘where’ other
than just the world of signification.
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soteriological tone of the later Upanisads and the Epics rests upon this conflation, which
is the only way to link the changing, striving self to the released self. I shall use the
word ‘soul” henceforth to denote such a conflated idea in the soteriological context. This
conflation constitutes an explanation for the Buddhist rejections of the notion of a
persisting dtman: such an afman, if it exists, is nothing to do with the temporary
ingredients of personality, so whatever follows from moksa cannot be described in

terms of personality, and moksa is nirvana {blowing-out).

The Bhagavadgita is keen to explain that, during human life, there is this
subjectness persisting beyond personality, this other existence-category of dehin, for
otherwise there is no explanation of human consciousness as such. If prakrii is the
ground of being, dehin is the ground of experience. Though dehin should in no way be
identified with the natural ‘I’ of everyday personal identity, nonetheless it is through the
‘P-reflex that dehin is instantiated, for an ‘T is said to both exist and experience.
Indeed, there is no imaginable experiencer which is not an ‘I’, yet many things are
known which exist but are not ‘I's, so in .an important sense it is subjectness which 1s
the salient aspect of personhood, by which a person might be distinguished from a non-

person, but not a person from another pc:rson.10

The insight that the quintessence of selfhood is contentless, unchangeable and
untouchable is the starting point of Krsna’s theory in the Bhagavadgitd, and is
introduced to demonstrate that there is no cause for grief no matter who 1s killed by
whom. The distinction between the perishable and the imperishable aspects of a peréon
is initially made in order to promote Arjuna’s sukha: ‘[Saririn, the one characterised by
a body] is unmanifest, unthinkable, said to be untransformable. Therefore, knowing this,
you ought not to grieve” (2:25). As the text develops chapter by chapter (and we
increasingly suspect the influence of different interpolations: see above, 2.4), a move 1s
made from dehin as a philosophical category to dfman as an individualised
transmigrating soul with its own history and future. This move is not a smooth one. It

corresponds to a gradual shift in goals from sukha to moksa. The initial dehin

1% Hence the ambiguity that has been perceived in the text on the question of whether dehin is one or
many. Saikara insists that moksa when attained is a non-individual state: ‘jiva... is like the dkdsa
(space) in the jar, which is limited by the upddhi of the jar. This dkdsa of the jar is but a portion of the
infinite dkdfa and becomes one with the latter on the destruction of the jar which is the cause of
limitation® (Sastri 1977:403). Sankara is making sense here since, in the absence of asat, the very
ground of individuation is lacking. But here again, then, is the soteriological paradox: the striver is
mndividuated, and therefore moksa should not be thought of as #ts becoming immortal, but as its death.
Atthough the striver is constantly changing, this moksa is the death of change, and therefore the death
of that which constitutes the striver. The transcendent, sat seif can never be a constituent of anything.

74




perspective is not necessarily anything to do with a moksa soteriology: the idea that the
vital aspect of a person is ever present in all people, and that every other aspect of a
person is irredeemably ephemeral, can promote an asakta attitude, and thus promote
sukha, without any need for the postulation of an ultimate destination for de/in. As soon
as dehin is extrapolated beyond a situation of embodiment, it becomes something elsc a
person can be sakta with respect to: but the initial point in introducing the idea of dehin

was apparently to remove the likelihood of a safkta attitude.

When moksa is thought of as a goal, the tendency is to visualise a succession of
lives and to extrapolate a common element which eventually ‘succeeds’ in not being
reborn at all. Even if, as in Buddhism, no common element is extrapolated and no

r speculations are made on what the final result might be, still a chain of a finite number
of links is imagined, each link being a life abutting other lives. Once the idea is accepted
that sakta karman has post-mortem consequences, there is a distinctive causal "
connection between the psycho-physical state of one creature and that of another, even
if they are widely separated in time and space. But of what can this connection possibly
consist? When a person has died, and dehin is no longer connected with this particular
deha, it does not cease to be, for it is imperishable, yet it cannot be thought of or known
excepl as dehin, that is, as embodied, as instantiated; so if it is asked ‘where is it?’, the
; answer is likely to be ‘in another defia’.'! But there can be no question of the dehin
| somehow carrying karmabandha from one life to the next: dehin is simple, changeless
and insubstantial. Though it may have witnessed certain actions of a previous life, it was
by definition nothing else to do with them. Reverting to a conventional first person, it
may be observed in any case that I cannot now reap the fruits of my actions in a
previous life, for the specific identity suggested by ‘T” and ‘my’ is derived from the
complex and multifarious nature of prakrti and cannot apply to dehin. Actions in a
previous life cannot have been my actions. I reap the fruits of the actions of others, then:

this is true in an obvious way, but when augmentéd by the operation of karmabandha

will not yield soteriology or morality, but chaos.

There is thus a problem in trying to build a ‘biography’ for the sou) on the model
of the biography of a human person. Nothing can ever happen to the dehin, it has no

history and no destiny in any way comparable to that of a person. Yet on the whole the

"' Discounting the various subtle entities that have occasionally beenr postuiated to spatio-temporally link
the dehin with its next deha, the only other likely answers are ‘disembodied’ (i.¢. in a state of moksa)
and *in all the other dehas still’, It is likely that this last possibility, which could never vield an
individualistic soteriology, is the only philosophically scund one.
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 soterielogical significance of the Bhagavadgira, based as this is upon the moksa context,
depends on such a spurtous ‘biography of the soul’. The soteriological and the socio-
political are aligned here: the biographised soul, the result of the conflation of two
dtmans, is a powerful ideological too] legitimating certain types of public morality
through a proximate soteriology of rebirth in excellent realms. Whether this excellence
is considered hedonistically or in terms of chances of reaching moksa or nirvina, it

appeals to the self-interest of the acting person.

The Ionly way to preserve both the fairness and the intelligibility of the samsara /
moksa scheme 1s to admit some kind of real entity underlying successive lives. This is
exactly what the Jains did: their jiva is a thing in the same way as any material entity is.
Jiva and gjiva are the two subdivisions of faffvas in Jainism: these two being
ontologically commensurate, it is odd, but not senseless, to speak of jiva being stained
by karman. But to envisage jiva in this way, as an object, means that it cannot serve a3
an explanation of subjectness in the same way as the Upanisadic @fman can. In the
Bhagavadgita, dehin is at the outset described in transcendent terms as beyond being
affected,'? and its conflation, in terms of moksa, with the very person it is introduced in

contrast to, is unseemly.

It is important to note that the probleﬁn under discussion only arises when a distant
moksa is to be striven after. It may be suggested that this scenario was at one stage not
part of the Bhagavadgitd. It may be that the text made use of a philosophy of dehin to
address Arjuna’s problem and give him reason not to grieve, and that subsequently the
text was amended to address the moksa soteriology of a biographised dehin. When
Krsna expounds dehin at 2:12-30 he does suggest that when deha perishes dehin will
take another deha, but he does not thereby describe dehin as capable of any sort of
progress: the idea of perfection of the defin through numerous lives, and the moksa
concept which this involves, though alluded to in.sundry verses, is only properly
mntroduced later (6:37-45), when Arjuna speculates that one might, though applying
Krsna’s technique, fail to ensure “the perfection of yoga® before dying. While Krsna

moves blithely from one context to the next, there is no recognition in the text of the

"2 See also Karha Upanisad 2:18-19, Chdndogya Upanigad 8.1:5. The Bhagavadgiti and the Katha
Upanisad have the same verse 2:19, but Bhagavadgiid 2:20 corresponds to Katha Upanisad 2:18, so
this is probably not a significant numerical parallel. J. L. Brockington 1998:12-13 lists those
Bhagavadgiia verses that have Upanisadic equivalents. He thinks that the Bhagavadgltd quotes certain
Upanisads, ‘deliberately using them for their prestige value’, but acknowledges that the Svetdsvatara
Upanisad may be quoting the Bhagavadgiid. Relative dating is extremely speculative, and there may
have been other texts, since lost, which explain the parallels.
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* problems this must cause for the metaphysics already in use.

The idea of atman being born in a particular situation as a result of what happene.d
in a different life requires an individualisation of afman which seems to go against what
has already been established about atman / dehin, namely that it is gja, sarvagata,
acala, acintya and avikarya (unborn, all-pervading, unmoving, unthinkable and
untransformable, 2:21-25}. In contrast, the individualised identity of peréons with
respect to their actions and experiences is given by their psycho-physical continuity
long before any speculations on what the ultimate ground of this continuity, if there is
one, might be. To individualise and biographise the transmigrating soul is to abstract
and extrapolate the notion of “identity of the subject’ into murky waters, for the ‘identity
of the subject’ in this life was only sought as part of a practical accommodation of the
given separateness of persons. There is no related sense in which the separateness or
individuality of cittasamtanas or of dtman-destinies could be given: indeed, evidence%
for such individuality only exists insofar as hypothetical perfected persons claim
knowledge of past lives. The theoretical uﬁdercarriage of the moksa soteriology is thus
problematic in a manner which the initial dehin / sukha context escapes, for the
unknown dehin in this more immediate context is less of a theoretical counter than it is
an explanation of experience. Since a common-sense personal identity underlies human
goals as a matter of course, dehin is not required in order to make sukha intelligible as a

goal, but only to give a philosophical perspective which makes its attainment easier.

In the history of the Bhagavadgitd, the moksa context may have been grafted oﬁto
an existing sukha context which had already developed a technique of asakta karman
for the attainment of its goal. If this was the case with the Bhagavadgtia it might be
expected that the same process be found occurring elsewhere —in Buddhism for
example, where the goal is the cessation of dulikha, with nirvana being the distant
paradigmatic guarantor of this possibility. Like the Bhagavadgita, Buddhism had a
scheme for explaining why people experience and behave in the way they do, becoming
attached to the idea of themselves (or in fact him or herself: phenomenologically, there
is no plural here) as an abiding agent where in fact there is only a constantly shifting
interplay of natural forces. When the soteriological object is extended beyond death, and
the Bhagavadgitd utilises the Upanisadic dfman to underpin this continuity, Buddhism
realises the philosophical difficulties in this move and instead denies the right to invoke
a soul which could do any such thing. Whilst Buddhism has often been criticised for a

perceived inability to explain rebirth, karmabandha and the intelligibility of the distant
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‘goal without any ‘self” to appeal to, Murti points out (1955:31-35) that the arman-
position does not render these ideas any more intelligible than the andtman-position,
and it may well be that Buddhism took its andtman stand against the difficulties
outlined above. The only truly philosophical solution, that of denying the post-mortem
extrapolation of the goal, was, it seems, not a practical possibility for the early Buddhist
councils, presumably because of the now popular and religious nature of the project
being undertaken, which had much to gain from establishing norms of behaviour using
the idea of post-mortem karmabandhic redress. All the Buddhists could do was to stress

the apophatic nature of the goal, to call it nirvanpa instead of moksa.

In textual traditions, the nature of the project embodied by texts will change
through time, and the editorial presentation, packaging and categorisation of textual
material will track this change. It seems likely that a text such as the Mahabhdrata has
been in service, during the period of its development and often in fragmentary form, tQ,
many different textual projects, philosophical, educational, narrative, rhetorical, socio-
propagandist and so on. The use of writing would have allowed the textualisation of
projects which previously would have worked in other ways or not at all. Certainly the
way the text presents itself, as a universally relevant document of saving power to all
who hear it (Fitzgerald 1991), indicates a high degree of popula'risation”‘ far removed
from the exclusive martial and courtly context in which strands of it may earlier have
functioned. It may well be that the moksa soteriology in the text belongs wholly to this

popular phase of the text’s history.

3.2. Renunciative ideology and the emergence of a new polity

it was mentioned in chapter two that the presence of a renunciative ideology was an
aspect of the Mahdabhdrata’s social context which may have constrained its evolution or
composition. Attention will now be focused on how this ideology and the brakmanical
rebuttal of it affected the Bhagavadgitd. The hypothesised historical scheme is that the
Bhagavadgitd, from being a moment in a heroic and agonistic narrative contest,
expanded through adopting and developing a popular renunciative soteriology, and was

later supplemented with bhaksi and Krsna-ist interpretations.

The role of brahmanas in the different phases of this scheme is somewhat

" To say that the text became popular is not necessarily to say that it was deliberatety or selfconsciously
popularised.




* problematic. The opposition to renunciation is commonly thought to be brahmanical,
since it safeguards Vedic ritual, but the bhaksi sensibility, in contrast, downplays the
religious value of traditional Vedic behaviour. The answer to this puzzle is perhaps to |
be found by exploding the anachronistic idea that it is clear what a brdhmana is, or that
brahmanas constituted a homogenous and readily identifiable hereditary group. Many
texts discuss what it is that makes one a brahmana: though the identification of different
abstract forces (brahman, ksatra, vis) enlivening the social body is very old, a rigid
typology of four hereditary varnas is not asserted until the time of the Dharmagastras.
The presentation of the varna social system as intrinsic to the structure of creation (see
for example Rgveda 10.90), is, as B. K. Smith (1994) points out, a textual legitimation
of the power of the brahmana mythmakers. To insist that the categorisation is
hereditary, as the Mahabhdrata does (Dhammapada 26:11 takes the opposite view), is
to ensure that power for one’s descendants henceforth. Goldman’s study (1977) of the
Bhiargava myths in the Mahdbhdraia stresses that the Bhrgus were (p. 4) “a group se%
apart from their fellow brahmanas’. Heesterman’s hypothesis (1985, 1993) of an
agonistic tribal ritual complex antedating the individualistic ritualism of the Brahmanas
presumably also allows for the emergence of brahmana groups not involved in
ritualism. In any case, there are sound socio-ritual reasons for opposing an ascendant
renunciationism even in non-Vedic, non-brahmanical contexts. It was not just

brdhmanical social and ritual traditions which stood to be abandoned.

The Mahabhdrata and other texts bear witness to a society, around the middle of
the first millentum BCE, in which shifting tribal alliances occurred against a backdrop
of more centralised cultural forms,'* under the inﬂuénce of urbanisation and economic
and technological change." The social dislocation attendant on these developments
spawned a new individualism, and an ideology of renunciation of social obligations to
concentrate instead on higher matters. The pursuit of deliverance from samsdra became

uite a phenomenon,'® and became a Justification for lifestyles more and more
q P ¥

" Administrative centratisation such as that of various ancient empires, most notably the Mauryas, was
usually short-lived and may have been largely cosmetic (see Thapar 1987). Ideological cendralisation
(Sanskritisation / brédhmanisation) is much more to the point here,

" See R. S. Sharma 1991, Kosambi 1965:72-132. Thapar 1992:104: ‘Kosambi's treatment of the rise of
the Buddhist, Jain and other sects of that time Hnks them to major technological changes and to
urbanism, But above all he maintains that they reflect a situation of detribalisation in which they
attempt to reach out across castes to a wider social range through their universal ethic’.

1 No doubt the abandoning of mainstream society for some mythoelogised stbeulture is an ancient
phenomenon, but this particular powerful mythologisation is a historical development. Larson 1969:95
says that when the concepts of karma and samsdra appear for the first time in Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad, *the doctrines are there taught as esoteric or secret teachings, and it is obvious that they did
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irresponsible in terms of ritual, social or even normal human behaviour. Sttrakrtanga
1.1.1:4 says that “the person who cares for their kin and companions is a fool™
(translation by Basham, de Bary 1958:53): other ascetics were known to starve
themselves to death (Settar 1990:25-104, Basham 1951:127-131). Both the
Bhagavadgita and Buddhism sought, in differing localities and differing milieus, to
temper this kind of asceticism (Upadhyaya 1971), which even in its moderate forms

spoke out against the production and nurture of offspring.

This period of the Bhagavadgita’s gestation seems to have been one of flux,
transition and redefinition. There was at this time, as will be detailed below, a
soteriological shift from the axis of pitrioka to the axis of moksa. Heesterman’s analysis
(19835, 1993) of the change in the sacrificial tradition is of particular note in this regard.
'This change, which he illustrates through an analysis of lacunae in the Brahmanas,
revealing an agonistic sacrificial tradition overlaid by individualistic ritualism, may %veli
be connected to the social changes in marriage patierns and communal identity which
Held refers to (1935:36-97), and which in conjunction with technological and
agricultural breakthroughs may have ushered in a new world very swiftly.!” Kosambi
(1964) makes useful speculations on these issues, which have been quoted above, 2.3.
Also illustrative here is J. L. Brockington (1998:27-28): “the largely pastoral society of
the heroic age in which lineages were the main political factor is replaced during the
period of growth of the Epics by a clearly agrarian society accompanied by the rise of
urban centres and the emergence of a state system’. This change is also an explanatory
framework for the shift to the moksa soteriology and its anti-social pursuit. The
Muhdbhédrata certainly knows this change: it seIfcdnsciousEy documents the period in
which an old political system, of shifting alliances between many small semi-nomadic
communities, was replaced by an institutionalised overarching monarchy. As it does so
it laments the demise of the old ksarriva code of chivalry, symbolised by the fact that
the Pandavas, the heroes, are only able to win the war by scandalously breaching the

conventions of combat.'® When Gandhari, Dhrtarastra’s wife, is told that Duryodhana

not represent a widely held view. In the period between the oldest Upanisads and the rise of Buddhism
{6th century B.C.), however, the doctrines evidently took on great importance’,

' The ritual complex of the isolated yajamdna was brought under attack, perhaps quite soon after its
emergence, by the rencuncer’s rejection of it and the bhakia's deconstruction of it. Its defence,
ultimately, was in terms of its environmental necessity: the ritualistic rationale of cosmic regeneration
seems to have been a very ancient one, predating individualistic interpretations of pitrloka as svarga.
This will be discussed in chapter four.

' Bhiisma is defeated when he refuses to fight Sikhandin, who was once a woman: Arjuna shoots arrows
at him from behind Sikhandin’s back (Mahdbharata 6.114}. Drona is defeated while incapacitated by
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~and all her other sons have been killed in the war, she admits, even in her grief, that they
were a bad ot who have brought about their own destruction through their folly and
greed, but she is nonetheless furious with Yudhisthira, her new king, because he has
allowed Duryodhana to be defeated in such a shameful and adharmic manner. She is

only just persuaded not to utter a terrible curse upon him (Mahabharata 11.13-15).

Renunciation does not appear as an ideology until after Heesterman’s agonistic
scheme has died: the Mahabharata war is the last one remembered in the old system of
sacred battle, the dicing match of 3.53-67 the last remembered potlatch (see below, 4.2).
Cultural centralisation and the new solitary ritual complex go hand in hand: this new
complex claimed to continue to offer the old ritual goals of fame, fortune, and a world
continuously sustained by human propriety, but this claim was seen to be unconvincing.
It may be that centralisation and bureaucratisation conveyed a feeling of impotence to
many, whose immediate world would not then have been so obviously sustained by the
propriety of the immediate humans. Moreover, renunciation in some form had been a%
feature of certain agonistic practices (the Pandavas’ lengthy forest exile, for example)

without then being reflected in the new ritual complex (Bronkhorst 1998:45-66).

The ritual action which renunciative ideology condemns as generative of
karmabandha comprises all economic and reproductive activity: to renounce is to cease
to be a producer. Whilst renouncers lived frugal lives, deliberate self-starvation was a
rarity, and the fashion for renunciation was sustained by the institutionalisation of
begging in Buddhism and Jainism. The ability of a society to allow voluntary non-
productivity for a significant minority indicates food surplus, which is explained by the
rise in productivity following the introduction of néw agricultural technologies. As
Thapar (1984:70-115) notes, such a rise in productivity occurred much earlier in the
middle Ganges valley, where rice-growing was prevalent, than in the north-west where
the Mahabharata is set: hence, by the time conditions arose that could sustain
institutions of renunciation in Aryavarta, such institutions were already established in

the east.'”

The Vedic soteriological and ritual traditions had much to lose from the threat of

grief: he has been tricked into thinking that his son has been slain, by hearing of the death of an
elephant with the same name (Mahabhdrata 7.164-165). Karna is attacked and felled while attempting
to free his chariot from a rut it has fallen into (Mahdbharata 8.66-67). Duryodhana is conquered by
Bhima striking him below the belt in 2 mace duel (Mahdbhdrata 9.57).

¥ Though the Mahdbhdrata does not explicitly mention Buddhism, it must postdate it. In any case,
Buddhism itself admits to having been established in a context that included various renunciative
fraternities.

81




the renunciative ideology. The Vedic ritual tradition involved its own. philosophical
soteriology, concentrating on the attainment of glorious ancestral worlds earned by
correct ritual action. This soteriology, however, was jeopardised by the moksa
soteriology, which discouraged traditional social and ritual actions. To preserve the
rationale for these actions in the face of an increasingly dominant critique, Krsna
explains in the Bhagavadgitd that it is not action as such which binds one to rebirth, but
one’s mental attitude to it. Hence society can be actively maintained at the same time as
one is saving one’s soul.”” This was the eventual soteriological response of the Vedic
tradition, as given by the Bhagavadgita, to the renunciative threat:*' the samsdra /
moksa scheme was accommodated, but with an adjustment to the causes of
karmabandha. On the ritual side, the threat was one of abandonment of the cult of
vajiia, partly because of the post-mortem consequences of killing, and partly because of
a disinterest with prestige and social acclaim, these being two aspects of the new focus
on the progress of the soul. The Vedic response to the ritual threat was a corollary olits
tweaking of the causes of rebirth: the need to maintain the cosmos through ritual was
satisfied by discouraging the more extravagant ceremonics and by stressing that the

basic ritual calendar, if undertaken in a certain spirit, would not cause karmabandha.

The soteriological and the ritual responses to the renunciative th?eat are both
written into the Mahabharata extensively. Yet it may be surmised that this was not
always the case: the text contains some clearly renunciationist passages. Also, given that
the renunciative threat is a historical phenomenon, it is quite possible that the story of
the Mahabharata war, inclading a Bhagavadgita episode where Arjuna hesitates and
has to be persuaded to fight, was in circulation long before anyone was seriously
worried about their physical actions binding their immaterial soul to subsequent rebirth.
The text bears substantial traces of a time before centralisation and before the rise of the
new soteriology. As we shall explore in the next section, Arjuna’s initial statement of
his reasons for not fighting, and a good deal of what Krsna says to try to make him

fight, are independent of any quest for moksa.

“* Or, put the other way around, one can save one’s soul at the same time as actively maintaining society.
Staje 2000, tracing the origins of the idea of jivanmukta to the theory of asakta karman in the
Mahdbharata, may be interpreted as emphasising the positive aspects of renunciation (i.e. moksa)
which were thereby made available to householders also. 1 suggest, conversely, that asakia karman was
devised to undercut the grounds upon which renouncers had built their eritique of society, and that the
soteriology of moksa was initially an accessory to that critique.

2! There were presumably never enough renouncers to threaten the continuity of society, but, in terms of
discursive justification, there was the threat of losing all credible intellectual defence for the lifestyle of
the Householder.
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Diamond (1998a:265-292) describes the process whereby human societies expand
in size due to interaction between environmental resources and new technologies. In
certain areas at certain times, hunter-gatherer lifestyles have been abandoned in favour
of farming, which can sustain much higher population densities. As population densities
rise, new forms of conflict resolution emerge. In societies consisting of small numbers
of people (reckoned in dozens: these are what Diamond calls bands), conflict resolution
is usually achieved through fighting: lives are lost, and violent feuds may last for many
generations.** When population rises, forms of government are required in order to
manage conflict resolution between strangers: as population expands above a certain
level, it is necessary to have a hierarchical structure with certain groups having a
monopoly on the use of force.” Descriptions of the ksatriya in ancient Indian texts seem
to fit in with this picture: ksafriyas have a duty to rule, to prevent the strong taking
advantage of the weak, and to liaise with the ksafriyas of neighbouring groups to ensure
peace. Interestingly, Diamond notes (p. 275) that when societies expand into *
hierarchised chiefdoms, a redistributive economy arises, with chiefs collecting tribute
from the population and redistributing according to need or social prestige. Such a
redistributive economy lies behind the Vedic institution of yajiia, which will be
explored in the next chapter. Once there is an elite group with a monopoly on
redistribution, the way is open for huge disbaraties of wealth between the elite and the
COmMMmoners. Discﬁssing ways in which such ‘kleptocracies’ might legitimate their social

and economic superiority, Diamond mentions the construction of ideology or religion:

*Chiefdoms characteristically have an ideclogy, precursor to an institutionalised religion, that
buitresses the chief’s authority. The chief may either combine the offices of political leader and
priest in a single person, or may support a separate group of kleptocrats (that is, priests) whose
function is to provide ideological justification for the chiefs... Besides justifying the transfer of
wealth to kleptocrats, institutionalised religion brings two other important benefits to centralised
societies. First, shared ideology or religion helps solve the problem of how unrelated individuals
are to live together without killing each other, by providing them with a bond not based on
kinship.* Second, it gives people a motive, other than genetic self-interest, for sacrificing their
lives on behalf of others.™ At the cost of a few society members who die in battle as soldiers, the
wholgésociety becomes much more effective at conquering other societies or resisting attacks’ (p.
278).

2 See above, 2.3, for a discussion of cycles of violence in the Mahdbhdrata.

# The ‘soctal insects’ (ants, bees efc.) manage population density through social differentiation and a kind
of caste system.

* The division between the dryas and the désas or dasyus in ancient Indian texts is Hlustrative in this
regard: unrelated dryas build bonds by demonising others, in a classic scapegoat mechanism. See
Girard 1986.

¥ See 2:31-32, where a dharmic battle is described as an open door to heaven (svarga).

% Analyses such as Diamond’s are often rejected as reductionistic, but this is unfair, particularly since
reductionism is a criterion of any understanding of anything, By ‘religion’ he primarily means a widely
operating sociological and ideological structure, something thoroughly mundane. This is not to say that
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When, as an inevitable correlate of increasing population density, chiefdoms
conglomerate to form states, the social and ethnic mix becomes larger, and the insider /
outsider ideology must give way to a more inclusive ideology if the stateé is to be |
viable.” In the Indian context, the ideology of reincarnation according to karmabandha
helped to legitimate the social hierarchies and inequalities that were already in place.”®
Further, such an ideology could be used to establish basic behavioural norms across
very different groups: the appearance of normative Dharmasastras occurred at this same
stage of development. It is worth noting that, whilst post-mortem divine judgement in
the Abrahamic religious traditions may have the same effect of normalising certain
ethical and behavioural conventions, in the Indian case, because behaviour in previous

lives can explain one’s present lot, ideology provides an additional means for the

peaceful coexistence of the poor with the rich.

{f the ideology of reincarnation and karmabandha served to ossify social
inequalities, the renunciative tradition was able to challenge those inequalities by
stressing the possibility of escaping from karmabana’ha altogether.” The introduction of
moksa can be seen as a subversive move: with this move, the idea of being good in
order to make good next life was stripped of all potency, since having a next life
denoted that one had not made good at all. From this perspective, it would be no
coincidence that the renunciative traditions were sceptical of an institutionalised
hereditary varna system: they can be seen to constitute a political protest against the
emerging brdhmanical hegemony and a refusal to accept the ideology offered in its

support.®? If, as I am suggesting, the idea of moksa from samsdra was introduced as an

there are no other aspects to religious phenomena, that they do not originate in situations of individual
praxis and transcendence or that this is the only way of looking at them. What is under discussion here
is not the origin of religious ideas, but the occasion of their use in texts that become ideological
programmes lasting several millennia.

7 Lincoln 1981 establishes correlations between a society's economic system (mode of proeduction) and
its religious structures, focusing on a reconstruction of ancient Indo-Iranian society. His analysis is
persuasive, and reveals ideology to be a form of economy. Diamond's insight works along the same
lines. Population increase, by necessitating interaction between different micro-economies, produces a
capitalistic macro-economy containing many micro-ideologies united within a macro-ideology of free
will which can 'explain' difference.

** The doctrine of rebirth according to karmabandha need not be thought of as necessarily brahmanical,
nor as applying only to ritual karman. See Bodewitz 1997-98.

* The idea of quitting samsara is predicated on repeated reincarnation, but the notion of achieving
immortality in brahman predated repeated reincarnation, and was a non-conformist, knowledge-based
methed of attaining what the srdhmanas asserted could only be attained by ritual action. See Bodewitz
1996: this non-conformism is represented in terms of escape from samsdra as soon as repeated
reincarnation becomes widely accepted.

* Dixit 1978:8: '[early Jain theoreticians] were somehow actuated by a feeling of non-co-operation in
relation to the urban civilisation along with its basic institutions'.
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intellectual correlate of unease with the brahmanical organisation of the society
justified through karmabandha, then this can explain some of the philosophical
difficulties which we have discussed concerning the moksa soteriology. If this
soteriology emerged within a socio-political negotiation, its philosophical rough edges
may have been comparatively insignificant: moreover, if it was a radical re-figuring of

an existing ideological scheme, it is unsurprising that there should be such rough edges.

As things turned out it was possible, using the idea of asakta karman, to integrate
the soteriology of moksa into the reincarnatory scheme while at the same time allowing
moksa to be attained through action. Further, the integration of bhakti into the
soteriological picture meant that existing religious sensibilities could be enlisted in

defence of orthopraxy: see chapter six below.

In light of the perspective given by Diamond, we can observe that the
Mahabharata seems to document a change in the way society is organised. Theext
makes it clear that, with the war, a whole way of life has died. Duryodhana espouses an
uncompromising ksatriva ethic:

‘Brhaspati said that the business of kings is other than the business of the folk, and therefore [his]
own profit is always zealously to be thought of by the king. The conduct of the ksarriya is directed
te victory. He in his own conduct, be it dharma or adharma.” (Mahdbharata 2.50:14-15),

The events of the Mahabhdrata’s nari‘ative show this self-serving interpretation of
k_sarriyadhdrma to be unworkable. This is because society has changed: iron technology
leads to new agricultural techniques, population growth, economic surplus, luxury
goods, trade, urbanisation, expansion of areas of interest, new ideas, and eventually a
wide, diffuse and varied polity with interests in common. The old Igsatriyddharma will
not work for this new world, particularly as new technologies have devised more and
more efficient ways of killing people. Hence the text is involved in creating a new kind

of dharma, in which the ‘social virtues’ are given greater emphasis.

The Mahabhdrata contains many instances of conflict between dharmas: these
can be seen as conflicts between the traditions of one group and another, which would
have been unremarkable at an carlier stage of development, when interaction between
groups could be kept.at a minimum, but which constitute a problem to be overcome if
such groups are to be integrated into a shared cultural system. The story of Amba
(Mahabharata .I 96, 5.170-193) illustrates such a conflict. Bhisma forcibly abducts the
Kasi princesses, Amba and her sisters, an action which, from his cultural perspective, is
dharmic. Also dharmic from his viewpoint is his dismissing Ambi when he finds that

she has already been promised to another, Salva. Interestingly, the dharmicness of this

85




‘dismissal is only established after debate: this probably indicates the novelty, to
Bhisma’s tribe, of a maiden having a say in the choice of her spouse. Salva then rejects
her since she has already been won by another: this is dharmic from his cultural
perspective. No resolution is found between these dharmas, and the unfortunate Ambi
bears the consequences until she eventually takes her revenge on Bh.i$1na.3 " The text
does not condemn the behaviour of any of the characters involved, but we can see this
tragedy as a result of the application of old traditions in a new and changed situation:
Bhisma’s abduction of the princesses, though traditionally sanctioned, is already
somewhat obsolete, and is bound to cause problems when applied in the context of a
different tradition. The dharma by which Bhisma dismisses Ambi on ﬁndihg that she
was already betrothed seems to belong to a later context than the dharma by which he
abducted her. The problems here caused by dharma are a result of cultural change. An
old tribal society has given way to a broader, more cosmopolitan society. Interaction
between previously separate groups leads to conflict between their customs and laws: f
a new, overarching set of customs and laws evolves as a result, there is still going to be
conflict between these new customs and laws and the old ones of any particular
subgroup in society. The narrative of the Mahabharata can be seen as a dramatic

iltustration of the necessity of working to a new set of rules.

The Mahabhdrata’s political philosophy and its vision of society were new, as the
social context which led to them was new. Before this society emerged in the wake of
technological change, we cannot really speak of there being ‘society’ in the way we
think of the word. Before society, there were tribes, with very little interaction. There
was heavily ritualised giving and receiving of young women,’~ and occasional military
assistance given to tribes to whom one’s own tribe had given young women.
Duryodhana’s ksatrivadharma makes sense in this old context, where thinking only of
one’s own profit, and that of one’s insider group or tribe, was perfectly natural and the
acme of responsibility. Morality such as there was was linked to the practicalities of
defending and preserving a small gene pool which one could easily identify. In the new,
more interactive society, however, Duryodhana and his philosophy must be deemed
irresponsible, and so a new morality emerges which is quite different. The new morality

must be universalisable. In tribal morality, success in fulfilling dharma is shown by

3% Amba is reborn as Sikhandini, who later changes sex to become Sikhandin, When faced with this
character in battle, Bhisma is powerless because he has sworn never to bear arms against a woman or
against 2 man who has been a woman,

2 The suspicions involved in this process are stiil visible in Indian dowry customs and the violence that
often results.
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“posterity, it is a traceable genetic success: in new societal morality it is not so traceable.
In Indian society, success in fulfilling new types of dharma was imaginatively fraced in

the anticipated rewards or punishments of one’s next rebirth.

It is simplistic to introduce such a clean dichotomy between the tribal system and
the new society: such a dichotomy is a hermeneutic fiction, and the process of change
was presumably far more gradual and spasmodic. Diamond insists that his scheme of
four different society types, band, tribe, chiefdom and state, is a digitisation of an
analogue process, and he is right to do so. Nonetheless, what I have tried to show is that
a textual tradition spanning several of these societal stages must be subject to a great
deal of internal reinterpretation. It is interesting, then, that in the Mahabharata this
reinterpretation makes use of an old / new society dichotomy: the Epic and the Puranas
are conscious that dharma is no longer what it used to be, and rationalise dharmic
change in terms of the four yugas. Behaviours that were appropriate in one yuga are nggt
appropriate in another, and it is in this way that tribal moralities are superceded by the
new morality. It is intriguing that there are. four yugas in the Indian scheme and four
society types in Diamond’s scheme: it is also interesting that, whilst European ideology
would tend to present the movement from one society type to another as ‘progress’, the

Indian schematisation takes the opposite view.

3.3. Arjung’s problem: tribal decay

A close look at Arjuna’s initial statement of dejection shows that Arjuna does not
mention the confext of the soul’s progress towards moksa. Nonetheless, his statement is
varied, betraying several distinct types of concern. This suggests that perhaps it has
been subject to editorial reworking. Since what is under consideration is the likely
process of creation of such a massive and polythematic text as the Mahdbhdrata, an
attempt may be made to isolate Arjuna’s different types of concern from each other, and
to ask whether they might belong to different periods or editorial stages of the text’s
creation, without necessarily making any judgement about the literary or artistic unity of
the text as it now stands. Since the order of appropriation of layers into the text may not
necessarily correlate with the antiquity of the ideas contained in those accreted layers, it
must be noted that the use of “older” and ‘younger’ (with inverted commas) refers only
to the relative dating of the editorial occasions manifested in supposedly identifiable

textual layers.
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‘Arjuna’s statement comes in two speeches, 1:28-46 and 2:4-8. This eventuality is
immediately suggestive of textual accretion: there seems no reason why Arjuna’s
qualms should be punctuated by two formulaic verses from Krsna (2:2-3) which in no
way address his concerns, and moreover 2:5-8 is in a different metre, the irregular

tristubh. Let us have a look at some specific verses.

[1:31:] I see unfavourable omens. I see no freya through having killed our own folk in battle.
[1:32:] I do not want victory, kingdom nor sukhas. What is the kingdom to us? What are delights
or life? [1:33:] Those for whose sake we want the kingdom, delights and sukhas, have stood up in
battle, staking life and wealth: [1:34:] teachers, fathers, sons and grandfathers, maternal uncles,
fathers-in-law, grandchildren, brothers-in-law and Jother] relatives. [1:25:11 do not want to kill
these, though they be killers, even to get the kingdom of the triple world; why then do it for the
earth? {1:36:] What joy (priti) may be ours through killing the Dhartarastras? Only papa would
join us by having killed these drawn-bowed ones. [1:37:] Therefore we are not allowed to kill the
Dhartarastras, our own relatives. For how would we be happy (sukhins) having killed our own
foll? [1:38:] Even if these, their minds spoiled by greed, do not see the dosa caused by tribal
decay, and the downfall in treachery to friends, [1:39:] how can we not know to desist from this
papa, discerning the doga caused by tribal decay? [1:40:] In tribal decay the etemal tribe dharmas
are lost, and, dharma being lost, adharma overcomes the whole tribe,

Jezic (1979:545-546) has established the use of verses beginning ‘rasmar’, usuBlly
packed with repeated vocabulary, as end-of-layer markers. Verse 1:37 fits this
description, and can therefore be seen as joining two different passages which make up
Arjuna’s first speech. It seems that the use of the kind of summarising verse that Jezic
calls an end-of-layer marker would be occasioned only by the addition of the next layer
of text, which is to add some different consideration to the existing text. The tasmatr
verse, then, ai.th(.)ugh it borrows the terms of the ‘older” section and repeats them, is
actually part of the ‘newer’ section. If we then conjecture that the ‘newer’ section in fact
begins at 1:36, and that the verse summarising the first section is in fact the second

verse of the second section,” the following speculative picture may be sketched.
p p y

Section one (1:28-35 and 37)** contains straightforward objections, in terms of
sreya (‘that which is preferable’) and sukha (ease, happiness, often plural: “feelings of
well-being’), to fighting against svajana (ones own folk, ‘those for the sake of whom

kingdom, pleasures and sukhas are desired by us’) or svabandhavas (relatives).

Sectton two (1:36 and 38-46) introduces many new terms: priti (ioy, gladness)
and papa (mischief, wickedness, which may ‘attach to / rest on / join / enter / inhabit us’
(1:36¢), and which we may ‘turn away from’ (1:39b)), kula (tribe, clan), kulaksaya

(tribal decay), kuladharma, pataka (downfall), dosa (evil, guilt), mahatpipa and naraka

% This analysis aliows a'greater acknowledgement of Arjuna’s dramatic cadence at 1:35, which sets the
scene perfectly for Krsna's 2:11 and following.

** Though added later, verse 37 can be thought of as part of the first section as far as vocabulary is
concerned.
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(hell). The proliferation of terms suggests the influence of a developed tradition of
reflection upon a codified dharma and the results of its transgression. This section
consists of an elaborate causal chain whereby Arjuna’s killing his kinsfolk will lead to
the mixing of varnas and the fall of the ancestors. Arjuna revealingly comments “iti

anasusruma’ (1:44d: ‘thus we have repeatedly heard”).

Section three (2:4-8, Arjuna’s second speech) downplays ties of blood and
stresses the impropriety of guru-slaying in terms of the personal disgrace which would
result, a disgrace worse than death (2:6¢) and worse than becoming a beggar (2:5b,
though whether this refers to a developed tradition of social renunciation for the sake of
moksa is unclear). This last section shows signs of having been influenced by a different
codification of dharma, less concerned with specifically tribal issues. The envisaged
consequences of the act are not post-mortem ones, and are often conceived from a first-

person singular perspective.
%

Arjuna has already been involved, in book five of the Mahdabhdarata, in lengthy
theoretical and ethical discussions of the coming war. It has been established that this
war is in accordance with dharma, that it is being made necessary only because of the
despicable behaviour of Duryodhana and his cronies, and that for the Pandavas not to
stand up to them would be dishonourable. When Yudhisthira asks at 5.151:22, ‘how can
the obligatory war happen with those who are not to be killed? How can our victory
happen by killing gurus and elders?’, Arjuna dismisses his qualms, suggesting shortly
afterwards (5.160:5-8) that Duryodhana has appointed Bhisma leader of the Kaurava |
forces to weaken the Pandavas’ battle resolve, a stratagem which Atjuna swears will be
ineffective, declaring ‘I shall kill Bhisma first’. However, just before the battle is to
begin, Arjuna does fall prey to Yudhisthira’s personal and emotional concerns. He is
suddenly sure that he would not be able to forgive himself for such an indecent act.
Given the guilt that will plague its survivors, the war is not on.” He asks Krsna, ‘how
could we be happy having killed our own folk?” (1:37¢d). This honest question is the
starting point of the Bhagavadgitd, and must be kept in view, The problem with the war
as initially stated is one of expected existential and psychological trauma, downfall, and

the eradication of tribal distinctiveness.

The words pdpd, dosa and pataka,’® which Arjuna chooses to characterise the

** For another example of a person tormented in retrospect by their own wicked actions, see ditareya
Brihmana 7.17:4. '

*® Bodewitz 1999b shows that the term paraka probably originated in the context of chariot racing, when

889




result of the action he is faced with, do not just refer to the action at hand: they also
describe the existential status of its protagonist thereafter. In this, they can be -
reasonably be translated by the word ‘sin’, which denotes a metaphysical quality
inhering in persons as a result of their actions. For Arjuna, the impending kulaksaya is
all the more devastating because he stands to be the prime recipient of the crime. What
is the outlook for someone so stained? There are many points of view available in the
ancient texfs. Kausitaki Upanisad 3:1 (quoted above, 1.3) says that the knowledge of
Indra is enough to neutralise the normal existential consequences of such actions.
Kausttakt Upanisad 1:4 says that the knower of brahman passes the existential
consequences on to those he or she does not like. Briaddranyaka Upanisad 5.14:8 says
that knowledge of the real significance of the GayatrT manira neuiralises any
outstanding existential defilement. At Satapatha Brahmana 1.6.1:21, also, knowledge
of the significance of certain yajfia offerings is said to reinstate the sinner into the
community benefiting from yajiia. Kysna's viewpoint is essentially the same one: thé®
knowledge that he is offering to Arjuna is the kind that can burn away any bad
consequences of actions (4:19). This makes sense, since the analysis of action in terms
of prakrti, svabhava and kala leaves no room for personal responsibility. When Krsna
says that knowledge is the best form of purification (4:38) he is suggesting that other

(presumably ritual) forms of existential purification / expiation are unnecessary.

1t is interesting that the kind of mahaipapa Arjuna is facing was also faced by his
supposed father, Indra, who committed the crime of hrahmahatya. Indra, particularly in
the Epic and Puranic traditions, is fickle and adulterous and reneges on his promises
{Dumézil 1970:65-81}). Indra gives a brief list of his misdemeanours at Kausttakt
Upanisad 3:1. The story of Tndra's sins and their aftermath is told by Salya at
Mahdabhdrata 5.9-18. Indra becomes 'overcome by his own guilt (svakalmasa)
(5.10:43) and dwells disconsolately in the waters. When he is needed in order to
vanquish Nahusa, the devas discuss his case and Visnu decides he should offer an
asvamedha, which would expiate his sins and return him to his former glory. Indra does
so: through the wanderings of the sacrificial horse, 'he shared out the brahmahatya

amongst the trees, rivers, mountains, earth, and women' (5.13:17). He is not yet returned

passing over a fissure in the earth at speed would capsize one’s chariot, and that from this context its
usage expanded to denote the failure of any ritual enterprise, only being connected with hell at a later
stage when hell became theorised as the post-mortem location of the ritually unobservant. See also
Bodewitz 1999a. The use of the term in the Bhagavadyitd’s non-ritual context, as part of a tribal ethic,
probably indicates the appropriation of hrdfmanical ritual terminology for other purposes: in any case,
it is clear that what Arjuna means by the word is not some formal deficiency but a miserable
experience,
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‘to glory, however, abiding in diminuitive form in a lotus stalk until fortified by flattery
and by promises of assistance and co-operation from the devas, thus making sure that
the sin incurred in kiliing Nahusa will not rest on himself alone. In fact Nahusa has
fallen already, apparently having lost authority due to his lack of respect for textual and
behavioural traditions (this may well refer to the downfall of Buddhist and / or foreign
kingdoms). Dumézil {(pp. 115-138), ignoring the asvamedha, explores the lotus stalk
motif and draws parallels with other mythological traditions concerning the origin of
world-sustaining heroes. He attempts to show that this mythologem is concerned not
just with heroic origins but with post-battle-sin purifications. However, having cited
Armenian, Irish, Kwakiutl and Osset mythology, only the Irish is clearly to do with
cleansing rather than origins, and the parallel seems to consist only in the power of

water to cool shame and wash stains away.

The distribution of the sin through Indra's asvamedha is echoed in the account -
Bhisma gives of Indra's expiation at Mahabharata 12.273. Here brahumahatya is
personified and persuaded to leave Indra, 1;esiding instead in agwni, plants, apsarases and
the waters, thence to be passed on to those who fail to offer to agni, those who cut
plants for ceremonial reasons, those who have sexual relations with menstruating
women, and those who pollute the waters.” This account supplements the first one in
that the sin is eventually made to reside in those whose behavioural and ritual traditions
are frowned on by the tex('s editors. That this process is connected with asvamedha
should not surprise us, since this is a ritual to demonstrate sovereignty, and its
successful performance would lead to the establishment of (at least lip service to) the
ideology and institutions of its performer. The scapegoat mechanism (Girard 1986) is
instantiated here: frictions within the community are minimised by collective
demonisation of a third party. This is equivalent to passing sins off on those one does

not like (Kausttaki Upanisad 1:4).

Elsewhere Indra's sin is expiated by agni performing a certain ritual on his behalf
(Jaiminiyva Brahmana 2.134, Oertel 1898:122). Returning to Arjuna’s situation, we can
observe that, as well as having employed Krsna’s technique to the best of his ability,
partially freeing him from the accumulation of sin, he is also involved in a ritual remedy

after the war, Yudhisthira’s asvamedha, which is connected with the Pandavas® dubious

77 This kind of sin-distribution is mentioned also in Atharvaveda 6.113:2, where a fire-offering
accompanied by the correct incantation is said to remove sin (papman, durita) to the smokes, the mists,
the fogs, the foams of the rivers, and the embryo-slayers, This last may refer to infanticide amongst
certain hunter-gatherer peoples demonised by the @ryas.
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“actions (Mahdbhdrata 14.2:12-13, 14.3:3-10), though not as explicitly as Indra’s is with
his. However, the logistics of Indra's asvamedha and the logistics of Krsna's
purification-through-knowledge are connected. In the asvamedha, the sin is distributed
widely. Likewise in Krsna's technique: as we shall see more fully in chapter five, the
dissolution of individual agency leaves responsibility with the world as a whole, any
number of invisible causal inputs being necessary to produce the output act. If there is
blame, then Krsna's jiidgna will de-individualise it, thus dissolving it. The mechanism of
purification is the same in both cases, Indra having performed externally what Krsna

urges Arjuna to perform internally.

When the moksa context came into contact with the brahmanical ritual, it
presented particular problems because the Vedic tradition already had an established but
contrasting soteriological scheme. The Bhagavadgitd, and with it the Upanisads and
many other contemporary texts, unites two different post-mortem merit systems w
(Bodewitz 1997-98:589, 595). The first, the Vedic, is a system of positive merit, caused
by correct ritual action (which neutralises potential demerit), and resulting in residence
in the heaven of the ancestors, or of Indra. As Gombrich (1975:114) says, ‘the Rgveda
consigns the wicked dead to literal or metaphorical obseurity: hell is not mentioned’.®
The second system 1s one of negative demerit, caused by action, known as
karmabandha,”® and resulting in the continuing ensnarement of the immaterial soul in
the material world. There is no positive merit possible in this system, for all stations of
rebirth have in common that they are the opposite of not being reborn at all. One does
not attain moksa because one merits it: on the contrary, in the absence of karmabandha,
moksa is the perfectly natural state of the soul. Nonétheless, as Krsna points out, one
may gain comparatively excellent rebirth, this resulting in an extended stay in a glorious
heaven, as well as, crucially, a subsequent human birth “in a house of honest, fortunate
foll” or “in a family (kula) of wise yogins’, where one may once more strive for saving

knowledge and freedom from karmabandha (6:41i ~433.

Let us look at the old Vedic view of rebirth. Sons who have sons who have sons
(and so on) are required in order to maintain periodic sriddha offerings (of riceball and

water, 1:42) to the ancestors in yonder world, who are sustained by them (Kane 1930-

% See aiso Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 4.4:4 for a list of post-mortem possibilities (pitr, gandharva, deva,
Prajapati, brahman, or ‘some other being’) from which hell is conspicuously absent. Hell in the
Bhagavadgitd seems to denote the results of failing to know and maintain a male bloodline. Such a
failure may have only recently become a sertously envisaged possibility.

** Apiirva, the invisible link between meritorious actions and their personal consequences, is a Vedic

92




©62:1V.334-51 5). If women become promiscuous, sons will not know who their male
ancestors are, and those ancestors will starve. This is kulaksaya, tribal ruin, the end of
genetic connection and meaningful kinship.*® For the ritually observant (the ritual is |
tribal rather than bradhmanical here), rebirth occurs in the pitrloka and lasts as long as
riceball offerings are made by descendants.”’ As soon as one is unsure of the continuing
responsibility of one’s line after one is deceased, there is the possibility that, having
become a pitr, one will starve.* This idea of punarmytyu (death-again) was also
invoked when ritual merit was envisaged as a quantity, earned in life and spent in the
afterlife.*® This situation would only arise in the wake of anxiety about the future
continuity and ritual rectitude of one’s bloodline. The ideologies here invoked seem to
represent a halfway point of development: tribes have, with brahmanical assistance,
begun to socialise, but one of the results of this is a highly protective attitude to genetic
continuity. In this context the pifrloka and the $rdddha offerings become important:
previously, the continuity of the ancestral line would have been indistinguishable froth

the present survival of the tribe.

Once anxiety over genetic continuity had arisen, there was an entry for the idea of
avoiding the system of ritual merit, usually through knowledge of it and of the context
in which it was thought to operate. Elaborate rituals were devised (knowledge of whose
meaning was an essential part of their correct performance) to ward off the prospect of
punarmrtvu (Rodhe 1946:81-105, Tull 1989:54-119): one’s residence in the hereafter
would then be endless, but, since sraddha food to sustain the heavenly body was no -

longer to be counted on, this idea underwent modification and was soon presented as

version of karmabandha, giving it a positive spin.

0 Kulaksaya also means that the primary motivation for having children (i.e. to maintain kula and pitrs) is
lost: the passage to the renunciative ideology is thus easy to explain, being first and foremost the
renunciation of parenthood.

! Residence in the pitrloka does not begin with birth and childhood as on earth, but nonetheless the point
is clear.

2 See Satapatha Brihmana 7.9.3:12, in which death in yonder world is due to the lack of a son to
perform ritual, The idea that one’s heavenly sojourn could expire may have been connected tothe
observation of shooting ‘stars’ or the disappearance of stars; see below, footnote 54.

At Mahabharata 3.191 Indradyumna falls from heaven because no one remembers his fame. A search
is made of vartous animals, and a tortoise is found who remembers him, returning him aloft. There
appears to be some confusicn over what keeps one aloft in one’s post-mortem /oka: is it the apiirva
merit of one’s ritual actions, the riceball friddhas of one’s descendants, or the memory of surviving
folk? All these lines converge if we remember that having sons who have sons who have son ete. is the
axiomatic ritual action, and as such always remains uncompleted, being contingent upon future events.
Once the possibility of disaster is contempiated, insecurity is irrefutable, and heaven dwelling becomes
quantifiable. The animals in the story probably represent different tribes (Chattopadhyaya 1959): it
seems that Indradyumna’s direct father-son line has been broken but that he is still represented by an
aflied tribe,
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‘beconﬁng brahman’, or *going to moksa’.* Tn the original scheme the person has two
lives, one here, one hereafter. It is important to envisage the initial system undisturbed,
before economic or agricultural innovations, before anxiety over bloodline integrity WaS
introduced by population growth and interaction: the kulg remains at a stable
population, with no intake of genes from outside the kula except as imported via women
who remain non-adulterous. In this situation, the power of the ancestors is continuously
appropriated for the well-being of the kula. New generations thrive because of
connection with the paragenerational pattern: it is easy to imagine the recycling of souls
within the tribe, the dehin beginning, with no prior karmabandha, with a new person
after the old person has been deposited into the safe category of pitr.* People from
outside the kula are not really people.’® But if populations rise, people have to rub along
with different others, and folk from other kulas have to be accepted into the same
ontological category as oneself. The wider society causing this shift also leads to
adultery, miscegenation, the abandonment or alteration of ancient ritual practices, and ™
breakdown or dishonesty in the sraddha system. This means that the pitrloka system,
the antithesis of cosmopolitanism, has failed, for any male now has reason to fear that
his great-grandchildren will not know who their great-grandfather is and thus will
neglect to feed him with sraddha. Crucially, the failure of the pitrloka idea to exhaust
rebirth leaves manifold inequalities of birth and fortune requiring explanation. If a soul
may escape from the kula it has always been part of, then any person’s soul may have

previously been in a person of a different kula.’” In the same way as gradations of ritual,

* See Bodewitz 1996, which shows that the idea of punarmrtyy originally denoted final annihilation,
without rebirth back on earth as at Bhagavadgitd 9:21. The term punarmyrivu, which ‘is only found in
rather fate Vedic texts’ (p. 28}, thus seems to mark an interim stage between the old Vedic / tribal
soteriology and the mokya soteriology.

* Bodewitz 1994 notes that the early layers of the Rgveda do not mention the pirrloka aor the great
forefathers, and that originally the dead were thought to reside in some gloomy underworld irrespective
of their deeds when alive. He explains the origin of heavens and hells in termis of encouragement for
brahmanical ritual activity. The ancient invisibility of the pitrioka is to be expected: it is only through
socialisation with other Awlas that one’s own forefathers would have been lauded. The xenophobic
instinct would have resulted, in the initial phase of socialisation, in an explosion of kinship partisanship
which, when heavenly lokas were hypothesised as rewards for brahmanical ritual propriety, would
have led to extravagant claims concerning the location of one’s own ancestors,

* This point may be illustrated by innumerable ancient examples of cruelty to women taken from outside
the tribe. Insofar as this pitr system, predicated on the anxiety of paternality, may have been interrupted
by population density enly in the most recent small fraction of the lifespan of our species, its instincts
remain, and exarmples of such cruelty to women are stilt easy to find. Sian Hawthorne has suggested to
me (personal communication, 2001) that the pifr system was replaced by textual authorship, a symbolic
guarantee of paternity: writing follows swiftly upon the loss of kufa integrity.

" This is varnasamkara, an existential crisis which would have been widely feared (and indeed still is) by
any number of tribes now interacting. In this crisis, it is no longer possible for anyone to know who
they are, certainly not in the way in whick they would have known such a thing when humans were
separated into discrete genetic traditions. Such genetic mixing must be carefully regulated. Manusmyrti
3:9 bans a man from marrying a wornan ‘named after a constellation, a tree, a river, or with a low-caste
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heroic and procreative human action could explain differentials of pifrioka experience,
so could such gradations explain differentials of human experience. At this point, one
may discard the pitrloka system, or whatever mdtrloka or other ancestral systems there |
may have been, and think in terms of immediate rebirth in some human social station.

Or one may retain them all as possible stations of rebirth.

There is thus a smooth passage from the initial disruption of tribal continuity to
the ideas of reincarnation according to karmabandha. Reincarnation, in the form of a
recycling of the basic element of special life (the ‘soul” in the later caricature), had, after
all, been part of the system all along. The idea that, after death, an essence of the person
must be reappropriated for the continuing prosperity of the tribe, is a common motif in
ethnographies ancient and modern.*® But, in the old tribal scheme, personhood only
lasted for one-and-a-bit lives before dissolving into posterity. At some point the idea
that one’s heavenly days were numbered caused the destiny of the individual to be
extended into an enormous number of possible successive lives. Then the natural
guestion is whether this enormous number ﬁlight be finite, and, if so, what is so special
about the last life, and the moksa soteriology follows. Held (1935:127fT.) believes these
developments to have been a result of the disruption of clan continuity and the attendant
speculation over who one’s ancestors were. This suggestion of Held’s is \extremeiy
valuable: it is far more satisfactory to explain the rise of reincarnatory ideolology on the
basis of known historical developments causing an adjustment to existing ideas, than it
is to hypothesise the influence of aboriginal ideas, hitherto undocumented, on the
tradition of the Aryan invaders, as many have done (Zimmer 1952:281, 378-380,
Santina 1989, Gough 1903:25, Pande 1957:280-285, Jaini 1980:218).* The process of
change to the new scheme, however, was never completed: O°Flaherty (1980:13) notes

that “when the theory of transmigration came to be accepted in India (whatever its

name, or named after a mountain, or with a partisan or servile or frightening name’: these names denote
tribes who are beyond the pale. Genetic stock was carefully preserved: a man’s marriage should always
be with someone of the same varna or higher, and children born contrary to this were outcaste, The
highest varna is therefore the one that preserves pedigree to the largest extent: see Manusmyrti 10. The
varna system can be seen as a means of preserving the possibility of really ‘knowing who (or what)
vou are’, if onty for a few. The concentration on male ancestors suggests that it was men who sought
this possibility in this way.

" See Bloch and Parry 1982:7-9, 211-230. Woodburn 1982, studying various hunter-gatherer peoples
who are exceptions to this rule, suggests that the recycling of the soul-stuff of the dead back into the
tribe by means of elaborate funerary rites is characteristic of 'delayed-return' rather than ‘immediate-
return' economies. The pifrloka scheme may thus be linked to pastoralism and agriculture, whose
iessons of selective breeding could have been the origin of the preoccupation with paternity.

* The tendency to dichotomise Aryan and indigenous ideas has diminished as racism has become less
fashionable. Of course any newly complex society would involve a sharing of mythologies, but in an
important sense all of these would now be obsolete.
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* source), it was superimposed upon the old system without superceding it; thus the
substance-code of karma mediates between two different, contradictory theories’.>
These contradictions necessitated some ingenious speculation, in marny different textual
genres, about the exact process of death and rebirth, and a whole host of metaphysical
arman-theories. The individual bound soul seeking moksa was an adaptation of a more
abstract life-force which was ritually recycled in the old tribal system, coming to each
human persén as a blank slate. This idea of non-individual subjectness, the
philosophical dehin mentioned earlier, is chronologically prior to the transmigrating,
moksa-seeking soul, and is altogether a more coherent idea. To be fully understood, it
must be seen in the context of a tribe with unbroken ancestral tradition, and in the
context of the ritual care with which the members of the tribe protect its genetic
continuity. This philosophical defin, non-individuated subjectness, only exists, after all,
as long as that genetic continuity is maintained: where tribal interaction is rare, highly
ritualised, and fraught with extreme danger of pollution,”® the precious subjectness is™
not thought of in relation to individuals of other tribes, and is specific to, or the mark of,
genetic continuity. In the same way, in our advanced state of varnasamkara, the notion
of humanity, the experience of being a human person, has been set up as an ontological
category marking ‘us’ off from all other species, which, on the Abrahamic view, simply
do not have souls. It is difficult fully to imagine the ancient scenario from a modern
European perspeétive: one’s attempt becomes flooded with humanistic abhorrence.
Notions of dehin grew from the quintessence of proper life recycled within a stable
tribal system, but this idea changed dramatically in ancient India, and the texts then
make use of a soteriologically active entity which has more in common with the
Abrahamic soul.”* Having traced a plausible genesis of this soul idea in a primeval, non-
individual subjectness, we must not lose sight of the original idea in our reading of the

Bhagavadgita. This philosophical dehin is an integral theoretical part of 2:11-30,

" See also Rodhe 1946:122. Discussing the Upanisads, he notes that the “idea of a rebirth to this world is
combined with the ideas of the other kinds of rebirth and with those of karman. No definite synthesis is
reached. Various ideas appear side by side’.

*! Migrating tribes may have found themselves in situations where no arrangements existed with
neighbouring tribes, Parpola 2001 explores suggestions of incest within proud migrating warrier-
families: indeed, inbreeding may be hypothesised as a cause of the health problems within the
Mahdbhdrata's royal family tree, as well as an explanation of its many far fetched stories of divine
parentage.

*2 Werner’s cautions against the use of an Abrahamic idea of *soul’ to understand ancient Indian texts are
thus only partly to the point. If the context is soteriological / ideological rather than philosophical,
‘soul’, a word whose contemporary usage is impressionistic and far removed from the contexts in
which it demanded a precise definition, would be a fine translation. The problem with ancient Indian
texts is that it is not easy to telt the two types of context apart: Wemer, perhaps assuming that certain
terminology automatically denotes a philosophical context, is oversimplifying.
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Krspa’s first serious response to Arjuna’s statement, which outlines the methodological
basis of asakta karman, ending ‘therefore you ought not to grieve for any creature’

without having once mentioned the moksa context.>

The Bhagavadgiia unites the two systems by making it explicit that the traditional
heavens for Vedic sacrificers are a part of material existence, a station of rebirth like
any other: they are only enjoyed until one’s ritual merit is exhausted, and then one is
reborn elsewhere (9:20-21). Naraka, feared by Arjuna at 2:40-44 as tribal extinction,
clsewhere (16:7-16) comes under the influence of the expanding religious cosmology

and is considered a plane of rebirth visited upon severe offenders against dharma.

The most famous presentation of the coexistence of the tribal and moksa schemes
is that of the two paths, pitryina and devayana (Chandogya Upanisad 5.10,
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2:15-16, Prasna Upanisad 1:9-10, Mundaka Upanisad
1.2:7-11, Kausitaki Upanisad 1.2, Bhagavadgita 8:23-26).** One path is the pitryana™
leading to pifrioka and then back to earth (this last being an innovation): the other is the
devayéna, leading to brahman.” In all the Upanisadic versions except that of the
Kausitakt, the people on the pitryana are further distinguished from those on the
devayana by their earthly behaviour, the former being characterised by their belief in
the efficacy of offerings to gods and gifts té priests, and (in the Prasna version) by their
desire for childreh, the latter by their dwelling austerely and chastely in the wilderness
and by their pursuit and possession of special knowledge. These passages clearly show
the renunciative implications of the moksa soteriology and the threat it poses to
brahmanical ritualism. There is debate within the Upanisads about these impliéations:
Mundaka Upanisad is particularly scathing about those who perform rituals, but is

countered by /sa Upanisad, which criticises renunciation (Barua 1921). The

" Amyta at 2:15 probably refers to immortality in the pitrloka: this idea would easily morph into that of
moksa, which, as we have seen, is easily conceived as a never-ending, highly subtle embodiment.

* The Bhagavadgiid’s account contains the apparently shocking revelation that dying at night or during
the latter half of the solar year is enough to ensure rebirth even for those who know brakman. This is
the reason why Bhisma, though mortally wounded in the war, waits until after the winter solstice to
give up his life. The astronomical stipulation, though at odds with the spirit of the karmeayoga, reminds
us that the heavenly /okas are represented by the night sky and moksa by the sun: see Hiltebeitel 2001
for interesting explorations on this point. It is intriguing that the year’s ‘night’ is the period between the
sumniter and winter solstices rather than that between the vernal and automnal equinoxes.

** In the Chdndogya version, a third possibility, of being reborn as ‘these tiny, repeatedly revolving
creatures’, is redolent of the nitya migiidha, the inexbaustibie reservoir of souls in the lowest level of
plant existence which, in Jainism, allows the universe to be an eternal process despite being
continuously depleted through the loss of perfected and cleansed souls. See P. S. Jaini 1980. The
depletion of the world’s soul-stuff is a problem for the moksa soteriology. In the tribal system it was
envisaged in existential terms as kulaksaya.
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Bhagavadgiti adopts the moksa soteriology but strips it of its renunciative implications
by introducing asakta karman, the technique of acting without generating
karmabandha. This idea seems to be the ritual’s only hope, and is suggested at [sa
Upanisad 2: “one should want to live a hundred vears just performing works in the
world. It is thus, not in any other way, [that] action does not stain you, a person’. Krsna
expounds his technique at length and with passion, not just for narrative reasons,
because from a dramatic viewpoint the war is crucial and the Pandavas rely on Arjuna,
but also for socio-historical reasons, because the text’s editors sought to show that
action as such is harmless and ought to be performed. In the narrative context, Arjuna,
to be a good ksatriya,”® needs a technique with which to discharge his responsibility
notwithstanding incidental personal scruples: the ksarra is inherently active and
decisive, and such a technique would have been required as soon as there was a class of
people dedicated to physical defence of the organisation of society.”” In the socio-
historical context, renunciation threatened brdhmanical ritual institutions. In the text, *
Krsna’s technique of asakta karman applies to both contexts. The first (ksatriva)
context uses the philosophy of dehin, and is older than the second (brahmanical), which

uses the soteriology of the soul.

As has been shown above, Arjuna’s initial statement of his refusal to fight
contains three fragments, in none of which does he complain that to fight would retard
his progress towards moksa. This suggests that early versions of the text were not
informed by the full force of the fashion for renunciation. The alternative hypothesis,
that the narrative moment of the lily-livered warrior was devised as a vehicle for
promulgating the orthoprax 1deological response to the renouncers’ objections to ritual
action, seems unlikely. Certainly, as regards Arjuna’s practical question ‘how could we
be happy having killed our own people?’, Krsna’s answer is detailed and to the point.
The various traumas which Arjuna envisages are not necessary consequences of the
action of killing his relatives. A warrior, having ascertained the propriety of a military
enterprise, may apply himself wholeheartedly to the task, and overcome his personal

scruples by dedicating himself to a higher social agenda. Many necessary actions are

% Good, that is, under a new post-Duryedhana rubric, Fhis is not critical to the necessity of an attitudinal
martial technique, but does affect the Bhagavadgitd’s presentation of this technique.

7B, K. Smith (1994:29) says that ‘briihmanas, ksatrivas and commoners are who they are in part
because of the abstract and neuter powers that enliven and animate each class. These powers I cali the
‘elemental qualities’ of the varna system; they are the brahman, the ksatra and the vis”. Smith thinks
that these “elemental qualities’ reflect an Inde-European triad of social ideology, to which was added,
to make the varna system, a fourth category of all who fali outside the triad and so are pot really any
proper part of society.
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distasteful, and, rather than dwelling upon this, Arjuna may maximise the efficiency of
his necessary actions, and minimise the resulting emotional discomfort, by ignoring his
own personal emotional response and concentrating fully on the job i hand. Such a |
technique could have been most urgently required in military contexts, where not only is
the action most distasteful whoever one’s opponents are, but also the stakes are very
high, hence there is an acute need for maximum efficiency. In a period of socio-political
change and éentraiisation of power, the large armies and terrible slaughter reflected in

the Mahdabhdarata may have been a recent and disturbing reality.

Krsna’s technique is not simple. It involves a complete rethinking of the normal
human approach to action and as such’is a martial art, having much in common with the
surviving oriental martial arts, all of which are psychological and philosophical as well
as physical (see above, 1.3). It is critical that the motive for action transcends personal
considerations, instead being the protection of the community from evil forces. The
actor is in a position to apply Krsna’s technique only if there is a lofty scheme
legitimating the action, and thus failure Wbuld be an honourable failure. In the case of
actions which spring just from the motivation of what one personally stands to gain
from their success, failure makes one feel foolish, and preoccupation with this
possibility will hamper one’s technigque. Hence Krsna urges Arjuna to ‘perform
actions... having abandoned attachment, having become equal to success or failure’
{2:48). He deplores actions which are motivated by desire for personal gain, and
introduces a variety of alternative motivational ideas: for the good of society, for the -
maintenance of the cosmos, for the love of God, Only by acting on the basis of these

external motivators will a person be able to maintain peace of mind.

Krsna is able to back up this claim by explaining that, in fact, all action is
externally determined, and that the impression of human agency is a delusion (see
chapter five below}. It is only under the influence of this delusion that people become
attached to the results of their actions, causing suffering in this life, where hazard is a
fact. The deconstruction of the *I” as agent works by pointing out that the acting person,
the physically separate human being, is no more than a temporary agglomeration of
shifting external forces. If there is an ', it cannot be identified through analysis of
action, since the causes and the results of action are external to it. It is therefore quite a
strain to maintain the ego’s conceit of being at once the agent and the witness of action.
The guilt envisaged by Arjuna 18 an example of this strain. Not realising that he is

bound to act out whatever reflects his externally given svabhava, ahamkdra has led him
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to imagine the personal consequences of an action which is not really ‘his’, and thus to

have a negaﬁve attitude to what is going to happen anyway.”® This réalisation, that only
prakrti acts, and that one is bound to do what one does whether or nof this causes (or is
imagined as causing) kulaksaya or anything else, is a prerequisite of asakta karman,

which follows immediately upon it.

The aforegoing three paragraphs constitute a fairly complete account of Krsna’s
technique of asakia karman. In this account, which answers Arjuna’s statement fairly
well (excepting his particular fears for the future well-being of his kula),” the result of
asakta karman 1s peace of mind and successful action. Moksa and transmigration are not
mentioned, nor need they be. The technique is based on an empirical philosophy of
buman action, a philosophy whose empiricism extends even to the psychological realm.
This non-moksa philosophy and technique can only be clearly discerned in the
Bhagavadgiti by missing out many verses, and by sidestepping the Vedantic
interpretations that have been given since medieval times and even within the

Mahabharata itself (in the Anugita, for example).

3.4. Soteriological interference and the logical primacy of sukha

The relevance of the notion of being bound by action in the Bhagavadgtid is by no
means limited to the context of moksa. Indeed, the whole episode only occurs because
Arijuna is worried about being bound, in an immediate, psychological and existential
sense, by the murderous action with which he is faced. If the interpretive notion of the
*bondage of action’ is widened beyond the text’s samsara-oriented use of the term

karmabandha, it may constitute a central tool for the literary analysis of the received

%% 18:59-60: “If, having had recourse to ahamkdira, you think ‘T will not fight!’, this, your resolution, is
wrong: prakrti will impel you. Bound by your own action, bom of svabhiva, you will do, though
unwishingly, that which, from cenfusion, you do not want to do’. This could be thought of as a kind of
karmabandha (action-bond): once there is birth, defrin, because embodied, is bound to (witness) action.
Krsna uses the root ‘bind’ (Sanskrit bandh) in this way at 18:60¢: Arjuna is nibaddhah svena karmand,
bound by his own (future)} action, Elsewhere karmabandha denotes that which causes birth in the first
place.

* Arjuna’s kula-centric fears are, by implication, glossed as personal by the text, and provide an example
of a sahta attitude. This is alarming, since the mixed soctal community that the new ideclogy holds up
is, in its super-personal character, an adapted version of the tribal community: if tribal interests
represent attachment then how can societal ones not do so? This is to anticipate the next chapter. Here
it will suffice to say that Krsna’s ignoring Arjuna’s tribal perspective is historically apposite: in the
context of dense population, it was the viclence resulting from this perspective that caused its downfall,
irrespective of how experientially unacceptable its replacement was in comparison. Nonetheless, as this
thesis will bear out, in the long run it does the text no good to interpret Arjuna’s problem: the problem
as Arjuna states it might be historically unanswerable, but the problem as the text understands it is
philosophically unanswerable.

i
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text, as well as a useful clue to the prehistory of the renouncers’ aversion to action.

Karmabandha in the context of moksa, and the trauma which-Arj una fears and _
which is his reason for not fighting, are not very well distinguished in the
Bhagavadgita. A literary reason could be given for this: they do not need to be, for most
of the text is taken up with Krsna describing a certain yogic technique of action. If
adopted, this technique puts paid to the ‘bondage of action’ in the context of moksa as
well as in those contexts Arjuna initially invokes. When the moksa context is
introduced, asakta karman will still lead to peace of mind and maintenance of kula and
the ancestors (insofar as this is possible in the new society), but in addition will ensure

that the soul is not rebom.

Krsna’s argument has the feeling of novelty: he repeats and emphasises the
possibility of action without staining the soul, as if he is the first to have discovered it.
He augments this possibility with a metaphysical attention to the acting and %
{ransmigrating entities, and to the origin and cause of the world.* Krsna reinterprets the
bandha of karmabandha such that it would be better called buddhibandha or
ahamkdrabandha, since it 1s not karman as such which binds. Buddhism shares this
reinterpretation, seeing the causes of rebirth as mental rather than physical,® but its
reinterpretation is more dramatic, since even rebirth itself is mental.”? Both Buddhism
and the .Bhagavddgﬂd came to this view through analysis of ideas of selfhood and
agency. The Bhagavadgita also came to it through distaste for the social consequences

of the contrary view,

The sequel to Krsna’s tweaking of the moksa soteriology is that the post-mortem
progress of the soul is unatfected by the visible aspect of actions undertaken. As such,
the Upanisadic identification of the devayanins with those who dwell in the wilderness,
uninvolved in social rituals (Chandogya Upanisad 5.10, Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
6.2:15-16), is impossible for the Bhagavadgita, whose version of the two post-mortem

paths (8:23-26) characterises both groups as yogins, additionally calling those who do

% The Bhagavadgid probably represents the earfiest conjunction of a theistic idea of creation with the
moksa context: Buddhism and Jainism remained atheistic with respect to creation.

% See Dhammapada 1:1-2, quoted above, 2.2.

5 Buddhism’s focus is on consciousness-morments rather than on substance: the x suggested by
consciousness-of-x is secondary to the event of consciousness that it is invoked o explain, What is
impeortant in consciousness-of-x 1s whether it is pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. Buddhism, by refusing
to have a realist ontology, establishes a congruence between the (mental) causes of karmabandha and
its {mental) etfects. In the Bhagavadgitd, karmabandha has mental causes and physical effects,
Bronkhorst (2000} discusses the problems of this view, which threaten the compatibility of
karmabandha and realist ontology.
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"ot return brahman-knowers, but, crucially, makes no reference to visible differences in
lifestyle. The mentalism of Krsna’s theory logically dissolves any behavioural dualism
of religious paths. However, it would seem that, by the time the Bhagavadgita made this
step, a behavioural dualism was already entrenched, as is shown by the Bhagavadgid’s
measured respect for known yogic practises, when in fact any practice is potentially
yogic. The pervasiveness of this dualism is also visible in Hinduism’s acceptance of
renunciatory phases of life before and after a phase of social and ritual responsibility
(Olivelle 1993), as well as in Buddhism’s maintenance of an institutionalised monkhood

with all the trappings of asceticism.

When, in the course of the Bhagavadgita’s expansion, the samsdra / moksa
context was overlaid onto Krsna’s exposition of asakta karman, it fitted very well
indeed. Arjuna’s threat, to renounce a socially responsible action because of individual
consequences, was parallel to the threat to orthopraxy (especié,liy brahmanical "
orthopraxy) from the renunciative ideology of the new moksa-seekers. Moreover, the
consequence following from adoption of Krsna’s technique (peace of mind) was easily
extended beyond death, in the new context, to include moksa. Thus asakia karman,
Krsna's yogic approach to action, is a unifying theme in the text: focusing on this theme
can subvert the problems caused by the text’s ideological and chronological diversity.
Early versions of the text presented this theme and gave an exposition from one
viewpoint, and subsequent textual layers have re-presented the same theme understood
and fleshed out according fo the problems, preoccupations and religious outlook of

different times and different milieus.

In each of the following soteriological pairs treated by the Bhagavadgiia, asakta
karman leads to the first item rather than the second: sukha / duhkha, maintenance of
orderly society / chaos and varnasamkara, moksa | punarjanman. Because of asakta
karman’s multivalency, it is sometimes hard to know which pair is under consideration
in any particular passage. For example, the text contains numerous referenices to the
glorious state attained by asakta karmins. These references are extremely varied: some
are describing an individual psychological state, others a socio-existential state, others
an obscure disembodied one, but often they are highly ambiguous descriptions. This
ambiguity means that the readers or hearers of the text are able to interpret most of these
references from whichever soteriological context suits them. This can partly explain the
popularity and literary success of the text. Tt is popular in Hinduism due to

interpretations from the samsdra context, but its openness to interpretations from the
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sukha context means that it has also been accessible to other cultures: a person who
does not believe in reincarnation or much else may still profit from some advice on how
to be happy. However, this eventuality is interesting in itself. The sukha / duhkha |
context does much more than provide a convenient bridge between tribal soteriology
and moksa soteriology. Both of these soteriologies depend on metaphysical ideologies,
that s, they are artefacts created by people, but the sukha / duhkha context, as a simple
barometer of individual psychological health, seems to be a phenomenological given.
An instinctive soteriology of peace of mind is the basis of the other soteriologies. The
sukha [ duhkha context of asakta karman is logically, phenomenologically,

chronologically and, as we shall see, linguistically prior to the other contexts.

In parts of the text it is easy to distinguish the immediate result of viewing things
in the light of what Krsna says, from the eventual result of acting in the way he
suggests. The immediate result is presented as na anusocitum arhasi (2:25, 20,27 a%%d
30: ‘you should not grieve’). The eventual result is initially presented at 2:32 in terms of
Arjuna attaining svarga, that is, long-term fame on earth and / or a hero’s loka. Very
quickly, however, Krsna extrapolates from the specific results for Arjuna of this war
performed in a certain manner, to the general results for anyone of their allotted actions
performed in this manner, and speaks in terms of the avoidance of rebirth. In doing this,
he moves his focus from Arjuna’s war action to any action. The result of asakta karman
is given as siddhi,” para, para gati,* sthana,” pada, avyaya pada,® sreya, and
nitisreva;® as brahma (neuter), brahmabhiya, brahmasamsparsa, brahmanirvdna,“'
akalma,saw and am_rta.m Sometimes the description is psychoiogicalz prasdada, santi,
freedom from papa and asubha, sukha aksaya / uttama | atyantika | atyanta.” At 4:10,

and increasingly from chapter six onwards, the result of asakta karman is becoming one

3.4, 20, 12:10, 14:1: success.

53:19, 13:34: the other, supreme, highest. With gari at 6:45, 9:32, 13:28, 16:22: the other / highest
course.

£99:18, 18:62: stability.
% 15:4: the station. With avpaya at 15:5: the imperishable station.
73:2, 11: the preferable. With sl at 5:2: the unbettered.

% 4:24, 31, 5:6, 6:27, 8:24, 13:30, 18:50: the absolute (neuter gender). With bhaya at 14:26, 18:53:
becoming the absolute. With samsparsa at 6:28: contact with the absolute. With nirvana at 2:72, 5:24:
the absolute-with-extinguishing (of phenomena).

% 4:30), 6:27: stainlessness.
7021185, 14:20: deathlessness.

" Serenity (2:64-71), peace (4:39, 5:12, 29, 12:12, 18:62), freedom from evil (10:3) and harm (4:16, 9:1),
indestructible (5:21) or ultimate (6:27) or endiess {(6:21, 28) happiness.
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with Krsna, who-as such is paramam purusam divyam (*utmost divine person’, 8:8¢),
kavim purainam anusasitdra (‘ancient ruling poet-sage’, 8:9a), and yena sarvam idam
fatam (‘by whom all this is extended’, 8:22d). The text’s descriptions of the goal of
asakta karman are presented in various metres, and informed by gnostic perspectives
(2:12-30, 13:12-23, 15:11)7 as well as theistic ones. It is noteworthy that the gnostic
perspective explicitly includes the immediate psychological results of asakia karman,
and is presented using occasional tristubh verses, some of which occur also in the

Upanisads (Jezic 1997).

Agrawal (1982:20) points out that in the absence of empirical proof of the Hindu
metaphysical scheme of transmigration, the efficacy of a philosophy such as Krspa's is
still verifiable in terms of its psychological effects in the present life. This is consonant
with the text’s initially psychological reading of action’s bondage, and also with the
narrative context, which requires principally that Arjuna be made to fight
wholeheartedly and without fear. It is clear that, from a literary viewpoint, it is not
possible to impose a single hermeneutical scheme on Krsna’s words. Under a moksa
interpretation, the psychological terminology of some of the references to the goal must
be seen as metaphorical. Under a psychological interpretation, the transcendental
terminology of some of the other references must seen as figurative, emphasising the
truly radical nature of Krsna’s approach to action. Once the text is recognised as
compostite, both interpretations may be used side by side, and thus a more literal and
exact understanding may be gained of the Sanskrit words used. The text’s problem of
action is not just about Arjuna’s peace of mind, nor is it just about the disentanglement

of the soul from samsara.

'The reputation of the Bhagavadgita rests on the literary result of the historical
accident that asakta karman, a method suggested in response to Arjuna’s natural
dismay, also fitted as a defence of action in the context of karmabandha and moksa.
This accidental fit is eased because the psychological language of sukha, which is
integral to Arjuna’s plight regardless of any post-mortem existence, can also do duty by
referring to moksa or to the continued sustenance of the pitrs. Howsoever superhuman
the goal striven for, the language of human goals is useful for its description. Hence, as

remarked earlier, the strange dual use of the pronouns salr and dtman to refer at one and

™ These gnostic perspectives downplay the activism of Krsna’s philosophy and centre on the knowledge
of prakrei and purusa, which in the Bhagavadenid necessarily results in asakta karman
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the same time to a human person and to a recipient of eternal disembodied existence.”

Now, it might be pointed out that such language is all that is available, and that it only
describes metaphorically and by intimation in this latter case. This is true, to be sure, bu‘f
is not quite to the point, which is that this constraint is there not just in the case of word
use but also in the case of all selfconscious ideation. If moksa can only be described in
psychological terms then how can it be claimed that it is a non-psychological state, or
that anyone has ever managed to think of it as such? This is why it is so important to
establish a mundane context for Arjuna, with asakta karman serving to treat only his
guilt, as a chronological precursor to the moksa context. Not only is such a context
historically likely on the basis of other textual evidence, and not only does it show itself
clearly in Arjuna’s initial statement which the Bhagavadgitd cannot do without, but also
this mundane context is the logical precursor and backdrop of all human striving.
Arjuna states (1:32-37) that striving for wealth and kingdom is subordinate to striving
for peace of mind, a model which is then extrapolated by Kisna beyond death towards A
state like peace of mind, only better. After all, the model which the moksa soteriology
uses is almost all there in the mundane context: there is a mysterious but unquestionably
desirable state (sukha) which, through experience,’® is known to be inversely related to
the deliberate possession of conventionally desirable things (kingdom, wealth). The
only thing really added by the samsdra context is the extension of the timescale and the
resulting irrelevance of death to the striving entity.” If the course is extended far
beyond death, the long-term lessons of experience, so vital to the striver, are only
available through those who have knowledge of past lives. If karmabandha is said to
link past actions to present conditions and present actions to future conditions in certain
specific ways, a sensible question to ask is: who says, and how do they know? In
ancient India such knowledge was said 10 be possessed by rsis. Whatever behavioural
NOrms were encom"aged'by their utterances through the idea of post-mortem retribution,
and whatever attitudes or activities (or absence thereof) were encouraged through the

idea of becoming free of karmabandha, the whole ideology of samsdra and moksa

7 Grammatically, a pronoun ‘stands for’ a noun. In the case of human experience, the noun would be the
name of a person. In the case of moksa, this name is obsolete and inapplicable, but no other noun
suggests itself. Perhaps it is impossible for any human language to have an appropriate noun here.

™ Arjuna’s experience of the consequences of his previous actions enables him to hypothesise his own
future misery as a consequence of this action. This ability to learn from experience, that is, to conceive
of one’s experience as at least partly determined by one’s actions, seems to be possessed by differing
creatures in differing amounts.

7 See above, section one, for a discussion of the intelligibility probiems that result from extrapolating
from the lifespan of a person, ending at death, to the tifespan of a soul which never dies but which, afier
moksa, nothing ever happens to again.




“depends on the authority of an elite. Furthermore, the ideology is such that it facilitates
the authorial / authoritative elite in the assertion and / or maintenance of their authority
in other matters. Now, this does not mean that the ideology is not a straightforward

description of the way things are: it does, however, mean that it may well not be.

In this way, the fit between the technique for sukha and the technique for moksa,
which interestingly is not commented upon in the ancient texts, is in fact highly
significant. It calls to mind Feuerbach’s theology and the tradition through Robinson to
Cupitt.”® Tt legitimises the understanding of sacred, ‘religious’ texts as appropriating
earnest but essentially mundane truths and textual traditions, since the prototype for all
religious schemes is the instinct to try to make things better. It also legitimises the use
of such texts in contexts, like my own, where the metaphysical axioms they set out are

not shared.

Despite the literary smoothness with which the text superimposes different =
soteriological problems and goals, this superimposition must be expected to be
philosophically strange, since the world and eternity are totally different spheres of
interest. Let us look a bit more closely at the similarities and differences between
Krsna’s developed theory and the renouncer’s worldview, on the one hand, and those

between his theory and the tribal / ritual worldview, on the other.

The Bhagavadgitd criticises those who renounce action in pursuit of moksa, but it
is also critical of those who act selfishly for the sake of immediate sensual and material
success in this or the next life. Hence Krsna’s first move in the text is to reveal the long-
term context of dehin, against which any temporary successes are insignificant (2:11-
25). To be unaware of this context is to be mistaken about the nature of oneself, one’s
actions and the extent of their consequences: lack of knowledge leads to psychological
grief and repeated embodiments. Elsewhere in the Mahédbhdarata Duryodhana is
described in this way: his goal is to vanguish the Pandavas and expand his kingdom and
glory, but this short-term, personal perspective results in constant anxiety, and, although
he attains heavenly worlds as a good ksatriva in the old style (Mahdbhdrata 18.1), he is

certainly not bound for moksa anytime soon. It is such people who might in the first

’® 'The tradition is one of explaining human ideas of God in terms of human ideas. Feuerbach 1893:270:
‘we have shown that the substance and object of religion is altogether human; we have shown that
divine wisdom is human wisdom; that the secret of theology is anthropelogy; that the absolute mind is
the so-called finite subjective mind’. Robinson 1963, Cupitt 1980. This idea, which is persuasive, has
been little reflected in liturgy, and the reluctance of established religious institutions fo embrace it,
though of course perfectly understandable, has been responsible for the absence of concerted sensible
thinking with respect to the role of ideology in the modern age.
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“place lead society and ritual to become such that their renunciation would be an

attractive proposition. The Bhagavadgitd marries its practical objections to the social
consequences of a position (selfish people are an unsightly nuisance) fo its philosophicél
refutation of the position itself (they do not see the bigger picture of dehin), just as it
does when criticising the renouncers (renunciation threatens ritual institutions / it is
mistaken in thinking that action per se creates karmabandha). In both of these cases,

then, philosophy can be seen as the handmaiden of the editorial agenda.

In their opposition to the sakta actor, the renouncers of action are Krsna’s ally, for
they share his long-term soteriological context. Krsna’s opposition to physical
renunciation is thus ambiguous. We know already from Sankara’s commentary that it is
at least ambiguous enough to allow him to be viewed as its champion.”” He views
physical renunciation as unnecessary and irresponsible, but certainly not as fruitless:
‘samnyasa and karmayoga both lead to the unbettered’ (S:Zab)... ‘the station attained%‘gy
means of samkhyas 1s also reached by means of yogas” (5:5ab). The renouncers are,
until Krsna appears, the yardstick of progress: their stature is not reduced but instead is
matched by the karmayogins. The main reason why renunciation is a flawed method of
attaining moksa is that ‘a person does not attain lack of karman [i.e. lack of
karmabandha] from not undertaking actions’ (3:4ab)... “for no one ever, even for a
moment, remains not doing action’ (3:5ab). That is, renunciation of action is in principle
impossible for human beings. If karmabandha can be avoided, it cannot be by
attempting inactivity, and karmabandha’s roots must be mental. In this way, attempting
inactivity is likely to be a symptom of attachment to inactivity, or attachment to
imagined personal outcomes of inactivity, or aversion to imagined personal outcomes of
activity, in which case it would cause the accumulation of karmabandha. *The one who,
curbing the organs of action, sits remembering sense-objects with the mind, is deluded

and is said to be of false conduct’ (3:6).”° The link between karman and karmabandha is

77 Sankara thinks that a person will renounce action as soon as brahmavidyd has been attained, thus
renunciation has its place, at least for those in their last birth. Sankara apparently does not understand
prakrti as constituting a complete causal scheme operating through all bodies, whether they contain
unenlightened souls or enlightened ones: he cannot, therefore, accept that enlightened people do not see
themselves as agents at the same time as unenlightened observers do see them as agents. When
discussing 2:21, Sankara refers forward to 5:13, which describes the vasin {zovernor) as inactive (Sastri
1977:47-48). What Krsna means here is that the amrahkarana should reatise that all actions are
conditioned and effected by prakrti, and hence that it, the amakarana, is inactive. If vagin is to be
interpreted as referring to dehin, as both Saikara and his hypothetical opponent maintain, then the
inactivity of dehin may still be safeguarded by taking samnyasya as an imperative addressed to Arjuna
rather than as an absolutive describing vasin.

" See Aurobindo 1970:101: ‘I cannot think that mithydcara means a hypocrite. How is a man a hypocrite
who inflicts on himself so severe and complete a privation? He is mistaken and deluded, vimiidhdatma,

107




broken. But since there used to be such a link, karman is sometimes used in the text to

mean karmabandha, an ironic pun. So 3:4b (quoted above), and so 4:18-20.

If Krsna’s attitude to the renouncers is ambiguous because he shares their goal of
moksa, so also is his attitude to the ritualists, because he shares their goal of maintaining
ritual traditions and social activity. Social and ritual institutions, their participants and
their brihmana overseers, had no doubt been under attack from the renunciative
ideology for a time before the Bhagavadgntd made its contribution to the debate. The
text makes it clear that there are ritual participants whose participation is solely for the
sake of their own personal glory, wealth, reputation and svarga (heavenly station after
death) (2:42-43}. Such folk are criticised for being unaware of the long-term context of
dehin. Now, it is clear that, within the ritual context, attempts were made to justify and
encourage ritual action in terms of its results in this life and the next. The Parva
Mimamsa, a school of orthoprax brahmanism, bears witness to a tradition of
explanation of the necessity of Vedic ritual. This tradition stands parallel to the
renunciative ideology: it defends ritual accbrding to a short-term soteriology, where
renunciation threatens it according to a long-term one. Krsna’s attack on this tradition
(2:42-46, 9:20-21, 15:1-3, 17:11-12) reveals a further subtlety in his analysis of action.
Though, in the long term, and with regard to the achievement of moksa, the actual
actions one performs are irrelevant,” ritual and social activity is motivated by its
effectiveness as such. Krsna does not deny the effectiveness of action: ‘in the human
world, success born of action comes quickly’ (4:12cd). Action is obviously effective
within one lifetime: the Vedic tradition considered it to be so here and hereafter, and
Krsna does not dispute this. His point is that, if one aiways concentrates on the short-
term results, the long-term result will be no moksa. Because of their difference of
timescale, the Vedic scheme of salvation and Krsna’s scheme of ultimate release can
stand side by side, despite using different interpretations of karman. Identically ritually
active people may be bound for svargaloka (and sﬁbsequent rebirth) or for moksa,
depending on their attitude to their actions. The sakia karmin is likely to be anxious

about his or her future, and thus to forego sukha as well as moksa.

If Krsna can defend ritual behaviour at the same time as criticising those who

engage in ritual with personal motives, he must have some other explanation of its

and his dedra, his formally reguiated method of self-discipline, is a false and vain method —this is
surely all that the Gitd means’.

™ They are dictated by one’s svabhdva: Siidras and the dvija, for example, perform very different rituals,
but both may achieve moksa if they do them asakia.
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necessity. Indeed he does: ritual is required because it feeds the devas and thus keeps
the world in order, to the benefit of everybody else as well as the ritual actor. This point
will be explored in chapter four. For the present, it is worth looking at the Parva
Mimamsa attitude to ritual action: although this attitude may or may not be synchronous
with the composition of the Bhagavadgita,® it is important to note that, while Krspa
says rituals should be performed for the world’s sake, not one’s own, the Prirva
Mimamsa cannot imagine that they would be, and highlights their personal

consequences as a practical motivation for their performance.

The Pirva Mimamsa understanding of karman goes far beyond the self-seeking
ritualism caricatured by Krsna. In fact, only certain types of ritual karman are
performed with a personal goal in mind: many rites have cosmic effects unobservable
except insofar as the world continues to function properly. Parva Mimamsa Sitra

11.1:26-28 differentiates the two: "

‘In ordinary life, the action is determined by the need. Since the action is subservient to the need,
and the need is perceptible, the actions should be regarded as complete only on the
accomplishment of the purpose. Contrariwise, when it is purely a matter of dharma, and thus there
is no visible result,’” the action will be complete [by doing it] exactly according to the text’
(translation: Clooney 1990:135-136).

In this latter case, the cosmic dimension being impersonal, the personal mental
component of the action (the ‘need’ and its mental concomitants) 1s not emphasised.
Mental emphasis makes far more sense when the actor perceives himself or herself as
directly profiting by the action. In such cases Jaimini straightforwardly assumes that the
motivating force will be a selfish one, even though, from the Piarva Mimamsa
viewpoint, the action is required because of the Vedic injunction éio.ne (Clooney
1990:141, 211-212). The Bhagavadgita disputes this assumption. If Jaimini can expect
the dutiful performance of ritual actions which are ‘purely a matter of dharma’ (i.e.
which have no personal ‘carrot’), then it is fair enough for Krsna, by emphasising the
social as well as the cosmic dimensions of lokasamgraha, to try to cleanse the ritual
world of all sakta action. The difference here is that Jaimini wants to safeguard the
whole ritual tradition, whereas Krsna 1s willing to lose those rituals whose cosmic

effects are negligible. It is not beside the point here to suggest that those rituals

% Clooney 1990:19: 'Mimdmsd... goes back at least to the time of the Brahmanas (c. 1000 BCE and
thereafter})... The Siitras of Jaimini, dated around 200 BCE, constitute the first integral text the school
offers us'. Clooney’s dating of these Siitras agrees with that of J. L. Brockington 1981:104, Basham
1956:330 and Dasgupta 1922:1.370, but Lipner 1994:156 has them 200 years later.

! The continuing proper functioning of the cosmos is presumably visible to some extent; what are here
referred to as actions ‘purely a matter of dharma’ are those with no specific individual payback for the
ritual actor.
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promising great personal phala might have resulted in a large part of the priests’
income. Krsna’s theories can thus be seen in terms of limiting the damage caused to

brihmanical interests by the renunciative ideology.

Jaimini’s suggestion that the significance of certain karmans is beyond human ken
is an echo of Krsna’s demonstration of the cosmic necessity of the Kuruksetra war
(11:33¢: °I myself have doomed [these warriors] ages ago’). In both cases it is the word
dharma which best expresses this kind of necessity. Clooney says (p. 151) that ‘the
Veda supplies for the ritual reasons beyond human experience, yet also allows these to
be related to secular, empirical goals and motives’. Krsna also makes sense of the war in
this latter sense: he says to Arjuna, ‘either, killed, you will obtain svarga, or, having
won, you will enjoy the earth, so stand up, resolution made for battle’ (2:37). But Krsna
quickly moves away from this short-termist argumentation, which does not take into
account the broader issues involved: in fact, he deplores acting according to such
motives. It is Arjuna’s mistake to see the war in terms of his own and his family’s
involvement, and therefore to arrogate himself to the position of being able to assess its
desirability.** If an action is dharmic, personal considerations do not apply. The
backbone of the karmayoga is the removal of personal considerations in action. Krspa
provides a deterministic analysis of physical events (3:5¢d: *all, unwishing, are made to
do karman by the gunas born of prakrti™), and continues with the revelation that prakrti
is an aspect of himself (7:4), therefore guaranteeing all actual activity as dharmic
according to Jaimini’s use of the word. However, this makes it questionable what on
earth adharma might be in 4.7 (“whenever there arises the diminuition of dharma, the
rise of adharma, then | send myself forth”) or in the Dharmastras. It seems that, since
‘actions are being done wholly by the gunas of prakrti” (3:27ab), the notion of dharma,
as something that people should do but might not, breaks down. Dharma and adharma
in this perspective do not describe the objective world, but are only counters in the
intersubjective discourse of those under the delusion of agency. Because all recipients
of the text were expected to be more or less under this delusion, the text, wanting as it
does to talk about the truth behind the delusion, must play some clever games and

negotiate between two incommensurable perspectives. This will be further explored in

* To be fair, Krsna has, throughout book five of the Mahdbhdrata, coliuded in the production of this
perspective of Arjuna’s, having emphasised the mundane benefits of the war for the Pandavas
(kingdom and honour) without mentioning its cosmic necessity or lokasamgraha. That such a
perspective has failed, making the Bhagevadgiid necessary, demonstrates that only a small subsection
of necessary actions can be justified in terms of their protagonists’ immediate benefit, and therefore
raises thé question of whether even that small subsection should be so justified.
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chapter five.

The bhakti emphasis in the Bhagavadgitd has, so far in this thesis,'rec.eiveci much
less attention than its historical effects might warrant. However, in the text the bhakti
framework fits over the existing scheme of asakia karman, and serves its end by
suggesting *serving Krsna® as the ultimate non-personal motivator for human action.
The philosophical work of marrying together various goals (psychological equanimity,
heavenly pleasures, and moksa) has already been done by Krsna before he reveals
himseif to be the Almighty. It is this philosophical work which has been under scrutiny
in this chapter and thus the clearest possible picture must be gained of its context. This
context is pre-theistic, and, more importantly, is not primarily philosophical: the context
as presented in the text is the practical one of decision in action. The text negotiates
between social movements rather than between philosophical enes. Arjuna’s ‘i
anususruma’ (1:44d) indicates that there had already been reflection on, and "
systematisation of, normative action, but even so he only invokes it as a footnote, to
justify intellectually his naturally occurring horror. What have been called soteriological
schemes are in fact the epiphenomena of human behavioural fact, hastily improvised in
retrospect. It is clear that the two schemes sketched in this chapter, the Vedic / ancestral
soteriology and the moksa soteriology, only came to be more-or-less clearly defined in
response to friction between different behaviour patterns, friction which was itself a
condition of those patterns being distinguished in the first place. This process of
becoming distinguished is marked by an extreme catholicism in the collection of
conceptual material with which to construct an intellectual defence of whatever
lifestyle. Hence the variety of different aspects under which main themes are illustrated:
the text witnesses many ways of thinking of the soul, rebirth, the human subject, action,
and so on. The metaphysics of the Bhagavadgita, then, just fills in the gaps (ultimately
perhaps social gaps) which have been revealed in the worldview of some through their
observation of, and reflection on, human behavioural differences. The text .is involved in
building an intellectual platform on which to justify responsible ritual activity whilst in
pursuit of truth, equanimity and moksa. Because of this, it is not naturally amenable to
understanding in terms of theological categories, but only in terms of the different
traditions of behaviour coexisting in the societies which produced it. The philosophy of
bhakti continues this project, integrating a host of religious traditions of behaviour, as
will be discussed in chapter five. What has been tllustrated in this chapter is that the
philosophy of the Bhagavadgita can be explained historically, as resulting from the .

interference of traditions of behaviour that ensued when population density increased in
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‘ancient north India. It is only by contrast and comparison that traditions of behaviour
are identified as such, and the people involved in them begin to notice what is at stake
and thus to explain or defend their behaviour to themselves and to the traditions they are

meeting.
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Chapter four: Yagjfia

This chapter will explore the philosophical consequences of the Bhagavddgftd ’s attempt
to use the idea of yajiia’ to illuminate and explain Krspa’s proposed methodology of
action. The text’s exposition of yajfia in this context appeals to a brahmanical
presentation of the idea of the cosmos being sustained, through human action, in a
proper manner which will reciprocally ensure the material welfare of all creatures
within it. This 1dea 1s also contained in the text’s use of the words lokasamgraha, the :
holding-together, welfare, or coherence of the world (Zaehner 1969:169), and dharma,
‘that which holds together, supports, upholds’ (Zimmer 1951:163). The asakta actor,
says Krsna, acts for the sake of these things. The first section of the chapter shows that
the sustenance and coherence of the world constitute the fruit of activities and, being
pursued, should render such activities sakta. I argue that the only alternative to thinking
of one’s actions in terms of fruits is not to think of them at all. Although this idea is )
barely intelligible, at least as regards one-off actions such as participation in the
Mahabhdrata war, and although the text does not admit that this is what it must

perforce mean by asakta karman, 1 suggest that asakra actions are psychologically void
and only describable in terms of yajiia, dharma or lokasamgraha from an external
viewpoint. I show that yajiia fails to explicate the mental attitude that Krsna is keen for
Arjuna to adopt, because the text cannot find a bridge between the traditional, cosmic
and external meaning of the term, and the new, internal meaning which Krsna implies. -
An internalised type of vajfia is alluded to by the text, but seems to refer to alternative
ritual practices: these practices are hard to compare with the brahmanical yajiia because

they do not share the same ostensible purpose.

Having ascertained that the 1dea of yajfia contained in the text is incoherent in ’
itself and also unhelpful for Krsna’s exposition of asakta karman, the second section of
the chapter attempts briefly to site this eventuality in terms of the socio-political context E
of the text’s production. I argue that the text’s differing views of yajfia serve its
. assertion of the primacy of the Vedic ritual and ideological complex and its assimilation
of other cultural forms to that Vedic complex which, since about the time of the ég

Mahéibhiirata’ s production, began to go hand in hand with brahmanical hegemony over E

! This term will not be translated here. The most common transiation is ‘sacrifice’, a word whose usage
was revolutionised by Christian theology and which today has a heavily metaphorical sense. In many
ways the histories of the terms are paraliel, but it would certainly be hazardous to suggest that a modern
sense of ‘sacrifice’ corresponds to the Bhagavadgitd s sense of yajiia.
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a new kind of society. The discussion will be cursory: my primary purpose is not to
contribute to the debates on ancient Indian socio-political history, but to explicate the
peculiarities of the Bhagavadgita. 1 show how the text’s social agenda is masked behind
an apparently philosophical reconciliation of fundamentally different goals, prosperity

on the one hand and moksa / peace of mind on the other.

The final section of the chapter introduces several interesting textual applications
of the Bhagavadgita’s unruly concent of yajiia. The Mahabharata presents the war as a
vajfia, and I show that the Pandavas’ justification of their engagement in it can be seen
as applying the lokasamgraha model, as given in the Bhagavadgiid, to a sphere of
action involving complex political and personal realities. This expansion of the notion
of yajiia beyond its old ritual context precipitates a new kind of responsibility inte
previously straightforward areas of human activity, and, by way of an example, I show
that the Dharmasastras betray the increasing incidence of Arj‘una-type existentio- ”
behavioural crises in ancient India. Arjuna’s plight illustrates the failure to {ind a
systematic rationale for decision-making: this failure is bypassed by the text’s bhakti
determinism, a thoroughly philosophical solution which appears to run counter to the

purposes of some of the Mahabharata’s editors, and hence appears in the final text only

in disguised form.

4.1, Lokasameraha: s it a karmaphala?

“There is a goal, but no way; what we call a way is hesitation’ (Katka 1954:40),

In the following quotations yajiia functions as the touchstone of asakta action, and vice
versa:
“This world is bound by karman (karmabandhana), except karman for the sake of yajiia’ (3:9ab).

‘The karman of he who is acting (@carata) for the sake of yajna (yajidrihdr) totally melts away’
(4:23¢d),

*As the unknowing, attached to karman, act, so should the knowing, unattached one act, in order to
effect lokasamgraha’ (3:25).

The word yajiia, introduced for the first time in the Bhagavadgita at 3:9, is used to
explain Krsnpa’s proposed attitude to action, which Arjuna, judging by his question of

3:1-2, is in danger of misunderstanding.” Those actions which do not generate

* 3:1: “If buddhi is considered by you to be superior to karman, then why do you enjoin me to a tefribie
karman?’
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karmabandha (which can here be interpreted as a binding to rebirth and / or to psychic
trauma) are those which are performed by a person asaksa, or for the sake of yajaa.
Asakta and yajAartha are operational synonyms here. Since vajfia is a word with a good
deal more history than is asakia, it might be supposed that 1t could help us understand
how asakta action might be practically realised: it seems as if Krsna is introducing the

word for this purpose.

The first section on yajfia (3:9-26) expounds yajfia as that which keeps the world
rolling. The exception made by 3:9a is a vital one, for it allows the possibility of
soteriological progress within the context of conventional responsibility. Any direct
correlation between unorthodox lifestyle and progress towards moksa, such as is
suggested by some Upanisads and sramana groups (see above, 3.3), is refuted by the
Bhagavadgitd. Without this exception, there seems to be no possible non-binding
action. Having made it clear that the most obvious possibie motive for action, sense-
gratification through the fruits of action, is productive of bondage to rebirth (2:42-53,
72} and to suffering (2:54-71), Krsna is in danger of having rendered the category of
asakta karman psychologically obscure. He has listed many things which do not figure
in the consciousness of the asakta actor (greed, anger, fear of failure, hope of success,
and so on), but not much, apart from a single buddhi, secure wisdom (prajfia), and
serenity (santi), which does. Does an action which is performed asakta have any more
accessible mental correlates? The text takes pains to try to explain the mentality which
would accompany such an action,” primarily using the ideas of jiidna, yajiia and bhakti,

but it also makes it clear that such a mentality is extremely strange and subtle.

Jiidna, knowledge, particularly the knowledge of the separation of deha and dehin
(the body and the embodied), is the point of departure for Krsna’s attitude to action
(2:12-30). Yajfia is more of a motivational key than bhakti, which can function almost
as a synonym or aspect of jiana Yajiia provides a functional explanation of an action
in terms of the natural interests and sensibilities of a human actor: a person depends on a
certain type of environment, which in turn depends on certain actions from the person.
The ‘wheel of yajiia’ (3:14-16) is that upon which creatures subsist: the bare necessities

of life are dependent upon humanity’s yajfia actions. Failing to act would then have

* The word mentality is here used to denote the whole psychological complex.

* See chapter five for a full discussion of bhakti: briefly, my view is that the ideas of Lordship and paying
homage originated in a socio-pofitical rather than a philosophical context, and that, in conjunction with
the Epic’s philosophical fatalism, bhakti must be understood as the surrendering of all physical and.
mental activities, which are fully explained by causal antecedents howsoever unknown, to the worid
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repercussions far beyond the sphere of the individual and his or her own welfare, for all
creatures and indeed the whole world-process depend critically upén yajfic.” Bven if the
system could spare the effort of a small minority of non-actors, non-action would be

irresponsiblé because of the precedent and example it would set (3:21-26).

The reciprocity described here implicates each human individual in a
disproportionate manner: not only is the world-system dependent upon human action,
but the actions of all humans are potentially dependent on those of certain trend-setting
individuals. This recognition of the herd mentality in human societies is a vital part of
the Bhagavadgitd’s blueprint for widespread progress towards moksa within a stable
social framework. From this viewpoint, individualistic renunciation of action is an
incomplete solution to the general problem of suffering, since salvation is possible only
from within a human life, and human life depends upon various human activities that do

not seem to be anything to do with moksa or nirvana.® -

As explained in the last chapter, the Bhagavadgiti deals with several different
views of salvation: these seem to be contradictory but often use the same vocabulary in
their expression. The Vedic idea of yajfia is of that upon which material security and
prosperity depend. The Rgveda is replete with hopes that the yajamana may be blessed
with long life, great renown, and abundant sons and cows (Bazaz 1975:3-20,
Heesterman 1985; 1993). Heesterman (1985:90) characterises the old Vedic ygjfia as a
“fight for the goods of life’. The desirability of these outcomes is unquestioned. The
same sense is preserved in the Bhagavadgitd, but by this time the desirability of
prosperity has been severely attacked by renunciative groups, so yajiia, to remain a

soteriologically relevant concept, must relate directly to the moksa soteriology. And so

and, by extension, to Krsna its progenitor,

* See Gonda 1966a:72: “The universe and the phenomena of life organise themselves for the benefit of the
man who behaves correctly and knows the deeper sense of his socio-religious conduct. Those however
who go against the eternal law and infringe the rules of right conduct are liable to unchain serious
repercussions, because man’s behaviour is indissolubly intertwined with the course of things in the
universe’. He goes on 1o say, in a note to p. 150: “It is inferesting to see that the Bhagavadgird,
expounding the doctrine of karmayoga ~life is work, unconcern for its results is needful- as a way to
final emancipation, considers the performance of work a means of ‘maintaining the world’
{lokasamgraha, 3:20): that is to say, a perfect discharge of duties..., social and economic action
controlled by religious ethics, will prevent the world, the interconnectedness of society, man’s
‘Jebenssphere’ from decomposition and sinking into a condition of misery: man makes or wins his
loka, if he does not act properly there will be no /oka for him’.

® The rising popularity of the bodhisattva ideal indicates that the individualistic focus of early nirvana-
seekers was gradually supplemented by concern for the welfare and soteriological progress of others.
This development in Buddhism may well be historically parallel to the Bhagavadgitd’s attempts to woo
renouncers back into the workd of commen interests: see Prem 1951:184, Aurobinde 1993:79. In both
cases the development can be correfated with the success of the inclusivist secial ideologies which
supplemented or supplanted exclusivist ones following population growth.
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it does, being the only type of action which does not bind within samsdrq. But
prosperity has been revalorised and is now, rather than positive, merely not necessarily
negative. The Bhagavadgiti treats it almost as a by-product of asakta karman: since
people cannot but act, they ought, for their own individual good, to do so as ygjfia, and
then, coincidentally, the order of the world will be sustained. The source of motivation
has been split: on the one hand the psychological justification for yajfia action is
presented in terms of progress towards moksa, and on the other it is presented in terms
of sustaining the world. As a response to the renunciative traditions, the Bhagavadgiia
has only gone halfway: it has not given any reason why the sustenance of the world

should be desirable in itself.

It is, strictly speaking, and from the viewpoint of an individual, not necessary for
the text to give any such reason. Since it has already been explained that action is
unavoidable, the desirability of world-sustenance, or of any other consequence of yajfia,
the only non-binding action, is a corollary of the desirability of not being bound. This i?
the logical import of 3:9.7 But in expounding vajiia in the following verses (3:10-12),
the text seems to assume that world-sustenance contains its own intrinsic desirability. In
the old Vedic tradition world-sustenance is no more intrinsically desirable than family
prestige and the amassing of wealth: indeed, in the oldest layers of the Veda it is not
clear that these two ideas can be differentiated, since the world to be sustzﬁned there is
one of ancestor-descendant continuity within a context of rival dynasties. The
Bhagavadgita is protective of a wider, complex society, and in being so is wary of
divisive accumulationism, but since both world-sustenance (in the new sense of an
inclusive world) and accumulation are worldly concerns, how can the text reject the
latter concern as pernicious but retain the former as liberating? No convincing
explanation is given: having baldly stated that karman performed for the sake of yajiia
does not bind, the text proceeds as if it has thus established a crucial psychological
difference between being motivated by lokasamgraha, ‘the holding-together of the
world/s’, and being motivated by the personal consequences of an action, that is, by
karmaphala. But this is exactly what must be independently established, for unless

these two types of motivation are psychologically differentiable, the text’s claim that

" Though the compound muktasanga in 3:9d is usually taken to mean ‘one whose attachment has been
released’, it could be taken to mean ‘one whose attachment is to their being released’. Krsna sometimes
uses the same kind of language to describe his suggested attitede to moksa and unton with God, as he
does to describe the egotistical attitude to worldly phenomena which he condemns. This is perhaps the
central paradox of asakta karman, which exists simply because the text takes the form of suggesting
asakta karman to Arjuna, and to the reader or hearer of the text, as something purposively to wark
towards.
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yajia action does not bind cannot help us to understand what is meant by being (as

opposed to having been) asakta or sakia.

Consider, for example, the viewpoint of a (male) extreme ascetic renunciate,
desirous of liberation to such an extent that he is prepared to sacrifice his physical well-
being and even his life to that end. His behaviour is now challenged by the text’s
suggestion that his negligence of his yajfia duties will have catastrophic worldly results.
But catastrophic worldly results are exactly what he is indifferent to. He does not care
about the well-being even of his body, so how can he be expected to care about that of
the world at large? He is of the opinion that degraded physical conditions can be
correlated with exalted soteriological ones: then surely the decay of the world-process
constitutes no bad thing {rom the perspective of the true interests of its true inhabitants,
that is, dehin or dehins. Having defined the world-process as duhikha (suffering),
negligence of the action which sustains that process will result in reduction of duhkha.
Lokasamgraha would appear to such a renunciate as a karmaphala. He cannot be
induced to act for worldly reasons. If you coﬁvinoe him that all creatures are in fact
acting continuously and that the only way he can avoid karmabandha is by doing so for
the sake of yajfia, then he may thus contribute to world-sustenance: but this is not his
intention, just his means,8 and the motivation for his action will be the same as the

motivation for his erstwhile attempts at non-action.

Krsna suggests that kdma can and must be eradicated (3:36-43 and elsewhere).
But to juxtapose this with an analysis of yajiia is to do violence to the logic of yajiia as |
elaborated in the Vedic tradition from the earliest times. This logic is concisely
summarised by Manusmrti 2:2-5:

“The nature of desire (kdma) is not praised, but there is no desirelessness in this world. Vedic study
and engagement in Vedic action are indeed derived from desire. Desire is rooted in intention
(samkalpa): vajiias originate from intentions: all vows, disciplines and dharmas are known to be
born of intentions. Never is any activity of a desire-less one seen in this world: whatsoever anyone
does is the doing of their desire. The one operating correctly in these {desires / activities} goes fo
the undying place, and also in this world they attain all intended desires’.

Here the intimate relationship between yajiia (the quintessence of appropriate action),
samkalpa and kama is explicit, and the possibility of leading an active but desireless life

is disallowed. This also seems to be the sense at Mahabharata 3.201:2-3° and at

¥ See 6:3: “Action is said to be the means (kdrand) of the muni desirous of rising to yoga. Equanimity
(fama) is said to be the kirana of the one who has risen to yoga'. Because the latter is asakta and has

renounced all samkalpas (intentions), ke or she has no ends to have means for. This verse puns onthe

word kdrana.

? “Pirst mind {manas / mahat) stirs for the sake of human understanding, attaining which it partakes of
desire and anger, then strives for their sake, undertakes action and pursues the repetition of the desired
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Brhaddranyaka Upanisad 4.4:5."° Manki at Mahabharata 12.171:23 says that samkalpa
1s the root of kd@ma and that he is therefore giving up samkalpas, but this is in the - |
context of his renunciation of action and so fits the conclusions of the Manusmrii

passage.

Elsewhere in the Vedic tradition kama is intimately associated with only one

particular class of yajiias, the kamya yajiias, which are ritual acts undertaken for the

acquisition of a certain personally desired outcome (Gonda 1977:467-468). Some of the

terms used in the Bhagavadgild are technical terms drawn from the context of such

rites. The yajamana on whose behalf a yajiia is performed must be subject to the desire
for the phala which such a yajfia is supposed to bring. It is this desire that brings about
his'! intention (samkalpa) to have the yajiia performed, and which constitutes his
entitlement or qualification (adhikéra) to do 30.'? These kamya yajiias are repeatedly
criticised by the Bhagavadgiid, at 2:42-43 as well as in the freqﬁent criticism of kama a
and in the insistence that actions based on samkalpas must be avoided (4:19, 6:2, 4,

24)."

It is clear that the actions of kdmya yajiias cannot be asakta and that the
Bhagavadgiti seeks to discourage them. However, whilst the other types of yajfia do
not so explicitly involve desires and intentioﬁs, it is far from obvious that they do not
involve them at all. In a technical and ritvalistic sense, abandoning samkalpas may
mean abandoning just k@mya vajfias, but in the wider sense in which Manu understands
the term, abandoning samkalpas would mean abandoning all selfconscious action. After
all, any consciousness of acting for the sake of lokasamgraha must contain the intention

that the world be held together, and the desire for such an outcome.

A radical solution to this conundrum has been suggested by Teschner, who claims

that the Bhagavadgita bids us to renounce all intentionality whatsoever (1992:66): ‘to

images and simells.”

T Whatever desire arises, that resolve arises; whatever resolve arises, one does that action; whatever
action one does, one obtains it]’s fruits].”

" in the texts, the yajamdna is male. Women participate in their husbands’ rituals and share the resulting
phalas.

2 See Clooney 1990:176-194, Kane 1962:V.1317-1318. For an application of the same theoretical
distinctions to piija rituals, see Bithnemann 1988:83-87.

¥ Lariviere 1988 points out that adhikdra indicates responsibility and duty to perform ritual action as well I
as a right to do so, This means that a kdmya yajiia whose adhikdra stipulates desire for a certain result
is obligatory for anyone with that particular desire as long as they can afford to have it performed. This
does not affect the Bhagavadgitd’s distaste for kdimya yajfias because a yogin would not have such a Eg
desire and thus would not qualify for performance whatever their means.
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“engage in action without concern for the fruits of action is to act without depicting the
action in thought or speech as héving its reason for being in a projected goal’. This view
describes human action in non-teleological terms as a mechanical process based on
material and efficient causal factors which the actor does not know and need not try to
know. it supposes that, since any action must have its causal antecedents, the normal
psychological correlates of action, that is, the presentation of the body’s acts to the mind

as something in need of explanation by motive, can, and should, be bypassed.

Like Manu, Teschner understands samkalpa in the text as a non-technical term
(that is, as applicable to all selfconscious actions, not just kamya yajfias). Teschner,
however, 1s arguing the very opposite of Manu, namely that it is in principle possible for
action to proceed through human beings without those human beings having any
specific idea of what they are up to or why. " Such a human being would be internally
irresponsible, operating outside the discourse of conventional subjecthood, even thou%h
their actions might, according to the Bhagavadeitd, be such that observers would term

them responsible and assume them to be selfconscious.

It is troublesome to apply Teschner’s idea to the text. The text leads us to suppose
that its use of the word samkalpa is technical and ritualistic in all four cases, for
otherwise the abandonment of all samkalpas could not be correlated with
selfconsciously acting for the sake of lokasamgraha. For the text to make sense, it must
disagree with both Teschner and Manu and hold that lokasamgraha is not a samkalpa.
That the text introduces lokasamgraha as a motivating factor™ to replace sense-
gratification suggests that at least some of its authors could not imagine human action
without some such motivator. It is possible that an early version of the Bhagavadgiti
did envisage radically demotivated action and that the lokasamgraha idea was
introduced by a subsequent editor who could not (or had good reasons not to), but
Teschner himself does not suggest such a scenario: indeed, he does not acknowledge

that the text’s proposal of lokasamgraha flatly contradicts his thesis.

" Danto 1973:25-26 suggests that ‘intentions imply a view of history... in which one is able to be
effective in shaping events to fit one’s representations... It is in this sense that intentions imply the
falsity of fatalism... And it is in this sense that actions, if they occur, refute fatalism. For actions imply
intentions, and intentions imply through their truth-attitudes that fatalism is false”. Danto’s use of
‘action’ here corresponds to Manu’s use of “karmarn’, but not to the Bhagavadgiti’s. For the
Bhagavadgitd, blinking is a karman. Furthermore (see below, chapter five), what Danto calls fatalism’
here is a straw man, for it applies to bodily movements but not to mental events: can I not be fated to
intend, and thus to misrepresent my bodily motions as actions?

** The use of ‘motivating factor’ here is broader than the text’s use of samkalpa. The text wants to banish

all samkafpas while continuing to talk in terms of justification, rationalisation or self-presentation of
action.
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We must explore the intelligibility the idea of demotivated action, The
Bhagavadgiia goes on to explain that all actions are performed mechanically by prakrti
as part of a closed causal scheme, but ahamkdra, manas and buddhi are aspects of
prakrti, and thus any cogitations about an action being undertaken, including one’s
perceived (but ultimately false) reasons for acting, may constitute a vital part of that
causal scheme. In this perspective, motivations are a component of the manner in which
humans act. If, as Krsna later reveals, all actions, even those that appear to be voluntary,
are automatic, it does not necessarily follow that the same actions could ever be
achieved without appearing to be voluntary. We have here hit upon a vital problem in
our understanding of asakia karman. 1t is difficult to imagine a socially operative person
being radically demotivated in Teschner’s sense, maintaining the thought ‘I am doing
nothing at all’ (5:8-9). It is one thing to assent to the truth of Krspa’s deconstruction of
agency: it is quite another to apply this truth experientially whilst engaged in
conventional behaviours. After all, ‘This entire world is deluded by these three @*
conditions of being, which constitute the gunas’ (7:13): *All creatures in creation for all
creatures at birﬁi} will go into confusion, by the delusion of the pairs-of-opposites
(dvandvas) produced by desire and hatred’ (7:27). But the text’s mentioning that as a
general rule people are not able to perform asakta karman, and our suspicion that a
person so performing would be psychologically unintelligible, are both bypassed by the
repeated insistence that, though exceedingly rare, such people are occasionally to be
found (6:25-36, 7:3, 19). The text thinks that, by rising above the dvandvas and
renouncing karmaphalas, a person can give up kdmya yajfias but still be socially
responsible and active. However, the demotivation that disqualifies kamya yajﬁas would
seem also to threaten many of the activities that the text wants to encourage. For the text
to work philosophically, the set of actions it approves of must be coextensive with the
set of actions (or perhaps they’re just events here) which a human could perform

without kdma, without samkalpa, without attachment.

The Bhagavadgitd’s connection of asakia karman with Iokasamgmfza constitutes
a reconceptualisation of ygjfia: the sustaining power of yajiia, previously exhaustively
controlled through the Veda-ordained ritual complex, is now seen to be activated by any
activity that, while facilitating escape from samsdra, also contains a responsible
environmental awareness. The question of where this leaves the Vedic ritual is handled
with some delicacy by the text. Whilst it is clearly embarrassed by some types of ritual

excess (2:42-43), the text is keen to preserve traditional practice. This, and more, can be
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" done by internalising the source of good and bad karman: then, even ritually correct
actions bind the actor if undertaken in the wrong spirit. But at the same time as-
internalising the causes of bondage, the text hangs on to a more physically mechanistic
picture of the environmental effects of action when it describes how sacrificial smoke is
vital for the ecosystem (3:10-14). From this perspective, with its this-worldly focus and
its behaviouristic causal scheme, it is surely of no consequence whether the ritually
active are sakta or asakta. The text would perhaps be logically neater if it held hard and
fast to a distinction between the physical aspect of action with its external worldly
result, and the mental aspect of action with its individual psychological and post-
mortem result. But the text recognises that, as a matter of human fact, these two are
tinked. Hence it claims (17:23-28) that “wishing for release’ and “not aiming for fruit’ is
the primordially ordained manner for the performance of ritual and religious action, and
that ritual action performed in the absence of faith (sraddha) has no etfect on one’s
post-mortem progress or in this world. The text does not, however, suggest how the *
devas of 3:11-12, who are fed by ritual offerings and who consequently re-nourish the
cosmos, might distinguish between good food and bad: that is to say, it does not explain
how the inner mental attitude of the yajamana, be this asakia and imbued with sraddha,
or sakta and devoid of sraddha, could affect the cosmic efficacy of the yajiia’s smoke.
Further, when the text opens up yajiia’s sustaining power beyond the Vedic fire to many
kinds of action (4:25-33), the mechanism of exactly how yejfia actions sustain is
obscured. By defining yajiia in terms of motivation, as a correlate of an asakta attitude,
the text effectively betrays the very wheel-of-sacrifice it describes. The asakta actor has,
according to the main thrust of the Bhagavadgitd, transcended the ordinary wéy of
accounting for actions: being unmotivated by greed and anger, the asakfa person
naturally discharges those duties which are deemed culturally appropriate. Whereas
some people acting similarly might have recourse to explanations of why this particular
line of action is justifiable from this or that particular viewpoint, asakta actors are
subject to no such insecurity. They have no logical need even for the most
environmentally aware and self-effacing justifications of action: considering any action
that they might perform to be self-justified, that is, justified by the causal logic of its
own occurrence and by implication by the whole world as its ground, they replace
justification by faith. This formulation comes close to Teschner’s interpretation.
However, on this view there would be no need for Krsna to introduce the idea of
lokasamgraha, for this idea would not figure in the consciousness of the asakta actor.

To present lokasamgraha as a rationale for action logically parallel to karmaphala, as
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Krsna ddes, is to make it irrelevant to the process of being asakta. Lokasamgraha might
be a useful concept for observers seeking to explain to themselves what the asakra
karmin is up to. It might also be a useful concept to those who, having acted whilst
briefly asakta, seek to explain to themselves what they were up to. But it has no place in
the mentality of the asakta person either while acting or for as long afterwards as he or
she remains asakta. It is an external description of an action masquerading as an internal
one. Any internal description of the asakta karmin must be misleading: to act asakta is
to do so without specific rationalisation, and so the asakta actor would indeed ‘abandon
all dharmas’ (18:66a), even though, for the duration of their non-attachment, precisely
this would be their svadharma. But where does that leave those of us who, like Arjuna,

seem to have some other svadharma most of the time?

At this stage, the conflict between Teschner’s interpretation and the text reflects
badly upon the text rather than upon Teschner. The text, at the same time as claiming
that we can and should act asakta, is keen to encourage, by hook or by crook, the
performance of certain ritual actions, and in .doing so is quite willing to engage with its
audience at the level of rationalisations of action, '® to the extent of preferring one type
of rationalisation (lokasamgraha) over another (karmaphala). Unless we find some
philosophical explanation for their distinction we shall have no option but to explain
this eventuality mn terms of an authorial, and apparently brahmanical, socio-ritual

subtext.

The question then becomes: what 1s the psychological mark of asakta-ness? Can
actions which appear to be impossible without kdma and intentions of some kind still be
performed, but with that intentional nexus somehow made unconscious, put into
perspective by a coexisting asakta consciousness? Can the desire apparently implied
and marked by action be reduced to a purely formal existence, operating in such a way
as to result in action without causing the person to be attached? By suggesting that

Arjuna be motivated by lokasamgraha, Krsna seems to be suggesting s0." This

1 Likewise the school of Piirva Mimamsd, discussed above, 3.4.

' Tilak, Gandhi and Raju understand that lokasamgraha is to be desired, and take pains to differentiate
this type of desire from more selfish desires which cause bondage (Agarwal 1993:311-313, Thomas
1987:67). However, they do not provide a convincing method by which one might decide which type
one is motivated by. None is able to do much more than restate that the motivation is in terms of
oneself in one case and in terms of others, or of the world as a whole, in the other. Tilak 1936:466
admits possible interference between these two, taking recourse in the concept of duty to guard against
attachment to lokasamgraha. Hiriyanna, quoted by Agarwal 1993:391: ‘a conscious assumption by an
individual, of the role of a social benefactor, is likely to result in a sense of self-importance which is
ruinous to all spiritual growth’,
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sixggestibn is also made by 2:70: desires enter the asakia karmin without noticeable
effect. Krsna says at 3:40ab that the seat or basis (adhisthana) of desiré is the senses,
manas and buddhi. Earlier (2:41-44, 49-53) he emphasises the key role of buddhi in the
vogic process. Crucially, he applies the adjective asakta to buddhi and to atman but
never, for example, to the indriyas. These three textual clues can help us fo imagine a
situation where actions are initially motivated or suggested by the operation of kama
within the senses or manas, but before being carried out are monitored and transformed
by an asakta buddhi which is single and desireless and which only allows the

actualisation of appropriate action in a non-binding manner. The filtering and de-

‘ motivating operation performed by the asakia buddhi can then be associated with

Manu’s ‘one operating correctly in these (desires / activities)” (Manusmyti 2:5a).
Though the text talks about buddhi (see below, 5.7), the idea being traced here can only
be found by reading between the lines. Although the text’s authors had an earnest desire
to legitimate certain types of social behaviour without jeopardising progress towards b
moksa, and although they discovered, in the proposition ‘asakfa karman does not bind’,
a theoretical basis for such a possibility, nonetheless the philosophical integration of this
theoretical basis into the existing conceptual landscape remains incomplete. The
recognition that this is the case is the recognition that the text’s purpose may not have
been primarily philosophical. In attempting to sketch the possible completion of that

which the text leaves incomplete, we are investigating the intellectual integrity of the

notion of asakia karman.

It is tempting to describe the difference between lokasamgraha and karmaphala
as that between selfless and selfish motives, but this temptation should be avoided, for
several reasons. The words ‘selfless’ and “selfish’ are overburdened with, respectively,
moral accolade and moral opprobrium. This moral stance, that is, the evaluative sense of
the words, figures within an uncertain context of western, broadly Christian values, in
which such morality has been the defender of certain socio-political projects and
imperialistic ideologies.'® Even though it might easily be argued that the difference
between lokasamgraha and karmaphala comes, through texts like the Bhagavadgiid, to
embody a morality defensive of similar socio-political projects and comparable

imperialistic ideologies, the connotation of the English terms is unlikely to fit the

'® The communalism contained in Christian morality has easily been transposed into nationalistic forms,
which may help to explain Christianity’s survival. See for example the felicity with which Christianity
is equated with France, and Islam with Spain, in the Song of Roland (Owen 1972): many might suggest
that in fact Jesus stood against this kind of exclusivist communalism,
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Bhagavadgmi exactly. We must, in the first instance, try to understand our terms
descriptively. It is not clear, however, that any tight definition of ‘selfish’ or ‘selfless’ as
descriptive words is possible. This is because, in western as in Buddhist philosophy, no |
satisfactory referent has been found for the word ‘self’. It is easy to explain the origin of
some such concept, given that human beings are automotive and spatially discrete: legal
practice, in particular, has had to investigate the mental correlates of action in order to
categorise otherwise ambiguous actions as acceptable or unacceptable, and the
hiddenness of mentality means that, as in Sanskrit with the word ‘drman’, a reflexive
pronoun has been reified.'” However, in recent times the biological sciences, being less
constrained by the need to treat spatial separation as an ultimate fact, have begun to
move beyond this ideological way of understanding humans. An example of such
movement is the ethological debate over the interpretation of apparently altruistic
behaviours, in which the very idea of altruism has been gradually dissolved.”’
Increasingly, the individual creature is seen not as an entity in itself, capable of w
identifying and pursuing (or refusing to pursue) its own best interests, butas a
temporary combination of genes, each coniributing to the creature’s behaviour in
various ways, which have been selected, on the basis of their differential ability to
survive through time, by the sexual production of genetically similar offspring and by
the nurture, howsoever oblique, of genetically similar relatives. If ‘self” i$ to have any
meaning as a unique particularisation in this context, it must refer to the particular
combination of genes which a creature embodies, supplemented by the unique history of
the creature. The characterisation of genes as selfish in this scenario is inappropriate,
because they can only be deemed purposive in a metaphorical sense (see above,.72.6_),
but it is increasingly easy to understand behaviours as situation-specific responses, by
the genes-and-history “self’, 1o the fact that the optimum conditions for the reproduction
and survival of one’s genes will dissolve if not maintained. No behaviour can be
conceived which does not fall under this rubric, because there is a continuous spectrum
of genetic similarity {(an insect is genetically similar to me, though less so than my

identical twin), and because such similarity has to be assessed, in the normal run of a

¥ Legal practice has never really got beyond its ability to categorise a person as undesirable and remove
them: further questions, though obviously pertinent, cannot really be dealt with properly within the
practical dualism of guilty and not guilty. Before the possibilities of exile or imprisonment, in ancient
‘not-yet-society’, there was of course communal punishment, i e. ethnic cleansing, which naturally
persists. If is likely that the new society forced discourse onto discrete persons, with everybody having
a first {non-family, non-nick-) name.,

* The modem biological debate can be traced back to Kropotkin 1902. More recently, the debate has
been in specifically genetic terms: see Trivers 1971, Dawkins 1976, Kitcher 1993,
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creature’s life, by imprecise means. We have here replaced an idea of self based on the
spatio-temporal separation of creatures with one based on their fundamental unity as
genetically produced: insofar as we ask ourselves questions about a certain creature’s
behaviour, such behaviour is now necessarily ‘selfish’, because no other explanation is
available for the ability to act. In other words, the gap between ‘selfish’ and “selfless’
has been closed by the deconstruction of the shifting, improvised and ideological term
‘self’, and its replacement, with respect to the causes of action, by that of a collection of
genes which is scientifically observable as it is added to, discarded from and re-
permuted through the generations. In this context, which bears comparison with the
Bhagavadgitd’ s deconstruction of the conventional self, action is being looked at as it
were from the outside of the experience of the person whose body is acting. The
question of what it is like for the person is out of range. Since ‘selfish’ and ‘desirous’
register only as supposedly expertential terms, we can make a blanket statement,
tautologically reducing all actions to ‘selfish’ ones, as does the genetic deterministin ™

this caricature, or to “desirous’ ones, as does Manu. The Bhagavadgitid makes neither of

these moves, and so can play with its language to full rhetorical effect.

We cannot then use ‘selfish” and ‘selfless’, because we do not know what they
mean. But it is not clear that the Bhagavadgira knows what it means, eith;:r, when it
singles out lokasamgraha to provide an explanatory example of asakta karman. After
all, the text will go on to perform, as a vital part of its theory of asakta karman, the
same kind of deconstruction of agency (3:27-29; 5:8-9, 14; 18:59-61) as the modern
biologist. In the latter case this deconstruction results in our conventional moral (and
thus /oka-sustaining) notions being exploded, or at least fundamentally shifted from
being descriptive terms to being rhetorical ones, a shift which in all probability they
cannot bear.*! In the Bhagavadgita the deconstruction of agency follows the
introduction of a similar conventional notion, yajiia, which likewise must shift its

connotation 1f it is to do duty in the new context,

It is clear that the Bhagavadgitd wishes to use the word yajiia in a special way. By
stating that only yajiia action does not bind, the text certainly does not mean to suggest
that those desirous of moksa should remain motionless except when engaged in

traditional ritual actions. Rather, vajfia is intended to suggest an axiomatic and

! Hence the popular and media response to genetic determinism as pernicious to morality. Genetic
determinism is pernicious to morality because morality continues to rest on the legalistic view that a
human being, except in certain special cases, may furnish a relevant sufficient explanation of its own
behaviour. The popular response to the new biology can fruitfuily be compared with the
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continuous attitude of mind. But how are we to approach an understanding of this
attitude? The Vedic ygjiia of food oblations had developed a functional theory of
environmental reciprocity by the time of the Brihmanas (see below, 4.2), and the first
mention of yajfia by the Bhagavadgita (3:10-16) expounds this theory in an
unreconstructed form, suggesting that the distinctive nature of vajfia is based on the
actions with which it is correlated, such actions as sustain the cosmos. However, the
text, in expounding asakta karman, now wants to redefine yajfiia as an attitude with a
distinctive psychological timbre which occurs whenever action is not generating
karmabandha. This allows the application of the term yajfia to activities that do not
obviously sustain, such as at 4:25-33. The types of activity there mentioned as yajiia are
not theorised in terms of world-sustenance, but seem instead to be a vafiety of ritual
activities, be they ascetic, yogic, gnostic, or, as may be suggested by 4:25¢d, non-
physical versions of Vedic rituals (see next section below). All the textis giving us is a
list of activities that are yajfia and therefore do not cause karmabandha. The longer his
list is, the more plausible is Krsna’s assertion that karmabandha is avoidable even
though action is not. That 1s all. The pursuit of freedom from karmabandha would thus
depend on finding out from Krsna which activities are yajfia in the new sense and which
are not, since no guide has been given whereby one could decide from first principles,
when faced with the possibility of a new action, whether or not it would cause bondage.
The sections on yajda in chapters three and four of the Bhagavadgita thus contain
incommensurable accounts of what yajiia is,”* an eventuality which frustrates the text’s
ostensible use of the term as a philosophically explanatory one. In explanation of this
state of affairs, it may once more be suggested that we are dealing with a composite
text: a philosophy of radically demotivated action has been interrupted by the editors’
introduction of a pseudo-motivator, lokasamgraha, to ideologically protect the public
intelligibility of deliberate action in a context where the traditional ethic no longer

worked.

4.2 The social history of ritual activity

Mahdbhdrata’s caricaturing the fatalist Dhrtarfstra as morally negligent.

2 As well as the passages in chapters three and four already mentioned, yajiia features at 5:29 (Krsna is
the recipient of all yajfias), 8:28 (the yogin transcends the attainments of the ritually correct), 9:16
(Krsna is the yajfia), 9:20 (as at 8:28), 10:25 (of yajiias Krsna is the jopayajiia, a ritual of private
recitation much eulogised in the Mahabharata), 16:1 (yajfia is one of the qualities of those with
celestial (deaiva) blessings / destinies {sampads), 17:11-13 (different approaches to vajiia, extolled
amongst which is that which recognises its cosmic necessity), 17:23-27 (ygjiia should be performed by
those wishing for mokya, without desire for its phala) and 18:3, 5 (yaffia is not to be renounced).
Interestingly, though the Bhagavadgitd has quite some contempt for acquisitory ritualism (see
especially 2:42-46), it never describes this ritzalism as yajfia.

127




New theorisations of yajfia had been a factor in Vedic thought long before the

Bhagavadgita added its interpretation. The original Vedic communify™ was an
eastwards-migrating, overwhelmingly pastoral group of tribes who called themselves
dryas (Olivelle 1996:xxv-xxvi). The Kuru-Paficila peoples located around the dadb of
the Ganges and the Yamuna constituted an amalgam of the old Vedic tribes with various
other cultures (Thapar 1984:21-69). Their economy was based upon the cow, raiding
being an important source of herds and other booty. It would appear that yajfia began as
a socio-economic institution centred on the distribution of newly won wealth according
to a shifting status hierarchy.®® This institution was essentially one of interaction and
negotiation between different family or tribal units, and so would have been
_1 increasingly important as populations grew: the Rgveda is scathing of those who do not
| perform vajiia (Potdar 1953:172, 191). It was also a means of deaﬁng with economic
surplus through destruction by fire: the destruction of wealth can be understood as =
originating in a traditionally nomadic people whose non-essential possessions would
have had to be kept at a minimum. According to Thapar (1984:66) ‘the burning of
wealth was part of what might be called a prestige economy’, and was also ‘a subtle
means of preventing the yajamana from amassing excessive wealth’ (p. 58). The
effectiveness of this yajiia as a functioning political form seems to have decreased
steadily after the settlement of these peoples. Agriculture was incorporated as a
significant and eventually dominant factor in economic life, economic surplus was
employed to produce luxury goods and led to the development of trade, and the
complex society thus created stood in need of more stable forms of regulaﬁoﬁ than the
volatile vgjiia. Rather than being discarded, the yajfia, which after all had been
constitutive of the socio-economic order and had created a profession for brdhmanas as
its high-status specialists, was re-theorised by those specialists and applied in a

. . 23 . . . .
modified form in the new context.” This re-theorisation was by no means uniform:

Al three of these words are approximations: the Vedas certainly did not reach the form in which we
now have them until much later, but it seems likely that the techniques of exact memorisation of oral
texts came from this Indo-European source.

** See Heesterman 1985, 1993. Sec also Held 1935:243-293, who approaches his study of the
Mahabhdrata from an ethnological viewpoint and compares elements of ancient Indian ritual practice
to the potlatch.

** There is no need to portray the Ardahmanas as disingenuous or overly self-interested in this process, as
some scholars (Bazaz 1973, Chattopadhyaya 1959) may seem to do. The brdhmana ‘would take over
and supplement with his own ritual the priestly tasks for a guild caste or even a tribal caste’ (Kosambi
1965:168), but he (and these scholars too, perhaps) may have been responding to popular demand as
much as anything else.
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 different bréhmana families, operating in different localities, followed different
agendas. Three main lines of development can be identified: the rise of the domestic
(grhya) ritual, the incorporation of agricultural motifs into the yajfia ideology, and the

interiorisation of the yajfia as referred to above in connection with 4:25¢d.

The domestic ritual centred around the micro-social context of the householder
and the smooth running of his household, conceived by Thapar (p. 37) as ‘the unit of
agricultural production’. The ‘prestige’ aspect of yajfia could be preserved here in terms
of individual householders vying for status by inviting each other to expensive ritual
events:”® aisvarya (supremacy), denounced by the Bhagavadgitd at 2:42-43, could refer
to this type of motive. Royal ceremonies such as the asvamedha, which were still being
performed in the medieval period, are the upper limit of this status-play. Significantly,
ASoka, at the helm of the large, centralised Maurya empire, discouraged the holding of
festivals (Thapar 1961:250), which would have been symptofnatic of the survival of %Id

local political traditions.

The Satapatha Brahmana (1.6.1:1-8) records the shift of the economy in favour of
agriculture, describing how the seasons were allotted a share in the yajfia, ending the
agricultural monopoly of the asuras.”’ The incorporation of agricultural rituals into the
purview of the Vedic yajiia, with the idea that vegetation depends on yajiia activity, was
an economic parﬁcularisa‘tion of the general and more ancient belief that yajfa was
constitutive of the regularity of the universe in all its important aspects. Certainly, as we
have seen, the social order was constituted by yajiia. Kuiper (1983:156) has suggested
that ‘the oldest nucleus of the Rgveda was a textbook for the new vear ritual’, in which
the very existence of the new year depended on correct ritual activity conceived as a
necessary re-enactment of Indra’s cosmogonic defeat of Vrtra. By the time of Rgveda
10.90 the foundation of the cosmos itself was being referred to as the yajiia of the gods,
human yajiia activity being a secondary re-enactment necessary for the continuing

operation of the cosmos so founded.” In the context of agricultural activity, which is

% Potdar 1953:192: ‘it appears that patrons used to vie with each other in giving gifts to the priests and in
general celebrating the performance on a generous scale, as that came to be considered to be the
measure of reputation at the time’. This kind of activity is noticeable in modern European society {00:
many society weddings are potiatch-esque. With the settlement of the raiding pastoralists, the old vajia
was no longer the staple economic form, and it was possible to be more self-sufficient.

* The asuras, though often viewed as a group of demonic beings, have been identified with the non-dryva
peoples of India. Satapatha Brahmana 6.8.1:1 certainly seems to identify the devas as itinerant and the
asuras as settled. See Chattopadhyaya 1959:54-58. For an alternative view, see van Buitenen 1975:6-9.

* The situation here is identical to that of the Enuma Elish described by Alter 1981:29: 'man in the
Akkadian verse-narrative is merely an object acted upon, his sole reason for existence to supply the
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criticéliy dependent upon the cosmic powers of the weather, there emerged specific
explanations of how human yajiia was the root cause of agricuitﬁral'and‘human
productivity.”” Such explanations are to be found in various places: Bhagavadgrti 3;1(}
14 mirrors sentiments expressed in the Rgveda, in Manusmrii, and, repeatedly, in the
Satapatha Brahmana,”” about the necessity of yajna for the production of rain. The
monsoon rains would have been a natural focus for agricultural ritual theory. 3:10-14
clearly refers to the immolatory ritual process: no internalised yajiia could produce rain

in this way.

The cosmic claims made for yajiia are of course utterly spurious. Nonetheless,
vajiia was the ideological source of the economic and social position both of the @ryas,
from whose tradition it derived, and, more particularly, of the brahmanas. Thus, in a
society expanding to include more and more ideologically disparate communities, the
Bhagavadgitd makes a claim for the Vedic tradition to set the agenda and define the "
terms within which a new social order may emerge. The dryas, having developed an
expertise in cultural domination during their erstwhile migrations, were determined to
exercise that expertise in as wide a context as was available.’' Hence the yajfia section
in chapter three of the Bhagavadgitd asserts that the very productivity of the earth
depends on the recognition of the authority of the Vedas and thus, presumably, of the
brahmanas their guardians (3: 14-15). So convincing and successful was this assertion,

in historical fact, that the authority of the Vedas and the brahmanas has been practically

material wants of the gods. Humanity is conceived here exclusively in terms of ritual function ~man is
made in order to offer sacrifices to the gods'. :

* The close association of human and agricultural fertility is demonstrated by Chattopadhyaya 1959:286-
292.

%% Rgveda 1.164:51: *This same water [goes] up and down by days. The rain clouds refresh the earth: the
fires refresh the sky’. Manusmyti 3:76: *An invocation cast correctly info fire approaches the sun. From
the sun rain is born; from rain, food; and thence offspring’. Safapafha Brdabmana 7.4.2:22: *These two
worlds discharge semen. This one discharges semen upwards from here [as] smoke. There above, it
becomes rain. Thereupon that fother world discharges] the rain for this one through the intermediate
region. Thus offspring are born in these two semen-discharging worlds’. See also Satapatha Brahmana
1.7.1:18 and 11.6.2.6-10. Tull 1989:6 says that ‘this notion may have originated outside the Vedic
sphere’, but he also correctly acknowledges that non-drya elements were incorporated into the Vedic
world very early on.

3

Such is the impression one receives from the texts, It is important to remember that the surviving texts
from this period were created or edited either by brdhmanas or by explicitly anti-brdhmanical groups:
all are certainly biased. The temptation simplistically to equate the world of brahmanical texts with a
historical social reality should be avoided,

[
b

This, at least, is Sankara’s interpretation of these verses (Sastri 1977:101). In any case, despite Krsna’s
criticism of acquisitionistic Vedism criticised at 2:42-43, and despite his claim that Vedism alone will
not facilitate moksa (8:28, 9:20-21), the Bhagavadgtd explicitly supports the Vedic-brihmanic
tradition as authoritative for safeguarding the operations of the world. 6:1 supports the fire ritual, 3:8
and 18:7, 9 and 23 stress the necessity of performing action which is miyata (enjoined), and 17:11 and
24 inveke the Vedic vidhi and vidhéna (infunction).
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- pan-Indian for over a millennium. Accordingly it is often overlooked that until quite
soon before this came to be the case, their authority and influence was limited to a small

geographical area.

We have seen that chapter three of the Bhagavadgiti encourages the performance
of the traditional fire yajiia, and that chapter four’s section on yajfia defines a host of
different activities as vajiia, most of which have absolutely no connection with yvajfia as
mentioned heretofore. We could try to imagine that such activities were rituals
considered indispensable and sustaining by those performing them, and were thus
categorised in Vedic terms as yajfia for want of any alternative: we cannot know this to
be the case, however, since our textual acquaintance with these activities only oceurs
after they have been assimilated to the yajfia concept, for which such predicates as
‘indispensable’ and ‘sustaining’ are tautological. However, it is difficult to see how the
activities described as yajiia in chapter four could be thought ‘necessary for the a
sustenance of the world: they appear to be_, in the main, yogic and ascetic activities of
the kind more usually associated with moksa than with lokasamgraha. Tilak (1936:958)
notes that,

‘considering the matter from the historical point of view, it can be seen that when the sacrifice of
wealth of various kinds prescribed in the fruti texts for propitiating Indra, Varuna and other deities
fell into disuse, and the devices of attaining the state of the paramesvara by Pdtafijala-yoga,
samnydsa or metaphysical knowledge came more and more into vogue, the meaning of the word
yajfia was widened, and #t was made to symbolically include all the various devices of obtaining
release’.

It seems likely that the widening of the term yajfia to include these new activities
was due to interaction with peoples for whom such activities were traditional.® This
idea goes against the thinking of Heesterman, whose tendency is to interpret Hindu
developments in terms of the internal evolution of the Vedic tradition. Whilst he
convincingly shows that the Vedic textual tradition bears witness to many different
stages in the evolution of ritual activity, he is reluctant to attribute the change from one
stage to the next to anything other than internal necessity, that is, to a justifiable
dissatisfaction with prevailing ritual logic. At no point does he hypothesise cultural
cross-fertilisation in the wake of migration, trade or technological advance. This is a

strange omission: Zimmer (1951:378-381), for example, seems instinctively to see

3% There would also have been hybrid practices quickly springing up in the new context. Knowledge and
recitation of sections of the Vedas, previously the preserve of brdhmana ritual specialists, became
popular and can be seen as an indicator of brd@hmanisation / Sanskritisation. Extravagant claims are
made for such japayajiia. Heesterman 1978:91 alludes to Fispusmyrti 55.20:21: ‘the recitation of the
Vedas vastly outweighs the performance of both srauta and griya sacrifices’. Mahabhirata 12.189-
193 contains an attempt mythically to redress this inequality.
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" Hinduism as a product of cultural hybridity. It is to be noted, however, that if those
activities newly categorised as yajfia were traditions from various cultures, this is not to
say, as Tilak does, that they were necessarily used in those cultures as means of
obtaining moksa. This use could be contemporaneous with their appropriation as yajfia.
Ascetic and yogic techniques were used from the earliest times as means of obtaining
powers of various kinds in shamanic cultures, and the rise of a moksa soteriology would
allow a continuity of practice whilst removing the mundane application of the powers
traditionally so generated. Patafijali’s Yogasiifras 3:37-54 describe some of the amazing
powers known to derive from yogic discipline, stressing (sitra 51) that kaivalya comes
through renouncing their application. The forms of ritual practice persist through radical

changes in the practice’s interpretation and application (Staal 1989).

As regards the Bhagavadgita’s philosophy, it would be satisfying to identify
something that these activities have in common apart from héving been characterised%as
yajfia in the text. If the reason why they have been so characterised is socio-political, |
then all they need have in common is that they are important activities of non-Vedic
communities through appropriation of which the brahmanisation of those communities
might be facilitated. Of course, this is utterly unhelpful as far as understanding asakia
karman is concerned, but this is to be expected: once we begin to explain the text in
terms of its socio-political function, it need only display such philosophical integrity as

is required in order for it to successtully discharge that function.

The text’s ritual purpose is thus twofold. Firstly, to affirm the necessity of
carrying out one’s nivata karman, prescribed or established action: prescribed or
established, that is, by Vedic injunction. Negligence in this regard will set an example
likely to lead to the end of the world as currently known. Secondly, to conceptualise a
host of differing ritual techniques under the rubric of vajfia. This move 1s entirely
natural in the context of an increasingly cosmopolitan culture: the power which yvajiia
actions were known to have was abstracted from the particular Vedic rites and seen as
something which might be actualised in other activities too. However, since the
activities mentioned in 4:25-30 do not sustain the world, and nor are they presented as if
they do, we are forced to conclude that what yogic yajiia and fire yajiia have in common
is, not lokasamgraha, but that they are activities particularly suitable for those intent on

avoiding karmabandha.

in this way, the text in its treatment of yajfia wants to combine two explicit

ambitions: the orderly functioning of the environment for the physical welfare and
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 prosperity of the human race, and the release of individual souls from samsara. These
correspond to the two types of soteriology discussed above, 3.3, the pifryana and the
devayiina, associated with the brahmanas and the Sramanas respectively. The tension |
between these two is extreme: they have opposing attitudes to the value of being alive,
and their aims are so at odds with each other that no satisfactory philosophical
resolution is possible. Although the idea of asakia karman represents the most
comprehensive attempt at a resolution to date, in effect the intractability of the dilemma
was shown by the splitting up of the ideal Hindu life into distinct phases by means of
the dsrama schematisation, according to which the two soteriological ambitions were
pursued in series rather than in parallel (Olivelle 1993). As far as the Bhagavadgita is
concerned, the philosophical tension is eased to some extent by the text’s literary
qualities. Because of the nature of its example (see above, 3.4), the text appears at first
reading to have successfully negotiated two such different soteriologies. If, unlike
Arxjuna’s, the action in question were one that we would imagine leading to -
unproblematically positive short-term consequences, then the sleight of hand would not
be possible in the same way. So, in the example given at 9:20-21 of the Vedic Soma-
drinkers who, though delighted by the short-term consequences of their actions, are
thwarted in the long run because they have to return to the world of mortals, it is no
longer possible to unify the two soteriological goals: accordingly, it is no surprise that
by this point Krsna has apparently forgotten about Arjuna’s fears for his short-term
welfare and is talking instead about how he might escape from samsara. The solution
through psychological focus will not work philosophically. Likewise the text’s idea of
lokasamgraha s only an apparent unification of the two soteriological poles: s{ince
lokasamgraha s the key to asakta karman, it must be pursued by those seeking escape
from rebirth, who then incidentally aid the purpose of those who might see |
lokasamgraha as an end in itself. Everyone can work together at their ritual duties,
whichever soteriology they favour, But we have shown that, even if the text does not
object to different people having different aims in view, what it has in view, that is,

asakta karman, cannot be properly described in terms of any possible aim.

4.3. Ritual metaphor in the Mahabhdrata and the totalisation of behavioural precents

Having opened up the idea of vajiia beyond the ritual sphere, the text is able to use ritual
imagery and symbolism in its description of types of sustaining action that the Vedic

ritual community had perhaps not conceived in such a way before. We have already
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' noted this process in the economic transition from pastoralism to agriculture. The
Mahabhdrata, whose narrative may have originated in relatively non-Vedic or even pre-
Vedic cultures, has also been subject to a ritually inspired re-theorisation. The war,
which effectively rids the world of a certain type of mischief at great cost, is conceived
by the text as a yajia.** The lokasamgraha model for the justification of ritual action,
which the Bhagavadgita applies to fire yajiia at 3:14, is implicitly applied to the war in
the first five books of the Mahabharata. The Udyogaparvan, in particular, repeatedly
justifies the coming war as something that is 1o be avoided if possible but that
eventually is necessary in order to prevent the Kauravas from disrupting the balance of
the socio-political world. Jardsamdha’s legendary imprisonment of one hundred kings
stands as the prototype of the Kauravas® evil ambition,” that is, the confiscation of land
and the removal of the provisional autonomy of local rulers, and the war efforts of the
Pandava allies are presented in terms of the preservation of the dharmic order of the
world,*® Interestingly, although the defeat of | arasamdha is in line with Krsna’s and tRe
Pandavas’ political vision of local autonomy (see below, 6.1), the textual justification of
the Pandavas’ war efforts in terms of social justice is rather muted. Instead, the
immediate reason for going to war against Jarasamdha is to win enough influence to
justity performing the rdjasiiya ritual (Mahdbharata 2.12-15), and the reason for going
to war against the Kauravas is not that they are bad rulers, but that they have treated the
Pandavas unjustly, assaulted Draupadt, and broken their promises. The kind of

humanistic utilitarianism which we would relate to is not to be found in the text. From

* See Johnson (1998:xxxv-xli). The antiquity of this textual strategy is debated. This issue haé already
been dealt with below, 2.5, as “the text’s mythic self-deconstruction’, and is peripheral to the
philosophical concerns of this thesis.

¥ Mahabhirata 2.13-22: see especiaily 2,20:6-24. Vassilkov 1995 points out paraliels between the
Pandavas defeating Jardsamdha to rescue the imprisoned kings, and Indra defeating Vrtra to release the
waters (Rgveda 1.80).

* A logical problem arises with dharma because the word applies to the hypothetical ideal state and
behaviours of things as well as to certain behaviours that are only necessary because of the dharmic
neghigence of others. If everything and everybody was dharmic, then many of the behaviours that we
currenily observe to be dharmic would not be necessary. The radical disjunction of ideal and actual
dharmas explains the thetorical utility of the term, but renders it philosophically uncanny. Further, the
intelligibility of the ideal is threatened by the notion of dharma as a natural predisposition or
descriptive attribute: it is Duryodhana’s dharma, in some way, to be adharmic, and likewise it is
Arjuna’s. At the beginning of the Bhagavadgiti Arjuna understands that it is dharmic to kill his
relatives and gurus: what he does not understand is how it can happen not 1o be adharmic to do such a
thing. The text in fact is in a bind, because the sense of dharma is on the one hand a naturalistic,
descriptive sense, and thus essentially passive, and on the other is the sense of that which is to be
striven after and conformed to, actively, for fear of some kind of failure or shortfall. This inner tension
which dharma has, that one must make sure one does not fail to do that which, apparently, and by way
of justification, one will naturally do anyway, is pointed out by Pollock 1985 in the context of Sastra
fiterature, and paratlels the tension between daiva and purusakdra in the Mahidbhiraia, as will be
discussed below, 5.7.
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the text’s perspective, the dharma of warriors is not to be justified or derived from any
other set of considerations: it is absolute, a law of nature. Nonetheless, this dharma is
concerned with maintaining the order of the world, even if this world i§ the micro-
context of personal relations rather than the macro-context of political ones,?” and thus it
is natural that the war should be portrayed as a yajfia. This portrayal is the context of
many of the Bhagavadgita’s double entendres. When the text talks about karman it is
providing a ritual theory which can do duty for Vedically ordained yajiia; more

generally, for all action, conceived as yajiia and undertaken asakra; and, specifically, for

Arjuna’s engagement in this war as a yajiia.

By suggesting a methodology of asakta karman, which is presented as applicable
to all action, Krsna moves beyond the war and focuses on active life in general. Yajfia is

applied in this context too: Manusmrti 8:306 explains, in the case of kings, that

protection of subjects through the exercise of justice is an efficacious virtual yajia, an%
Chandogya Upanisad 3.17 suggests that the process of leading a decent, progeny-
producing life is the performance of a kind of yajiia. This last passage has often been
compared to the Bhagavadgita since this idea is said (3.17:6) to have been taught to
Krsna son-of-Devaki (Devaki is also Krsna’s mother in the Mahabhdarata: see Preciado-
Solis 1984). The similarity extends beyond matters of nomenclature, since the effect of
Bhagavadgita 3:9ab and 4:23¢d is that, to avold karmabandha, all actions performed
must be yajiia. At this level of interpretation yajiia becomes bhakti: just as Krsna-bhakti
can encompass all and any action (9:26-28b), the application of the term yajiia to all the
actions performed by a person is indicative of an internal attitude which renders all
those actions ‘correct’. From this internal viewpoint, the dualism of correct and
incorrect action coincides exactly with the dualism of actual and hypothetical evenfs,
and determinism has been accepted by implication. The whole-life yagjiia is tellingly s
connected by Chandogya Upanisad 3.17:7 to the post«morfem passage to the sun, that

1s, to the avoidance of rebirth: in this it outstrips aﬁy specific yaifia performed correctly

but without higher knowledge.

By expanding the locus of yagjia and introducing the idea of the asakta actor who
only acts for purposes of yajiia, the text assimilates both dharma and yajiia to
lokasamgraha: the imperative aspect of both dharma and yajiia is only understandable

in terms of a vision of how the world must organise itself if it is to sustain prospering

* It is a moot point whether there is any real difference between these contexts, even today: from the
viewpoint of one of very few powerful famities, even the apparent difference disappears.
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“humans. In the case of those aspects of lokasamgraha that are controlled by Vedic
ritual, the Vedic ordinances constitute such a vision. With yajfia now applicable to a
host of activities, this vision must accordingly be expanded. The necessity for this is
extreme: the only reason that Vedic ritual can serve as the prototype for asakta action is
because such ritual action can be engaged in without anxiety, in total confidence that it
is both necessary and sufficient to sustain the operation of the cosmos. This confidence
can only be extended to action in general on condition that there be for all actions, as
there is for Vedic ritual actions, an authoritative blueprint of a stable, immutable, all-
benefiting order which is built into the fabric of things. This explains the huge array of
Dharmasastras which emerged at around the same time as the Mahabhdarata and which
codified and normalised human behaviour to an astonishing level of detail. As
Heesterman says (1978:81-83), “the Vedas contain no positive injunctions that could be
used directly as rules of conduct’. The genre of rules and injunctions is nonetheless
Vedic, this circumstance being an outcome of the process of Sanskritisation, the A
incorporation of a wealth of smrifi texts under an ‘expanded use’ of the authority-totem
Veda. With the evolution of the insulated (or, at least, unproblematically dominant}
Vedic community into a more cosmopolitan soctety, social norms were now under
threat from other ways of life: the community (and other communities) would only at
this stage become conscious of many of its own traditions. In this situation, knowledge
of normative behaviour was required in order that one be able to discharge actions
without fear that one has somehow done the wrong thing: without a normative _
background it 1s incumbent upon the individual to decide what ought to be done, and the
limited perspective that such an individual must base this decision upon precip;itates an
existential crisis involving desire, anger and duhkha. The crisis is all the more severe if
many of these decisions are the kind that, until recently, did not have to be made
because a certain line of action was taken for granted, or because the situations
demanding them (internecine wars, for example) simply did not arise.”® Hence the
Bhagavadgitd, in expanding the concept of yajiia, supplements the primordial
justification of Vedic vajfia (3:10: Prajapati of old instituted it) with a similar primordial
justification of the fourfold division of human tasks (4:13ab: “The varnas were emitted

by me, divided in their karmans and gunas’y*® and with the insistence that the Sastra be

** Heesterman 1978:84: ‘In order [for smrti] to fulfil its task of giving guidefines for society it has to take
into account the exigencies of normatl life as weil as the various, often conflicting customs and usages
of many and varied communities, ranging from tribals to sophisticated urbanites and from sociaily
active men to solfitary hermits’, '
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followed as a guide to action:

‘Whoever throws away the injunction of Sastra and behaves according to desire doés not attain
perfection, nor happiness, nor the highest way. Therefore the Sastra is your standard with respect
to the to-be-done and the not-to-be-done: you should know the spoken precepts of the Sastra and
do action in this world’ (16:23-24).

Here the text mentions only one alternative to learning what one’s task is from an

authoritative external source: being thrown into crisis at the mercy of one’s desires. But
the text does not fully appreciate the consequences of this line of argument: to preclude

trauma the Sastra must be totally consistent, and exhaustive of all meaningful dilemmas.

That this is not true is in fact the starting point of the Bhagavadgita: Arjuna, trying his
best to let the Sistra be his guide (i.e. thinking about what he has repeatediy heard,
1:44d), has received contradictory guidance and is thus thrown upon his own resources
with disabling effect. What does the Bhagavadgitd offer as an addition to the Sastrain
case it fails? The guarantee that Krsna has antecedently endorsed one particular line of
action and that that line of action, ultimately, will ensue (18:60-61). That is all very ™
well, but how are we to know which it is? The invitation to offer all actions to the Lord,
knowing that he is their author and the only true recipient of their benefits, that is, the
attitude of bhiakti, is not really an answer to the question of what to do: bhakii suggests
that we do not ask the question in the first place, which is easier than un-asking it once

it has been asked. The psychological pressure and the existential crisis remain the same,

whether one is acting avariciously to ensure one’s own benefit, or trying to bring the
will of the Lord to fruition on earth.*”” Either way, one does as one sees fit, and the _
trauma comes from feeling that one may be wrong about what is fit. If the philosophy of
bhakti is to solve this, it must state that incorrect action is in principle impossibié, and
that, whatever we do, we do the Lord’s will. The text does imply this very strongly in
places, as will be seen in the sequel, but it also denies it. There are many examples of
this denial. Krsna’s first response to Arjuna’s dismay is to muster arguments to show
him that not to fight would be incorrect; ascetic action at the expense of ritual action is
incorrect; ritual actions performed in the wrong spirit are incorrect; the duties of a varna
of which one is not a member are incorrect; actions contrary to those of the Sastras are

incorrect; and so on. The text gives us good reason to fear that we will err. To this

** 18:41-44 describes the differential tasks of the four varnas. 18:47 emphasises the danger of trying to
fulfil the dharma of another, and in many ways the Mahabhdrata’s narrative dramatises this danger:
see above, 2.3,

“ Some would say that adopting the first of these understandings makes things easier existentially. Whether ot ot
this holds, there is enough sinilarity to make my point.
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“extent it presents no solution to Arjuna’s crisis, which is one of fear that he will err.”!
The text 1s in a bind again: it does indeed have a solution to Arjuna’s crisis, that of
suggesting that incorrect action is impossible, that choice and responsibility are illusory,
and that no justification of any line of action should be imagined, but this thoroughly
philosophical solution is at cross-purposes to the Mahabharata’s social project, which is
to encourage society to develop in a certain way. If sacred texts embody social projects,
and find that stressing the individual responsibility of hearers and readers facilitates
those projects, then the deterministic solution to Arjuna’s crisis, which we are glimpsing
here, is unlikely to appear in a sacred text except in a heavily disguised form.
Accordingly, this solution is disguised in the Bhagavadgiia. The scholarly removal of
the disguise, which will proceed in earnest in the next chapter, may seem to do violence
to the integrity of the tradition which has kept the text, but nonetheless such a removal
can be quite easily defended. After all, the presence of the disguise is a result of
particular historical contingencies that cannot be reconstructed in enough detail for us™o
fully understand them; yet that which is thus disguised does seem to be a genuinely

philosophical response to a widespread human problem.

" Sarma, quoted by Agarwal 1993:351, appreciates this problem: ‘karmayoga is only the method of our
work. It lays down only the manner in which we should discharge our duties. But what are our duties,
what constitutes their content and substance?
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Chapter five: Determinism, buddhivoea and bhakii

This chapter is dedicated to an exploration of determinism in the text. The first section
is introductory: it takes up once more the ontological realism established in the final
section of chapter two, and shows that the text depends upon this realism and justifies it
in ferms of ﬁraxis. I argue that the information given by Krsna, that prakrti is the sole
actor, is the cornerstone of asakta karman. The second section analyses svabhdva and
ahamidra, concepts essential to the text’s deconstruction of agency, and looks at the
idea of determinism as presented by various characters of the Mahabharata. 1 show that
this idea, known as the kalavada, is integral to the Epic as a whole, as well as to certain

modern understandings of behaviour.

‘The third, fourth and fifth sections of the chapter survey the ways in which the
idea of determinism conflicts with linguistic and psychological conventions. Secticm%
three argues that the deterministic viewpdint undoes the ideas of choice, possibility and
probability. Within such a viewpoint, the status of intentions and perceived motivations
as causes of behaviour is purely hypothetical, since there is no reason to suppose that a
creature will know encugh fully to explain its own behaviour. Further, such mental
occurring hypothetical causes are themselves causally determined events. Section four
transposes these ideas back into the context of the text’s creation, and shows that
determinism is anathema to the purposes of the text’s creators, who were coneerned -
with trying to encourage certain types of behaviour amongst large quantities of non-
philosophers. I prove that the view that determinism promotes inactivity is fallacious,
but that it has nonetheless led to the derogation of determinism within the text, an
eventuality which can explain why the Bhagavadgiid has been so widely
misunderstood. T also show that the idea of one’s karmic history accounting for one’s
present circumstances is a socially motivated attempt to channel dissipated
responsibility back onto the initial agent, this time in the form of the biographised dehin
theorised above, 3.1. Section five broadens the discussion of determinism by arguing
that the linguistic and symbolic tools at the disposal of the philosopher, which are
conditioned by the facts of human spatial separation and interaction, make it almost
impossible to expound determinism intelligibly. This explains why asakia karman,
which depends upon determinism, is such a difficult idea, and why the text is forced, as
discussed above, 4.1, to exemplify it in terms (vajiia, lokasamgraha, dharma) which

transparently do not apply.
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Section six compares the determinism of the Bhagavadgita with that of the
Ajtvikas, an ancient Indian ascetic sect. The Ajivikas believed that the attainment of
moksa was determined, and I show that the Bhagavadgita’s determinism also entails
this. The contrast between the asceticism of the Ajivikas and the activism of the
Bhagavadgita, however, underlines the problem, discussed above, 4.1, of the asakia
karmin’s mental presentation of his or her actions, which is required if a methodology
of asakta karman 1s to be provided. I show that the text’s attempts to provide such a
methodology are derived from ascetic traditions, but that in this they are inapt: asakta
karman is methodologically inaccessible, and the apparent existence of a methodology

within the text serves only to encourage certain types of karman.

The final section of the chapter investigates ways in which ideas used in the text
might be interpreted in light of the determinism which has been uncovered. It begins
with an exposition of buddhi, the psychological faculty of awareness which is the =
location of the non-attachment being sought. I show that the knowledge that all actions
are determined and carried out by prakrti will fundamentally alter the way a person
presents actions to him or herself, in such a way that ‘singleness of buddhi’, which
Krsna deems necessary for asakia karman, might result. Next, [ reinterpret the term
bhakti such that it also indicates an attitude, of sharing one’s actions with their real

agent, which is derived from determinism as well as conducive to non-attachment.

5.1. Jiana: the factual basis of asakta karman

Many Bhagavadgitd commentators have interpreted the text as teaching three different
(spiritual / religious) paths, of karma, jiidna and bhakti. There has been much debate
about whether all or jﬁst one or two of these paths are said to fead to the highest goal,
and about what the text means by distinguishing them. Are they mutually incompatible?
Is each appropriate only for a certain type of person? And so on. This debate is
summarised by A. Sharma (1986:xxii-xxvi): see 2.2 above. The present section will
view jiidna not as a religious or spiritual path of insight separable from devotion, moral
activity or any other path, nor as the liberating mystical knowledge of brahman-atman,
but as a fundamental aspect of Krsna’s speech-act to Arjuna: jiiana is the information
content of Krsna’s words, the new knowledge that certain things are the case. The new
perspective on the war which Arjuna is given, and which enables him to go ahead with

it, is derived from new information. All of the three paths mentioned above depend in
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equal measure on this information.

The text clearly has the form of Arjuna being informed, by an incorrigible |
authority, of various subtle pieces of information which, as its exposition demonstrates,
have far reaching consequences for a person’s understanding of their own mental and
physical activity, and hence for the resulting quality of their experience. The
dependence of success, effectiveness, and satisfaction on a reasonable match between
‘how thing are’” and ‘how things are currently known to be’ is an axiom of the text’s
purpose: success achieved in the absence of correct understanding is shown to be short-
lived and precarious. The necessity for authority in the one providing the correct
understanding is therefore acute. There is a congruence between the kind of information
that Krsna provides, and the authority which he assumes (he is the supreme Lord,
creator and destroyer of all worlds, the self that dwells in all beings, efc.), for it is, as he
explains, the kind of information that human beings are constitﬁtionaliy inept at
discovering for themselves. Arjuna’s horror, when faced with the war, is commensurate
with his understanding of himself and his situation, but he has reached the point of
questioning whether his orientation is the most satisfactory one available. The
Bhagavadgita’s analysis of the sakia actor’s psychology (for example 3:27-29, 36-41)
shows that kdma and krodha (desire and anger) result from the natural interaction
between indriyas and indriyarthas (sense-faculties and their objects), and suggests that
the truths revealed by Krsna are not ordinarily discoverable. The text refers to ascetics
capable of discerning this kind of information for themselves without the assistance of -
divine revelation, but it clearly states that such folk do not see the whole picture: their
philosophy, like their method, is anthropocentric and fails to realise the raison d’étre of
the material world {7:1-14). The information given to Arjuna is acknowledged by the
text to be extremely special, normally maccessible to humans. Its inaccessibility to

humans 1s empirical and contingent rather than logical or necessary.

There is here a notion of truth, the pristine state of things as an absolute. As a
human concept this absolute is contaminated by time and memory, and as a result there
is a sense in which the present is more absolute, more fundamental than the past, and the
past than the future: nonetheless we acknowledge that the universe, its history and
whatever future it may have, is a given. There are things; they lie in a certain way and
change, and lie again and change, and each permutation exists in all its details (most of
which of course are unwitnessed) in exactly the same indisputable way as each and

every other permutation. This axiom is assumed by almost all people at almost all times.
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It is not difficult to understand, indeed all sane people understand it perfectly:
everybody knows that the axiom is used because it is true. To explain or describe what
is meant by truth here is beside the point, because even if such a thing were possible it
would not communicate in any way.' What can be done to illustrate this line of thought,
though, is to contrast this notion of truth or existence, comprehending as it does all past
and future event, occurrence or state, with the nature of human expressions supposedly
descriptive of events and occurrences. People are extremely restricted in their
observations of what is happening: because no two people witness exactly the same
parts of the picture, there are misunderstandings and miscommunications and conflict
between accounts and interpretations. It is hard to agree on any definitive account of
what is agreed on. Truth comes in the first instance through human subjectness, through
experience as a private infolun‘tary individual: the expression of it is of a different
order, constrained by the evolved practicalities and discourses of language, even when

one is, as it were, expressing it to oneself. ™

“The truth’ is inexpressible; all accounts are parttal and provisional. Philosophy
has failed at this point: all declarations can be deconstructed and dissolved into their
individual situatedness as linguistic or neurological entities, yet nonetheless it 1s known
that all people know the same world. How is this known? In a strange way: it is
presupposed in, and demonstrated by, human action. People are purposivle: they learn,
do, and die. So much of what people are given is the result of the toils of others before
them, and all people toil in one way or another to givé better than was given them. This
is a general anthropological observation, but insofar as such observations are made,
indeed insofar as any observations are made (particularly observations of other

observations made), they constitute the knowledge that the world is one.

This realistic notion of existence as a series of precise and detailed permutations
of things is presented by the Bhagavadgita in terms which later on were famous
elements of the Samkhya darsana: prakrti, the gunas, manas, the indrivas, buddhi and

ahamkara® Tt is important to note that the text views the world as utterly real. In no way

" To the extent that we only live in this world, we cannot get behind its axiomatic ‘isness’: all we can do
is to compare it with, for example, the world of our dreams, but the conclusions thus reached about the
real world's “isness’ are banal and universally known. The question of how or why this world shouid be
characterised by this kind of ‘isness’ is unintelligible. The two concepts “world’ and ‘isness’ are not
separable by human beings, since bodies are ever and equally possessed of both.

? Van Buitenen 1988:53-73 understands ahamkira as a macrocosmic rather than micrecosmic subject-
principle, denoting the selfconsciousness of the cosmic person and hence the creative power of
formulation, the symptom of manifestation. The tendency of Samkfya terminology to refer
simuitaneously to the micro- and the macrocosmos is problematic, as the suspicion remains that to
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* does Krsna suggest that the battle is not really happening. It is easy to be misled by

Vedantic interpretations on this point: later theories of maya and of nirgupa / saguna
brahman are not applicable to this text. The text does distinguish sa/ from asat but it
uses the terms in a variety of ways. They are not always used as ontological categories,
but when they are, the differentiation is in terms of changeability only: saf is that which
must always remain as it 1s, asat that which must change and decay. There is no
suggestion that asaf is thus unreal. In fact, ordinary parlance would be much more
likely to call sat unreal than asaf: things are not ordinarily thought to be unreal just
because they are impermanent. The use of the word maya in the Bhagavadgiia serves to
contrast Krsna’s perspective on the world-process with an ordinary person’s, and to
highlight that person’s constitutional limitations on understanding the full picture. In no

way does it water down the text’s dynamic-realist position.

There is some tension, however, in preserving this idea of a true, objective Wor%d-
and-time, when it is acknowledged that human experience witnesses only small corners
of the world, and that human expression ié therefore able to model the world only in
extremely limited ways. No description can match up to the truth that is described. The
text shows that this is a synthetic statement, for it alludes to an experience that is not
situated, a complete experience of everything at once: the experience Which Krsna has,
and which he briefly bestows on Arjuna. By doing this, the text can preserve the notion
of the absolute truth, while simultancously showing the human situation to be such that
no representation, map or model of the truth, be it linguistic or abstract or introspective,

will be true in any comparable way.

Yet a problem remains: in what sense, then, is Krsna’s ‘only prakrfi acts’ truer
than the sakra actor “thinking himself to be the agent’? How does Krsna's speech
contain information? If actual truth is incomparable with its representations, what is the

sense of the claim that x is truer than y?

This 1s the problem of the philosophy of science, which ostensibly provides a
description of the world, yet is continually updating and re-presenting its description.’

Science, to explain what it is doing in this describing, must not only appeal to an

concentrate on one of these poles rather than the other would be to misunderstand what Samkhva was,
but, despite Krsna's self-descriptions, the use of these terms in the Bhagavadgiid is overwhelmingly
focused on the case of the individual human.

* Dieks 1994:68: ‘It is... rationally compelling to believe in the (approximate) truth of the best
explanation, the one offered by the scientific theory we accept as the best. In other words, acceptance
of a theory as explanatory implies belief in its (approximate) truth’,
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‘objective truth to which its descriptions point, albeit strangely, but must also explain the
process and context of description-giving in terms of practical human purposive
activity, and justify its descriptions by appealing to their uses, the successes that result
from their employment.* This is a somewhat vague line of reasoning because defining
what ‘success in activity’ might be is open to problems. The uses to which a discovery
might be put include making a task easier, getting food or shelter, or an easier life, or a
more pEeasanf time. Yet despite the vagueness here, it is a firm human instinct to
suppose that goals are shared: it is clear that persons are all the same kind of thing,

however mutually bewildered.

The philosophical justification of science runs up against the problem of the status
of the results of human curiosity. The immediate experiential justification of this
curiosity, when one 1s in the process of being curious, is the extent to 'which the
curiosity is satisfied. The Popperian view of scientific activity presents an ongoing
series of conjectures being refuted and modified,” the assumption being that, since each
stubsequent conjecture is tested against the same real world, the descriptions given of
that world will gradually be fuller and more accurate. But this begs the question. Since
only certain types of test are possible, the accuracy attained, which can never be
complete accuracy, is always hypothetical. The fuel of Popper’s intuition, though, is the
passing of time. Curiosity has been known to have been satisfied, and tﬁis justifies and
stimulates more curiosity.® In Arjuna’s case, his curiosity-formed model of the world is
cracking: he acknowledges that it is unsatisfactory, since it 1s recommending
contradictory dharmas, and as such he is newly curious. If Krsna can satisfy this new
curiosity with a model which works in the present predicament, as well as working
retrospectively in all other known predicaments (where Arjuna’s old model used to do

duty), then that is as much meaning as ‘x is truer than y” can have.

The analogy between the new information from Krsna and the new information

from scientific discovery should not be stretched too far, but it is suggested in the first

* This instramentalist line is different from Bohr’s (see above, 2.6) because it maintains the idea of an
exact real world, without which there is no ontelogical ground for folk to stand on while employing
ideas and other tools.

> Popper 1969. Feyerabend's (1971) resistance to methodological and epistemological uniformity in
science is not a defence of the results of science so much as an explanation of scientific activity. As
such it leans, as does Krsna, towards an experiential as opposed to a rational explanation of knowledge
and iruth.

® The classical humanitarian defence of science is on the basis of technological advance. It is clear,
however, that technology can be put to ‘bad’ uses, and an ethico~philosophical Luddism has not been
defeated so much as rendered irrelevant by the now pervasive acceptance that technology will be driven
ever forwards by economic and commercial forces.
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‘place by the similarity of proto-Simkhya and physics as natural philosophies
(Chattopadhyaya 1959, 1976, Riepe 1961). The information Krsna gives contains its
own explanation and justification: ‘therefore you have no cause to sorfow over any
creature’ (2:30). The practical results offered by the text in defence and explanation of
its new information are universally desirable. This is the difference between the results
of Krsna’s information and those of science’s: science deals with the material things we
use as tools for our well-being, and there can always be doubt about whether a particular
type of tool is necessary for this general task, but Krsna’s tool proposes to effect well-
being from within the mind, exposing the limits of any external tool and making all

such tools unnecessary.’

If the sense of “x is truer than v’ is given by the use of the information, the change
that could be wrought by and in a person finding out that x, then a move has been made
from the logic of propositions onto the ground of human goals. Thé trump in Krsna’s »
defence is that his goal, sukha, can be seen as the ground and raison d’étre of all other,
particular goals (see above, 3.4}, and can ﬁaoreover, being internal, be pursued alongside
particular goals. One of the most attractive points of Krsna’s information is the non-
markedness, in terms of behaviour, of its acceptance: the only biographical adjustment
is the reduction of trauma. This last point is initially reassuring, given the solace that is
found in habits, but ultimately particular goals lose their intelligibility if sukha has
internally been guaranteed regardless of circumstance. Hence Krsna says that “seeing
the highest, even one’s taste (rasa) ceases’ (2:59¢d: in common with most other
translators, I read rasavarjam with the first half of the verse). This explains the broad
and impersonal nature of yajiia and lokasamgraha, the ‘motivations’ for asakta karman

{see chapter four).

Krsna’'s speech uses new information as the basis of a proposed technique of
action. Of course Krsna gives much information in the text of various kinds: what is of
primary importance here, in the context of the technique of asakta karman, is the
specific information that only prakrii acts, never dehin. Krsna claims that to take this
fact fully on board is to be asakta in any and all karman. By repeatedly describing how
possession of this fact transforms the attitude to action of a hypothetical yogin, that is,

by providing a blueprint of what it would be like to be asakta, Krsna makes it clear that

7 This kind of radical reorientation is called a ‘paradigm shift’ by Kuhn 1962: it is the presentation of a
different kind of model, with new terms and presuppositions, for the same old world. Arjuna’s crisis of
contradictory dharmas is parallel to the wealth of contradictory data that, according to Kuhn, prefaces
the erergence of a new paradigm in the history of science,
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his introduction of facts is subordinate to the use of those facts. The mechanical details
of prakyti’s acting, and the nature of the dehin, are somewhat sketchily given. Much
attention is given to psychological strategies by means of which the baffling ‘only
prakrti acts” may be incorporated into a technique to promote sukha. The need for
particular types of strategy here is in need of explanation, which is given through an
analysis of human psychology. Realising that *only prakrii acts’ is not straightforward
since, due to ahamkdra, the individualisation of agency which must be circumnavigated
is a normal accompaniment to human life. The contradiction between normal mental
practice and the information offered by Krsna means that the text’s psychological
strategies for asakta karman are expressed in ways which seem paradoxical given the
JjAdana that has gone before. The distinction between facts, on the one hand, and
techniques which follow and depend upon them, on the other, can also be seen in the
text’s distinction between samkhya and yoga (2:391ft.), and the text reflects, as well it

might, on their mysterious interrelationship (5:4f£.).% b

5.2. The deconstruction of agency

Let us examine Krsna's analysis of the agency in action:

‘Karmans are being done wholly by the gunas of prakrti. The person who is bewildered by
ahambkdra thinks ‘T am the doer’. The knower of the truth of the distributions of karmans and of
gunas, thinking ‘the gunas are moving amongst the gunas’, does not attach him / herself” (3:27-
28).

‘While seeing, hearing, feeling, smelling, eating, moving, breathing, sleeping, speaking, ejecting,
grasping, waking and sleeping, the yoked trath-knower should think ‘I am doing nothing at all’,
reflecting that the senses (indriyas) are moving amongst their objects’ (5:8-9).

“Neither on earth nor again in the sky among the devas is there an entity which could be free from
these three gunas born of prakrti, The karmans of brdhmanas, ksatrivas, vaisvas and sitdras are
divided by the gunas produced by svabhdava’ (18:40-41).

These passages analyse occurrence, event, in terms of something wholly impersonal.
Karman covers such events as come to pass through the active involvement, and
apparent agency, of persons. The categorisation of events into karman and non-karman
is natural for people, who are involved in their own karman in a way they are not

involved in most of the events they witness.® Yet from the perspective of tattva (‘that-

¥ Of course both samihya and yoga ‘mean’ far more than has been suggested here. Both van Buitenen
1981 and Zachner 1969 translate them as ‘theory” and ‘practice” at 2:39: the former switches to
“insight” and ‘practice’ at 5:4.

’ Some events are my business in a special way: ‘I slam the door’, but not the analogous ‘she slams the
door” or the impersonal ‘the door slams in the wind’.

146




ness’, translated as ‘“truth’ in the above verses) all events are of a piece. The individual
person does not add anything to the run of events by acting under his or her own mental
volitions: all such volitions have sufficient external causes, after all, and it is more
fitting to say that the individual person is a phenomenal part of the run of events, a
contingent by-product, and to describe his or her volitional impressions as effects, rather
than causes, of changing reality. Human bodies are provided by the world: equally so
are the mental causes of action, and thus the actions themselves. The Bhagavadgita, m
its search for a hermeneutical stance on human action, has thrown off all
anthropocentrism to analyse action as pure event, as motion of things. The perspective

is one of physics and cosmology. It is rigidly deterministic.

This perspective is illustrated in different ways by the text. The true explanatory
nexus of events, the event-potency which works through people and ‘their actions’, is
given in different places as prakrti, brahman, and Krsna. In each case it is stressed that
people do not make themselves act, but are made to act. Where the event-potency is%5
indicated by the word brahman, 1o shed the delusion of agency is to ‘restore karman to
brahman’ (4:24), to ‘deliver karmans into brahman’ (5:10). Hence 13:29-30: *that
person sees, who sees karmans being done entirely by prakrii, and thus dtman to be a
non-doer. When one perceives the various condition of beings as resting on unity, then
one partakes of brafunan’. Where the event-potency is indicated by tht;: concept of
Krsna Almighty, to shed the delusion of agency is to ‘whatever you do, or eat, or offer,
or give, or mortify, make it an offering to me’ (9:27), to, ‘absorbed in me, resign all-

karmans to me’ (12:6ab: 18:57a adds that this resignation is mental).

Prafkrti is the first word the text uses to express the idea of the changing,
determining event-potency. There is no reason to suppose that the term ‘prakrii’
originated in soteriological contexts. On the contrary, much of the proto-Sdmkhya
material as it is reflected in the early Upanisads seems to be proto-science, natural
rational philosophy, widely applicable but often focused on the human being. ¥ The
illusion of agency proceeds from the human sensory apparatus and its organisation by

manas: prakyrii and the three gunas provide a complete explanation of the constitution of

1* See Chattopadhyaya 1959, Riepe 1961, Johnston 1937. Larson 1987:3-5 notes that the oldest sense of
siimkhya is an intellectual systematising enumeration of knowledge, which only later became
specifically spiritual or religious knowledge. Earlier (1969:99) he says that ‘Sa@mkfya is a derivative
and composite system, a product of a wide variety of speculations from a wide variety of contexts’
Bedekar 1992 notes the connections between materialism, determinism, and the asuras, citing
Mahabhdrata 12.224:30 and 12.267:4, 6 as evidence. | L Brockington 1999b:477 notes that
‘cosmology may have been unrelated to S@mkhya originally’.
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the world and the occurrence of change and event within it.

The wholly individual matrix of imagination, experience and memory which will
lead to different actions for different people in similar situations is called svabhdiva by
the Bhagavadgita.'' Svabhava covers factors which are fixed for each person (Arjuna
was born a ksatriya) as well as factors which are continuously added, for example
through experience, and taken away, for example through maturity or loss of memory.
Arjuna’s svabhava is affected by Krsna’s speech to such an extent that his calculation
{(*decision’) of what to do is reversed. In the causal nexus which conditions actions, two
constraints alone, the svabhava of the person concerned and the situation in which they
find themselves at that time, are sufficient to account for the action which follows (of
course these two constraints are multiform constraint-classes rather than single factors).
Svadharma, as elaborated in the smrii texts, is a guide to what behaviour to expect from
people, based on long-term and readily identifiable aspects of their svabhava such as u
gender, varna and stage of life. Nonetheless svabhdva as an explanation of a specific

action must also encompass changeable short-term factors. ™

Given the indrivas-manas-buddhi breakdown of psychological activity, it is easy
to see how the illusion of agency arises. It arises primarily because the indrivas
informing any one manas-buddhi complex are all attached to the same automotive body.
Events involving ‘my’ body constitute a special subsection of events. Many are under
‘my’ conscious apprehension, some appear to be under ‘my’ conscious jurisdiction,
mental processes appear to be necessary for some of them to occur: they are clearly
‘mine’ in some way, but the only thing that guarantees the intelligibility of this ‘mine’ is
the constant conjunction of one specific brain with one specific body. How convenient
that all these senses [ have can simultaneously bring different kinds of information from
the same source, namely this body and its immediate surroundings. This ‘mine’ breaks
down if different senses are imagined to be correlated with different bodies. Perhaps |
have a seventh, unnamed sense whose organs of sense are located in another creature:
the sense-impressions thus created would constitute unintelligible background noise to
my mental processes, which are always turned towards implications for this creature,
The constant conjunction of brain and body is the reason for personal identity: there

have been philosophical ‘thought-experiments’ in which this conjunction is broken

" Svabhiva is mentioned at 2:7, 5:14, 8:3, 17:2, 18:41-44, 47 and 60.

" In Camus 1942, the killing of the Arab on the beach is triggered by intense heat and sunlight, as if the
action depended on a person of temporarily modified svabhdva. Arjuna invokes this temporary aspect
of svabhdva at 2:7a.
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“down, and then the sense of ‘mine’ must break down too."?

The Bhagavadgita mentions ahamkara sparingly,'* several times in.formﬁlaic lists
of Samkhya or proto-Samkhya *elements of the person’.”” The impression is of a
negative, deluding force. At 18:59-61 ahamkara is picked out as the reason for Arjuna’s
brief belief that he will not fight. Krsna points out that since Arjuna was, in fact,
because of his prakrti, always going to fight, all ahamkara has done is to furnish a
sudden and demobilising fantasy based on inappropriate personal considerations, a

solipsistic existential crisis with no bearing on Arjuna’s actual military activity.

The common rendering of ahamkdra as ‘ego’ is fortuitous in that both terms call
attention to the grammatical nature of the idea. It is in language that different people are
marked out by different names and different parts of the verb. Because talking
constitutes such a large proportion of interpersonal human activity, the differentiation in
ianguage between one person and another provides a ready-made ‘I"-unit for the b
individual to think in terms of. When people report their behaviour in language, the ‘T’
that denotes a physical entity is apt to be mistaken for a metaphysical one, aloof,
directorial, and with decisive agency. This mistake may then play over the whole range
of imaginings that take place as a body acts and is experienced as acting by a particular
brain. Reporting on actual behaviour oceurs only in retrospect, but many imaginings are
of future events and actions that will not, and past events and actions that have not,'°
taken place. Such imaginings form a natural internal aspect of the person. Insofar as
fanguage provides a vehicle for the expression of a person’s imaginings and the shariﬁg
of others’, it can be seen as the counterpart of the mistakenly extrapolated agent-self "
The two are interdependent. Hence ‘the subject is not an entity with which we can be
acquainted, but is thrust upon us by the needs of grammar’ (Gudmunsen 1977:74).
Derrida (1973:145) traces this insight to de Saussure and quotes from him: “‘language
[which consists only of differences] is not a function of the speaking subject’. This

implies that the subject (self-identical or even conscious of self-identity, self-conscious)

1 See Wiggins’s brain-splitting experiments (1967). Penelhum 1970 proves the impossibility of
disembodied individual post-mortem survival. Hence, for example, the philosophical necessity in
Christian doctrine for the resurrection of the body: see Flew 1955, For dependence of the individual
and subject upon the body, see also Strawson 1959, Aver 1963:82-128, Grosz 1994,

413:27,7:4, 13:5, 1618, 18:17, 53, 58-59.

¥ <Samkhya’ means enumeration. Such lists are also characteristic of early Buddhist speculations about
identity: see Hamilton 1996.

¥ A common aspect of memory is the imagination of what one should or might have done instead of what
one did. These are not past events, but they hang on past events.
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is inscribed in the language, that he is a “function’ of the language’. Althusser
(1971:170-171) notes that ‘even if it only appears under this name (the subject) with the
rise of bourgeois ideology, above all with the rise of legal ideology,17 the category of
the subject (which may function under other names...) is the constitutive category of all
ideology’. The ‘ideological apparatus’ would here be symptomatised by all types of
signifying practices, including, most powerfully, linguistic and textual ones. The
‘ideological apparatus’ here is a moot extrapolation, but certainly the subject, the ‘T’-
maker, is predicated upon signification (which, I would add, with Strawson 1939, Ayer
1963:82-128 and Grosz 1994, is further predicated upon the natural integrity of human
bodies). Miithlh#dusler and Harré (1990) show, with the aid of cross-cultural
comparisons, that ‘sense of self” depends on the pronominal conventions of one’s

fanguage.'®

The Mahabhdrata contains a good deal of speculation about the relative potenc%
of daiva (fate, destiny) and purusakara (human effort). These are only two of the
concepts to which the Mahabharata has récourse during its many discussions of the
causes of its events (primarily the dicing match and the Kuruksetra war). Others include
the omnipotent dhdty (*placer’), tuck, karmic residues from previous births, time (kila),
and the activity of various gods.'® Because the events in question are s0 momentous, the
issue of responsibility is paramount, and the text repeatedly asks itself whether the war
could have been aveoided, and, if so, by what possible means (Fill 1993). The overall
answer given is a negative one: even Dhrtarastra, who often seems to be the most
culpable of the characters involved, is constrained involuntarily 'bly family ties -
(Mahabhdrata 2.45:49, 2.66:27, 3.10:1-3, 5.156:4-7). These discussions often take
place in a conventional, legalistic tone. It is important to note that these theories of
human action do not all explicitly deny individual freedom and responsibility: they can
be seen as adducing additional factors that may constrain choice and therefore reduce
culpability. I is only occasionally that the notion of individual freedom is doubted in its

entirety.

What is doubted, however, is the potency of the individual in the face of super-

7 (Althusser’s footnote:) *Which borrowed the legal category of ‘subject in law’ to make an ideological
notion: man is by nature a subject’.

"® Mithlhausier and Harré deem first-person pronominality to have ‘some claim to universality’ (p. 106):
thus, despite the differences between the pronominal systems of English and Sanskrit, aham is
unproblematically translated by ‘T".

' See Hopkins 1901:103-104 for a brief survey of these hypothetical causes, Long 1980 and Hili 1989 for
more in-depth ones.
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personal forces. It is emphasised that, even having done all within one’s power to
achieve x, y may still happen instead. This frustrating but ever present fact is the axis
around which the Mahabharata, qua tragedy, revolves, The debate is one about the
extent of cdnstraints, but these are constraints on outcomes of activity, not on what one
does or tries to do. Krsna has much sympathy with the acknowledgement of
powerlessness: the limited potency of the individual is the basis of his proposed yogic
psychology of action. Failure can beset even the most well thought out human
endeavours, and thus there is a disjunction between actions and their ‘fruits’. 2:47ab,
‘your entitlement is only to the action, not at any time to the fruits’, can be read as a
straightforward empirical observation, In this context it is important to remember that,
for Arjuna, the outcome of the war is in some considerable doubt: in terms of the daiva /
purusakara debate, his refusal to fight may be seen, notwithstanding the excuses he
gives for his behaviour, as following from a belief that his best may not be good
enough. Arjuna’s uncertainty over the outcome of the war is stressed .by Deshpande
(1991). Although this uncertainty is not stated at 2:6 as Deshpande claims, it is an
important factor in assessing Arjuna’s behaviour, and provides in some ways a better
mntroduction to the Bhagavadgitd than do Arjuna’s scruples over kuladharma: these are
sidestepped by Krsna, who does not explain how kulaksaya will be avoided. From this
perspective, Krsna’s self-revelation as the Almighty, and his subsequ‘ent‘assurance that
‘you will conquer the adversaries in battle’ (11:34d), would be the two pivotal factors in

Arjuna’s decision to fight (Otte 1939).

Let us look more closely at the Mahabhdarata’s various pr@séntations of the fatalist
view, with its denial of individual freedom. To give an impression of the range of
different presentations of this view, several examples follow, prefixed by their named
presenters.

Samjaya: ‘Who, by specific wisdom, can escape daiva? Nobody passes beyond the path appointed
by vidhdty. All this is rooted in kdla, existence and non-existence, happiness and unhappiness’
(1.1:186¢c~187}.

Draupad®: *Dhdtr, the ruler, sets everythiag for creatures, happiness and sorrow, the pleasant and
the unpleasant, before issuing the semen. Just as a wooden doll is manipulated, body and limbs set
in motion, so are these creatures. Permeating all creatures like space, the Lord here ordains what is
good and bad. This one is restrained, powerless, a bird bound on a cord, standing in the wish of the
Lord, master neither of others nor of him / herself. Like a gem strung on a thread, like 2 bull on a
nose-rope, he / she follows dhary’s command, consisting in him, entrusted to him. This person is
ignorant, without power over their own happiness and sorrow: impelied by the Lord they may go
to heaven or hell’ (3.31:21-27).

Garuda: () sage, you, who want to abandon {7 e. kill] yourself, are not overwise, Kala [i.e. time of
death} is not adventitious: Adla is the highest Lord’ (5.110:20).

Dhrtarastra: ‘I consider destiny (dista) alone to be primary, and heroism (panruse) to be of no use.
Though T know the ills of war, whose result is destruction, I am not able to fail [my] son, versed in
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dishonesty, player of bad games, or to do what’s good for me. My buddhi is a seer of the evil, but,
encountering Duryedhana, it changes again’ (5.156:4-6).

Prahiada: ‘All states of being and non-being arise from svabhdva and vanish likewise. Personal
effort (purusértha) is not found [in such processes]. In the absence of personal effort, there is no
agent at all here, but perhaps there could be one’s idea of acting oneself. Whoever considers
themselves to be the doer of good and bad, their wisdom is faulty, and T consider them to be
ignorant about their own embodiment’ (12.215:15-17).

Vali: ‘Anybody who has killed and conquered plays the man. But they are a non-agent: the only

agent does it... One burns the already-burnt and one kills the already-killed. One perishes but has
already perished: a person takes what is to-be-taken... I am not a doer, nor are you, nor is anyone
else a doer. Folk are made use of successively and accidentally’ (12.217:15, 20, 45).

Namuci: “There is one governor {§ds#r), no second governor, The governor governs the person
lying in the womb. Ordered by it like water down a slope, I continue as I am directed... No
assailant is found of those who are successively being killed. This [idea] is sotrow: the enemy
thinks ‘T am the doer”” (12.219:8, 13).

The idea of kala here seems to centre on the time of one’s death: it is perhaps
through consideration of the lack of human control of death that fatalism receives its
philosophical impetus. Even suicide does not constitute control of death. Kala in its
eschatological aspect is associated with mrtyu and yama: it ripens creatures and then ®
devours them. Through the terms dhdarr and svabhdava, this human helplessness is
extended into all aspects of life. Kala and dhatr feature similarly in the Vedic Samhitas,
kila particularly in the Atharvaveda (Vassilkov 1999:18), dhdtr particularly in book ten
of the Rgveda (Modhey 1983, Keith 1989:203-206). Where these powers assume a
cosmogonic function, the world so crea{‘ed.is understood as diachronically specified:
that is, it is not just any world that is created, but this exact world including all specific
future events, Petitioning kdla or dhdlr, from within time already begun, that one might
not die until one hundred years of age, is apparently perfectly feasible: even though the
exact moment of one’s death is already contained within the unfolding world, methods

of reading it (fortune-telling) are interpretive and disputed.

It is only in relation to these ideas that we can understand Krsna’s appearing in the
guise of kala at Bhagavadgita 11:32-34 to inform Arjuna that the warriors he is
reluctant to kill have, in effect, already been killed. Vassilkov (1999:23) notes that
‘outside the Gitd the motif of the ‘previously killed’ occurs only in conneétion with
kala’. He goes on to sketch an ancient kdlavdda, a philosophy of heroic fatalism
peculiar to the Epics and didactically expounded at various critical junctures in the
narrative. ‘If kalavada texts are examined against the background of the whole body of
the Epic and not in isolation, one can see that the teaching on the ecmnipotence and
vicissitudes of Time is inherent in the Epic world outlook’ (p. 25). This kalavada is
often associated with doctrines later to be found n the Samkhya darsana. The theory of

the divisions of time is even called kalasamhkhyva (Vassilkov p. 18, Mahdbharata
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12.299:1). The analysis of human mentality into its component parts (indriyas,
ahamkdra, manas and buddhi) can be seen as a continuation of the naturalistic -
philosophy of kdlavéda, seeking to explain, since people are convinced of their agency,.
how such an illusion arises, and how people (such as Dhrtarastra in the quotation above)
are induced to act out various roles through the operations of various desires and

attachments.

It is interesting that Vassilkov connects the kdlavada notion of the ‘previously
killed” with the Bhagavadgitd’s exposition of dehin as unkilling and unkillable (2:19).
The killing agency which people assume they have is actually a property of kdla, Krsna
or prakrti, The notion that those who die have been previously killed by kala is
therefore part and parcel of the notion that the witnessing aspect of persons, which
mistakenly witnesses them as killers and killed, does not do anything. Alt.hough the
Bhagavadgita introduces dehin long before 1t begins to speak‘in terms of fatalism, the,
fatalism which it subsequently invokes is the complement and completion of its dehin
philosophy.?” We have already shown, in chapter three, that the idea of dehin has been
corrupted into the idea of a soul striving for mofsa. This latter idea necessitates a
mysterious blurring of the boundary between matter and non-matter. The radical idea of
dehin is only preserved by making the world sufficient unto itself, causally complete,
internally rational, and inscrutable to humans (the witness of dehin is biased by its
specific instantiation and the power of ahamkdara). The completeness of the world
extends even to the fluctuations in psychological timbre of its individual inhabitants: as
Samjaya and Draupadi observe (see quotations above), people do not control their own
happiness and misery. The location of sukha and dul}ikha 18 the manas-buddhi complex,
the antahkarana: this is accounted for by kdla just as the death of the body 1s. Dehin can

never kill: likewise, it can never feel happy.

There are several modern examples of the deconstruction of agency, which will
now be sketched as illustrations of Krsna’s ‘only prakriti acts’. The psychoanalytic
tradition has long held that traumatic experiences in childhood can have a determining
effect upon behaviour later in life. To a certain extent, understanding the external causes

of one’s personal psychology can help to reduce the distress caused by that psychology:

* The interdependence of external explanations for action and the invisibility of the ‘I’ is brought out by
C. White 1995:92-93. ‘My hypothesis: the zeitgeist of any given historical moment will inhabit my
body, whether I like it or not, whether that zeifgeist is consistent with my own sense of myself or not, as
if ' my body were the alphabet and grammar through which alone time can make itself understood. My
body is the clapper of history’s bell. This was dharma, the law on which rests the order of the world,
with a vengeance, for it left me nothing to call my own.’
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ironically, ‘coming to terms with oneself” can be achieved by reducing.the scope of that
supposed “self’, by dissolving it into its background and history. The benefits of this
strategy are not merely personal: from a social viewpoint, if specific types of behaviour
can be correlated with specific types of prior experience, then attempts can be made to
engineer certain behaviours. An approach in this direction has been made by the
attempts of various governments to reduce anti-social behaviour by reducing poverty,
deprivation énd abuse. The opposite strategy here, based on the idea of individual
personal agency, would be to hold miscreants individually responsible and punish
accordingly. Crucially, however, agency is deconstructed even in this strategy: if the
punishment is intended to reform the miscreant then his or her subsequent agency is
partially appropriated by the punishing institution, and if it is intended merely as a
deterrent to other potential miscreants then the agency of those others is partially
appropriated by the advertisers of the miscreant’s punishment. Individual agency here is
transparently »of the philosophy of the system: it is a pseudo-philosophy, an ideologi®al
and thetorical accessory within the system. This results in doublethink (Orwell 1949):
even successful advertising and marketing strategists, whose success might lead them to
think of the buying public not as agents but as marionettes, will doubtless themselves

take credit and responsibility for the success of their campaigns.

Evolutionary psychologists tend to imagine genes as an “interest-group’ in terms
of which imagined actions receive their actual (rather than public) assessments, and
effected actions their ultimate justifications (Dawkins 1976). The deconstruction of
human activity along these lines is of great interest to the present study, because like the
Bhagavadgiti it presents action in terms far removed from the ordinary discourse of
mdividual agency. The left-wing criminologist supplies an explanation of action in
terms of external (post-birth) environment, and the genetic determinist supplements it
with an explanation in terms of internal environment. That these explanations are
different and partial leads to problems in envisaging their combination: the nature /
nurture debate is so inconclusive that there is still apparently room for ther idea of non-
environmental individual agency, particularly as this idea is an ideological scaffold for
both capitalism and democracy. Prakrti and svabhiva encompass both internal and
external environments, and hence the threat they pose to the idea of individual agency is

Cnormous.

Whatever it is that dictates behaviour, this behaviour is usually accompanied by a

mental presentation of itself in different, and severely mediated, terms. This mental
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presentétion may be said to constitute the conventional motivation, or perceived cause,
for action. The perceived cause is generally incorrect: since neither prakrti nor gene-
complexes are objects of experience, people cannot naturally think of their actions in
terms of them.*' However, the Bhagavadgita makes it clear that the kind of cause
perceived for one’s actions is of critical importance in the context of one’s sukha. This
is not to say that one may choose how to be motivated. It is merely to suggest that
persons habitually presenting their actions to themselves in certain terms have a very

different mental atmosphere from those doing so in other terms.

5.3. The dissoiution of freedom of choice and the problematics of exhortation and

possibility

The criteria for working out what to do are countless and diverse, each action in each
situation being based on or prefaced by a unique and specific set of mental activities, al?
of which are natural and run under their own steam, as it were. If it is thought that ‘1
decided to do x’, this is a convention based on the knowledge that the mental activity
behind x took place in fhis brain. But this brain is a natural product: there is no ‘I” which

created it as it is or which directs its operations.

To ‘decide’, then, is really to calculate what is the best thing to do. Yet this is not
to say fnuch, for the preferability of a line of action is often disputed by onlookers, or
even in retrospect by the person effecting it, such as when one thinks that one has done
‘the wrong thing’. The calculation can be imagined in this form: ‘because of a, & and c,
and notwithstanding p and ¢... x should be done’. It is irredeemably subjective both in
the set of reasons adduced and in the logic of the final conclusion. It is hard to envisage
exactly what happens to close the calculations and initiate the activity deemed
appropriate, but it is clear that there are certain recurring modes of preferability, or
interests, which are axiomatic in the calculation process, and in terms of which it is
expressed, for example self-interest, the interest of a loved one, or of one’s descendants
or peers, and so on. Self-interest here in one form or another is the most common factor

affecting what action is thought to be best:** this is to be expected, since an actin body
g g P g

* Honderich 1993:70-71: 'we do feel a resistance to the thought that someone in a certain sense could
predict every bit of our futures... Is that because we are rightly totally convinced of the actual
impossibility of someone's getting the necessary knowledge, and confusedly transfer our overwhelming
sense of this impossibifity to the whole proposition that if they had it, they could tell our futures?

** There is no conflict between this and the genetic determinist viewpoint mentioned earlier: here we are
talking about apparent reasons for acting, there we were talking about actual but hidden ones.
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|18 In a unique position (through sensory connection to a manas-buddhi complex) of

being able to ensure its own welfare, and can be expected to do so. Yet in an important

sense such mental calculation is merely an accessory to the action rather than its cause.
In many cases such calculation may be performed in retrospect to explain an action to
oneself or to another: even when the calculation in favour of x precedes the action x, it is
never known for sure that the calculation is the reason for the action. So many actions
are performed instinctively, unconsciously or unselfconsciously, and are only given
motives when the actor turns their conscious attention to the action in a certain way.
Thus, practice precedes philosophy. If asked “why did you put up the umbrella?’, the
answer ‘because it started raining’ expresses the situation rather better than ‘because I

wanted to stay dry’: the rain is an obvious object, whereas ‘I want’ is obscure, often

inferred rather than experienced even by the actor him / herself. In practice, this ‘I want’
is more likely to be experienced on occasions when it starts raining but the umbrella has

been left at home. *

The thrust of the analysis of action iﬁ terms of prior programmatic experience,
genetic inheritance, prakrti, svabhiva, kila or dhdtr is to present the causes of action in
terms radically different to those of intention. Intention, like pain, rests at the
epistemological level alone:™ it can be dissolved into prakrti or any of the other terms
mentioned. Then, it does not matter whether or not intention be thought of as a second-
order cause of action. One could say that selfconscious actions (those done on purpose,
so to speak) are caused by intentions, and intentions in turn caused by prakrti, which -
also causes those of our actions that are involuntary (unwishing, avasa). Or, equally,
one could deny intentions any causative status, and suppose that all actions, voluntary
and involuntary, are caused by prakrti, which also causes, in conjunction with every
‘voluntary’ action, a corresponding intention. Nothing philosophical is lost by adopting
this latter formulation. There is in any case a problem with the idea of a second-order
cause: such a cause is simply not causal in the Way that prakrii is, and any number of

equally valid second-order ‘causes’ could be hypothesised depending on what range of

events was being investigated from what perspective. When invoked as a cause, prakrti,

svabhdava or kdla denotes that, since each cause is itself caused, no finite list of specific
causes is sufficient to explain any single event. However, unless we grant intentions
their pseudo-causative status, we will find it impossible to speak in terms of them. It is

because their appearing causative is a trick of ahamkdara that Krsna says asakta karman

3 There is no distinction between feeling pain and being in pain.
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is without samkalpa (4:19, 6:24), but, as we saw in chapter four, it is impossible to

imagine the psychology of a non-intentional actor.

In her analysis of intention, Anscombe (1957:6-7) remarks that

‘I once saw some notes by Wittgenstein in which he imagined some leaves blown about by the
wind and saying “Now I'll go this way... now T"ll go that way’ as the wind blew them. The analogy
[with human intentien] is unsatisfactory in apparently assigning no role to these predictions other
than that of an unnecessary accompaniment to the movements of the leaves. But it might be
replied: what do you mean by an “unnecessary’ accompaniment? If you mean one in the absence of
which the movements of the leaves would have been just the same, the analogy is certainly bad.
But how do you know what the movements of the leaves would have been if they had not been
accompanied by those thoughts?’

This last question is very much to the point, and the problem with this hypothetical
knowledge is not that it is of an inaccessible truth, but that there is no truth for it to be
of: the world turns out only as it does, and all other things are never -equéi enough for us
to test the relative integrity of the parameters we might pick out. But insofar as people
discourse in language, and refer to certain body-events as actions in terms of brain-
events they call intentions, the linguistic role of infentions is to claim an event as h
caused, at least in part, by those intentions. As soon as the perspective is such that one
wants to reach behind this practical convention, and discover a broader type of cause
cast in less anthropocentric terms, the necessity of the connection between intentions
and actions can be disputed. We need only stress involuntary and unknown human
actions, or the skilful actions of somnambulists, on the one hand, and suﬁpose that
leaves know they cannot fully control their movements while awake, and often wake up
where they know they did not fall asleep, on the other, to make Wittgenstein’s analogy
look very good indeed. Of course, people do not know what it is like to be a leaf, so the
analogy is hypothetical, but, equally, intention is a self-selected human phenomenon,
discussed always from a human viewpoint. In contrast, kala, for example, has causative
effects on all kinds of entities, human and non-human. Having discovered this contrast,
and having seen that the connection between actions and intentions only exists from the
human viewpoint, we cannot thereby abandon that viewpoint, even though we might use

it differently.

It seems that common-sense notions are rendered philosophically difficult by the
text’s determinism, and that, if the meaning of this determinism is to be understood,

many natural ways of thinking about human interactions with the world must be re-cast.

For example, once this determinism 1s in place, it makes no sense to say that

Krsna is urging Arjuna to choose to fight. On the contrary, Krsna states that Arjuna will
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fight (18:59—60).24 The exhortative aspect of the Bhagavadgitii, which many
commentators have stressed as part of its narrative and dramatic situation, must, from

this viewpoint, evaporate. Indeed, if actions are fated, the sense of exhortation and

imperative utterance is dissolved. The same is true of past conditionals, as seen above.”

Yet, paradoxically, Krsna continues to use such utterance even though he knows that
Arjuna will fight anyway. What is going on? Krsna seems to be aware that, though he
might tell Arjuna that his decision is meaningless, this is far from how the matter seems
to Arjuna: that is to say, Krsna is meeting Arjuna on Arjuna’s terms. Krsna has to be
careful how he explains the situation, because Arjuna, having a mistaken view which
riddles his entire psyche and will not be dispelled easily, can only unders‘{aﬁd the
situation in terms of this mistaken view.?® Moreover, this mistaken view underiies all
conventional means of discussing human action, and any new analysis must be
expressed, at least initially, in the existing traditions of language, however inadequate

they may be. ®

But why explain the situation to Arjuna at all, when he is going to fight whatever
happens? Why does Krsna bother with this long and intricate speech which is, in terms
of its ostensible purpose, unnecessary? In answer, it might be said that Krsna is Arjuna’s
friend, and wants to help him in his hour of need, to take him on a short-cut, so to speak,
so that his realisation that he must fight comes as quickly (1) and painlessly as possible:
such reasoning, however, is misguided. For Krsna (the man) is part of the same causally
determined nexus as Arjuna, and is equally in no position to choose to say or do this for
this reason, or that for that reason, or nothing at all for some other reason. To say that
Arjuna will be compelled to fight and cannot follow ﬁp his decision not to, is not to say
that this would have been the case had Krsna not spoken exactly as he did. It is perfectly
possible for Krsna’s words to be a necessary cause of Arjuna’s fighting without Krsna

having chosen to speak and without Arjuna, having heard Krsna’s speech, choosing to

** Ayer 1963:251 says that ‘the fact that I shall do what I shall do...entails that T cannot fail to do it...but
not that I could not fail to do it’. He goes on to conclude that the action in question, because ‘it is
conceivable that T should act otherwise’, is not logically necessary even though it may be causally
determined. This line of reasoning is suspect because i establishes logical necessity on the grounds of
what is conceivable. We are in the business of conceiving the future as open: this fact, known from
observation, may indeed throw up such a concept of logical necessity, but Krsna, by insisting that this
conception of the fiture is mistaken, renders all its corollaries philosophically empty.

* Hence Wittgenstein’s (1953) puzzlement over the sense and meaning of expectation and the optative
mood in language.

*% This technique is also known in the Buddhist tradition, as updya kausaiya (*skill-in-means’), where,
amongst other things, it bridges the epistemic gulf between ultimate truth (paramdrtha satva) and
conventional truth (samvrel satya).
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calculations of what to do are always personal and idiosyncratic because the
imagination, experience and memory of persons vary. Moreover, they are ephemeral: a
person may say ‘I'll do x because of y and z” before the event, and I did x because of p

and g’ after the event, and be wrong on both occasions.

Tn the same way that freedom of choice is inferred from the imaginary plurality of
possible futures, so it can be inferred from the unquestionable plurality of available
objects, as in a shop which promotes customers’ freedom of choice by providing a wide
range of goods. Of course this may be a successful marketing strategy: it will mean that
more of the people who buy the same things every week can buy them from that shop,
and can think, on the way home, about what they ‘could have’ bought instead. But the
sense of ‘could have done otherwise’ is obscure: if what one chooses is capricious, then
that caprice occurring there and then must have a cause, however unknowable, and all

other things are not then equal. "

From the fatalistic perspective of the Bhagavadgitd, then, there is no reason why a
person making a deliberate effort to achieve a certain goal is an event of a different
order than lightning striking him or her dead and thus frustrating that effort. The
distinction between daiva and purusakira is an anthropocentric illusion, for it only
differentiates event-causes which are external to the person’s mental ‘causation’ from
those which are internal.*® But these internal ‘causes’ are as external to defin as are
those which dehin does not witness. As Manki says at Mahdabharata 12.171:12¢d-13,
“Destiny (daiva) 1s exact, so there is no heroism (paurusa). Or if at any time one silo'uid
arrive at [the idea of] so-called heroism, then, by keeping up the search, only destiny is
found’.?® Determinism is quite simply a broader concept than freedom: I can be destined
to do x thinking, falsely, that I could have done otherwise, but | cannot choose to be

totally determined.

cannot be any part of the plan if plan there be.’

% Nietzsche calls this ervor "Turkish fatalism’ {translation frem Stambaugh 1972:11): "Turkish fatalism
contains the fundamental error of placing man and fate opposite each other like two separate things:
man, it says, can strive against fate, can try to defeat it, but in the end it always remains the winner, for
which reason the smartest thing to do is to give up or live just any way at all. The truth is that every
man himself is a piece of fate; when he thinks he is striving against fate in the way described, fate is
being realised here, too; the struggle is imaginary, but so is resignation to fate; all these imaginary ideas
are included in fate. The fear which most people have of the doctrine of determinism of the will is
precisely the fear of this Turkish fatalism. .. this fear of the belief in fate is also fate... In you the whole
future of the human world is predetermined; it will not help you if you are terrified of yourself.
Nietzsche sees every actual event, object, thought and feeling as totally natural. This analysis is very
different from that of Johnson 1998:xx: ‘some actions accord with fate whilst others do not’.

# Basham 1951:38-39 identifies Manlki with Makkhali Gosila, the Ajrvika leader.
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ﬁght.' Something else, presumably, was a necessary cause of Krsna’s speaking. To say
that Arjuna will fight anyway is not to say that he could or would have done so without
hearing Krsna’s speech. But from this perspective, as mentioned above, the sense of
“could” and “would’ is lost: the history of the world is singular, there is one way that
things are, and it includes Krsna’s speech just as much as Arjuna’s fighting. Arjuna is
not told this explicitly, but then, as McCarthy says (1990:85), ‘it is not necessary... that
the principals here be in possession of the facts concerning their case, for their acts will

ultimately accommodate history with or without their understanding’.*’

Let us look a bit more closely at individual freedom. At this stage in the
discussion it will be clear that the idea denoted by this word is an ideological fiction.
Insofar as people have sought to define ‘freedom’, there are two main lines that can be
taken: either, like ‘intention’, the term is experiential, and refers to the intuition that one
is not totally constramed to do what one does, or, more serioﬁsly, it denotes a real
ability to have chosen to do otherwise, all other things being equal. As mentioned
above, however, there can be no evidence for such an ability: this latter definition of
freedom is an unjustifiable reification of the intuition. The illusion that differing actions
are possible can be explained in terms of the person’s predicament prior to acting. This
predicament and the coming action will be experienced by comparison with one’s own
previous predicaments, actions and sequels, and those recounted by others. Knowledge
of what will be done, and what will happen in consequence, is not yet to be had, and so
the person imagines and judges differing outcomes of differing actions before settling
on a course of action. Calculations of this kind are done all the time, generally without
much selfconsciousness, methodology or clear idea of the bases upon which one is
sorting for superiority. This is perhaps why honest people can, under careful

interrogation, be made to look as if they are lying to cover something up. These

*’ A lengthy quotation is in order, because of the economy and beauty with which it ties together so many
of the strands here under discussion (p. 328-329).

‘He began to point out various men in the room and to ask if these men were here for a good time or if
indeed they knew why they were here at all.

Everybody don’t have fo have a reason to be someplace.

That’s so... they do not have to have a reason. But order is not set aside because of their indifference... If
it is o that they themselves have no reason and yet are indeed here must they not be here by reason of
some other?... This is.an orchestration for an event. For a dance in fact. The participants will be
apprised of their roles at the proper time. For now it is enough that they have arrived. As the dance is
the thing with which we are concerned and contains complete within itse!f its own arrangement and
history and finale there is no necessity that the dancers contain these things within themselves as well.
In any event the history of all is not the history of each nor indeed the swun of those histories and none
here can finally comprehend the reason for his preference for he has no way of knowing even in what
the event consists. In fact, were he to know he might well absent himself and vou can see that that
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More (1995:204) claims that ‘in order to be philosophically satisfac_torjr, any
theory of human action should be in a position to account for and cope with the
phenomena of freedom, responsibility, praise, blame, reward and punishment’. Now, the
Bhagavadgitd’s theory of human action certainly copes with these things, treating them
as mistaken but understandable interpretations, rather than as phenomena. The a priori
assumption that real freedom exists renders More’s approach unphilosophical.’® When
he goes on to say that ‘a theory of genesis of action should avoid two extremes, viz.
absolute necessity and absolute contingency’, he is not talking about the causes of
action, but about a conventional human understanding of action. There is no problem
with absolute necessity in genesis of action providing that the widespread contrary

belief can be accounted for.

Conventional concepts are here under severe strain. Necessity and chance /
contingency are only explicable in terms of whether or not something else could havr::’%is
happened instead. This question, as we have seen, 1 a nonsense. Possibility and
probability are not features of the physicai world, but of human understanding of it. As
outlined above, 2.6, this conclusion goes against the accepted Copenhagen
interpretation of quantum mechanics, in which randomness and probability are used to
explain quantum events in the absence of any other explanatory scheme‘. Randomness is
precisely not an explanatory scheme: generally speaking, it is invoked to cover up
ignorance of the actual factors involved, so the toss of a coin is called ‘random’ through
ignorance of the precise forces governing its trajectory in each specific instance.
Probability and statistical reasoning are the only ways we have of working around this
ignorance. Quantum mechanics has thus come up against the limits of possible human
understanding of causation. Krsna’s determinism leads to the same place: when people
act, they think they know, but in fact they cannot really know, why they do so. This
does not mean that there is no reason: there is no need to suggest that our idea of
causation may be at fault. The universe is clockwork, but we are never going to discover

all the mechanisms which operate.

The distinction between the ontological and the epistemological aspects of human
activity is vital: the activity of people plays a role in the world, but most aspects of this
roie are unknown to them. The physical, event-centred element of persons must not be

confused with their experiential element: after all, people kill many organisms each time

*® Phis is also true of Bhattacharji 1993, and is a general problem with approaches to Epic philosophy.
Although an ideologicat intrusion, human freedom is also part of the ideology of the text’s later editors,
and so the mistake is at least partially understandable.
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they take a step. but generally they do not experience themselves as doing so, and,

conversely, they may hallucinate doing many deeds which in fact they will never do.

5.4. Determinism as a textual secret: fatalism and the text’s editors

When Draupadr expounds her fatalistic dhaty theory (quoted above),”! Yudhisthira fears
that it will promote adharma and inactivity. This appears to be the message put forward
by the editors of the story: the whole of the narrative, the destruction wrought by the
war in all its grisly details (poignantly relayed to Dhrtardstra by Samjaya), revolves
around Yudhisthira’s behaviour during the dicing match and Dhytarastra’s failure to
stop the escalating conflict, both of which are directly traced, by the Epic’s presentation,
to paralysis caused by the philosophy of daiva. From the determinist perspective, it may
well be that hearing a certain theory will cause one to act or not act in certain ways.
Hearing Krsna’s speech causes Arjuna to fight: though there are many other causes (he
is a ksatriya, etc.), the only difference, as far as we are told, between Arjuna before the
speech and Arjuna after the speech is that he has heard the speech. Yet it is also clear
that the causes of activity or inactivity are not fully known to people: an inactive person
may or may not have been caused to be inactive by allegiance to a fatalistic theory.
Basham (1951:xii) says that ‘man is not a 1Qgical creature... he does n(;t abstain from
effort although he may believe the issue to be predetermined, as the example of Calvin
and his church shows’. There is no necessary connection between determinism and
inactivity: the determinism in question is, after all, only discovered as an explanation of
activity.”” There may be some truth in Yudhisthira’s fear: if people naturally
misunderstand themselves to be agents, they may well also naturally misunderstand this
determinist theory su(;h that it causes them to become inactive (in the case of Arjuna, of
course, the very opposite happened). Can a theory be censored because it can be
misunderstood? Of course: but such a process indicates a social rather than a
philosophical agenda. This 1s what lies behind 3:29¢d: *he who knows all should not
agitate the stupid who do not know all’. A little knowledge may be a bad thing: having
introduced the dehin / prakrti perspective, Krsna has thoroughly confused Arjuna, and

** As Draupadi is introducing the theory, she calls it irihdsa purdtana, an old tale.

2 Bedekar 1992:194 uncritically parrots the viewpoint of determinism’s ancient critics: ‘the protagonists
and the foliowers of these deterministic doctrines denying the free will of man and his moral
responsibility for any good or evil must have, in practice, tended to degenerate into parasites of society,
leading a vagrant, idie and immoral life’. However, it may well be that deterministic philosophy.
predated the population expansion and cultural mixing which led to the discourses of choice, freedom,
morality and responsibility invoked here,
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completes the lesson only by allowing him an experiential commentary, the revelation

of the universal form of kdla-Krsna (11:5-49),

But the fact of “knowing all’ (that is, the distinction between dehin and prakrt,
and the unavoidability of one’s precise activities) has prompted Arjuna into vital
activity. Krsna’'s theory, correctly understood, is not a secret and dangerous doctrine. To
be sure, it 1s unconventional, even counterintuitive, but it is potent, resulting in sukha ‘f
and freedom from karmabandha. Krsna says of his dialogue with Arjuna that ‘whoever,
faithful and trusting, hears [this dharmic dialogue], is freed and obtains the splendid
worlds of the righteous’ (18:71): this happens through being righteous, that.is, by acting

right. The jidna, as it were, causes correct action.

Nonetheless, acknowledging that its full acceptance is only possible after !
sustained yoga, Krspa does not rigorously apply the determinist perspective throughout
the text: he generally speaks as if assuming free will in action. Though repeatedly S
describing the viewpoint of the perfected person, the text tacitly acknowledges that its
audience is not perfected, for example by using the optative, conditionat and imperative

moods.

Yudhisthira’s objections to the dhdtr philosophy in Mahabhdarata 3.32 are not
philosophical objections but practical ones,” based on assumptions about how ordinary
folk make sense of their actions, and the need to present a theory which ensures social
responsibility within the ahamhdra illusion. When Yudhisthira responds to Draupadi, -
the subject moves from the ontological to the epistemological level, and consequently L
the philosophical insights of the idea of dhatr are obscured.* Draupadi modifies her
view to say that ‘whatever a person may do, good or bad, is appointed by dhdatr, the
development of previous actions into fruits’ (3.33:20). Responsibility has been rescued
by means of karmabandha: the responsible entity, however, is obscure. Moral
responsibility does not follow unless the *acts done before’ were freely done, but dhdarr
leaves no room for free acts: the problem cannot be solved by shifting the free acts

backwards into the distant past. In terms of the history of ideas, it seems clear that what

* Ylsewhere, Yudhisthira is one of the Mahdbharata’s fatalists: he admits that accepting the challenge to
play dice may not be prudent, but accepts nonetheless, claiming to be under the sway of dhdrr (2.52:14,
18). '

** This tendency to ‘jump fevels’ is demonstrated by the fear and anger generally directed towards the
strong determinist position (see Greene 1984:2: °*I have found that the word fate is often quite offensive
to many people in this enlightened twentieth century’), and by the lengths that some philosophers will
go to to rescue the idea of free will. It is disturbing fo ask people to suspend their normal social,
relational and introspective conventions and think carefully about how the physical basis of things is
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‘is to be found in these chapters, as in the Bhagavadgitd, is a natural philosophy
explaining actions and events without recourse to conventional, moral or legalistic ideas

of agency and responsibility, which has been adjusted in order to promote dharma and

accommodate belief in rebirth.

The Bhagavadgiia, especially in its final chapter, makes it clear that the tasks one
is called to do are matched to one’s svabhava (thereby providing a justification of sorts
for the caste system), but again here the determinism is not followed through, for the
possibility is mentioned of failing to discharge one’s appropriate varna duties. Such a
possibility should not exist: that it does so here is evidence that svabhava and its
correlate svadharma were co-opted from their strictly philosophical context, where they
are specific to an individual, and used as part of a code of social morality in which they
were specific to identifiable groups. The tendency of the Mahdbhdrata’s editors and the
subsequent Hindu tradition was to put this group svabhdva (z’.é. what caste one is bcnm%3
into) down to the operation of karmabandha from a different life. This move is not in
order: it neither answers the question ‘why is this the case with me?’, since the ‘me’
indicated is an illusion of ahamkdra and cannot be equated with the ‘me’ of any
previous person, nor does it answer the question ‘why is this person witnessed by this
dehin?’, since the differentiation of dehins is not in order, differentiation‘ being possible

only in terms of prakrti.

The idea that one’s ordained svabhava is due to karmabandha is not mentioned by
the Mahdabhdrata as often as one might expect, and appears to be a new idea. It
complicates the sense of the idea of fatalism: fatalism provides a simple explanation of
action without individual freedom or ultimate responsibility, but if fate is due to action
in past lives, then agency and responsibility are given back, not to the person but to the
cittasamidna, the karmically coherent chain of lives. The meaning of fatalism is thus
obscured. The different explanations for action are at cross purposes: Samjaya
alternately berates Dhrtarastra’s passivity, blaming him for the war (2.72:5; 3.48:11),
and reassures him of his impotence, blaming fate and other external causes (5.156:13-
15, 6.16:6). As Hill observes (1993:13), ‘in their assessment of Dhrtarastra’s role, the
Epic bards never satisfactorily resolve the problem of whether causal agency and
responsibility lay with the individual actor, external forces, or alternatively some
particular combination’. At Mahabhdrata 11.1:17-18 Dhrtarstra traces his part in the

war to actions performed in his previous births, crediting dhatr with this precise

constructed. Perhaps psychobabble will be the death of natural philosophy.
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“arrangement of their consequences. This formulation matches with Draupadi’s second
presentation of the dhaty theory, but generally the Mahdabhdrata does not invoke past
lives to explain the lot of its characters, and poetic justice is done within one lifetime. At
Mahdabharata 12.217:35-36 Vali, discoursing with his conqueror Indra, opposes the

introduction of past lives as an explanation of current circumstances:™

[Our} situation is not due fo us or what we have done: [vour] situation is not due o you or what
you have done. The event is not yours, nor does it belong to the others, still less is it mine, O vou
of a hundred sacrifices:™ be it prosperity or lack of prosperity, it's a result of succession

(paryava).
Vali, one of the Mahdabhdarata’s most convincing kﬂlavédins, is making a philosophical
point here. The equanimity he has achieved is a direct result of fatalism and the
concomitant meaninglessness of self-praise and self-blame, and the introduction of
karmabandha would tend to remtroduce the possibility of these psychological
hindrances. Vali’s attitude is echoed in the next chapter by S’ri (prosperity, sovereignty),
who passes from him to Indra (Hiltebeitel 1976:156-166). When asked whether or not,
her movement is due to Vali’s or Indra’s actions, her first response is to say ‘neither
dhdfr nor vidhdtr controls me at all: kdla controls the successions. Do not be
contemptuous of [Vali]” (12.218:10). Subsequently she says that she moves as she
wishes, and mentions lapses in Vali’s virtuous behaviour and homage to brahmanas as
reasons for her departure. This idea 1s the opposite of Vali’s, and looks very much as if

it was inserted to encourage or‘thopraxy.37

These arguments suggest that karmabandha is a later idea than kdlavdda, at least
in the Mahabhdrata. Vassilkov (1999) suggests that various points in the narrative had
long been opportunities for bards to expound kalavidin martial philosophy, and that (p.
28) ‘the brahmana “editors’ of the Mahabharata would place, next to a piece of heroic-
didactic preaching of an earlier time, a new layer, now in the spirit of a new, Hinduist

worldview’.”® He goes'on to say (p. 29):

‘In the situation when the Epic, having developed in its depths a peculiar philosophy of heroic
fatalism, began to be subjected fo the influence of the early Hinduist worldview with its concept of

* For other examples of opposition to the doctrine of karman in the Mahédbhdrata, see Bharadvaja's view
at 12.179-180. By denying that a citfasamtdna can span more than one life, he denies the basis of
karmabandha.

* The vocative is ironic: affluence would be a commonly imagined karmic result of correct ritual activity,
but Vali is denying that there is any causative karmic link,

7 Vassilkov gives two persuasive examples (Mahdbhdrata 13.1:62-74 and 17.1:3) of interpolations made
in order to pass the causative role of kdla back onto the individual by means of karmabandha,

* Vassilkov suggests (p. 28) that chapters 215-220 are vestiges of an old ‘core’ of the Santiparvan. See
also Hiltebeitel 1976:156 for suggestion of this view. See above, 2.3, for a discussion of the preblems
of talking in these terms, and how Hiltebeitel later changed his mind.
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diman-brahman, the idea of karman etc., the two worldviews were destined to enter a conflict.
Sometimes in the fatalistic texts of the Mahdabharata one comes across passages directed against
the Vedas, the highest authority for the drafmanic-Hindu tradition. On the other hand, there
appear in the Mahdbhdrata some texts which condemn kilavida and fatalism as such. Moreover,
the ideas of kdlavida begin to be attributed to asuras, and are more frequently interpreted as a kind
of philosophy of the defeated (demons). Special editing is being carried out aimed af representing

Kala as an aspect of the Hindu Siva or Visnu or at the assertion of the dominance of the faw of
karman over the law of parya'ya’.”

This constitutes additional evidence, to go with that discussed in chapter three, showing
that the ideaé of samsdra and moksa were not introduced to the Mahédbhirata at a
particularly early stage of its development, and that they conflict with the ideas it
already contained. As has been argued throughout this thesis, these later ideas are
political and ideological rather than philosophical, and correspond to the text being
diffused over a larger and more culturally diverse population and geographical area. The
possibility of this diffusion, and its utility for promoting the interests of the text’s
editors, make Sanskritisation possible, and probably do not predate the manuscript

tradition by very much. b

The interests of the briahmanical editors in question were well served by using the
text to disseminate a prescriptive ethics, behavioural and intentional, individual and
social. This was particularly possible against the background of samsara and the
biographised soul (based on a misunderstanding of the philosophical dehin) questing
towards moksa (subsequently presented by Ramanuja as a kind of indivi‘.dual
experience: see above, 3.1). In pursuit of such a goal, the audience are urged to change
their thoughts and actions, to uphold the rituals ordained in the Vedas, not to seek
enlightenment by neglecting their social duties, and to encourage the God-given
arrangement of society with its institutionalised inequalities of caste, race, gender and so
on. But this ‘dharma for moksa’ ideology has been supplanted onto a text whose
soteriology, if we can call it that, has a different, short-term goal, peace of mind,
attained through reflection on the mysteries of agency, the sheer naturalness of all actual
events, and the distinction between dehin and prakrti. When the implications of this
older soteriology are thought through, people cannot control what they do; The text’s
trick of urging its audience to do this rather than that is transparently ludicrous, then,
unless the fatalistic ideas within it are glossed over or modified. The explanation of
daiva and svabhdva, apparently ‘chance’ events, as payback for actions performed

earlier in one’s life or in a previous life, that is, as karmabandha, is the only way that

* vassilkov translates parvdva as ‘vicissitude’: I have rendered it as ‘succession’.
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‘the text can bridge the gap between the two soteriologies and achieve its practical aim.
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But if the-idea of freedom of choice is interrogated, the strategy still dannot work.
Arjuna cannot not fight: if this eventuality, which need not be generative of
karmabandha if he fights asakta, is explained as the maturing of karmabandhas from
his previous lives, then those karmabandhas come from sakta karmans, and those
karmans were other events that the pre-Arjuna could not not do, which eventuality is
explained as fhe maturing of prior karmabandhas, and so on. If freedom cannot be
exercised directly in Arjuna’s choice at Kuruksetra, then there is no other place for it to
enter proceedings. It might be objected that it is only the physical action which is
determined, and that within this determinism there is room for free manoeuvre between
doing the action sakta and doing it asakta: however, this is not what the text means by
freedom (it seems to suggest we should freely chose those activities appropriate to our
varna), and furthermore the division seems artificial, for the Bhagavadeitd analyses
mental activities in exactly the same terms (gunas efc.) as physical ones. The analysis Bf
Johnson (1997), who admits that Arjuna cannot not fight but gives him the freedom to
either fight sakta or asakta, is therefore faulty. He says that (p. 94) ‘real choice in the
(Gitd... 1s between acknowledging one’s lack of real choice and remaining ignorant of
that fact (insofar as ignorance of something can be deemed a choice)’. But buddhi, the
location of this acknowledgement or ignorance (and thus of the difference between
externally identical sakta and asakra actions), is a part of determined prakrti. If Arjuna
fights asakta this will, we imagine, be down to his having heard Krsna’s speech while
receptive enough, for millions of precise reasouns, to then fight asakta. Johnson’s ‘real
choice’ is still illusory, even though, for obvious reasons, the text does not explricitly
make this point. Johnson does preface his claim with the rider ‘in a strictly literal sense’,
but the thrust of Krsna’s analysis of e¢hamkara is that “strictly literal’ choices are those

ones which the forms of language tend to make us fantasise, and which are therefore

* The sage Markandeya, who visits the Pandavas in the forest during their exile and tells many stories
{Mahdbhédrata 3.180-221: Markandeya is still present in chapter 224 and his departure is not
mentioned), seems to be a particular vehicle for the explanation of daiva as karmabandha. 3.181:21ab,
25-27ab: “The course of a deceased person is here, according to their own actions... One’s self-
performed action always follows like a shadow: then it ripens, and one is born meriting happiness or
sorrow. The person fixed on the rule of death, taking nothing from auspicious or inauspicious marks, is
marked by a mistaken view of knowledge, so that this is pronounced ‘the way of the witless™. A few
verses later {v. 32) this is placed in parallel with the fatalistic scheme: ‘people obtain something from
fate, something from necessity, something from their own actions’, but the introduction of acts destroys
the psychological economy of the kdla perspective, and there would be no way of knowing what is to
be explained by which “power’, hence the verse says ‘may there be no more of your reflection’.
Thereafter, previous-iife causes are hypothesised at will: see 3.199-200, 205-207. At 205:19 fate and
karmabandha are presented as one and the same thing, and the Adlavada has been fully appropriated
into the text’s new social context, as at Muhdbhdrata 3.33:20 and 11.1:17-18.
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“always unreal. .

The Bhagavadgita analyses the person into the two poles of obj ectness (p%akrt‘i)
and subjectness (dehin). The philosophical anthropology of prakrti and dehin does not
provide any conventional motive for action: it merely states that action is natural,
unavoidable, and compatible with peace of mind. Editors added the encouragement of
certain social, ritual and religious activities into the text. This allowed action to be
treated in terms of conventional motivation (see above, 3.4). The question of motives
does not naturally arise within the prakrti / dehin analysis because the normal
ahamkira-infected psychological correlates of an action are not conceived as its cause.
The picture given is thus one in which people take part in action without necessarily
having any selfconscious reason to do so. Acting is something they cannot avoid, and
though it does not necessarily do them any good, apart from maintaining the conditions
for their proper survival, the harm it may do can be avoided: Contrary to the claims of%
the renouncers, action is no hindrance to progress towards moksa. This picture, though it
may dissuade would-be renouncers, does not present the material world in a positive
light. However, the use of the word ‘positive” here betrays a movement from the field of
philosophy to that of social psychology. It has been suggested earlier that information
cannot be criticised as ‘pessimistic’ or as ‘failing to encourage activity”: but if the text is
co-opted to facilitate some kind of social project, then philosophy is not enough and
must be supplemented by appropriate psychological suggestions. For example, Urquhart
(1914:490), objecting to what he sees as the Bhagavadgitd’s pantheism, states that ‘we
cannot acquiesce in a facile identification of God with the world, or a perhaps less facile
merging of the world in God, if we are to have any secure foundation for morality,
progress and religion’. Here the social project is explicit and is presented as if it is an
axiom which should dictate what kinds of things religious texts claim to be true.
Likewise the Bhagavadgitd, not quite so transparently, interprets the prakrii / dehin
philosophy in terms that positively legitimise actions consonant with morality, ritual
observance, and the protection of society by broadly brahmanical traditions and
structures. Such actions can be legitimised by the text because asakia karman is
particularly applicable to them. Since the recipient of the fruits of such actions is not the
individual actor so much as society and the cosmos at large (see chapter four),* these

actions are fully amenable to karmaphalatyaga.

" The brahmanas are also primary recipients of the fruits of ritual action insofar as that action includes
dana (18:5).
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5.5. Wittgenstein, mavéd and the symbolic order

This section is a further exploration of the acting, experiencing, conventional ‘I’, and of
Krsna’s strategy for removing attachment to its gratification, based as this attachment is
upon mistaken philosophy. The mistaken philosophy of the individual, accountable,
agentive subject-body is a by-product of the institutions and conventions of language
(sce above, 5.2), which evolve to map the independent mobility of speakers and which
operate in rhetorical ways. We speak to do things to or with listeners: the indicative

mood, with its assertions or observations of what is the case, is ofteni rhetorical in effect.

The constraints placed upon philosophy by language have been expertly explored
by Wittgenstein (1953), several quotations from which follow, with interpretations

pertinent to the discussion.

‘We predicate of the thing what lies in the method of representing it... The proposition and the
word that logic deals with are supposed te be something pure and clear-cut. And we rack our %
brains over the nature of the real sign’ (p. 46).

The postulation of a conventional acting and experiencing ‘self’, and the speculation
over what the pronoun atman refers to, can be seen as a by-product of language’s
differentiation of persons. The way in which it is found useful to speak of persons gives

us a contrived impression of what they are.:

‘[Philosophicat problems] are, of course, not empirical problems; they are solved, rather, by
leoking into the workings of our fanguage, and that in such a way as to make us recognise those
workings: in despite of an urge to misunderstand them. The problems are solved, not by giving

new information, but by arranging what we have always known. Philosophy is a battle against the
bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language’ (p. 47).

The ‘urge to misunderstand” here is denoted in the Bhagavadeitd by ahambkéra, which
makes a person reluctant to admit that ‘I” is nothing but a figure of speech. ‘Arranging
what we have always known’ is the application of the same categories of cause and

effect to person-events (actions) as to non-person-events,

“The problems arising through a misunderstanding of our forms of language have the character of
depth. They are deep disquietudes; their roots are as deep in us as the forms of our language and
their significance is as great as the importance of our language’ (p. 47).

These disquietudes are the absence of sukha accompanying thoughts such as ‘what have
I done?’ or ‘what will become of me?’.

*When philosophers use a word —“knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, °T’, ‘proposition’, ‘name’— and try

to grasp the essence of the thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in

this way in the language-game which is its original home? What we [phitosophers] do is to bring
words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ (p.48).

The words ‘mysell’, ‘himself” and so on are useful as pointers to indicate different

subject-bodies. No metaphysical essence is denoted. And so,
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‘the resuits of philosophy are the uncovering of orle or another piece of plain nonsense and of
bumps that the understanding has got by running its head up against the limits of language. These
bumps make us see the value of the discovery” (p. 48).

Duhkha can be seen as such a bump.

In the case of ahamkdra, certain terms of human language, having emerged as
useful on account of the separateness of persons and the contingencies of their mental
structure, produce a belief in an agentive self as a responsible entity corresponding to
the word aham. Wittgenstein sees philosophy as the uncovering of such beliefs as
nonsense. To uncover the ghamkara belief as nonsense is at the heart of Krsna’s
message. Krsna also provides a metaphysical analysis of aham in terms of dehin and
prakrti, words of little conventional use, which may replace it in certain contexts, and,
the terms having been as it were made to measure, may be less likely to cause

confusion.

The Bhagavadgita views language as an alienating activity. By describing what Be
is about to do (that is, kill his relatives and gurus) to himself, Arjuna thinks in terms of
the symbolic order, the conventions and constraints imposed through language by the
community which uses it. Thinking of his actions in terms of dharma, he is alienated
from an authentic engagement in them. He cannot just go ahead and be them. This is
why, at the end of the text, Krsna presents lﬁm with the shocking instruction to
‘abandon all dharmas™ (18:66a). In many ways, the Bhagavadeitd is a demonstration of
the alienating effects of language. It presents ahamkdra as a linguistically induced
fiction. It explains that thinking in terms of the dvandvas, the pairs of opposites, the
basic building blocks of signification, is productive of suffering (2:45, 4:22, 5:3', 7:27-
28, 15:5). It claims that all observed multiplicity, differentiation and division is due to
méyd, an unavoidable aspect of the manifestation of prakrti,” and suggests instead that
everything is one thing, that is, Krsna. It strenuously objects to the reification of the

categories by which language reformats the world..

There is a problem, though, because we cannot, after philosophical deliberation,
replace our conventional language with one that is made to measure. It may be possible
o do so in certain contexts, but passage between these contexts and conventional ones
will then be difficult. How can one talk sense in a context which does not exist for such

a purpose, and which thus only contains tools which bespeak nonsense? This is the

" The text mentions mayd at 4:6d, 7:14b and d, 7:15¢, and 18:61d. Zachner 1969:183-184, 249 takes maydtobea
practical synonym for prakrti, in lne with Svetadvatara Upanisad 4:10, which highlights prakrti's tendency to
appear to be a muitiplicity of interacting obiects and forces when in reality it is just one entity eurrently in a state of
internal dynamism.
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'probiem faced by the Bhagavadgita. The institations which have grown up around the
mistaken idea of the responsible agent-self do not allow for an easy exposition of
determinism, because determinism can only be conventionally explained in terms which
automatically imply its opposite. And, insofar as thoughts are speeches to oneself,
linguistic consciousness will mitigate against being able to think about determinism
properly. Because of the particular evolution of language, there are truths that we cannot
know; or, at least, we could have no full idea or account of what it was we knew if we
did know them. Hence the rarity and unpopularity (at least in other texts) of textual
expositions of determinism:* such expositions are misleading and misunderstood, and
are seen to be dangerous and subversive of structures and institutions of meaning. The
Bhagavadgitd is certainly subversive: it begins with Arjuna, who knows it is wrong to
kill his relatives, and provides him with a method of doing so without comeuppance.
Subsequently, he not only kills them but does so in a most dishonourable fashion, and
remains a ‘goodie’ right to the end. The dubious morality this implies has put many
people off the text. This message is a narrative rather than a linguistic message and
cannot be changed without changing the story, but the determinism expounded by the
text is, insofar as it is linguistically presented, incapable of breaking free of the
symbolic order within which ‘I’ is a responsible agent. Within this symbolic order,
which is demonstrated by the context of the text’s editors, the ‘exposition of
determinism’, in order to signify, must be accessible in terms of the constructs of
linguistic meaning, dualisms and hierarchies, the agent self and its progress as compared
to that of others, and so dehin is biographised and conventional modes of understanding,
meluding the idea of free will, are applied. The idea of the deterministic perspeétive was
to look beyond ahamkdra, 10 equalise all persons as clockwork dehin-instantiators, but
the demands of the linguistic symbolic system have occasioned a reification of the
awareness of this perspective, so that persons are immediately split again into those who
*know thus’ and those who do not, and ahamkdra is then applicable in terms of this
dualism / hierarchy. This seems to be a problem of knowledge-types: there is,
apparently, a brahmavidya which is radically disrupted by the introduction of linguistic
possibilities, the need then for the symbolic order, and the reduction of knowledge to the
conventional use of the linguistic markers “true’ and ‘false” with respect to statements

such as ‘the cat is in my garden’.** This is a clue to the connection between the search

# "The individual utterances in unrccorded conversations are texts in just the same way as ancient Indian
texts and modern academic books are.

“ Basham 1951:230: "we may surmise that the niyativadin explained the apparent existence of freedom of
choice by the postulate of a double standard of truth'.
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for saving jAiana and the solitary life, which is visible throughout Indian literature.” The
third and fourth dsramas in the Hindu scheme of life can be seen as a withdrawal from
the social world corresponding to a withdrawal from the symbolic order, permitting a

higher, non-linguistic knowledge to be attained before the critical hour of death comes

{(Edgerton 1926).

The idea that ‘real truth’ is unmarkable in discourse is borne out by the
interpolatory scheme of the Bhagavadgita’s history sketched in this thesis, in which
philosophy was perverted for social ends. It is also present in the Bhagavadgiidi in its
use of the word mayda, and is later visible in the avidyd of the Advaita Vedanta and the
sinyata of Madhyamika Buddhism (Murti 1955:228-255, 311-328). These words point
out the limitations of linguistic consciousness. Overall the text is quite coy about the
accessibility of the saving knowledge: there is clearly a huge obstacle in the way, and
often it seems as if to be a person is to be sakia, but nonetheless Krsna insists that Jhiang
and, further, asakta karman, both happen in persons. Thus he admits that, due to the
operation of the three gunas / his yogamaya, whatever is beyond the symbolic order is
inaccessible to creatures (7:13, 25-26: verses 13 and 25 contain similar vocabulary, with
identical endings to pddas ¢ and d). Though mdya is what keeps the creatures mounted
on the apparatus moving (18:61), nonetheless the limits of linguistic consciousness can
be exceeded by those who resort to Krsna (7:14cd). Even though these are extremely
rarve (7:3: only one out of thousands makes the attempt, of whom perhaps only one
succeeds), they may be people of any socio-structural type (9:32). There seems to be a
paradox here: 7:3 suggests that there has only ever been one totaily Krsna-knowing
asakta karmin, but 4:10 says that many have banished the passions, known Krsna and
attained him. The paradox may be understood in this way. It is impossible to break out
of the symbolic order altogether, since interaction involves manipulation of symbols,
which will then play on in anyone who has interacted. But asakta karman and the jAdna
of prakrti, dehin and Krsna are concerned with grédations of involvement in the
symbolic order. Through jiana one may appreciate its power, as if knowing that one
can’t break out but that, in some way, there is an (inexpressible) out, means that one is
already less closed in, qualitatively even if not quantitatively. The quality of this less-
closed-in-ness is private and unmarkable in the symbols of discourse, which must
continue to represent the individual as if he or she were closed in. It is possible to

witness actions, one’s own and those of others, which seem so extraordinary or seem to

* The Bhagavadgitd describes the asakta karmin as temperant in speech (12:19).
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‘be discharged in such an extraordinary manner that one suspects a radical less-closed-
in-ness is at work somewhere. But in such moments there is no way of representing the
insight that does not obviously misrepresent it: it seems as if even representing in terms
of action and person is a mistake here, and that the event indicates the existence of a

mentality unencumbered by the construction of the individual person.

5.6. Ajivikas and jivanmuikita

If, as Krsna says, the attainment of moksa is likely to take a good deal of lifetimes, even
after one has become aware of its possibility, then we have a scenario where, though
moksa will only be attained very rarely, anyone can imagine themselves to be located
within a life-chain that will eventually end. Krsna guarantees to Arjuna that a yogin who
does not achieve samsiddhi within the current life will always have another life, wher%l
he or she will be well placed from the stari_(6:37-45).46 I time goes on for long enough,
then surely all souls will end up in moksa. There are various ways of making the
presence of dehin (and thus the objectification of the world) more that just a brief and
singular episode in the world’s history: there must be an inexhaustible repository of
souls to replace those attaining samsiddhi, or there must be a way back into samsara
from moksa, or it must be admitted that there is no sense in speaking of dehin as
singular, even though it is only instantiated singularly, in mysterious connection with a
finite chain of lives in the world of process. Moksa soteriology and the encouragement
of moksa-oriented activity fall apart if this admission is made (but' cittasamtdna and
karmabandha could be retained, with parinirvana —final death- a curiosity), but both of
the alternative theories have been developed within the Jain tradition: see P. S. Jaini
(1980} and Dasgupta (1922:1.190) for nigiidhas, ‘hidden’ souls which are gradually
released to replace perfected ones, and Basham (1951:257-261) for moksa as a two-way
valve. Notwithstanding the inevitability of eventuéi success, however, the chance of a

specific person achieving samsiddhi before their death is infinitesimal.

Within this perspective, and given the background of determinism that we have
been discussing, it is natural to put down the attainment of moksa to the operation of

impersonal forces. If kdla is seen as ripening creatures for death, surely it is also

*® Mahabharata 12.271:52 explicitly states that when the night of brakhman comes, karmabandha is
stored in unmanifest form and re-activated the next moming. This idea is not mentioned, however, in
the Bhagavadgiti.
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ripening souls for moksa. Such a view is represented in ancient India by the Ajvikas,
and 1s seen also at Katha Upanisad 2:23, where it is suggested that Knowledge of drman
cannot be induced, coming, as it were, ‘to whom it wishes’.*” The vast majority of |
human beings will not break free of the delusions of ahamkdra and the ravages of desire
and anger. Krsna’s ecumenism makes sense in that, whoever you are, ‘it could be you’,

but an elite is constructed as soon as signs are hypothesised to identify the lucky ones.

Sanatkumdra’s address to Vrtra and Usanas, which Bhisma relates at
Mahabhdrata 12.271 (see above, 3.1), stresses the longterm view of jiva: ‘just as a
goldsmith, by repeated, self-executed effort, purifies a great item of beauty, likewise
Jiva, through hundreds of births, is easily purified by action’ (11-12ab). Subsequently
the number of possible births is extended almost indefinitely, and some sample careers
are described. Since the only reason for rebirth at any point is outstanding
karmabandha, there 1s no reason external to the jiva’s carcer which can explain why "
some jivas might have longer careers than others. The only way to explain this, as has
been argued above, is to regard all actions as events ‘external’ to the jiva and thus to
explain the differentiation of jiva-careers as an anthropocentric overlay (useful for
social and political purposes) onto the view that the world just does happen in exactly

the way it does, from its beginning to its end.

This deterministic view, of the world as a complex but unitary four-dimensional
object within which all events and actions are fully encased,”® was contained in Ajivika
discourse by the word niyati.* Basham (1951) locates Ajivika activity primarily within
the sometime kingdoms of Ko$ala and Magadha, but says that their ideas were known

by the Epic bards. He says (p. 284) that nivari ‘represents a very real recognition of

7 Kafka 1954:46: ‘Theoretically there is a perfect possibility of happiness: believing in the indestructible
element in oneself and not striving towards it’. The most important word of that sentence is its first:
once such a theory comes into being one may perhaps strive to be a non-striver, and ‘happiness’, as
well as ‘possibility’, may turn out to be merely theoretical,

“* There are problems here concerning the beginning and end of time, because of a seemingly inevitable
explanatory void. That things should start out a certain way at the dawn of the day of brafman stands
in need of an explanation, which could be provided in terms of the way the previous day ended. In that
case, the four-dimensional unit under scrutiny begins and ends with the first and last brafman-days
ever. Any answer to the question “why did things start in such a way?’ must simultaneously explain
everything that ever will happen. Time, indeed, may have to evaporate here, as if the joined-up
patterning of physical causation could exist in a number of parallel secticns, ag if all days of brahman
were connected head to tail but somehow simultaneous. Or, if the number and exact nature of
individual jiva-colourings at the end of one brahman-day match those at the beginning of a previous
day, the whole macro-system can be cyclic.

* When dealing with the Ajivikas it is important to remember that the only surviving texts that give their
views are those of their critics, chiefly Buddhists and Jains. Basham 1951 draws his data principally
from the Nvasagadasiio and the Samyutta, Arguttara and Digha Nikayas.
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“orderliness in a universe on the human level apparently wholly unpredictable and
disorderly’. Socio-economically, he correlates the rise of ‘heterodoxies’ (ndstikas) such
as Ajivikism with a new kind of civilisation and with the rise of organised kingdoms and

institutions of government.*’

The Ajivikas discussed the attainment of moksa in terms of the end of a karmic
chain: the chain only ends if karmic credit and debit are nil at the time of a person’s
death. This death is a final death, and as such is marked by special rituals, including a
six month procedure of asceticism culminating in a ceremonious last drink and death by
thirst. Having no karmabandha at all is an unlikely state of affairs in a person’s life. If
this eventuality happens to obtain at death, this may, more often than not, have been
facilitated by such an ascetic procedure, in which the point at which prior karman runs

out is followed, before the influx of further karman, by a death which needs no next

life.”!
Hy

It is easy to see how, if action as such is seen as generative of karmabandha, as in
Jainism, then, uniess immobility is practised, the precise timing of death will be critical
in determining whether or not karmabandha is outstanding. The importance of the
moment of death on the post-mortem progress of the jiva is mentioned in the
Bhagavadgita at 2:72, 7:30, 8:5-6, 9-10 and 13, and has been studied by Edgerton
(1926),”* who notes that the decisive importance of the last moment seems to contradict
the idea that actions performed during life will determine rebirth. This may be taken as
extra evidence that the doctrine of karman was interposed onto many different |
soteriological paradigms. The importance of thinking of or knowing Krsna in one’s final

moment points to a gnostic soteriology slightly at odds with the idea of asakia karman.

* Jainism and Ajivikism preserve indications of the existence of tribes whose way of life did not include

killing. The belief that even plants have jivas may suggest fruitarianism, not just vegetarianism:
Manki's bulls ran away (Mahdabhdrata 12.171), suggesting non-domestication of animals. The rise of
pastoralism and agriculture would threaten the habitat of such tribes, untutored in food-production, who
would find themselves radically opposed to a new society sustained by killing and united by
brahmanical ritual. In this situation such tribes must either die of starvation (hence ascetic suicide),
change their ways, or become a class of beggars. Fruitarianism and the kdlavdda are particularly
affinitive: knowledge would be required of how cyclic time ripens different fruits at different times and
in different places, and itinerant gatherers would soon be forced to interact with settlers, who would be
struck by the idea of folk being sustained apparently without any effort (certainly without the showily
heroic effort known as purusakdra), through knowledge of the workings of kala. The presence of
settiers, and the loss of the old way of life, might then similarly be explained in terms of kdla, as it is by
the Mahabhdrata in Arjuna’s vision of Krsna-kila.

*! It is easy to imagine such an ascetic procedure being followed ‘just in case’ karmabandha has run out,
and thus many such procedures failing to coincide with maksa.

** Edgerton refers us also to Satapatha Brahmana 10.6.3:1, Prasna Upanisad 3:9-10 and Chandosya
Upanisad 3.17:6.
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Death ﬁorm‘ally follows a period of inactivity, and so being asakta in one’s final hour
would perhaps ordinarily be possible without applying Krsna’s technique, which is
precisely tailored to a battlefield situation where many will die fighting for their lives. If
the non-samsdric goal is to be available to warriors, this technique is called for: but
once such a possibility exists, then a warrior, asakia and so ready to die in battle, may
prevail and survive, and so be perfected before death, as it were. It is not necessarily the
case that this possibility exists in the gnostic or physical-karmic analyses of death and
moksa: the stress there is always upon what happens after death, as if the saving
knowledge and the momentary expiry of all one’s karman were only of note if and
when they occur at a moment of death. But in the Bhagavadgita the question is one of
sukha: Arjuna is anxious about his post-war mental state, and it is this concern that
Krsna addresses. It is incidental to Arjuna that Krsna’s mental technique, if in use even
when one dies, will lead to the avoidance of rebirth. And yet, with the ti"ansformation of
the soteriological landscape that the theory of asakta karman makes possible, renderin%
renunciation of action unnecessary, a new problem appears, which is precisely the
problem of asakta karman: if this perfected person is found doing the things that
unperfected people do, in what can perfection consist? Only in these actions having
different mental correlates: but we cannot understand them as actions except in
conjunction with conventional, ahamkara-based mental correlates. If the idea of asakia
karman 1s taken seriously, then, the physical and mental components of action must be
seen as separately as possible. As we have seen, the physical component of an action is
to be understood in the widest possible context, as an arbitrarily highlighted subsection
of the deterministic process of material existence. Likewise, the mental component of
asakta karman must be seen in the widest possible context, as something that exists
even though it 1s indescribable in conventional ahamkara language, as something that is

organised according to a different, simpler logic (see above, 4.1).

I Krsna’s technique can really be a technique, something that can become one’s
habitual mode of operation rather than an occasional, involuntary occurrence, then its
successful application in a person’s life denotes that, henceforth in the cittasamitana in
question, karmabandha will only be used up, never laid down. That such a person can
be alive but not inactive is due to Krsna’s mental reinterpretation of karmabandha. The
Jivanmuktin's mentality of action must be addressed if asakta karman is to make sense

philosophically, whether jivanmukta applies once-and-for-all or temporarily.” This

> It may be imagined that the once-and-for-all possibility is more suggestive of having deliberately
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'mentality, as discussed earlier, is obscure. This makes it hard to believe that the
philosophy can be turned into a methodology, a strategy for becoming a fuli-time
Jivanmuktin. Many of the methodological suggestions given by the text are in terms of
solitary and static mental exercises (6:10-32): when attaining the highest brahman is
associated with the renunciative lifestyle, this methodology makes perfect sense, but as
soon as Krsna's reinterpretation throws up the possibility of asakra karman, there is a
disjunction between the inactivity of the preparation for asakia karman and the activity
of its operation. Sankara’s interpretation of asakta karman is shocking in this respect
(see above, 2.1, 3.4): to avoid the problem of the socially active jivanmuktin, he sees the
technique of asakta karman as a preparatory discipline, upon success in which action
will cease, leaving the jivanmuktin statically absorbed in jiigna. Such a scheme is
inapplicable to the Bhagavadgita, where asakia karman is such that, if Arjuna kills
Bhisma asakta, truly knowing Krsna, but dies in so doing, his cittasamtdana will cease at
his death,” and where asakta karman is also such that, if Arjuna learns such a techniq%e
during the war and comes to jiidna through it, he can continue as a dutiful and worldly
statesman within thatjﬁc“ina.ss The only way to revalorise the renunciative soteriological
scheme to include the activity of the jivanmuktin is to come to terms with prakrti and
determinism. This is to admit each action as a necessary event, and so to understand
human behaviour in terms that can separate it totally from the normal, ahamkaric active
mentality, and envisage it being accompanied instead by a qualitatively different mental
environment, prakrti being sure to effect the behaviours it requires of the person in any
case. Such a revalorisation is radical, and would transform soteriology into an invisible
process. There would then be no rationale for social ideological apparatus to deal with
soteriology: the mundanity of that apparatus would be repeatedly re-enforced. But the
Bhagavadgira has been a religious text, which is to say that it has been used within a
structure which purporfs to deal simultaneously with the mundane and the soteriological

{mocking such a distinction and implying that there is no ‘mundane’ in this sense):

chosen to strive for jivammukita than the temporary possibility: this is a fallacy. See Brodbeck and
Pupynin 2001,

* "There might be outstanding karmabandha from a previous life that would mitigate against this. On the
whole, though, as Edgerton 1926 observes, the idea of karmabandha is not strictly applied: it appears
as if attaining knowledge of Krsna, prakrti and dehin frees one from the bandha not only of current and
future actions but of past ones too. Expiations of various kinds may also have this effect (see above,
3.3), but ‘in the worid, there is found no means of purification the like of knowledge’ (4:38ab).

3% This does not happen, because Arjuna, though apparently asakta enough in his wartime activities to
prevent the accumulation of enormous guilt (the Pindavas’ afvamedha completes their post-war
purification: see above, 3.3}, subsequently forgets Krsna's wisdom, and is a dutiful statesman without it
until Krsna's death prompts his retirement (Muhdbhdrata 16.9). Similar duties could be performed
without having forgotten, just not there and then by Arjuna.
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“hence the history of the text’s interpretation (that is, the text’s conventional meaning)

shies away from two of its crucial philosophical ideas, determinism and jrvanmukta.

Patafijali’s Yogasitra does not mention jivanmukta, and the problem is not treated
fully or consistently by its commentators (Rukmani 1999a:743-744). One of the
conundrums here, as in Samkhya, is that if one’s lifespan is settled at the beginning of
life according to previous karmabandha, then we can imagine a period of time between
the attainment of jfidna and death. This is particularly so if one is deemed free to pursue
and attain jfidna through one’s own choice and effort. If this ideclogical intrusion were
to be excised, we might say that there is no meaningful choice and that there is never a
time lag between jfidna and death. This would solve the conundrum but would banish
asakta karman into impossibility: asakta karman would then only be able to function as
a theoretical limit that may be tended towards, karman being gradually less and less
sakta without ever becoming fully asakta. This picture makes sense in terms of our
discussion {above, 4.1) of the ascetic’s total lack of interest even in the maintenance of
his or her own life: if a human being is per.fectiy asakta then there are many karmans on
offer which might indirectly cause death. Without institutions which categorise people
as mentally ill or as criminals in order to justify (i.e. as a correlate of) restraining them,
becoming fully asakta would quickly lead to accidental death unless one became
inactive. We would thus expect a link between non-attachment and ascetic traditions on
practical rather than philosophical grounds: only if inactivity were customary would
radical non-attachment persist long enough to be ‘observed’, though death by thirst

would then be the most proximate accident.

3.7, Buddhivoga and bhakti as imagining all actions performed by one cosmic entity

The mechanics of the illusion of agency must be differentiated from the mechanics of
activity in general. The latter, in both its human and non-human forms, is due to the
imbalance and flow of the three gunas, which, as outlined in the last two chapters of the
Bhagavadgita, are not psychological categories. Psychology is the stuff of buddhi,
manas and ahamkara, fuelled via the indriyas by the indriyarthas. The psychological
condition of being gunasammidha (3:19: confused by the gunas, that is, ignorant of
Krsna’s jfidna, under the illusion of agency, and generating karmabandha) is explained
by the text as being sustained by the operation of sprha (longing, 2:56b), abhisneha

(passion, 2:57a) and kdma and krodha (desire and anger, 3:37a), which occurs when the
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indrivas are not niyukia (3:36-43). Being gunasammiidha takes the form of attachment
to the activities of the gunas (3:29b), the fruits of actions, and the movement of the
indriyas amongst the indrivarthas (5:9¢d). Such attachment is described in terms of the
indriyas ‘forcibly taking’” manas (2:60cd). It is characterised by buddhi being
bahusakha and ananta (many-branched and endless) as opposed to eka, vyavasaydimika
(single, composed of resolve, 2:41) and niscala (immovable, 2:53b). Buddhindsa
(destruction of buddhi) at 2:62-63 is traced to thinking about the visayas, the objects of

sense~perception.

The forcible taking of manas by the indriyas seems to be the raison d’étre of
manas: without stimulus it would have nothing to work with, Manas is what the brain
does, enabling an organism to respond fo its environment in exceedingly subtle and
complex ways. But the influx of indriva-stimuli i1s incessant while the person is
‘conscious’, and attention may be directed in certain ways for certain large-scale
actional purposes only by controlling the response of manas to different stimuli. For
example, one may listen out for a certain noise, and act in response to it, while
effectively ignoring all other noises. In this case, manifold indriva-stimuli are being
treated by manas in a controlled way. ‘What one is doing’ is of course always a
spectrum of things, including killing unseen organisms and heating up the surrounding
air, but buddhi is constituted by the report one gives oneself of one’s actions while
acting, by the channelling of one’s attentions, which will monitor and control, via
manas, the relative effects of different stimuli on one’s behaviour. Krsna’s point to
Arjuna is that Arjuna’s war-purposive buddhi has been inappropriately disrupted by the
sight of his opponents, introducing what the text calls buddhibheda (splitting-of-buddhi:
see 3:26a): the demands of lokasamgrahadharma and kuladharma call forth inimical
buddhis in this situation. Similar situations recur, when one becomes inténsely aware
that there are seemingly unanswerable reasons not to do what there are seemingly

unanswerable reasons to do.

The buddhi is fragile. It is inherently unstable, yielding quickly to disruption by
new stimuli. When people change their mind about what they are doing, and abandon
tasks half-completed, these can be instances of buddhi undergoing a kind of paradigm
shift whilst remaining single, or they can instead be the destruction of buddhi. Krsna’s
insistence that singleness of buddhi is desirable is illustrated by Arjuna’s crisis. Were

Arjuna buddhivukta, he might have been able to swiftly, calmly and painlessly abandon
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the war, notwithstanding his charioteers protestations:>® instead his buddhi is

temporarily split and lost, and this is the problem Krsna addresses.

Krsna’s buddhiyoga is a process of concentration, focus, determination, so that a
person’s ability to achieve feats of action will not be diminished by any tendency to
become distracted during the process. The text repeatedly picks out concern over the
outcome of the action as the most likely distraction. There is a paradox here: to ensure
success, stop caring about success. Similarly, to ensure the good of the person {sukha),
stop caring about the good of the person {(remove kama). The paradox is only apparent,
however, because of the difference between what is attained and what is imagined. The
imagined success-in-action, shot through as it is by the flavours of triumph, glory and
reward, imagined, that 1s, from an exclusively personal viewpoint, is of a different order
from the success-in-action that is everyone doing their dharma and things turning out
the way they should. Likewise the gratification of desires is different in kind from
sukha. This again is the cleft between the imaginable and the actual, the epistemological
and the ontological: what we think we are déing is no part of the world, but what we are
doing, which sometimes includes thinking we are doing something “else’, is. People are
not naturally constituted so as to envisage and pursue their personal-experiential best
mterests: from a biological determinist viewpoint, their psychological structure,
amazing though it is, is constructed so as fo ensure living long enough to reproduce
successtully with the most socially valuable mate available. Crucially, success in heroic
action, and the ensuing personal fame and glory, will make more socially valuable
mates available. The internal mental health of the individual, in terms of sukha, is not
any part of the equation. Instincts, and the actions that come naturally, are none of the
business of the experiencing individual: they are the property of the gene pool and of
the situation, even though an observer might say that ‘So-and-so did it’. Instincts often
lead to actions that, though disquieting the individual, are successful in conventional or
genetic terms, From the biological determinist viewpoint, to be an asakta karmin is to
allow one’s instincts and internal programming to direct one’s actions Withdut thereby
becoming mentally and personally involved in those actions, disturbed by them,
defensive of them, responsible for them. After all, instincts were genetically selected in
some cases many thousands of years ago, and, though they cannot be suppressed, they

may be irrelevant for individuals in their current situation.”” If all actions are put down

*® This example, because it is counterfactual, is impossible, as Arjuna’s visions show, but nonetheless the
puint is clear. '

*7 Houellebecq 2000 portrays competitive instinets, particularly in males, as historically explicable but,
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to interaction between svabhava and the current situation, then it is clear that neither of
these are known in enough detail for a person to mentally map any particular action
with much specificity, and nor is such a map necessarily required. If, contrarily, an
action be put down to an autonomous individual agent-subject, then its mental correlates
are pursued as its cause and explanation, and, though a highly detailed mental map (a
‘possible world”) might be given, so equally might many different others, and it
becomes difficult not to swiich between them. This, in short, is the difference between
eka and bahusikha buddhis, which, since one cannot exactly know the actual,
unavoidable causes and consequences of one’s actions, seems to leave the former

contentless,

If the distinction between prakrti and dehin is known by a person within and
throughout their actions, this has implications for the way actions are mentally
presented to the person. While it is usual to employ the discourses of agency and
freedom and think in terms of *what I am doing’, the knowledge of prakrti’s
determinism and the nactivity of dehin wﬂi ensure mental presentation in the broader
terms of “what is happening with this body’. Buddhi’s account of the action, that is, the
channelling of attention which controls the response of manas to different sensory
stimuli, will thus .ihciucie, for any action, a description of the action as determined to
happen exactly as it is happening. Once this aspect of buddhi is in placel, budelhi will
simplify the psychological content of action, for, even if there then arise thoughts of
‘what I am doing’, the import of such thoughts is reduced: they are seen to be misguided
explanations of the action, and, crucially, their occurrence figures as determined, merely
another happening-with-this-body. The single buddhi is simple in that it can
accommodate many possible accounts of *what T am doing’ for the same act, and even
switch between them, without faltering in its control of manas. It is in this sense that
buddhi can be asakta in action. The control of manas can take place without accounts of
“what I am doing’, or despite them, but never because of them, for as soon as the
account of “what I am doing’ is held to be causative of the action, _attachnﬁent breaks in
and buddhi will splinter. Because 1t views such accounts as trivial epiphenomena, the
single huddhi 1s a more efficient channel of attention and control of manas than that
which takes them seriously. It allows a maximum of mental focus to be directed on the

activity in hand.*® Without the interruptions caused by desire or aversion for this or that

more recently, as damaging the contentment that might be gained from interaction with non-related
persons of either gender. :

*% This takes the 'activity in hand’ as a given, pre-decided event. Once there is some idea of what the
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state of affairs, a composed and resolved buddhi will ensure the most skilful marshalling
of a person’s resources, resulting in the most situation-sensitive improvisation. In this
sense, asakia karman denotes the ability to obtain the maximum practical profit from
the possibilities inherent in buddhi. Sukha will then be twofold: at the time of acting,
longing and aversion are absent, or at least heavily contextualised, and, in the sequel,

the action will be efficient and lead to a congenial state of affairs.

The text states that the non-attached actor acts knowing that it is really prakrti
which acts. This mental resignation, this attitude of sharing one’s action with its real
agent, 1s the philosophical meaning of the word bhakti in the context of asakta
karman.>® ‘Worship’ and ‘devotion’ are vague, misleading and inappropriate
translations for bhakti in the context of the Bhagavadgita’s philosophy, where what is
referred to is a mental state understanding Krsna to be the root cause and sufficient
explanation of each and every one of one’s actions. Some of the relational aspects of
Krsna-bhakti mentioned in the text are only made possible by the identification of Krsna
Visudeva with an anthropomorphised version of the root cause of the cosmos.*” The
text establishes bhakti of Krsna as resulting in the bestowal of good upon the bhakia:
this is clearly the case in some sense, because knowing prakrti and dehin, one can act
asakta and assure one’s short and long-term future, but the idea should not be
interpreted in terms of a responsive God engineering benefits in response to dutiful
worship. The latter idea only works because human beings cannot know the future, only

imagine it more or less mistakenly, yet it is somehow already there, as currently being

activity is, mental focus can be directed upon it. I, as is being suggested, prakrii be left to act through
the person, without disturbing him or her, then activity need not be mentally represented as such, and
mental activity-focus can be an empty set (vague ideas of vajfia, lokasamgraha or ‘God's will' do not
constitute focus here}. The problem then is that one does not know what one is doing or going to do.
There are some actions it is hard to imagine taking place under these circumstances. We are not asked
to imagine Arjuna fighting unknowingly, for example: he does not cease to recognise his relatives and
gurus. Even if, as Krsna says at 18:59-60, Arjuna would be impelied to fight by prakrti, though he does
not want to and is in some sense unwilling, he would still know what he was doing while fighting, he
would be mentally representing his actions, perhaps more so than ever before. And what if he did
actaally fight asakia, free of ahamkdra and, as he says (18:73a), without moha (delusion)? This seems
to mean he would have had no mental representation of the action even while acting. If no unit action is
described, even internally, then the person’s mental energy is most thoroughly plugged into the process
of responding, through physical movement, to minute fluctuations in their physical environment. See
above, 4.1.

* Though such an interpretation might be uncommon, see Hirst 1993:118, who warns against 'the
assumption that we already know what bhakti is', urging us to "guard against any view that bhaksi is
monolithic'.

® For example, those passages where Krsna speaks of certain types of people as dear (priva) to him (7:17,
12:15-20, 18:69): this idea is contradicted by 9:29. See also below, 6.3. The perplexing person / God
avatdra idea tends to confuse the notion of what the root cause is, anthropomorphisiag it beyond repair,
and may enable nonsensical interpretations of Krsna-bhaksi.
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done by the world. It works, then, as a result of the mismatch between the time-
boundedness of human consciousness and the eternity (every moment at once) of the

actual actor, which is the cosmos as a four-dimensional unity.

The root of bhakti is bhaj, to share or divide. There is no difference between
freedom from ahamkara, a thoroughgoing acceptance of the kalaviida, bhakti of Krsna,

and resigning all karmans to him by means of consciousness of the adhydiman (3:30ab).

The Mahabharata relates Indra’s interviews with several asura kings who, though
humiliated in battle and stripped of their assets, are untouched by grief. These kings
explain that since everything that happens is fated, ill fortune must be borne without

sorrow or self-recrimination (Bedekar 1992),

Prahlada says (12.215:27-28):

‘In the certainty that all beings here are predestined by svabhdva, what pride or arrogance will
accur for the one aware? | know the entire rule of dharma and the transiency of all creatures: 4
therefore, I do not grieve for all this that has an end’.

Vali says (12.217:7-8, 22):

‘After death, life and the body come into existence together. They both grow together, they both
perish together. 1 have merely obtained this particufar condition without wishing to; on account of
my understanding, there is no anguish if' I am born thus... If I did not see that &dla destroys beings,
then excitement, pride and anger could exist for me’.

Later he says (12.220:36-37):

‘Speaking with unrefined buddhi, you do not understand. Some respect you greatly as one who has
obtained pre-eminence by means of your own acts, but how can our kind, knowing the progress of
the world, grieve [when] afflicted by 4dla, or be confused in eagerness for profit?’

Before any of these utterances, Prahlada is made out to have learned this -
philosophy from a brahmana, Ajagara, who told him‘(12.172:10~1 Iy

‘Seeing the groundless arising, deterioration, growth and disappearance of creatures, I do not
rejoice nor am I sorrowful. Considering all manifestations to be proceeding from svabhdiva and
stopped by svabhdva, 1 do not suffer pain from anything’,

In these excerpts there is no reference to bhakti, but a recipe for grieflessness is
given which involves the recognition of determinism. That the word bhakii does not
feature in the Bhagavadgita except in conjunction with avatdra and an extreme
anthropomorphisation of kala should not blind us to the fact that bhakti, with its idea of
sharing, perfectly denotes the attitude of asakra karmins to the cosmos grounding their
actions, irrespective of whether or not they know that Krsna lies behind that cosmos.
The asuras quoted seem to be asakta karmins: if they knew who Krsna was, they would

be Krsna-bhaktas.

These conclusions are disturbing in that they seem to be the opposite of
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Yudhisthira’s in his response to Draupadi’s exposition of dhdtr. While he feared
determinism would discourage action, here it seems to facilitate action and also to strip
it of its psychological drawbacks. Chakravarty (1955:9-14) observes that ‘fate is a
tyrannous fact only if taken out of its context and misread’. ‘Man... is in the hands of a
destiny which he can neither elude nor defy’, but ‘the GIta teaches that true freedom is

obedience to the law of God... wisdom annuls fate by obeying it’. Hence

‘the perfect life held up by the poet’s art before man enables him to live in a distinct system of
connections so thrilling and complete that everything there is relevant to everything else. The
shapely order of experience thus becomes an ideal experience. For, anything in it, evil as well as
good, is necessary to the design of the whole. The macrocosm is thus related to the microcosm.
Man is instructed not to cut himself adrift from his surroundings’.

The idea that any occurring evil is necessary seems to be a moral outrage in some
quarters, but Chakravarty’s interpretation is refreshing in its willingness to dispense
with the freedom of the will, whose retention, cutting people adrift from their
surroundings, is not compatible with understanding what the text means by asakta .
karman. In a similar vein Katz, after acknowledging that human action is generally
morally ambiguous, remarks (1989:226) that “the Gita, rather than advocating the
employment of heroic action against fate (a strategy that cannot succeed for humans),
favours submission to fate and its transformation at the level of devotion; this is its most
impressive teaching to Arjuna’. Also illustrative here is Scott (1982:58): “in the

acceptance of inevitability one draws closer to the pure light of divinity in its absence

from all personal intent’.

To illustrate further that determinism / bhakti does not lead to inactivity, it is
worth invoking once more the Mahabharata’s discussion of daiva and purusakira
(Katz 1989:178-179, 194). Vassilkov (1999:24}) suggests the following analysis:
successful action depends on the conjunction of effort (purusakara) and external factors
{(daiva), but the latter are unpredictable, and hence effort must always be made in case
external factors facilitate success, failure being borne philosophically on occasions
when they do not.”" This scenario may be taken as prescriptive or as descriptive:
generally, ‘they might not be there’ is not used as a public reason for not telephoning
somebody. The possibility, even likelihood, of the failure of actions which are
nonetheless pursued in good faith, leads to a reluctance to get one’s hopes up, which
may be seen as the anticipatory counterpart of the ability to bear disappointment. In this

way, as Vassilkov observes (p. 31), the lack of personal contro} over the world stressed

* This would perhaps also be the philosophy of the hard-line karmic physicalist caricatured earlier, taking
a fast-usnto-death not quite knowing the exact state of their karmic balance.
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“by the kitlavada has its counterpart in detachment from the fruits of action, the

touchstone of Krsna’s karmayoga.

At Mahabharata 5.75 Krsna makes a speech about daiva and purusakara: he says
that the differentiation of these two event-causes is always problematic. He makes three
particular observations: any human action, howsoever well thought out, may be
frustrated by daiva; human action may effect changes in what seems to be a daiva-given
situation; and human action may succeed, unhindered by daiva, Without deconstructing
purusakara as daiva, Krsna here provides a rationale for continued activity without
excessive expectation of the proposed outcome. Vassilkov’s observations are here borne
out, and the connection with Krsna’s Bhagavadgita theory of disinterested action is
clear. The necessity of continued effort is explained by the ignorance of the protagonist
concerning whether or not what he / she has in mind is an accurate prediction. There is
room in this scenario for a higher-order fate: the daiva of Kg”s}r_ia’s first observation
seems to be a less anthropocentric idea than that of his second, and this higher-order fate
could then encompass the successful activity of the third observation, reducing its idea
of daiva (that which might have hindered what in fact was successful) to an
anthropocentric fantasy. The discussion of purusakara and daiva in the Mahéibhdrata
can only take the form it does because two completely different ideas are given the
same label ‘daiva’: on the one hand, what we would like to call fate, that which just will
happen, despite or by means of the activity of persons, and, on the other, that which we
imagine would have happened 1f we hadn’t done what we did, which deserves no name

at all since it does not exist.

The word bhakti in the Bhagavadgiia denotes the derivation of an affirmative and
participatory attitude to action from the philosophy of determinism. Insofar as such
philosophy is still academically visible as philosophy (rather than as popular science or
psychology), it has also made such an attitudinal derivation. Hence Honderich
{1993:107-115), noting that ‘the real problem of determinism and freedom is the finding
or making of a satisfactory response to the likely truth of determinism’, goes on to
suggest that we ‘accommodate ourselves to the part of our lives which does not rest on

the illusion of free will’. This is a response of affirmation:

“to'try 1o make the response of affirmation is to try to arrive at one part of what is rightly called a
philosophy of life... a philosophy of life consists in feelings in which we can persist, feelings
which give us some support and which are as satisfactory as truth will allow... There is certainly a
particular sense in which determinism enables us to identify with nature, or, as might even be said,
to regard ourselves as having membership in nature... determinism is unigue m asserting that we
stand in a close and unproblematic connection with nature... Determinism, it might be supposed, is
indeed a way to franquillizy’.
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Honderich’s analysis of the psychological implications of the philpsophy of
determinism matches the Bhagavadgita’s analysis of the psychological implications of
disabling ahamkara. The idea of free will goes together with the idea of an action-
originating self called ‘I’. Just as Krsna’s jAiana can subvert Arjuna’s future grief,
‘determinism offers the compensation of an escape from a mordant kind of self-dislike
and self-disapproval’. Negative attitudes to the self are based on the idea that a
grammatical entity could or should have done otherwise. They thus simultaneously

service two false ontologies, both of them reified human episternologies.
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Chapter six: Krsna’s action as the paradiem of asakia karman

As well as being the originator (4:1-3) and communicator of the technique of asakta
karman, Krsna is also its most excellent practitioner. This chapter will investigate
Krsna’s attitude to action, which he sums up as follows: ‘For me there is nothing to be
done, nothing in the three worlds unobtained [but] to be obtained; even so I move in
karman’ (3:22); ‘Actions do not stain me. I do not delight in the fruit of actions.
Whoever perceives me in this way is not bound by karmans’ (4:14). Textually, the
claim that Krsna acts asakfa is intended to provide an example for people to follow, a
guide to acting asakta, as well as a guarantee both of the possibility and of the utility of

S0 acting.

It is troublesome to study Krsna in the Mahdbhdrata because, although he is a
character in the narrative like many others, that is, a ksatriva with a network of class cu:ég
kinship loyalties which inform and frame his actions, he is at one and the same time
God Almighty, as revealed particularly in tﬁe theophanies of Bhagavadgira 11 (to
Arjuna alone) and of Mahabhdrata 5.129 (to Duryodhana and the Kaurava assembly).!
There is thus the possibility of referential ambiguity whenever Krsna is mentioned.
Information about Krsna gathered from the text will take the dual form of being a

character study and a theology.

As far as the present study is concerned, the dual nature of Krsna is troublesome
because when he claims to be asaksa in his actions, this may refer to two types of
actions. Firstly, the actions which he performs as part of the narrative, such as uiging
the Pdndavas to win the war by cheating, and expounding asakia karman in order to
persuade Arjuna to fight (which, after all, are actions which may be performed by non-
divine people), and, secondly, the actions which he performs as the Almighty, that is,
the creation of the universe and the enabling of every event within it. The text has a
mechanism of sorts for bridging the gap between these two modes of Krsna, namely the
avatira theory of 4:7-8, which explains Krsna’s human actions in terms of his divine

personality: “Whenever there arises an exhaustion of dharma, a rise of adharma, then 1

' There are also theophanies at Mahabhdrata 10.6 (to Advatthamam), 12.51 {to the dying Bhisma) and
14.54:3-8 (to the sage Uttanka), See Laine 1989, Hiltebeitel 1976:1726-127.

* This idea has been widely denoted by the word avatdra, even though the Bhagavadsiti does not use the
term. Oddly, although dharma is represented as declining progressively through the four yugas and
being replenished for the next cycle beginning with the krtayuga (see for example Mahabharata
3.188:10-12, Manusmyii 1:81-82), the kalivugu is often said to begin at around the time of the
Muahibhiarata’s events (Pargiter 1922:175-177, Aiyer 1987:36, 38).
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send myself forth. For the rescue of the honest and the destruction of the wicked, for the

sake of the regulation of dharma, I am born in age after age’.

This chapter will approach Krsna’s claim to be a non-attached actor in three
sections. First of all, the claim will be assessed as a comment on the way Krsna
Visudeva behaves. This will involve ignoring Krsna’s specifically divine actions. After
a brief survey of Krsna Vasudeva’s activities, it will be shown that they are perfectly
compatible with his being non-attached, although, since the narrators of the Epic do not
tend to comment on characters’ inner lives, they cannot be proved to be asakia actions.
The evidence in this section is drawn entirely from the Mahabharata: 1 have ignored the

Harivamsa and the Purinas, as they seem to belong to a different tradition.

The second section will assess Krsna’s claim in terms of his divine actions. It will
show that it is very hard to make sense of the claim as theological. This is because, as
introduced in the text, the notions of being asakia and sakia are explained in terms of*
human action: these are anthropocentric notions and do not easily transfer to God except
by anthropomorphising him to the point of meaninglessness. Since Krsna Almighty
(henceforth KA) and a human person cannot be asakta in comparable ways, it is far
from clear what use KA’s non-attachment might be in trying to persuade Arjuna to act

asakta.

The final section of the chapter will combine the findings of the first two sections
by exploring the notion of avatara, the link between Krsna Visudeva and KA. Various
interpretations of this notion will be explored, leading to the conclusion that, as
presented in the text, it is barely intelligible and confuses the argument. A
philosophically consistent interpretation of avatara is possible only by taking liberties
with the text. The claim of Krsna’s divinity will be sited in its historical context, and it
will be shown how the text’s socio-religious purpose, by invoiving the deification of
Krsna Visudeva, has interfered with its presentation of his human-attitudinal political
philosophy. The philosophical ruptures caused by this socio-religious purpose

demonstrate that the text has been re-worked and interpolated.

6.1, The actions of Krsna Vasudeva

For almost the entire narrative of the Mahabhdrata, Krsna’s divinity is not a theme

expounded by the narrating bards Samjaya, Vai§ampayana or Ugrasravas. When the
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subject comes up, it is generally kept at the level of the characters in the drama. 7
Throughout the war Krsna’s divinity serves as a provocative rumour,” underpinning the
Pandavas’ hope that they can win even though outnumbered, and the Kauravas® fear that
they might lose even though outnumbering. Krsna is certainly an extraordinary
character: it is only through his encouragement that the Pandavas have the confidence to
take on the Kauravas, and only because of his strategic advice that they manage to
overcome them. As far as the main story is concerned, Krsna is special first and
foremost because it is he who makes the difference between the two sides: hence ‘where

there is Krsna, there is victory’ (Mahdbhdrata 6.21:12d).

Why does Krsna take such interest in these family squabbles? Perhaps because it
is his extended family as well: he is a first cousin of the three eldest Pandavas, his father
Vasudeva being KuntT’s brother. But this is not the kind of dispute in which one must
side with one’s cousins, it is a dispute between cousins. At Mahéfbhdmra 5.5:3 Krsna o
claims that he owes the same loyalty to the Kauravas as to the Pindavas, a claim also
made by Duryodhana at Mahabhdarata 5.7:10. Krgna is neutral: neither he personally nor
his tribe stand to gain from the outcome. Arjuna is embroiled in a terrific mess, his
honour at stake, his wife abused and his estate confiscated: he is necessarily involved in
the war, but Krsnpa is detached enough to act as a mediator. Krsna is the second of the
three envoys between the sides in the run-up to the war, and works hard to try to reason
with Duryodhana. Baladeva Visudeva, Krsna's half-brother, avoids taking sides and
does not participate in the war. Krsna has this option but turns it down. Baladeva’s non-
participation can be compared to the renunciation of action which Krsna's karmayoga
positions itself in opposition to. In taking part, albeit only as Arjuna’s charioteer, Krsna
is embodying one of the basics of his theory of asakta karman, that inactivity should be
shunned. But how does Krsna conceive of his activity, given that he does not stand to

gain? What is he participating for? For love of Arjuna, the left-handed archer?

Krsna’s private cogitations on this matter are not explored by the Epic as much as
we might like. Whereas a novel may easily enter the brains of its characters, and explore
their most hidden motivations and feelings in the third person, this is not the style of the
Mahdébharata. Oral Epics are the record of what one text-giver has heard from another,
and their heroes are presented from the viewpoint of a close witness of their speech and

action. Hence the charioteer was the eulogiser of heroes and their martial feats: the sita

* At Mahabhirata 12.271, when the war is over, Yudhisthira asks Bhisma whether or not Krsna is the
highest Lord.
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was text-giver and charioteer, these functions presumably being simultaneously
discharged when a warrior on the battlefield would be encouraged by his pilot’s tales.
The generic conventions evolved accordingly. This can be seen most clearly in the
Bhagavadgitd’s presentation of Arjuna’s crisis when he sees the two armies ready for
battle (1:27¢-2:9). Arjuna describes his reaction predominantly in terms of its physical
marks: dry mouth, trembling body, bristling hair, burning skin. A commentary on these
physical circumstances is given, but this commentary is second-hand, not directly from
Arjuna’s viewpoint but from that of Samjaya, who has heard what he said. In Epic, the
presentation of mental events is almost an empty set: emotions and attitudes are present
only insofar as they are inferred from observable behaviours and utterances. Hence, in
the absence of any speeches of his own on the subject, the question of what motivates

Krsna is a difficult one.

It is possible, however, to reconstruct a political phi}osoiahy embedied by Kpspaf%s
behaviour. This work has been done most thoroughly by More, who tries to unite
Krsna’s philosophy with his ksatriya biography as given in the Mahabhdrata, and
argues (1995:19-21} that his divinity grew out of popular respect for this philosophy.
More presents Kysna's political vision as anti-imperialistic and based on the principle of
local autonomy (see above, 4.3). Particularly important in this regard is More’s analysis
of Yudhisthira Pindava’s rdjasdya yajita, performed under Krsna’s instigation and
supervision, in which he highlights the defeat of the expansionist Jarasamdha and the
reinstatement of the local chieftains he had imprisoned. Krsna’s people, the Yadavas, |
have lost their ancestral lands and been forced to relocate to Dvaraka thanks to-
Jarasamdha (Mahabhdarata 2.13), so Krsna has ﬁrst~hand experience of the disruptive
effect such expansionism can have, and his removal of Jarasamdha with the assistance
of the Pandavas is presented by More as a matter of principle rather than just the settling
of an old score. As Krsna says to Jargsamdha: “We, attendant to the afflicted, have come
here for the sake of occasioning the prosperity of [our] relations, to restrain you, the
cause of their ruin’ (Mahabharata 2.20:12). Duryodhana is cut from the same cloth as
Jarasamdha, being keen to annexe the territory of others and defend it militarily. Krsna,
having replaced an imperialist with a federalist, now sees that federalist threatened by

another imperialist, and steps in.

Though More might be criticised as anachronistically reconstructing Krsna’s
politics from a modern humanistic perspective, I think it is perfectly possible to explain

that politics in the context of ancient India. The Mahabhdrata was created in the context
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of population expansion, urbanisation, and increasing social interaction between groups.
Centralisation and subjugation would have been live issues: tribal ways of life would
have been subject to disturbing and often violent interactions. It is against this |
background, and in response to Jarasamdha, that Krsna’s ideas of lokasamgraha are to
be understood. He views an ideal, prosperous life as dependent on an idealised network
of reciprocal, respectful and mutually beneficial interactions with one’s close kin and
other social groups as well as with the devas. Krsna’s activism is conservative: he wants
to ensure the continuity of existing human ecologies (lokas), which he sees as being
newly vulnerable to disruption by varna miscegenation (1:38-44), by removal of locally

traditional power structures, and by negligence of oblations to the devas (3:10-11).

Because lokasamgraha is of great value, great pains must be taken, when
necessary, to remove the disruption threatening it. As More explains, Krsna appreciates
that the end justifies the means: he urges the Pandavas to resort {0 dastardly tricks in %
order to defeat their enemies, disregarding existing conventions of chivalry. He thrus has
a flexible attitude to dharma (see also Mahabharata 12.70:31, 12.259:4). Duryodhana
justifies his aggressive imperialism by citing Brhaspati, saying that the quest for victory
takes him above dharma and adharma (see above, 3.2). Likewise Krsna, to counter that
imperialism, rises above the dharmas of chivalry, depending instead on niti,* a
situation-sensitive, improvisatory strategic sense. It seems that some aspects of
ksatriyadharma were out of date: armies had become larger, weaponry more advanced,

and more was now at stake.

More’s account of Krsna’s political philosophy is plausible both textualfy and
historically, providing an explanation of his activity in terms not of short-term or
personal goals but of maintaining the background conditions for satisfactory human
existence. It matches very well with the attitude Krsna urges Arjuna to adopt. However,
this political philosophy of Krsna’s is never made fully explicit by the Mahabharata,
which, in accounting for Krsna’s involvement in the war, implies his friendship with
Arjuna just as strongly. Krsna, in encouraging the Pandavas to insist upon the return of
their kingdom, appeals more readily to their ksasriya honour than he does to the political
implications of their not doing so. Likewise earlier, when he co-opted them to remove
Jardsamdha, he sold the scheme to them on the basis of benefits to their status and

prestige within the ksatriya community, rather than by expounding his political vision.

* The word does not occur in the Bhagavadgitd, but is certainly applicable to Krsna's methods, and is
discussed at Mahdbhdrata 12.59 and in the Arthasastra. See Kangle 1965:3-6.
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‘Because this ad hominem verbal behaviour is fully explicable as Krsna’s niti, More’s

reconstruction of his political philosophy, though faultless, is nowhere actually -
demonstrable. Hence we cannot simply conclude that Krsna perceives all his actions in
terms of lokasamgraha, and is thus asakta. Even were Krsna to expound the philosophy

outlined above, this would not tell us about his attachment or lack thereof. Perhaps it

would lead us to imagine that he is particularly attached to a certain philosophy. Or
perhaps, again, it would lead us to imagine that he is appealing to laudable-sounding
principles as cover for his attachment to the Pandavas, Arjuna in particular. In a way,
nof talking about his motivations suggests that Krsna could be asakta, for the non-
attached actor is said to be without personal motives. The nature of the Epic genre is
one reason why we cannot assess the claim that Krsna Viasudeva is asakta. The other is
the nature of non-attachment, which Krsna insists is not behaviourally marked: ‘as the
unknowing ones, attached to action, act, just so should the knowing, unattached one act,
desiring to effect lokasamgraha’ (3:25). The difference made by a pe.rson being asaktel

is of three kinds: the difference it makes in the quality of the person’s experience of life,

the difference it makes to whether or not their death is followed by rebirth, and the

difference it makes to whether or not they manage significantly to stem the threats
posed to the world’s optimum functioning, both cosmic and social. All these

differences, for varying reasons, are extremely hard to identify.

6.2. The actions of Krsna Almighty

Krsna refers on several occasions to his specifically divine actions as asakia:

“The four varpas were sent forth by me, divided in actions and in qualities. Know me, though the
doer of this, as the imperishable non-doer. Actions do not stain me. I do not delight in the fruit of
actions. Whoever perceives me in this way is not bound by actions” (4:13-14).

‘All creatures go to my prakyti at the quietening of the kalpa: I emit them again at the beginning of
the kalpa. Resting on my own prakyti T emit again and again this entire village of creatures
unwishingly, contrelled by [my] natare. Those acts do not bind me, seated indifferently and
unattached in them’ (9:7-9).

By the time the idea that people must emulate God’s manner of acting is
introduced, the text has already set out an understanding of human asakta karman. Does
the idea of God’s being asakia add anything to this understanding, or does it confuse it?
This question will be explored in relation to several of the points Krsna has made about

human action.

The first of Krsna’s philosophical arguments concerns the distinction between

192




“deha, the perishable body, and dehin, the imperishable one-in-the-body, in light of
which every bodily circumstance, howsoever delightful or horrifying, is trivial, and
hence should not be a basis for attachment (2:12-25, 29-30). The text deconstructs God,
as well as the human being, into component parts, using the distinction between deha
and dehin. The most explicit example of this move in Indian thought is Ramanuja’s
theory that the world is the body of God.® The Bhagavadgiti, as we shall see, lends
partial support to this theory.,

7:4-5 differentiates KA’s lower prakrti from his higher prakrti. His lower prakrti
is prakyti as ordinarily thought of, the basis of material existence made up of the three
gunas. His higher praketi is jivabhiita. Van Buitenen translates this as ‘the order of
souls’, but it could also mean “consisting of life’: what is apparently denoted is a non-
prakrtic element of living organisms, that is, dehin. So that which from a human
viewpoint is called purusa is merely a part of KA’s prakrti: at 15:7 he calls it “a parti%%e
of myself’. It is in this sense that Krsna refers to himself as ‘the knower of the field in
every field’ (13:3ab): he is the dehin of evéry deha in the double sense that not only is
the human deha his deha because he is the dehin of all prakrti, but also that the
individual dehin is he himself, comprising jivabhiita as his higher prakrii. But the logic
of 2:12-25 and 29-30, where it is stressed that the prakrtic element of the human being
is not to be overly heeded, is applied also to KA, and hence the text stresses that the real
character of KA is to be found in the purugottama, that aspect of him which stands apart
from the creative process, the higher and lower prakrtis, as dehin stands apart from the
human psychophysical organism. By analogy to KA’s higher and lower prakrtis, the
psychic and the physical would here correspond, respectively, to the higher and lower
prakrtis of the human being. The purusottama is described at 8:20-22° and 9:4-5 as
avyakta (unmanifest), but it is differentiated from the avyakia that is prakrii in its

potential, unevolved state.” 15:16-18 makes the same point, that KA transcends both

® See Lipner 1986:39¢F., 85-86. Lipner traces the idea to Brhaddranyvaka Upanisad 3.7:15,

® 8:20 presents the existence of the purusotiama as logically necessary to explain the repeated setting-in-
motion of cosmic evolution. A similar idea is preserved in the developed Simikhya darfana, which sees
purusa as the inactive instigator of the cosmic process (see, for example, Samidya Karikd 31). The
metaphor of copulation between the purusottama and the avyakta prakrii is never far away:
Chattopadhyaya 1959 makes much of this as he traces the Samkhya system to non-Vedic, proto-Tantric
contexts. The gender politics of the copulative cosmogony are important: see A. Collins 2000,

"'Van Buitenen 1981:166 differentiates avyakta (“the description of prakrti in germinal state”) from
Avyakta (“an order of being completely transcendent to the creatures’, that is, purusottamc). His
interpretation is the natural one here: the ambiguity arises because the text is punning on the adjective
avyakta by missing out the nouns that it qualifies.
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dehin and the stuff of deha.® With this claim, the Bhagavadgitd’s theology goes beyond
cosmotheism. It follows that knowledge, to be truly liberating, must extend to this
transcendent, acosmic aspect of KA. An anthropomorphised cosmos i$ a recurring
feature of Indian cosmology, and is seen in Jainism as well as in Rgveda 10.90 where,
interestingly, there is some tension between the view that the cosmos contains all the
dismembered parts of the primal person (verses 11-14) and the view that the cosmos is
only a fraction of the primal person (verse led: ‘he totally covers the earth and overlaps
a distance of ten fingers beyond it’; verse 3cd: ‘all creatures are one quarter of him,

three quarters of him are the immortal in heaven’).

The analogy between KA and the human being is taken further. Just as dehin
passes through a series of different embodiments, so the cosmic expression of the
purusotiama is cyclic. 8:17-19 describes successive cosmic emissions as days of
brahman. The avyakia prakyti connects the end of one cosmic cycle to the beginning 0%;
the next, being the raw material out of which the world is fashioned: in the same way
successive embodiments of dehin are connécted by a subtle body, mentioned at
Bhagavadgiia 15:7-8 as consisting of the indrivas and manas, aspects of prakriti which,
in the interim between dehas, are in an unmanifest state. The night of brahman has no
temporal counterpart from the micropersonal perspective, however, as th;: text does not
mention any time lag between successive dehas of a karmically coherent life-chain:
instead, at Mahdbhdrata 3.181:24 Mirkandeya states that rebirth follows death
immediately. Another weakness of the analogy is that dehin may attain moksa and
escape rebirth, whereas Krsna does not suggest any end to the succession of days of

brahman.

As far as asakta karman is concerned, the prospect of an enormous number of
embodiments, which in the human case follows from the knowledge of the distinction
between deha and dehin and which, according to Krsna, should prompt detachment in

people, can easily be imagined to have the same effect on KA. The essential aspect of

% 15:16-18 has been variously interpreted. My interpretation is shared by Hill 1928:240-241 {approved by
A. Sharma 1986:78), but differs from those of Sankara, Raminuja and Zaehner. The latter (1969:366-
367: see also Patel 1991:118-121) objects to prakrti being called a purusa, and sees the two lower
purusas as representing liberated and bound dehins, The conflict here is between purusa as a Samkhyan
technical term, and the Bhagavadgz“fﬁ‘s use of the word, which is often not philosophical, and is
sometimes best translated simply as ‘person’. It is surely desirable to interpret this passage in line with
the ideas of 7:4-5 and §:20.

? See also Svetdsvatara Upanisad 1:10: *Pradhina (primary matter) is perishable, the bearer [i.e. dehin]
deathless and imperishable. The one God commands both the perishable and the dfman. Through
meditation on kim, through yoga, and, moreover, through [his] being a rartva (real thing), in the end
there is cessation of all trickery’.
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KA is separate from any cosmos he might happen to be currently facilitating, and hence
the details-of that cosmos are, to him, quite trivial. This claim is not explicitly made by
the text but is implied by the analogy explored above. It is threatened by some
interpretations of the avatdra theory, which see God as intimately interested in the ;
particular development of the cosmos. These will be discussed and dismissed anon: for %
the present it is enough to note that the deha / dehin distinction is a crucial part of the

theory of asakia karman, and that the text applies it to this end with respect to the

actions both of human beings and of KA.

The analogous concepts of dehin and purusottama, though they are referred to by 1
the text as the essential, real and true aspect of the human being (2:12-13) and the
cosmos (8:20-22, 15:17-18) respectively, are actually very tricky concepts, both being a
reified logical priority. Buddha argued against the reification of karmic and
psychophysical continuity into a self or d@fman (S. Collins 1982), and similarly the
Bhagavadgiia argues against the reification of any particularisable things, any aspects of
prakrti, into an dtman: this is the delusion o.f ahamkdra, whereas dehin is wholly
different, non-identifiable, non-phenomenal, a mere subjectness. Buddha’s
philosophical refusal to deal with drman is mirrored by his agnostic atheism, for
purusotiama as described above is uncanny in the same way as dehin is: it is no “this’,
rather it is that without which no ‘this’ can be imagined. The Bhagavadgita takes this
logical primacy seriously, presents it as an ontological primacy, and says that human
beings have no option, if they are to truly know, other than thinking in terms of dehin
and purusottama, howsoever subtle these ideas are. Buddha’s approach explains
consciousness-of as a function of an ideologically and linguistically constructed subject
‘I, but leads to the position where there can be nothing to be truly known, no ontology.
A post-structuralist approach would take the same line, but the Bhagavadgitd instead

explains the constructed subject as a function of consciousness-of.

The methodology of asakta karman which Krsna proposed to Arjuna was
premised on a certain analysis of the human being. A human body exists within a
consubstantial environment, with which it interacts through the indriyas: manas,
ahamkara and buddhi are the psychological powers through which sensory input is
analysed and appropriate activity initiated. In the case of asakta action, buddhi will be
single (2:41): this involves concentrating solely on the action at hand without
considering the possible results of its success or failure. Consideration of possible

results brings desire and anger into play, and these destroy both the efficiency of the
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action and the mental state of the actor (2:41-71). Singleness of buddhi is allied to the
presentation of one’s actions to oneself in terms of dharma, yajiia and lokasamgraha
(3:9-16, 19-21, 25-26). Being a recipient of existence and sustenance from the world, it
is meet to ‘make the wheel thus set in motion roll onwards’ (3:16): the loka (inclusive of
devas) sustained by dharmic human action is necessary in order that humans may
continue to exist (see above, chapter four). Dharma here is a practical notion, not a

transcendental one: lokasamgrahadharma follows from the specificities of the loka.

If KA is asakta in a fashion that may illuminate human attempts to be so, then we
would expect him to have a single, focused buddhi and a manas vapolluted by desire or
anger. However, in the text there is little suggestion that KA has a psychological
complex made up of ahamkara, manas and buddhi in the way that human beings have.
KA is said to have manas at 10:6: he brought the seven ancient rsis and the four Manus
into existence by means of it. Manas in human beings is not such that it can bring thingg
into being: here Krsna employs a cosmological use of the term, which may be
historically older, but which does not sit eas.ily with the text’s predominantly
psychological usage. Manusmyii 1:53d states that during the night of brahman, when
Brahma is asleep, ‘manas becomes languid’. The re-awakening of manas corresponds to
the dawning of another day, when the cosmos comes into being again through the
activity of the rsis, which constitutes the non-languidness of manas.'” In these passages
manas seems to represent the unmanifest prakrri, rather than being a cosmic faculty of
purusotiama cogitating about the events of the world as they are happening. Since there
is an infinity of successive universes, we may say that the purwoftdma would have an
asakta attitude to any particular goings-on within one universe, but it has no location for
this attitude, for the location of asakfa-ness in human beings is not dehin but the
psychological complex, part of prakrti (3:7, 19, 25, 13:9, 18:49)." At first it seems that
this is paradoxical, since the thrust of the defa / dehin distinction is that dekin is by
definition unattached to deha or to the wider prakrﬁc world (13:14 describes “that
which is to be known’, i.e. dehin, as asakta). But for a person to be non-attached
requires the knowledge of dehin and of dehin’s non-attachment, the healthy results of
which knowledge take place in the mental space of the person, whose buddhi and manas
then reflect the non-attachment of dehin. As long as purusottama is conceived on the

model of dehin, it will similarly be non-attached by definition, which puts it in a

" In Manusmrti there are ten rsis and eight Manus, seven of which are subordinate to the first one.

'* 5:21, which describes dman as asakta, is also to be read as denoting the psychologicat complex (Hara
1999),
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situation very different to that of the human person in process.

In the human case the process of attachment has been explained and theori_séd
through an interactive analysis. What could it mean for KA to be attached to the fruits
of his cosmic actions? Could KA become attached to the development of the cosmos
during a day of brahman, desire certain states of affairs within it, and thus consider the
cosmic unfoldment in terms of success of failure, that is, in terms of the fulfilment or

non-fulfilment of his desire? It is clear from the text, as long as we resist the kind of

mterpretation of avatdra mentioned earlier, that KA is not subject to desires in this way.

He emphasises his indifference: ‘for me there is nothing to be done, nothing in the three
worlds unobtained [but] to be obtained’ (3:22abc); ‘I am the same with respect to all
beings: they are neither odious nor dear to me” (9:29ab). His interaction with the
cosmos is of a general nature: he is concerned wholly with the enabling of every
occurrence, without any assessment being given of the desirability or likely results of
any particutar occurrence.'” In this metaphorical respect he may be said to be
characterised by a single buddhi. Like asakfd human actors, the purusottama is
engaged, without remainder, in the moment-by-moment underpinning of the world-

process.

However, it is hard to see how KA could become attached. His deha is
fundamentally different from ours: it is not subject to interaction with a consubstantial
environment. Thus, while the generation of attachment within the human deha is
explained by the text in terms of interaction, through the indriyas and manas, with the
wider world in which the desa moves, KA’s deha is the world, and cannot interact, The
psychological complex of human beings is predicated on interaction and the need to be
sustained through it, so we cannot understand how the isolated KA could possess
indriyas, manas, buddhi or ahamkara. In humans the indriyas, manas and buddhi are
the basis (adhisthana) of desire (3:40ab): in KA, desire, intention and attachment have
no basis. The idea of deha depends on a consubstantial environment, without which the
body cannot be delineated: my body is only my body because there is stuff which it is
not. In this sense, it is meaningless to speak of the cosmos as God’s body. It is also
meaningless to speak of KA in terms of lokasamgraha, dharma and yajiia, since he is
not dependent on a particular kind of state of affairs in the way people are. Dharma,
‘that which sustains’, is a creature-centric concept. KA’s actions do not have the

function of sustaining a loka within which alone he can exist, so he has no

> KA does not want the Pandavas to win the war, he just knows they will win,
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lokasamgrahadharma, and so he is naturally indifferent to cosmic conditions: he 1s

necessarily asakta in his activities.

The purusottama, like dehin, is non-attached by default, by definition. Tt is
difficult for us to imagine KA’s situation because our experience is of interactive,
environmental embodiment. KA is not embodied in the same way as us, and so the
dehin / purusotiama analogy breaks down. KA may concentrate on the task being
undertaken without considering possible consequences, but he has nothing else to

concentrate on, since his actions have no external consequences.

Krsna explains (3:27-29; 5:8-9; 18:40-41) that human actions are actually
performed by prakrti with its three gunas: the grammatical ‘I” does not correspond to
the agent of action. A particular action is caused by a particular set of circumstances:
responsibility lies outside the individual, who should thus remain detached. Human
asakia karman 1s action performed in the knowledge that all actions are performed by
prakrii. Each action has its own precise, exhaustive but only partly knowable reasons
for happening, hidden within the interaction between the svabhdva of the person
concerned, and the particular circumstances in which they are to be found at the
moment of action. The significance for humans of being determined by prakrti, and the
reason why this information can lead to an asakta attitude, is that the agency of the
action, and thus the negative effect of responsibility, is shifted beyond the person
concerned. This shifting can only happen because prakrii, the new explanation of why
actions oceur, is portrayed as a closed causal system. Human agency is dissolved into a
causally sufficient background, a background that was not hypothesised for this
purpose, but had emerged already, through empirical observation of the consistent
workings of the world. The peculiar nature of KA’s non-environmental embodiment
continues to plague the equation between his asakfa karman and ours, for his actions
have to take place without any circumstances: there is no natural background to dissolve
his actions into. “Arjuna fights his relatives’ has reasons for taking place, but the
purusottama [ both prakytis conjunction that issues and constitutes a day of brahman
does not. Purusottama approaching the prakrtis must be a process, but by definition

there is no process until prakyfi is in motion, and we have a philosophical Mébius strip.

In the absence of any information explaining KA’s creative and supportive
proclivities, these must be understood (if this can be said to constitute an understanding)
as an absolute fact. To view them as somehow self-chosen both begs the question and

threatens KA’s ability to be asakta. If the purusottama / both prakriis conjunction has a

1938




svabhdva, this svabhéva is absolute: it is not to be understood, as human svabhdva is, in
terms of causal antecedents. ' Krsna seems to view his creativity as requiring no further
explanation: when he describes the cosmos being re-emitted every brahman-morning
through his activity, he simply states that this is what he does, without mentioning any
motive or explanation, or any possibility of his behaving otherwise (9:7-10). No
explanation is given of why he supervises the development of the world in the particular
manner he does. While acting without conscious motivation is the cornerstone of the
asakta attitude, at least in the case of humans there are the unconscious motivations of
prakrti which, though unknowable in detail, can be assumed to exist, causing our
actions. KA’s actions lack conscious motivation only insofar as they lack any cause at

all.

At 9:8 Krsna may be interpreted as explicitly admitting that he is constrained 1o
behave in the way he does. It will be useful here to cite a number of translations of the%

Verse:

‘Taking hold of nature which is my own, I send forth again and again ali this multitude of beings
which are helpiess, being under the control of nature’ (Radhakrishnan 1948:241).

‘Subduing my own material Nature ever again [ emanate this whole host of beings, ~powerfess
[themselves], from Nature comes the power’ (Zachner 1969:75).

‘Having seized my own lower prakrti, | send forth this whole multitude of helpless bcmgs again
and again, at the behesl of my lower prakrti’ (de Nicolds 1976a:120).

‘Resting on my own nature I create, again and again, this entire aggregate of creatures
involuntarily by the force of my nature’ (van Buitenen 1981:105).

The final pada of the verse is ‘avasam prakrter vasat’. While the first three of the
translators cited take avasam to be an accusative adjective qualifyihg bhiitagrimam
imam krtsnam (this entire village of creatures) as helpless (Radhakrishnan and de
Nicolds) or powerless (Zaehner), van Buitenen takes it to be an adverb qualifying KA’s
creative action as involuntary. Further, van Buitenen and de Nicolds understand
prakrter vasat as qualifying KA’s action, not the bhitagramam created. All these
options are grammatically justifiable, though to understand prakrter vasar, but not
avasam, as adverbial, as de Nicolas has done, strains the structure of the verse more
than van Buitenen’s option, which sees the whole last padua as adverbial. It is interesting
to note that, while the majority of translators have rendered the verse such that KA’s
autonomy is not in doubt, van Buitenen’s alternative is sensitive to the conclusions we

have been suggesting above. Heimann also reads the verse such that ‘the God produces

" For humans, causal antecedents are said to include karmic factors. These may also be appiied to the
cosmos, left-over karmabandha from the previous day of brahman sufficing as cause of the present
one: see Bronkhorst 2000, There is no suggestion of this idea in the Bhagavadeiti.
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here quasi involuntarily or compulsorily' (1939:129). Elsewhere she calls this 'an

unconscious emanation’ (1936:99). It is tempting, though speculative, to imagine that &
prakyter vasat alludes to some kind of meta-prakrti which could constitute an external S
as well as internal environment for KA’s actions, a hypothetical explanation of why he
does what he does, into which his agency might be dissolved by analogy with the
dissolution of human agency. Such a fantasy would allow KA’s asakta karman
meaningfully ﬁo resemble human asakta karman, and it would also provide a level of
explanation at which to understand the otherwise apparent arbitrariness of his character.
But of course then we can inquire after the basis of the basis of the basis of the world:
either we accept an infinite regress, or the process has to stop somewhere mysterious. At
10:2ab Krsna states that neither the multitudes of the celestials nor the great rsis knew
his origin, but at 10:3a he describes himself as unborn and beginningless. Here the
distinction between the unknown and the non-existent is dissdlved, and KA becomes a

solipsist. %

If, following van Buitenen’s reading, KA is avasa in his actions, as are human
beings, then there is a meaningful similarity between KA and Arjuna as regards asakta
karman, as for both of them actions are constrained by what kind of thing the apparent
actor happens to be. A radical difference is evident, however, in that while humans, in §
an attempt to understand the true causes of their behaviour and disable aﬁamkdm, can
pursue an understanding of their present nature and their actions in terms of a network
of causal factors, KA has no such possibility. His predilections are absolute and cannot
be explained in terms of anything else. Though his agency seems to be just as illusory as
that of a human person, he cannot identify any alternative agent. The sense of anyavasa S'
{controlled by another), which avasa has when applied to humans, cannot be preserved i
when the word is applied to KA. De Nicolds tries to identify an alternative agent by
saying that KA creates ‘at the behest of” prakrti, but prakrti, unless it is the fantastical
meta-prakrti, is as yet asleep. Since the identification of the alternative agent is a vital :
aspect of Krsna’s plan for Arjuna’s becoming asakia, KA’s being asakta is both

remarkable and mysterious.

By failing to provide a context within which KA’s agency could be dissolved and
his personality be explained, the text makes it clear that it intends KA to be where the
buck stops, but by passing the buck away from the individual person in the first place it
has begun a process, of dissolving agency into context, which is hard to stop. Indeed, by

saying that ‘only prakrti acts’, where prakrti is not an entity so much as a way of there
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‘being entities, the text seems to have deconstructed not just human agency, but the very
idea of agency, beyond repair. If the only agent is the sum total of all permutations of
things, each of which implies and is implied by every other, as if the occurrence of the
cosmos was just one event, then ‘x performs action y’ is just a way of saying ‘y occurs’
from a perspective which mistakenly privileges x. This being the case, the issue from
the human viewpoint is not where, if anywhere, the buck stops, but that the mistakenty
privileged x, fhat is, the person under the influence of ahamkdra, is replaced by
something more general, something more processual than stubstantive.’* KA functions
as a recipient of our erstwhile agency, so the very idea of KA is threatened if, by
claiming him to be asakta, the text leads us to turn the spotlight on fis agency. The
question of how KA relates to the agency we have transferred to him remains

unanswered.

The text’s silence on this issue may be philosophically strategic but it is hardly
satisfying. We cannot tell why KA creates the universe again and again, or why he
becomes involved with the maintenance of dharma, “for the rescue of the honest and the
destruction of the wicked’ (4:8ab). It is easy to anthropomorphise KA, portraying his
actions in terms of his preferences. The text itself uses this type of portrayal on
occasion, when it talks of Krsna responding to his bhaktas, but this anthropomorphism
is of limited value since, as has been shown, KA has no background against which any
preferences can be understood. His nature, including the maintenance of what we call
dharma and the ability, when rightly perceived, to occasion the salvation of humans, is
an absolute fact. We are told that Krsna is asakta whilst maintaining dharma, but his
maintenance of dharma is so different from ours that we cannot understand human

asakta karman any better by knowing this about him.

We have now examined many aspects of the human technique of asakta karman
in the light of the claim that KA is an asakia karmin. It has been shown that KA’s action
is not similar enough to human action to function as a meaningful example for people to
follow. Nonetheless, KA’s asakta karman remains a vital aspect of the text’s use of the

term, and the similarities and contrasts between the text’s applications of asakta karman

** The problem is linguistic {see above, 5.5): by identifying subjects for verbs, language forces agency
onto a word. Nietzsche 1996:29: 'the common people distinguish lightning from the flash of light and
take the latter as doing, as the effect of a subject which is calied lightning... But no such substratum
exists; there is no ‘being’ behind doing, acting, becoming; 'the doer' is merely a fiction imposed on the
doing~the doing itself is everything. Basically, the common people represent the doing twice over,
when they make lightning flash~that is a doing doubled by another doing: it posits the same event once
as cause and then once again as effect’.
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~ to human and divine action reveal important limitations of the concept itself. The main

thrust of the text’s exposition of asakta karman is that action can be rendered asakta by
the knowledge that the action as such is contained and explained by prakrii, which
constitutes both the substance and the attendant circumstances of the action. In the
human case these circumstances are svabhdvic, situational and relational, and in the
divine case they are the precise state of play of the gunas at any particular moment. In
both cases the existence of activity, the awakening of prakrsi, follows from KA’s
initially non-located svabhava."® Attendant upon human possession of this knowledge
that all actual actions are accounted for, there is the possibility that action may take
place without any psychological fall-out, such that the person discharging it does not
claim it as theirs. KA operates in such a manner: he just gets on with the things that he
just gets on with, without remarking further, except for the purpose of Arjuna’s
edification, on the happenstance that it is precisely him who is connected to precisely
these actions. The same attitude, we are told, happens on occasion in people too. But Tt
is not clear why it should be necessary, as repeatedly stipulated by Krsna, for the asakta
human actor to know the details of who KA is, and of how he acts through his
purusottama / both prakrtis conjunction. In fact we have found this knowledge to be
impossible, since the text fails to give a full picture of KA’s action as action. Given the
claimed importance of mentally conceiving KA, it is ironic that satisfactory assistance is
not given to any reader or hearer of the text except for Arjuna, its first recipient, who
had the fillip of witnessing the theophany. This irony would suggest that it is folly to
abstract Krsna’s speech out of its narrative context and use it in the construction of a
universal path of salvation. Yet this is certainly what some of the text’s editoré have

domne.

Our explorations have led to some unorthodox theological positions: the
uniqueness of van Buitenen’s interpretation of 9:8 demonstrates the tenacity of the view
that KA must be autonomous and free and could not possibly be avasa. Such a view
may be conditioned by a theological prejudice as much as by the contents of the text.
Whatever theological explorations we have made have been in the context of our study
of asakia karman in the Bhagavadgitd, and should remain in that context: insofar as it is
aresponse to Arjuna’s pre-war crisis, the text is far more concerned with the problems
of human action than with the problems of theology. The theological problems that the

text throws up follow from the application of human ideation, which is necessarily

" This is why the cosmos cannot be unique: if KA’s absolute svabhdva is creative then he must always
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.anthro'pocentric, to something that is, by its very definition, wholly other (immortal,
omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient efc.). Adsakta karman does not easily transfer from
the human to the divine realm, since the anthropomorphisation of the ultimate cause,
whilst perhaps enhancing its psychological accessibility, is philosophically perverse.
The analogy between KA and a human being, though initially promising, has broken

down.

6.3. Avaiara: philosophical objections and socio-historical explanations

The idea of KA sketched above, unconcerned as he brings a cosmos into existence,
heedless to what goes on within it, and remorseless as he destroys it again, does not
exhaust the Bhagavadgita’s idea of him, however much the text may claim that he is
asakita. The text expounds a divinity involved with the preservation of dharma and th%
maintenance of felicitous conditions for humanity. KA does not just start praksti
evolving and then leave the process to run its course. He also interferes from time to
time to boost dharma. It is for this purpose that he is embodied as Krspa Vasudeva (4:7-
8). The text claims that this involvement does not compromise KA’s ability to be
asakta: just as human beings can be intimately involved with dharma and vet be asakia,
so can KA. How are we to make sense of this, given that KA has no need of

lokasamgraha’l

The difficulty of this problem increases the more one anthropomorphises KA.
Despite this, the avardra idea has been the cue for imaginative descriptions of him as
caring for humanity and as intimately involved with the fortunes of those who have faith
in him. Such descriptions may be characterised as religious rather than philosophical:
they render the concept of KA more accessible by presenting it in terms which are only
really applicable to people. The Bhagavadgita seems to be serving religious and
philosophical needs both at once (Olivelle 1964:519), and thus its characterisations of
the divine appear contradictory. Thus, for example, Deutsch says that the avatara
‘doctrine’ ‘is simply inconsistent with the rest of the teaching about the nature of the
divine and the world which is put forward by the Gita’ (1968:18). He deduces an
allegorical meaning of the doctrine, such that (p. 20) ‘avatdrana is present whenever a
man is empirically awakened to the fact of his spiritual status as a human being’,

Deutsch is taking liberties with the text here, and it is not altogether clear what he

create. Here again the extended night of brafuman is an anomaly.
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means, but it is clear that KA’s intervention in the universe is in conflict with his being
indifferent and beyond the pairs-of-opposites (dvandvas: see 4:22, 5:3, 7:27-28 and

15.5) of which dharma / adharma is an example.

This conflict can be reéoived by appealing to the history of the text, and by
crediting Deshpande’s assessment that ‘there was a version of the Mahabhdarata which
did not contain a notion of Krsna as a divinity” (1991:347). We have, in this chapter,
found philosophical evidence to support this statement. But why would the idea that
Krsna is God have been introduced? The impetus for this move appears to have come
from socio-political considerations, which outweighed the need for philosophical
consistency in the text. Jaiswal, after a detailed survey of textual and inscriptional
sources bearing on the origins of the Vaisnava avatdra theory, concludes that

(1967:132)

‘the doctrine of incarnation played a major role in mitigating regional and tribai separatistm and
extending brahmanism to semi-civilised'® indigenous tribes, The syncretism effected through this ™
doctrine was sometimes brahmanical and sometimes popular in character, but to a great extent it

was the reconciliatory attitude of Vaisnavism which gave the country a kind of cultural unity and
succeeded In establishing the same kind of social structure al} over India’.

The implication here is that so-called popular religion centred on the worship of
apotheosised human figures or local divinities faithful to their own devotees, and that
what we call Vaisnavism is the result of an eﬁtempi; to unite, by a process-of
“hierarchical ‘trurﬁping” (Johnson 1997:95), many such popular religions into a
Vedically orthoprax umbrella religion. Jaiswal (p. 74) agrees with Raychaudhuri’s
(1920:4, 63) view that the appropriation of popular support for a vaguely defined
brahmanism was effected in order to present a united front against the threat of
Buddhism, but this union may equally have been required through internal
development, because of population growth and increasing tribal interaction. The same
process of absorption and expansion is also discernible in the non-brahmanical
traditions, with their lists of previous buddhas and firtharkaras. The ad hoc, locally
sensitive nature of this process of expansion is shown by the many textual variants in
the number of avataras: four, six, ten, twelve, sixteen, twenty-two, twenty-three,
twenty-four and twenty-nine avatdras are mentioned, sometimes different numbers in
the same text (Jaiswal pp. 120-121, Bhandarkar 1913:58-59). Krsna does not specify in
the Bhagavadgiia how many avatdras there have been prior to himself, nor does he say

that he is an avatdra of Visnu. At 10:20-38 he lists his celestial (divya) manifestations

¥ This term should be understood in a value-neutral fashion, to indicate cultures unused to socialisation
bevond a small number of connubial tribes,
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(vibhiitis): in this passage he allies himself with many esteemed divine, remembered or

mythical powers and personages, which may have been representative of different
communities within a wider polity now being established by means of overarching
ideological structures (Gonda 1969:126). These vibhiris can be explained in the same
terms as the avaidras: they demand a non-philosophical explanation, in any case,
because Krsna has already made it clear that he is the substance and spirit of everything
and everybody, s0 to list popular items would be no more representative than to list

unpopular ones.

The text’s emphasis on loyalty to Krsna as Lord can be read in the context of the
rituals and ideologies of early Indian social formations. Social structure, particularly in
rural areas, may well have been based around the pre-eminence and economic power of
local Lords. R. S. Sharma (1991:16) describes the decline in urbanism after about 300
CE:

‘If it became difficult to collect taxes, to bring these to towns and then to disburse salaries to
officials and soldlers and to give gifis to the bra@hmanas in terms of money or cattle, the state felt
obliged to have recourse to land grants which became common from the third-fourth century AD
onwards. In the new situation the understanding seems to have been that the state gave a village to
a select person: that person fended for himself, collected taxes, maintained law and order in the
village and took care of it’

kS

The idea that KA is the recipient of all bhakti, which people direct towards manifold
personages (9:23-24, 10:37ab), allows the religion of Krsna-bhakti to function as a
backdrop against which socio-hierarchical ideologies might be sustained in local
religious and ritual contexts.”” The plurality of God’s taking form to protect dharma .
would be an idea particularly likely to promote social stability in-a historical period
where local Lords or rdjans, in exchange for bhakii of whatever kind, ensured the
protection of the bhaktas and the maintenance of their loka.' Krsna’s deification within

the text can be explained historically: once the social effects of text are appreciated by

' Ali 2001 mentioned the terminological similarities between the discourse of bhakti in the Bhagavadgita
and the discourses of dominance and power within Indian courtly and erotic contexts. Politically, a
person was doing well if they were asakta and svarantra (self-reliant), if they had bhaktas, that is, folk
under their vada, folk sakta with respect to them. This need not impact on what we have said
concerning the philosophy of asakia karman in the text. Tts idea of being asakta in action is logically
separate from the idea of being sakia with respect to moksa, Krsna, or any other deity or person.
Though these two ideas seem to be conflated by the text at various points (e.g. 7:1: Deutsch 1968:163
and Minor 1980, 1982 make much of this, the latter even equating yulia and sakta which, generally
speaking, are opposites in the text), the obiect of the (lack of) attachment in the first idea is action with
its hypothetical phala, but in the second it is not. Nonetheless, the interaction of religious and political
discourses is remarkable.

' Scharfe 1992 emphasises that rajan originally indicated a function taken on temporarity, which was
invested with a high degree of sacred mystique and the responsibility for violent action when necessary
to protect the interests of those to whom the rdjan was contractually bound through receipt of bhakri,
taxation or gifts. See also Gonda 1966,
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the elite in a world with wide cultural interaction, hierarchies (varna efc.y within that

wider culture may be textually strengthened or inculcated whilst local, more visible
power structures remain in place, their figureheads accepted as subordinate deities,
vibhiitis or avataras within the textual soteriological scheme, which is stabilised as a

result.

In light of these historical developments, we can see the Bhagavadgitd’s avatara
theory as separate from its philosophy of action and its cosmogonic theology. However,
much as we might intellectually separate editorial concerns, they appear combined in
the text itself, and hence we may attempt to derive a consistent view from the text. Does
the avatdra theory as presented by the Bhagavadgita render its theology unintelligible,
or 1s it possible that, despite the apparent extraneousness of the theory, its introduction
might be interpreted as having supplemented, rather than having contradicted, the view

given elsewhere in the text? -

This would be possible by viewing KA’s interventions as a fact of his nature, to
which he conforms but which he neither chooses nor is attached to, and by leaving
unasked the question of why he should have this nature. We have to have an absolute
nature for KA even without his interventions: we have already seen that there can be a
world at all only because he cannot help setting prakrti in motion. If he has a special
relationship with dharma, which is an anthropocentric subset of rra, the wider cosmic
order, it is of course easy to think of him from a human viewpoint in terms of
compassion and grace, but a less misleading representation of the situation would be és
follows. Human beings are arbitrarily privileged, both because they particularly benefit
from KA’s re-establishment of dharma, and because they are the type of agglomeration

of prakrti most associated with dehin, and hence represent his lower and higher

prakrtis. Those people who know KA, who have their minds fixed on him, who act

without attachment and who, when they die, go to him, not to rebirth, are especially, but
no less arbitrarily, privileged. An attitude of gratitude from such people is to some
extent easy to understand, but rests on the presumption that things could have been
otherwise: rather, Krsna’s account of Arjuna’s action, that it is certain to happen (11:32-
34, 18:59-60), should apply to KA’s actions too. It is less misleading to describe KA’s
attitude towards humankind in terms of agent-less passive verbs describing people, than
it is to do so in terms of active verbs with a divine grammatical subject. To talk of KA’s
love for his bhaktas 1s an anthropomorphisation which may reasonably be sustained

only if we do not anthropomorphise according to the mistaken anthropology which sees

206




a human being as able to act differently from how he or she does act. _

The removal of KA’s freedom has the consequence of aI.lowiﬁg the behaviour of
the avatdras to be notched into the causal scheme of prakrti’s activity, If, even after
prakrti has begun to evolvé in manifest form under the influence of the purusottama,
KA may decide, on the basis of his ongoing assessment of that evolution, to take on a
form and influence proceedings in one direction or another, then this poses a threat to
the very idea of prakrti as a sufficient cause. The text has strongly implied, in its
deconstruction of agency, that all occurring activity is accounted for within the sphere
of occurrence, and that each brahman-day of activity is internally physically coherent. If
the avatara initiates an event that is in any sense not caused by prakrti, the causal
pathways leading forward in time from this event will spread in many directions,
encompassing an ever increasing set of events that cannot fully be explained as prakrtic.
This set of events can be visualised (on a crude space / time graph) as an elongating,%
broadening cone whose tip is the avataric event. If the idea of avarara is applied to a
whole life (4:6-9 identifies the very comihg—tombe (janman) of Krsna Vasudeva as a
dharmic intervention), then every activity performed by the avaiara would constitute
the tip of such an event-cone. The idea that avardra is a free divine response to a
specific set of unfolding circumstances presumably lies behind Lipner’s conjecture
(1986:103, see also p. 122) that ‘the gvataric bodies, as phenomenalisations of the
supernal form, are non-prakrtic in nature’. However, this would mean that many non-
avaiaric bodies and events, since they occur within an effects-cone of a previous
avatara, are significantly non-prakrtic in nature. This undoes the force of the claim that

only prakrti acts.

If, following this line of reasoning, we conclude that even avatdric events are
prakrtic, we may ask what distinguishes avardric events from non-avatdric ones. As
detailed earlier, Krsna Vasudeva is particularly well placed to have discerned the
dharmic threat that people such as Duryodhana pose. Since there are identifiable
reasons for Krsna to behave in the way he does, that is, identifiable reasons for the re-
establishment of dharma which he effects, what does it mean to call this behaviour
avatdric? No more or less than that it succeeds in re-establishing dharma. This is, after
all, the touchstone of avatara as expounded at 4:7-8. This would mean that any re-
establishment of dharma would indicate avatara, which brings us close to the sense of
Deutsch’s interpretation, quoted earlier: the person who Deutsch characterises as being

‘empirically awakened to the fact of his spiritual status as a human being’ is,
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‘presumably, the knower of the distinction between deha and dehin, the asakta actor,
whose buddhi represents activities to itself only in terms of lokasamgraha, that is, in
terms of the maintenance of dharma. A person achieving this would bé doing so as a
result of causal prakrtic antecedents, and might, by the same token, be caused

subsequently to stop doing so.

After the war, Arjuna asks Krsna for a recapitulation of the substance of the
Bhagavadgita, saying that he has forgotten what was said just before the battle
commenced. This shows that Arjuna does not succeed once and for all in becoming an
asakta karmin. As we have seen earlier, the Epic will not tell us definitively that Arjuna
fought the war under the influence of Krsna’s speech, focused solely upon
lokasamgraha and upon KA as the source of all activity. Nonetheless, if he did, his
dharma-sustaining war efforts may speculatively be seen, according to the
understanding we have reached, as a temporary instance of avaiara. Krsna suggests, on
this post-war occasion, that he himself is not able fully to access the dharma-sustaining
potency he displayed before the battle. He is not joined-with-yoga as he was then
(Mahabharata 14.16:12): the situation has been successfully resolved, the main threat to
dharma dealt with. Thus, Krsna Vasudeva’s being dn avaltdra can also be thought of as

temporary and situation-~-specific.

Through a metaphorical understanding of the more anthropomorphic descriptions
of KA’s interaction with the manifest world, we have reached a position whereby the
sustaining power indicated by the idea of avatdra is contained within the evolution of
prakrti. More specifically, it is contained within the subsection of manifest pmkrti
which involves human persons, that is, the subsection enlivened by dehin, which
therefore has the potential to reflect, in buddhi and manas, the definitive non-attachment
of dehin, KA’s higher prakrti. Tt is through this close connection to KA that human
beings have the ability to maintain the dharmas, which sustain them. The brute world
can confinue to be manifest only insofar as it is connected, by logical necessity, to the
founding impulse of the purusottama. Likewise the human world, the loka of
lokasamgraha, can be sustained only insofar as it is intimately connected, through
dehin, to that same purusottama. The intimacy of the connection between dehin and
purusotiama is illustrated by the analogy explored earlier: both the human being and the
cosmos can only be manifest at all by being under the influence of something wholly

other than, and permanently detached from, the dissectable stuff of their manifestation.
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We have pursued many philosophical avenues in our attempt to understand the
Bhagavadgitd’s claim that Krsna is the paradigmatic non-attached actor. In conclusion,
we may summarise our findings as follows, Krsna’s political activities are compatible |
with the claim: he, more than all the other major characters in the narrative of the
Muahdabhdrata, warrants being described as one whose buddhi is asakta and singly
focused on lokasamgraha. When KA’s activities are in question, however, it seems that
human non-attachment can only be ilfustrated by comparison with non-human non-
attachment if the non-human entity in question has, at the very least, the possibility of
being attached. It is hard to see how KA could ever be attached, and hence the
knowledge of how he is non-attached is not relevant to us. Dehin and the purusoitama
are definitively non-attached, and dehin’s non-attachment may on occasion be reflected
by buddhi and manas, the higher prakrti of the person: this results in human asakta
karman. Purusottama’s non-attachment, however, is always reflected by dehin, the
higher prakrti of the divine person, and hence asakta karman is the only kind of divire
karman there is. Our hope was that, by exploring the claim that Krsna is non-attached,
we could gain insights into how people (or, at the very least, other people) might
emulate him in this regard. However, having explored the claim, no progress has been
made into understanding asakta karman as a human methodology, despite the
suggestion we have been led to make, that the circumstances of asalia karman as a
human eventuality are most obviously those in which dharma is critically threatened.
The claim that KA is non-attached has, instead, served to illustrate the non-attachment
of dehin. This is unhelpful as far as asakta karman is concerned because dehin cannot

act.
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'Chapter seven: Conclusions

71.1. Asakia karman in the Bhagavadeita from a narrative point of view

It would be of great assistance in our understanding of asakia karman if it was clear
from the narrative whether or not Arjuna fought the battle asakta, or whether or not
Krsna Visudeva was asakia in his Epic activities as he claims to be. However, this is
not the case. I'rom a narrative point of view, no character is shown to be asakta, it is just
that some characters claim to be so, or are claimed by other characters to be so, or are
entreated by other characters to become so. For this reason, the philosophical possibility
of deliberately asakia karman must be seen as a narrative fiction. In the Bhagavadgitd,
it is one of the subjects Krsna expounds while Arjuna is changing his mind and deciding
to fight, but it may be that Arjuna’s changing his mind occurred for other reasons. Evgn
if we reduce the narrative significance of asakta karman to that of a rhetorical device

used by Krsna, we still cannot say whether that use was a successful one or not.

If when Arjuna, at leisure some time after the war, asked Krsna to repeat the
words he had uttered on that occasion on the as yet unbloodied battlefield, Arjuna was
asking because he was particularly interested in a dimly remembered idea of asakra
karman, and if Krsna, after admitting that he could not remember his own words, had,
instead of improvising others, called for Samjaya, who heard it all the first time, and left
Arjuna to quiz him for some time, the impression that Arjuna would then have had of

asakta karman might have resembled the following. .

Krsna says to Arjuna: you are Arjuna the ksatriya so you must fight, and you will
triumph. But 1s the Bhagavadgiia’s solution to Arjuna’s crisis-of-decision of use to
anyone else? Johnson 1997:103: ‘to employ the G#ta@’s soteriological method —the
giving up of the fruits of our actions to God- without... a pre-established ‘worldly’
moral framework, would present all kinds of practical and ethical problems’. Hence, as
shown in section three of chapter four, the need for Dharmasastras: but these only tell
you what to expect from ‘yourself” as described under various stereotyped categories.
The moral code of Dharmaéﬁstra is like a statistical law, which works as an
approximate, probabilistic tool, but which is of scant assistance when an individual

quantum person, Arjuna, has good reason to fear that he is a statistical anomaly, a

' Say, for example, four and a half years, bearing in mind that Arjuna would also have sundry royal duties
to perform.
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person forced by his svabhdva to do what his upbringing and the Dharmagastras have
led him to expect he never would. His fighting is due to Krsna Almighty showing him
that it is unavoidable, that he is such an anomaly, that he must therefore revise his |
expectations of himself, and that his army will be victorious. But the text will not be of
any comparable use to anyone else: widening one’s expectations to include the

unexpected is different from being told precisely what to expect.

The text shows that, even though we may not know what to do, our selfconscious
reasonings and motivations are of far less value than we ordinarily suppose. We may be
asked to account for our actions in social contexts, but in the cosmic context the
existence of alternatives is illusory and everything that happens, past, present and
future, is interconnected and self-accounting. With this in mind, it may be immaterial to
conceive of one’s future, particularly since, as I have shown in chapter six, situations of
extreme danger, in which one’s natural ecology is threatened, call forth an instinctual a
response which will ensure that one’s resources are maximally focused to one’s benefit.
The knowledge that this is the case can be éxpected to reduce anxiety. However, such
knowledge is continually threatened by social structures and ideologies, which present a
contrasting, and spurious, account of the world. We can confidently say, though Arjuna
was not to know this, that social ideology was forced to play this role in order to achieve
the practical task of maintaining peace amongst different ethnic groups which, for
millions of years and until comparatively recently, had been culturally isolated and
devoid of common interests. In this situation it is imperative, for the mental prosperity
of the individual, that the ideological appurtenances of society be counteracted by the
maintenance of a cosmic perspective which can undo the existential damage due to
individualism, social manipulation through desires, and the linguistic and symbolic
order. It 1s this cosmic perspective that is alluded to by the text’s use of the term asakia
karman, but, in cases where the action in question is socially predicated, it is necessary
also to maintain some measure of societal perspective, and so asakta must be
understood to apply in a relative rather than an absolute sense. This is perhaps another
way of saying that, in social situations, one’s instincts, and the education one would
have received in an isolated kula, do not on their own provide a good enough guide to
behaviour.” The rules of the social game must be known and respected, but that game
itself should not be taken too seriously. It must nonetheless be played, because society is

now an integral part of the loka which humans inhabit: however, the recent arrival of

? For socialised adults this in itself may seem instinctual, but it is in fact learned, as the memory of
childhood embarrassments will testify,
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‘this social game, the fact that humans have not evolved to be able to play it, that is to
say it is not natural for humans, means that it is not realistic so suggest, as Teschner
does (see above, 4.1), that societal action can be non-intentional. Even if the excesses of
desire are kept in check, societal activity is inescapably teleological. Social ideology
reserves its highest respect for those who do keep desires in check and thus appear to be
acting out of duty alone, but duty, in its social rather than cosmic sense, is a new and
strange ideological term: it refers to activities, not mentalities, even if mentalities may

(socially) perceive themselves in terms of it.

In the Bhagavadgita, as we have shown, jiidna denoctes the cosmic, non-societal
perspective, and buddhi contains the potential to maintain it. As Brassard says, speaking
of the function of buddhi in the Bhagavadgiti (1999:96), ‘one should maintain a certain
vision of this world and... by just maintaining it, a spiritual transformation is to occur...
the integration of a salvific meaning or vision of this world and maintaining an
awareness of it is the only thing required for true spiritual progression’. The main‘tainiﬁg
of this awareness is yoga. I would add, on the basis of the arguments in chapter three
above, that the context of this spiritual quest is not, as suggested by Hindu, Buddhist
and Jain soteriology, entrapment within samsdra, but rather it is the existential situation

of living in a society consisting overwhelmingly of people one is not related to.

Regardless of the terms in which the “spiritual quest’ may be presented, an
individual’s hearing about the possibility of such a quest, positioning him or herself
upon it, and succeeding or failing in it, are events which, like all events, must be
determined.” This is borne out by chapter five above, which has dealt in depth with
determinism as an instinctive, prudent and effective approach to the world, validated by
human scientific and technological activity for at least a million years. The implications
of determinism can only be eluded by ideological fudging or, in physics, as shown
above, 2.6, by recourse to hypothetical indeterminism: they are antithetical to the social
ideology of individual agency, hence ‘the theoretical effects of ideology... are... a threat
or a hindrance to scientific knowledge’ (Althusser 1969:12). In terms of the
Bhagavadgitd, the ‘philosophy’ that emerges from social ideology is a threat to the

natural philosophy that had already emerged from experiential reflection.

Non-attachment in action is a human possibility, but it is very rare.* An absolute

* Hence yoga can be conceived non-teleologlcaliy, as a common prelude to buddhi-maintenance, rather
than as something undertaken in order to maintain buddhi.

T Krsna’s claim at 7:3 that asakta karmins are rare is apparently contradicted by 4:10 which says that
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sense of asakta is conceivable only by imagining a situation without socjietal context.
This is possible in the case of the asceticism which the text derides, but then the karman
is missing from asakta karman. To be absolutely asakta, karman has to be secret,
unwitting (although fashioned by wit) and unjudged. This is the case with many actions:
blinking and sundry bodily activities; aspects of one’s personal routine; some activities
performed at leisure on one’s own;” and actions performed in situations of such
emergency that societal dharmas are forced to take a back seat, as in Arjuna’s and
Krsna’s case with the Mahabhdarata war. Many martial and other heroic situation-saving
activities, as well as some criminal ones, are of this last type, which is preserved in a
simulated form by sport.® In light of Arjuna’s statement of his fears, we may infer that
asakta karman was more prevalent before the situations which gave rise to society and
the mixing of culturally isolated groups,” when dharma, social order, was not yet
differentiated from rfa, cosmic order, culturally different folk were an abomination by

definition, and behavioural anxiety the like of Arjuna’s was unknown.® "

A quantum object cannot be interrogéted without changing it in the process (see
above, 2.6): although it did have both position and momentum immediately before the
operation of measurement of one or other of them, that measurement causes an
awkward obscuring such that now they cannot both be known. In a similar way the
mentality accompanying the habitual, instinctual or otherwise unreﬂecte& activities of a
human quanta is awkwardly obscured in the process of one’s recognition of those
activities in oneself, which corresponds to the performance of a measurement. This
awkwardness occurs because the context of this selfconsciousness is societal, and thus
the recognition of one’s own behaviours, irrupting as it does upon a kind of forgetting,

an apparent allowing of the body to do as it will, is accompanied by existential anxiety

there have been many. This contradiction was ameliorated above, 5.5, by understanding asakta in a
relative sense with regard to the many. If asakia is to be understood in an absohite sense, then the
contradiction can be explained secially, by the need to encourage would-be asakta karmins, or
philosophically, by remembering that there have been countless previous creations.

* This kind of non-attachment is threatened by the possibility of celebrity, the idea that one’s private
activities might be made public by future biographers. A judgemental omniscient God epitomises this
threat, which is all the more dangerous when the God in question is claimed to have a metasocial
agenda.

% The problem with sport is that it institutionalises Jjudgement both of activities and of the hypothesised
attitude behind them. Such judgements are, however, contextualised by the knowledge that ‘it’s only a
game’.

7 From this perspective, the oid world of ancient ksatriva values that the Mahabharata laments the
necessary passing of, is in fact the world of the pre-societal kin-group.

¥ On this view, anxiety over the approval of parents and other rélatives, as well as actual disapproval
towards relatwes must be understood as an application of strategies predlcated on wider social
interaction into situations where they do not naturally apply.
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pivoting around the need, at some level of possibility, to account for one’s behaviours in

terms of a responsible and normative intentionality which does not fit.

7.2. Asakta karman in the Bhaoavadeita from a historical point of view

Arjuna’s crisis-of-decision arose, in the narrative, because dependence on kula tradition
was tripped up by cultural change, and incompatible options were simultaneously
commended. I have shown that the Mahdabhérata’s creation was in the context of such
cultural change, and that its social purpose has seriously warped its philosophy.
Initially, this seems to have been a deterministic philosophy intended to allay the
anxiety of warriors concerning the personal results of their martial exploits, and thus to
ensure that they fight to the best of their abilities. The idea here is that whether or not
one prevails in combat is beyond one’s control, so it is premature and irrelevant to -
imagine one’s glorious victory or miserable defeat: one must gird one’s loins and do
one’s best, focused on the task with singic' buddhi, come what may. This idea of asakta
karman may have included an analysis of prakrti and of the human psychophysical

organism to back up its determinism. It may also have included Krsna Vasudeva as the

paradigm of such an attitude.

Later, the text has been presented to a much wider audience, in which context an
extant idea of rebirth according to merit, which assisted the smooth running of a
cosmopolitan society by explaining inequalities, but which was in danger of being
disarmed by emphasis on moksa and the corresponding renunciation of social duties,
has been adjusted in order to encourage individualistic spiritual pursuit compatible with
soctal order and hierarchical structures, notably the pre-eminence of brdhmanas. I have
shown that the idea of rebirth according te merit, the notion of moksa from samsara, the
Bhagavadgit@’s reinterpretation of karmabandha, and its theology, are all
philosophically spurious. Nonetheless, these ideas have appropriated asakta karman
with some felicity. The introduction of rebirth and the biographisation of dehin serve to
trivialise the events of the present life, making failure in any particularly worldly
endeavour far less of a worry. It is quite possible that the Bhagavadgitd existed in an
interim format, the deha / dehin distinction supplementing the idea of asakta karman
without yet any mention of moksa. However, since the social ideology of rebirth and
karmabandha depends on the freedom of the will to direct behaviour in a manner that

will have post-mortem benefits, such an interim text would have needed to downplay
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determinism. The idea of moksa does not fit into the text unless karmabandha is

reinterpreted as dependent on attitude rather than brute deeds, for then Arjuna, to pursue

it, would have had good grounds for not fighting. Once karmabandha is reinterpreted,

though, moksa can be an additional benefit of asakta karman: further, that

reinterpretation threatens the ability of those seeking moksa to do so by renunciative

means. Again, there may have been an interim text at this stage of development. When

avatdra theology was developed as a means of suppressing religious barriers to social

integration, Krspa became an avardra, buttressing the authority of the text as well as

allowing it to provide additional support for the status quo through the mechanism of i
transferable bhakti. The anthropomorphisation of the Absolute which such theology
entailed meant that the Almighty’s creative motivations were an issue: this issue was
solved by the claim that the Almighty practises asakta karman, which then also serves
as an encouragement to folk eager for its benefits but unsure of precisely what it is. At
some stage of development human asakta karman was also associated with the idea of ©
yajfia: while this association strengthened the position of brakmanas as overseers of
cosmos-sustaining ritual, it is philosophically illegitimate as it conflates an internally
defined asakia karman with an external description of how yajiia actions are cosmically

efficacious (see above, 4.1).

[ suggest that religious texts, which survive for so long simply because they are

R R

overdetermined by their social purpose, present particularly fine examples of this
expanding evolutionary process and the philosophical beggary that it entails. All texts
are overdetermined by purpose, but those that bear traces of many Stages of expansion

and re-creation show this purpose-drivenness most clearly.

7.3. Implications for the study of religions

The discipline of the study of religions centres on the interaction between culturally

embedded but nonetheless to some extent adoptable ‘philosophies of life’ (the seeker or <
]

believer’s perspective), and the analysis of text as a historical social object. My ;

argumentations have shown that, in the context of the Bhagavadgita, the second clause,

if taken seriously, gives the lie to the first: the historical exigencies that have formed the
text have served to corrupt philosophy in the interests of social ideology. The only way
for scholar-seekers to pursue a philosophy of life as well as an accurate understanding

of text is to revise their expectations of what kind of philosophy is being sought: the
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niateriaﬁstic, empirical and scientific business of historical research will only easily
interact with a philosophy of life that tends towards the materialistic, empirical and
scientific. This is an important realisation for the study of religions to make. F}"om this
perspective, a (probably political) sympathy for religious claims that certain texts are of
transcendental origin is the only factor that could allow the study of religions to have
any ground not overlapping socio-political history, textology or natural philosophy.? In
terms of the first and second of these, it will be of great benefit to the study of religions
to acknowledge that in an important sense ‘religion’ has occurred only very recenﬁy in
human history, in the wake of a crisis which was reached when natural xenophobia,
independently culturally embedded in many isolated kin-groups, had to be counteracted
by ideological and textual means to facilitate dense, mixed populations. Because this
happened more or less independently in different parts of the globe, there are now
frictions between several ideological formations all evolved in response to similar
problems. So much religious behaviour demonstrates the continuing absence of the ™
spiritual fellowship that much religious discourse yearns for. It may be that the idea of
such fellowship is not just an ideological construct but is also a memory of the
experience of almost every non-recent generation of our ancestors. To take this
suggestion seriously we must imagine what life in a small, isolated kin-group would be
like. The study of 'ideology’ or 'religion’ musi now recognise such imagindtion as its

origin.

7.4. Conclusions concerning the history of the idea of the ‘subject’

The idea of the ‘subject’ functions as an analytic structural apparatus for the purposes of
signification and differentiation of dynamic entities from similarly structured but
internally inaccessible others. Given the history of the human species, the integrity of
the kin-group should be seen as the initial, foundational location of the subjectifying
apparatus. The idioms of sociobiological writing imply a re-subjectification of the gene
pool. But the individual human body is the obvious location of consciousness-as-such, '’
and there must have been mechanisms of individual human differentiation
immemorially even in genetically closed communities, so, catalysed by tribal

interaction, the analytic of the subject was applied in ancient India to the individual

? This last would include 'transcendental’ religious experiences.

' Many non-materialistic philosophies say that the body is the location but not the ground of
consciousness-as-such.
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human being, transforming it into a person,'! and also to the genetically diverse

community, transforming it into a state, as in the Arthasastra.'

What has been referred to above, 6.2-3, as the anthropomorphisation of Krsna
Almighty, is just the application of subjecthood to the cosmos, an application which, in
the light of the Bhagavadgita’s deconstruction of agency, is perhaps not much more
absurd than its application to the individual human being, but which, since the Almighty
1s held to be the only entity of its kind, lacks a fundamental ground for subjectification
which exists in the cases of the state and the person. For this reason alone it is legitimate

to view the subjectification of the Almighty as a derivative of other subjectifications.

Also dertvative of other subjectiﬁcations, most obviously that of the individual
human being, is the subjectification of a hypothetical and abstract entity known as
dehin, atman or soul. I have argued above (3.1, 6.2) that the hypothesis of such an entity
is philosophically useful in epistemological contexts, but that its subjectification is a =
philosophically unsupportable ideological move, all the more absurd because that which
is here subjectified is no more nor less than the reification of the potential to be a |

subject.

" Hence ‘I’ is a person, a man or a woman, rich or poor, but ‘I am that f am’ (Exodus 3:14).

"2 The ideological uses of this type of subjectification are manifold: it is applied to communal entities far
more vague than even a state, such as ‘men’, ‘the British public®, ‘the voting public’, ‘the
intelligentsia’. In such applications it is often used to make claims that could not be substantiated even
were they to be understood, claims which may (and may be intended to) affect the ways in which’
individual human beings represent themselves as subjects.
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- Appendix 1: Text and translation of Bhagavadeitd passages referred to

Each numbered verse consists of four pddas: padas a and b are separated by a colon, b
and ¢ by a line break, and ¢ and d by a colon. Introductory syllables occur occasionally
in the text to denote a change of speaker: these have been missed out in the scheme
below, where a change of speaker has, when necessary, been noted by '[A:] and [K:]".
Vocatives (naming or describing the person addressed) have largely been omitted from
the translations, and names have been paraphrased: though these may be significant
from some points of view (Eder 1988:24-26), they are not relevant to this thesis and
would tend to confuse the reader. The phrasing used in the translations is often rather
clumsy: this is the price paid for accuracy. For the purposes of this thesis, strict
adherence to the Sanskrit text is more important than English style, which in any case is
a matter of convention.

1:26 tatrapasyat sthitan parthah : pitFn atha pitGmahdin
dedaryan mdtuldn bhrdten : putran pautran sakhims tathd
[Arjuna] saw, standing there, fathers, grandfathers, teachers, maternal uncles,
brothers, sons, grandsons and friends too...

1:27  $vasuran suhrdas caiva : senayor ubhayor api m,
tdn samiksya sa kauntevah : sarvin bandhiin avasthitan
...fathers-in-law and good-hearted ones in both armies. On seeing all these
relations standing, [Arjuna],...

1:28  krpava parayavisto : visidann idam abravit
drstvemam svajanam krsna | yuyutsum samupasthitam
...overcome by the utmost pity, dejected, said this: Having seen my own people
come near eager for battle,... '

1:29  sidanti mama gatréni : mukhyam ca pariSusyati
vepathus ca Sarire me . romaharsas ca jdyate
...my limbs become faint and my mouth dries up. Trembling and hair-bristling
begin in my body.

1:30  gdndivam sramsate hastdt  tvak caiva paridahyate
na ca Saknomy avasthatum : bhramativa ca me manaly
Gandiva (Arjuna’s bow) falls from hand, and skin seems to be burning. I am
not able to stand, and my mind seems to reel.

1:31 nimittani ca pasyami : vipariitini kesava
na ca sreyo ‘nupasyami : hatvd svajanam dhave
And I see unfavourable omens: I do not see good in killing [one’s] own people
in war.

1:32  na kankse vijayam krsna © na ca rd@jyam sukhani ca
kim no rajyena govinda : kim bhogair jivitena vd
I do not desire victory nor kingship nor pleasures: what[’s the use of] our
kingship? What[’s the use of] delights or life?

1:33  yesam arthe karnksitam no : rdjyam bhogah sukhani ca
ta ime ‘vasthita yuddhe : prandams tvaktva dhandni ca :
Those for whose sake we desire kingship, delights and pleasures, are these ones
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1:34

1:37

1:38

1:40

1:41]

1:42

1:43

stood in battle, renouncing life and wealth:...

dcaryah pitarah putras : tathaiva ca pitémahdh

mdtuldh Svasurah pautrah : Syalih sambandhinas tatha

...teachers, fathers and sons as well as grandfathers, maternal uncles, fathers-in-
law, grandchildren, brothers-in-law and relatives.

etan na hantum icchami : ghnato ‘pi madhusidana

api trailokyarajyasya : hetoh kim nu mahikrte

I do not want to kill these, even though [they are] murderous, even by reason of
the kingship of the triple world: why then for the sake of the earth?

nihatya dhartardastran nah © kapritih sydj janardana

papam eviasrayed asman : hatvaitan dtaidyinah

Having killed the sons of Dhrtarastra, what joy may be ours? Having killed
these drawn-bowed ones, pdapa indeed would rest on us.

tasmdn nérhd vayam hantun ; dhartarastran svabandhavan

svajanam hi katham hatva ; sukhinah syama médhave

Therefore we are not entitled to kill the sons of Dhrtarastra, our relations. Fors
how would we be happy having killed our own people?

vady apy ete na pasyanti : lobhopahatacetasah

kulaksavakrtam dosam : mitradrohe ca pitakam

Even if these, from minds afflicted by greed, do not see the dosa caused by
tribal decay, and the downfall in treachery to friends,...

katham na jReyam asmabhih : papdd asmdn nivartitum

kulaksayakrtam dosam : prapasyadbhir jandrdana

...how could we, discerning the dosa caused by tribal decay, not know to turn
away from this papa?

kulaksaye pranasyanti : kuladharmah sanatanah

dharme naste kulam krtsnam . adharmo ‘bhibhavaty wia

In tribal decay the eternal tribal dharmas disappear, and, dharma being lost,
adharma approaches the whole tribe.

adharméabhibhavat krsna ; pradusyanti kulastriyah

strisu dustdsu varsneya : javate varnasamkarah

From the approach of adharma, the tribal women are corrupted. The women
being corrupted, the mixing of varnas arises.

samkaro narakdyaiva : kulaghnanam kulasya ca

patanti pitaro hy esam : luptapindodakakriyih

Mixing is conducive to hell for the tribe-killers and for the tribe, for their
ancestors, offerings of riceball and water removed, fall.

dosair etaill kulaghnandam : varnasamkarakdarakaih

utsddyante jitidharmah : kuladharmdis ca sasvatih

The birth- (i.e. caste-) dharmas and the eternal tribal dharmas are destroyed by
these dosas of the tribe-killers which cause the mixing of varnas.
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1:44

1:45

1:46

1:47

2:1

2:2

2:3

2:4

2:5

2:6

2:7

utsannakuladharmdndm | manusyaném janardana

narake niyatam vaso : bhavatity anususruma

There is certainly a home in hell for folk whose tribal dharmas are destroyed:
thus we have repeatedly heard.

aho bata mahatpdpam : kartum vyavasita vavam

vad rajyasukhalobhena : hantum svajanam udyatah

Alas! Alack! We are resolved to do a great papa if [we are] prepared to kill
{our] own people out of greed for kingship and pleasures.

yadi mam apratikaram @ asastram Sastrapdnayal

dhariardstrd rane hanyus | tan me ksemataram bhavet

If the sons of Dhrtarastra, swords in hands, were to kill me in battle defenceless
and swordless, that would be greater happiness for me.

etam ukivarjunah samkhye : rathopastha upavisat

visrjya sasavam capam : Sokasamvignamanasah

Having spoken thus in the battle, Arjuna, mind distracted by sorrow, threw
down bow and arrows and sat down on the seat of the chariot.

tam tathd krpaydavistam | asrupiirndkuleksanam

vistdantam idam vakyam : uvdca madhusidanah

Then [Krsna] said this speech to the one filled with pity, dejected, eyes
confused and filled with tears:

kutas tva kasmalam idam : visame samupasthitam

anaryajustam asvargyam :akirtikaram arjuna

Why has this consternation, not liked by the noble, not leading to heaven, not
conducive to fame, befallen you at an inconvenient [time and place]?

klaibyam ma sma gamah partha : naitat tvayy upapadyate

ksudram hrdayadaurbalyam: : tyvaktvottistha paramtapa

Do not indulge unmanliness: this does not become you. Renounce low
weakness of heart and stand up!

katham bhismam aham samkhye : dronam ca madhusidana

isubhih pratiyotsyami : piajarhav arisiidana

[A:] How will I fight in battle with arrows against Bhisma and Drona? Both
deserve respect.

guriin ahatva hi mahdnubhdvdi © Sreyo bhoktum bhaiksam apiha loke
hatvarthakamdms tu guriin ihaiva © bhufijiva bhogan rudhirapradigdhan

[ would prefer to not kill gurus of great authority and eat alms-food in the
world, than to kill wealth-desiring gurus here and enjoy blood-stained delights.

na caitad vidmah kataran no gariyo . yad vi javema yadi va no jayeyuh

yan eva hatva na jijivisamas : te ‘vasthitah pramukhe dhdrtarastrah

And we do not know this: which of the two is more important for us, either that
we win or that they beat us. The sons of Dhrtarastra, having killed whom we do
not wish to live, stand facing [us].

kirpanyadosopahatasvabhdvah : prechami tva dharmasammiidhacetih
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2:8

2:9

2:12

2:14

2:15

2:16

2:17

 yac chreyah syan niscitam briihi tan me sisyas te 'ham sadhi mam tvim

prapannam

My svabhava afflicted by weakness and dosa, my consciousness COIlﬁJ_SCd over
dharma, 1 ask you, tell me decidedly what would be better. I am your disciple:
mstruct me, the one resorting to you.

na hi prapasyami mamapan udyid . yac chokam ucchosanam indriyanam
avapya bhimav asapatnam rddham : rajyam suranam api cadhipatyam

I do not see what might remove the sorrow parching my senses, were I to
obtain prosperous, unrivalled kingship on earth and power over even the
celestial ones.

evam uktva hrsikesam : guditkesah paramtapah

na yotsya iti govindam : uktva tasnim babhiiva ha

Having said this to [Krsna], [Arjuna] said T am not going to fight' to [Krsna],
and became silent. '

asocydn anvasocas tvam : prajadvadams ca bhdsase

gatasin agatdsims ca : nanusocanti pandifih b
[K:] You have been grieving for those who are not to be grieved for, yet you
speak words of wisdom. The leartied do not grieve for the dead or the living.

na tv ev@ham jatu nisam : na tvam neme janddhipdh

na caiva na bhavisyamah : sarve vayam atah param

For never did T not be, nor did you, nor did these people-rulers, nor will any of
us not be hereafter. -

dehino ‘smin yathd dehe : kaumdaram yauvanam jara

tathd dehdantarapraptiv : dhiras tatra na muhyati

Just as in this body [there is] childhood, youth and old age of the embodied one
(dehin), so [there is] acquisition of another body. The resolute person is not
confused by this. '

mdlrdsparsas tu kaunteya : sitosnasukhaduhkhadah

dgamdpdyino 'nityds . tiams titiksasva bharata

Contacts with things, giving cold and heat, happiness and sorrow, are transient,
unstable. Endure them.

yam hi na vyathayanty ete . purusam purusarsabha

samaduhkhasukham dhivam : so ‘mriatvayd kalpate :

That person is adapted to immortality whom these do not disquiet, to whom
happiness and sorrow are the same, [who is] resolute.

nasate vidyate bhavo : ndbhavo vidyate satah

ubhayor api drsto ‘ntas : tv anayos tattvadarsibhil

No coming into existence is found for the asaf, nor passing out of existence for
the sat. The border of these two is seen by those who see the tattvals.

avindsi tu tadviddhi : yena sarvam idam latam
vindsam avyayasyasya : na kascit kartum arhati
Know as imperishable that by which all this is spread. Nobody is able to effect
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the destruction of this imperishable

2:18  antavanta ime dehd : nityasyokidh Sarivinah
andsino ‘prameyasya : tasmad yuddhyasva bharata
These bodies of the perpetual, unperishing, immeasurable dehin are said to
have ends. So fight!

2:19  ya enam vetti hantaram : yas cainam manyate hatam
ubhau tau na vijanito : ndvam hanti na hanyate
Neither the one who knows it' as a killer, nor the one who thinks of it as slain,
understand, It does not kill, nor is killed.

2:20  najdyate mriyvate vé kaddcin : ndyvam bhiitvd bhaviti vi na bhiivah
ajo nitval Sasvato ‘yam purano © na hanyate hanyamane sarire
It is not born, nor at any time does it die, nor, having become, is it again a
_ becomer. It is unborn, invariable, eternal and ancient: the body being killed, it
: is not killed.

2:21 vedavinasinam nityam : ya enam ajam avyayvam
katham sa purusah partha : kam ghatayati hanti kam w,
How can the person who knows it as imperishable, invariable, unborn and
unchanging, be caused to kill, or kill, and whom would they kill?

2:22 vasamsi jirnani yathd vihdya : navani grindti naro “parani
tathd Sarivdni vihdya jirndny : anyini samydti navani dehi
Just as a person, abandoning old garments, takes other new ones, so dehin,
abandoning old bodies, comes into-other new ones.

2:23 nainam chindanti $astrani : nainam dahati pavakah
na cainam kledayanty dpo : na Sosayati mérutah
Swords do not cut it, fire does not burn it, waters do not wet it, wind does not
dry it.

2:24  acchedyo ‘yam adihyo ‘yam : akledyo ‘Sosya eva ca
nityah sarvagatah sthanur  acalo ‘yam sandtanah
It is uncuttable, unburnable, unwettable, un-dry-out-able. It is invariable, all-
pervading, firm, unmoving and eternal.

2:25 avyakto 'vam acintvo ‘yam . avikdryo ‘yam ucyate
tasmdd evam viditvainam : nanuSocitum arhasi
It is umnamfesi unthmkabie said to be untransformable. So, knowmg it thus,
you ought not to grieve.

2:26 atha cainam nitvajatam . nitvam vé manyase myptam
tathdpi tvam mahabaho : nainam Socitum arhasi
Now, you consider it to be continually born or continually dead:
notwithstanding, you ought not to grieve over it.

2:27  jatasya hi dhruvo mrivur ¢ dhruvam janma mrtasya ca

! The text uses masculine and neuter pronouns variously when referring to defin: 1 have used the neliter
‘1f” throughout to avoid confusion.
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2:29

2:30

2:31

2:32

2:41

2:42

2:43

‘tasmad apariharye ‘rihe : na tvam Socitum arhasi
The death of the born one is certain, and the birth of the dead one is certain. So,
the matter being inevitable, you ought not to grieve.

avyaktadini bhiitani : vyaktamadhyani bharata

avyaktanidhandiny eva . tatra ki paridevand

Creatures have unmanifest beginnings, manifest middles and unmanifest ends.
What’s the complaint here?

ascaryavat pasyati kascid enam : dscarvavad vadati tathaiva canyah
ascaryavac cainam anyah Srpoti : Srutva ‘py enam veda na caiva kascit
Rarely does anyone see it, rarely does another proclaim it, rarely does another
hear about it, and, even having heard, no one knows it.

dehi nityam avadhyo ‘vam : dekhie sarvasya bharata

tasmdt sarvini bhiitani : na tvam Socitum arhasi

This dehin is always inviolable in anyone’s body, so vou ought not to grieve
for any creature.

svadharmam api caveksya : na vikampitum arhasi %

dharmyad dhi yuddhdc chreyo ‘myat | ksatrivasya na vidyate
You should attend to your own dharma and not tremble. No other thing is
found better for a ksatriya than a dharmic war.

yadrechaya copapannam : svargadviram apavrtam

sukhinah ksatrivah partha : labhante yuddham idrsam

An open door to heaven has been obtained by chance. Happy ksatrivas find
such a war! '

hato va prapsyasi svargam : jitvi vi bhoksyase mahim

tasmad uttistha kaunteya . yuddhaya krtaniscayah _

Either, killed, you will obtain heaven, or, having won, you will enjoy the earth.
So stand up, resolution made for the battle.

nehdbhikramandso ‘sti ; pratyavayoe na vidyate

svalpam apy asva dharmasya : trayate mahato bhaydit

Here there is no unsuccessful effort: disappointment is not found. Even a very
small amount of this dharma rescues from great danger.

vyavasayatmika buddhir : ekeha kurunandana

bahusakha hy anantas ca : buddhayo vyavasayvinam

The single buddhi is here composed of resolve: the buddhis of the irresolute are
many-branched and endless.

vam imam puspitam vacam . pravadanty avipa$citah
vedavdadaratah partha : nanyad astiti vadinah
[see next verse]

kamatmanah svargapard ; janmakarmaphalapradam
krivavisesabahulam : bhogaisvaryagatim prati
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2:44

2:45

2:46

2:47

2:48

2:49

2:50

2:51

2:52

The ignorant, whose spirit is desire, intent on heaven, disputatious about the
Veda/s, saying that there is nothing else, utter this flowery speech for the
obtaining of delights and power. Accompanied by particular acts, it yields birth
as the fruit of actions. :

bhogaisvaryaprasaktandm : taya ‘pahrtacetasam

vyavasaydatmika buddhih : samddhau na vidhivate

A buddhi in concentration, consisting of resolve, is not made to hesitate by this
[speech] of those attached to delights and power, whose intelligence has been
removed.

traigunyavisayd vedd . nistraigunyo bhavarjuna

nirdvandvo nityasattvastha : niryogaksema dtmavan

The Vedas are centred on the three gunas. Become free of the three gunas, free
of the dvandvas, standing always on truth, free of acquisition and preservaiion,
self-composed.

yavan artha udapdne : sarvatah samplutodake

tavan sarvesu vedesu © brahmanasya vijanatah

As much profit [as there is] in a well whose water is overflown everywhere, so
much [profit is there] in all the Vedas for an understanding brahmana.

karmany evadhikaras te : md phalesu kadacana

ma karmaphalahetur bhiir - md te sango ‘stv akarmani

Your prerogative (adhikdra) 1s in the action alone, not ever in the fruits. Do not
become one whose motive is the fruit of the action. May vour attachment not
be to maction.

vogasthah kuru karmani : sangam tyakivi dhanafijaya

siddhyasiddhyoh samo bhiitvd : samatvam yoga ucyate

Do actions abiding in yoga, having renounced attachment, having become
equal in success and failure. Yoge is said to be equanimity.

darena hy avaram karma . buddhiyogdd dhanafijaya

buddhau Saranam anviccha : krpanah phalahetavah

Action is far less important than buddhivoga. Seek refuge in buddhit The
miserable ones are those whose motive is the fruit.

buddhiyvukto jahdftha : ubhe sukrtaduskrte

tasmad yogdya yujyasva : yogah karmasu kausalam

The one yoked by buddhi leaves both good and bad actions here. So be yoked
for yoga! Yoga 1s skilfulness in actions.

karmajam buddhivukia hi : phalam tyakiva manisinah
Janmabandhavinirmuktih © padam gacchanty anamayam

The wise, yoked by buddhi, having renounced the fruit born of action, free
from the bond of [re]birth, go to the undiseased station.

vada te mohakalilam ; buddhir vyatitarisyati

tadd gantasi nirvedam : srotavyasya Srutasya ca

When buddhi overcomes your impenetrable delusion, you will become
indifferent to that which is to be, and that which has been, heard.

2453




2:54

2:55

2:56

2:57

2:538

2:59

2:60

2:61

2:62

Srutivipratipannd te : yadd sthdsvati niscala

samddhay acala buddhis : tada yogam avapsyasi

When your buddhi, perplexed by what you have heard, remains steady,
immovable in concentration, then you will attain yoga.

sthitaprajiiasya ki bhdsa : samddhisthasya kesava

sthitadhth kim prabhdsela : kim dsita vrajeta kim

[A:] What is the description of one whose wisdom is firm, who remains in
concentration? What might one whose understanding abides say? How might
they sit? How might they move?

prajahdti yadi kdaman ! sarvan partha manogatan

dtmany evatmand tustah : sthitaprajfias tadocyate

[K:] When one renounces all desires existing in the mind, pleased with the self
alone by means of the self, then one is said to be firm in wisdom.

duhkhesv anudvignamandh : sukhesu vigatasprhah

vitaragabhayakrodhah : sthitadhir munir ucyate

The one who is unperplexed in mind by sorrows, whose longing for pleasures,
is departed, whose passion, fear and anger have departed, is called a muni of
firm understanding. '

yah sarvatranabhisnehas : taftat prapya subhasubham

nabhinandati na dvesti : tasya prajid pratisthitda

The wisdom of the one who has no affection anywhere, who, obtaining
anything good or bad, does not welcome or hate, is secure.

yadd samharate cayam . kiirmo ‘ngdniva sarvasah

indriyanindrivarthebhyas ! tasya prajiia pratisthiia

One’s wisdom is secure when one withdraws the senses completely from the
objects of sense, like a tortoise |its] limbs.

visaya vinivartante : nirdhdrasya dehinah

rasavarjam raso 'py asya : param drstva nivariate

The concerns (visayas) of an abstinent dehin disappear, but not the taste.
Having seen the highest, even its taste ceases.

yatato hy api kaunteya . purusasya vipascitah

indriyani pramdthini : haranti prasabham manah

The troubling senses forcibly overpower the mind of a learned person, even
one taking pains.

fani sarvini samyamya ; yukta asita matparah

vase hi yasyendrivani © tasya prajid pratisthita

One should restrain all of those {senses] and sit, yoked, devoted to me. The
wisdom of the one whose senses are under control is secure.

dhydyato visayvan pumsah : sangas tesiipajayate

sangdt saiijayate kdmah © kamdt krodho ‘bhijayate

For a person imagining objects of sense, attachment to them is born. Desire
arises from attachment; anger is produced from desire.
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krodhéd bhavati sammohah : sammohat smytivibhramah

smrtibhramsad buddhinaso : buddhindsat pranasyati

Confusion arises from anger; from confusion, bewilderment of memory; from
failure of memory, destruction of buddhi; from destruction of buddhi, one is
fost.

rdgadvesaviyuktais tu : visayan indriyais caran

aimavasyair vidheydtma : prasadam adhigacchati

But the one whose self is submissive, moving around the objects of sense
(visayas) with senses under control of the self and detached from passion and
dislike, achieves purity.

prasdde sarvaduhkhanam : hanir asyopajiyate

prasannacetaso hy asu » buddhih paryavatisthate

For the pure one occurs the decrease of all sorrows. The buddhi of the pure-
thinking one immediately becomes steady.

nasti buddhir ayuktasya : na cayukiasya bhivand

na cabhavayatah Santir : asantasya kutah sukham %
For the unyoked, there is no buddhi; for the unyoked, no effectiveness; for the
ineffectual, no peace: and how [is there] happiness for the unpeaceful?

indrivandm hi caratam : yan mano ‘nuvidhiyate

tad asya harati prajiiam : vayur nédvam ivambhasi

The mind which yields to the moving senses takes away one’s wisdom like the
wind a boat on the water.

fasmad yasya mahabdho : nigrhttani sarvasah

indriyanindriyarthebhyas : tasya prajfid pratisthitd

Thus, the one whose senses are completely held back from sense-objects is the
one whose wisdom is secure.

ya nisd sarvabhiiianam . tasyam jagarti samyami

yasydm jagrati bhiitani : sa nisa pasyato muneh

The one who restrains [the senses] is awake in what is night for all creatures.
The creatures are awake in what is night for the observant muni.

aptryamanam acalapratistham :samudram apah pravisanti yadvat
tadvat kdima yam pravisanti sarve : sa §antim apnoti na kamakamt
As waters enter the ocean, which is steadfast and immovable, being filled up,
Just so do all desires enter the one who, not desirous of desires, attains peace.

vihdya kimdn yal sarvan : pumams carati nihsprhah

nirmamo nivahamkarah : sa santim adhigacchati

The person who renounces all desires and goes about free from longing,
‘mine’-less, ahamkara-less, achieves peace.

esd brahmi sthitih partha : naindm prapya vimuhyati

sthitva ‘syam antakdle ‘pi . brahma nirvapam rechati

This is the state of brahman: having attained it, one is not perplexed [or not
having attained this, one is perplexed]. Remaining in it even at the hour of
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death, one goes to brahman-nirvina.

Jyayast cet karmanas te : matd buddhir jandrdana

tat kim karmani ghore mam : niyojayasi kesava

[A:]1Tf you consider buddhi superior to action, why do you enjoin me to a
terrible action?

vyamisrenaiva vakyena : buddhim mohayasiva me

tadekam vada niscitya : yena Sreyo ‘ham apruydam

With quite contradictory speech you cause my buddhi to be as if perplexed:
decide, and indicate the one of them by which I might obtain the better thing.

na karmandm andrambhan : naiskarmyam puruso ‘Smute

na ca samnyasandd eva ! siddhim samadhigacchati

[K:] A person does not attain karma|bandhal-lessness from not undertaking
actions: not from renunciation {of action] do they obtain success.

na hi kascit ksanam api : jatu tisthaty akarmakrt
karyate hy avasah karma : sarvah prakrtijair gunaih L
No one ever even for a moment remains inactive, for each is made to perform
action unwishingly by the gunas born of prakrti.

karmendriyani samyamya . ya dste manasd smaran

indriyarthdn vimadharmd : mithydacirah sa ucyate

The one who, curbing the organs of action, sits remembering sense-objects
with the mind, is self-perplexed and is said to be one of wrong conduct.

yas tv indriyani manasd : niyamydrabhate 'riuna

karmendriyaili karmayogam : asaktah sa visisyate

The one who regulates the senses by means of the mind, and undertakes
karmayoga with the organs of action, unattached, is pre-eminent.

niyatam kuru kayma tvam : karma jyayo hy akarmanah

Sariraydtrdpi ca te na : prasiddhyed akarmanah

Perform the established action, for action is better than inaction: from inaction,
not even the maintenance of your body may be accomplished.

yajfidrthdt karmano ‘nyatra : loko ‘vam karmabandhanah

tadartham karma kaunteya . muktasangah samacara

This world is bound by action, except for action for the purpose of yajiia.
Perform action for that purpose, freed from attachment.

sahayajfiah prajah srstvd : purovica prajapatih

anena prasavigyadhvam : esa vo ‘stv istakamadhuk

Prajapati of old, having sent forth creatures capable of yajfia, said: ‘Be caused
by this to bear fruit! May this be the granter of your desired pleasures.

devin bhavayatdnena : te devi bhédvayantu vah

parasparam bhivayantah : Sreyah param avapsyaiha

Sustain the devas with it, and may those devas sustain you. Sustaining each
other, you will obtain supreme good.
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istan bhogan hi vo deva : déisyante yajiabhavitah

tair dattdn apradayaibhyo : yo bhunkte stena eva sah .
Sustained by sacrifice, the devas will give the delights you wish for. The one
who, without giving to these [devas], enjoys what is given by them, is a thief
indeed’.

yajiasistasinah santo : mucyante sarvakilbisaih

bhufijate te tv agham papa : ye pacanty atmakdrandt

The honest, eaters of what is left over from yajfia, are freed from all stains, but
the wicked, who cook by reason of themselves, experience evil.

anndd bhavanti bhiitani : parjanyad annasambhavah

yajhad bhavati parjanyo : yajfiah karmasamudbhavah

Creatures come about from food; food’s appearance from the rain cloud; the
rain cloud from yajita; vajia from action.

karma brahmodbhavam viddhi : brahmaksarasamudbhavam

tasmdi sarvagatam brahma ; nityam yajiie pratisthitam

Know that action is produced by brahman; brahman arises from the %
imperishable [or from the syllable, i.e. ‘om’]. Therefore the all-pervading
brahman is always present in yajia.

evam pravartitam cakram | ndnuvartavatiha yah

aghayur indriyaramo : mogham partha sa jivati

The one who does not here cause the wheel thus set in motion to roll forward is
malicious, delighted by the senses; and lives in vain.

vas tv dtmarativ eva syad : ditmatrptas ca manaval

dtmany eva ca samiustas | tasya kryam na vidyate

But the person who would take pleasure in the self alone, be pleased with the.
self and content with the self alone, there is found no work for such a one to
do.

naiva tasya krtendrtho : nikrteneha kascana

na cdsya sarvabhittesu : kascit arthavyapasrayah

Such a one does not even have any concern with what is done or not done in
this world, nor amongst all creatures is anybody his / her concern or refuge.

tasmad asaktah satatam : kirvam karma samdcara

asakto hy dcaran karma : param dpnoti parusak

So, always unattached, perform the action that must be done; for the unattached
person practising action reaches the highest.

karmanaiva hi samsiddhim : asthitd janakadayah

lokasamgraham evapi : sampasyan kartum arhasi

Janaka et al. attained perfection by means of action alone. You must act
attending only to the holding-together of the world (lokasamgraha).

yadyad dcarati Sresthas : tattad evetaro janah
sa yat pramédnam kurute : lokas tad anuvartate
Whatever the best one does, the other folk do the very same. The folk foilow
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the standard which he / she sets up.

3:22  name parthasti kartavyam . trisu lokesu kimcana
‘nanavaptam avaptavyam : varte eva ca karmani
IPor me there is nothing to be done, nothing in the three worlds unobtained
|but] to be obtained. Even so, I move in action.

323 yadi hy aham na varteyam : jatu karmany atandritah
mama vartmanuvartante : manusyah partha sarvasah
If I should ever not, unwearied, move in action, people would completely
follow my path.

3:24 utsideyur ime lokd : na kurvim karma ced aham
samkarasya ca kart@ syam : upahanyam imdh prajah
These worlds would fall into ruin were I not to perform action: I would be the
maker of confusion, I would destroy these creatures.

3:25 saktah karmany avidvamso : yatha kurvanti bhérata
kurydd vidvams tathasaktas : cikisur lokasamgraha
As the unknowing ones, attached to action, act, just so should the knowing,=
unattached one act, desiring to effect lokasamgraha.

3:26  na buddhibhedam janayed : ajfianam karmasanginam
Josayet sarvakarmani : vidvan yukiah samdcaran
One should not give rise to the buddhi-splitting of the unknowing ones attached
to action. The wise, yoked one, acting, should delight in all actions.

3:27  prakpteh kriyamanani : gunaih karmani sarvasah
ahamkaravimidhdtmd : kartdham iti manyate
Actions are being done wholly by the gunas of prakrti. The one whose self is
bewildered by ahamkdara thinks ‘T am the doer’.

3:28 tattvavit tu mahdbaho : gunakarmavibhagayoh
gund gunesu vartanta : iti matvd na sajjate
The knower of the truth of the distributions of gunas and actions thinks 'the
gunas are moving amongst the gunas’, and does not attach themselves.

329 prakyier gunasammidhah : sajjante gunakarmasu
tan akrisnavido mandan : krisnavin na vicélayet
Those bewildered by the gunas of prakrti are attached to the actions of the

gunas. The one who knows all should not agitate the stupid who do not know
all.

3:30 mayi sarvani karmini ; samnyasyadhydimacetasd
nirasir mirmamo bhatva : yudhyasva vigatajvarah
Resign all actions to me by means of consciousness of the overself
(adhydtman), become wishless, “mine’-less, and fight, with fever gone.

3:35 sreydn svadharmo vigupall | paradharmdt svanusthitat
svadharme nidhanam Sreyah : paradharmo bhayavahah
One’s own poor dharma is better than the well-performed dharma of another.
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Another’s dharma is perilous: better is annihilation in one’s own dharma.

3:36  atha kena prayukto ‘yam : pdpam carati piarusah
anicchann api varsneya : balad iva nivojitah
[A:] Urged by what, then, does the person do pdpa? Even the one who does not
wish to is compelled, as if by force.

3.37 kdma esa krodha esa : rajogupasamudbhavah
mahasano mahdpdpma : viddhy enam iha vairinam
[K:] This is desire, this is anger, whose origin is the guna of rajas: voracious,
greatly evil, know it to be the enemy here.

3:38 dhfimendvriyate vahnir : yathd ‘darso malena ca
yatholbenavrto garbhas : tatha tenedam avrtam
Just as a fire is covered by smoke, a mirror by dust, and a feetus by the
membrane, so is this [world] covered by that [desire / anger].

3:39  avrtam jidanam etena : jfidnino nityavairing
kamaripena kaunteva : duspiirenanalena ca
Knowledge 1s covered by this, the continual enemy of the knower, a protears
and insatiable fire [or an insatiable fire in the form of desire].

3:40 indriyani mano buddhir . asyadhisthanam ucyate
etair vimohayaty esa : jiidnam avrtva dehinam
The senses, mind [and] buddhi are said to be its seat. Through these it hides
knowledge and perplexes dehin [or it hides dehin and perplexes knowledge].

3:41 tasmilt tvam indriviny adau : niyamya bharatarsabha
papmanam prajahi hy enam : jAanavijidnandasanam
So, having first restrained the senses, kill this evil destroyer of knowledge and
understanding.

3:42 indriyani parany ahur : indriyebhyah param manah
manasas tu pard buddhir : yo buddheh paraias tu sah
They say the senses are exalted, the mind is higher than the senses, and buddhi
is higher than the mind: but what is higher than buddhi is it [dehin].

3:43 evam buddheh param buddhva . samstabhyatménam dtmand
Jahi Sairum mahabdaho : kamaripam durédsadam
So know that which is higher than buddhi, strengthen the self by means of the
self, and kill the hard-to-approach enemy in the form of desire [or the hard-to-
approach protean enemy].

4:1 imam vivasvate yogam : proktavin aham avyayam
vivasvin manave praha : manuy iksviakave ‘bravir
I uttered this undecaying yoga for Vivasvat (the sun), Vivasvat uttered [it] for
Manu, Manu uttered [it] for Iksvaku.

4:2 evam parampardpraptam : imam rajarsavo viduh
sa kitleneha mahatd : yogo nastah paramtapa
The royal sages knew it, obtained in this way by succession. The yoga was lost
to the earth through great time (kala).
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sa evayam mayd te ‘dya : yogah proktah puratanah

bhakto ‘si me sakhd ceti : rahasyam hy etad uttamam

This, the same ancient yoga, is uttered by me for you today. You are loyal and
my friend, hence this highest secret.

ajo pi sann avyaydatmd : bhitanam isvaro ‘pi san

prakrtim svam adhisthaya : sambhavamy armamayaydi

Though being unborn, the imperishable self, though being Lord of the
creatures, I inhabit my own prakrti and couple with my own maya.

yadd yadd hi dharmasya : glanir bhavati bharata

abhyutthanam adharmasya : tadd “tméanam sriamy aham

Whenever there occurs an exhaustion of dharma, a tise in adharma, then I send
myself forth.

paritrdndya sadhandm :vindsdaya ca duskrtam

dharmasamsthipanarthdya : sambhavami yuge yuge

For the rescue of the honest and the destruction of the wicked, for the sake of
the regulation of dharma, I am born in age after age.

Janma karma ca me divyam : evam yo veiti tattvaiah

tyaktva deham punarjanma : naiti mam eti so ‘riuna

The one who truly knows thus my birth and celestial action, having given up
the body, does not go to rebirth [but] goes to me.

vitaragabhayakrodha : manmayd mam upasritah

bahavo jAanatapasa : pita madbhavam dgatah

Many, their passion, fear and anger gone, delighting in me, taking refuge in
me, cleansed by the austerity of knowledge, have attained to my being.

kanksantah karmanam siddhim : yajanta iha devatah

ksipram hi manuse loke : siddhir bhavati karmaja

Desiring success for [their] actions, [people] in this world offer to the devas. In
the human world, the success born of action comes quickly.

caturvarnyam mayd srstam | gunakarmavibhagasah

tasya kartdram api mam : viddhy akartaram avyayam

The four varnas were emitted by me, actions divided according to guna [or
divided in actions and gunas]. Know me, though [I am] the producer of this, as
the imperishable non-actor.

na mdm karmani limpanti : na me karmaphale sprha

iti mam yo ‘bhijandti : karmabhir na sa badhyate

Actions do not stain me. There is no delight for me in the fruit of action/s. The
one who perceives me in this way, is not bound by actions.

kim karma kim akarmeti . kavayo 'py atra mohitah
tat te karma pravaksyami ; yaj jAava moksyase ‘Subhdt
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What is action, what inaction? Even the kavis are confused here. T will tell you
[about] that *action’, knowing [about] which you will be free of evil (asubha).

karmany akarma yah pasyed : akarmani ca karma yah

sa buddhiman manusyesu : sa yuktah krtsnakarmakrt

The one who can see inaction (i.e. karmabandha-lessness) in action, who [can
see| karma(bandha) in inaction, has understanding of people, and is yoked, the
complete action-doer.

yasya sarve samarambhih : kimasamkalpavarjitith

Jhanagnidagdhakarménam : tam ahuh panditam budhah

The wise call that one a papdir, whose every undertaking is without intention /
volition (samkalpa)y or desire, whose karma(bandha) has been burnt in the fire
of knowledge. '

tyaktva karmaphaldsangam : nityatrpto nirasrayah

karmany abhipravrtfo ‘pi : naiva kificit karoti sah

Having renounced attachment to the fruit/s of action/s, ever pleased,
independent, that one, though engaged in action, does nothing at all (i.e. =
accrues no karmabandha).

vadrcchalibhasamtusto : dvandvatito vimatsara

samah siddhavasiddhau ca : krtva 'pi na nibadhyate

Contented by chance gains, having overcome the dvandvas, free from envy,
equal in success and failure, [that one] acts but is not bound.

gatasangasya muktasya . jiianavasthitacetasah

yajidydcaratah karma : samagram pravilivaie

The karma(bandha) of the freed one, whose attachment is gone, whose
consciousness is given up to knowledge, who acts for [the sake of] vajiia,
totally melts away. ' :

brahmarpanam brahmahavir : brahmégnau brahmana hutam

brahmaiva tena gantavyam : brahmakarmasamédhing

The brahman-oftering, the brahman-oblation is poured into the brakman-fire
by brahman. Brahman is reachable, indeed, by the one who restores action to
brahman.

daivam evapare yajiiam : yoginah paryupdsate

brahmagndv apare yajfiam : yajienaivopajuhvati

Some yogins attend to yajiia for the devas, others offer yajiia in the brahman-
fire with

yajiia alone.

Srotradintndriydny anye : samyamdagnisu juhvati

Sabddadin visaydn anya : indrivagnisu juhvati

Others offer the senses, hearing efc., into the fires of restraint, others offer the
sensec-objects {(visayas), sound efc., into the fires of of the senses.

sarvapindriyakarmani : pranakarmani capare
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atmasamyamayogagnau ; juhvati jiianadipite
Others offer all the sense-acts and breath-acts into the knowiedge illuminated
hre of the yoga of self-restraint.

dravyayajiias tapoyajiii : yogayajiiis tathipare

svadhydyajianayajfias ca : yatayah samsitavratdh

[There are] other rigid-vowed strivers, also, whose yajfia is of objects, or of
austetities, or of yoga, or of knowledge of solitary recitation.

apane juhvati pranam : prane ‘pinam tathd ‘pare

prandpanagat? rudhva : pranayamapardyandh

Still others offer the in-breath in the out-breath, the out-breath in the in-breath,
restraining the movement of the the in- and out-breaths, intent on breath
exercises.

apare niyatahdrdh : pranan prinesu jubvati

sarve ‘py ele yajiiavido : yajiaksapitakalmasah

Others restrict [their] taking food and offer breaths into breaths (i.c., pace van
Buitenen, do nothing but breathe). All of these yajiia-knowers have [their]
stains destroted by yajfia. %

yajaasistamriabhujo : yanti brahma sandtanam

ndyam loko sty ayajiiasya : kuto ‘nyah kurusattama

Those who enjoy the amria left-over from yajiia go to the eternal hrahman.
This world is not for those without yajfia, how much less is the other [world]!

evam bahuvidha yajid : vitata brahmano mukhe

karmajan viddhi tan sarvan : evam jidtva vimoksyase

Thus all manner of ygjfias are spread out in the mouth of brakman. Know all of
them to be action-born: knowing this you will be freed.

Sreyan dravyamayad yaffidj : jidnayajiiah paramtapa

sarvam karmakhilam partha  jiane parisamédpyate :
Knowledge-yajiia is better than material yajfia. Every action without exception
arrives at completion in knowledge.

na hi fiidnena sadrsam : pavitram iha vidyate

tat svayam yogasamsiddhah : kilendtmani vindati

In the world, there is found no means of purification the like of knowledge.
One accomplished in yoga finds it, through time (kala), by themselves, in
themselves.

Sraddhavaml labhate jiianam : tatparah samyatendrivah

Jhanam labdhva param santim : acirenddhigacchati

The faithful one, senses restrained, devoted to it, obtains knowledge. Having
obtained knowledge, he / she soon reaches the highest peace.

yogasamnyastakarmdanam . jidnasafichinnasamsayam
dtmavantam na karmani : nibadhnanti dhanamjaya
Actions do not bind the one whose karmans are relinquished through yoga,
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whose doubts are cut away by knowledge, who is self-possessed.

tasmad ajfianasambhiitam : hristham jiidndsindtmanah

chittvainam samsayam yogam : atisthottistha bharata

So cut away this ignorance-born self-doubt from your heart with the sword of
knowledge, practise yoga, and stand up!

samnyasah karmayogas ca : nih$reyasakaray ubhau

tayos tu karmasamnydsdt : karmayogo visisyate

Renunciation and karmayoga both cause that than which there is nothing
better, but, of the two, karmayoga is better than renunciation of action.

JAeyah sa nityasamnydst : yo na dvesti na kariksati

nirdvandyo hi mahabdho : sukham bandhdt pramucyate

That person is to be known as a perpetual renouncer who neither hates nor
desires, who is free from the dvandvas, who is easily freed from the bond [of
action].

samkhyayogau prthag bilih : pravadanti na panditah e
ekam apy asthitah samyag : ubhayor vindate phalam

Fools, not pandirs, speak of samkhya and yoga as separate. Just one having
been practised truly, one finds the fruit of both.

yat samkhyaih prapyate sthanam : tad yogair api gamyate

ekam samkhyam ca yogam ca : yah pasyati sa pasyati

The state aftained by means of samkhyas is reached by means of yogas 100.
That one sees, who sees sdmkhya and yoga as one.

samnyasas tu mahabdho duhkham aptum ayogatah

yogayukto munir brahma : na cirenddhigacchati

But it is difficult to obtain renunciation without yoga. The muni yoked with
yoga reaches brahman before long.

yogayukto visuddhatma . vijitatma jitendriyah

sarvabhiitdtmabhiitdima : kurvann api na lipyate

The one yoked with yoga, whose self has been purified, whose self has been
conquered, whose senses have been conquered, whose self has become the self
of every creature, though acting, is not stained.

naiva kimcit karomiti : yukto manyeia tattvavit

pasyan Sravan spriafi jighrann : asnan gacchan svapan svasan

T am doing nothing at all': the yoked truth-knower should think thus, [while]
seeing, hearing, feeling, smelling, eating, moving, sleeping, breathing. ..

pralapan visyjan grimann : unmisan nimisann api
indriyanindriyarthesu : vartanta iti dhérayan

..speaking, sending forth, grasping, opening and closing the eyes,
remembering that 'the senses are moving among the objects of sense'.

brahmany dadhdya karmani : sangam tyakivé karoti yah
lipyate na sa papena : padmapatram ivambhasa
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- The one who acts having delivered actions to brahman, having abandoned

attachment, is not stained by papa, as a lotus petal [is not stained] by water.

yuktah karmaphalam tyakeva : santim apnoti naisthikim

ayuktah kamakdrena : phale sakto nibadhyate

The yoked one, having abandoned the fruit of action, achieves final peace. The
unyoked one, attached to fruit, is bound by the working of desire.

sarvakarmani manasa : samnyasydaste sukham vast

navadvire pure dehi . naiva kurvan na kirayan

Renounce all actions by means of the mind! The master, dehin, sits
comfortably in the nine-gated city [ie. the body], neither acting nor causing to
act.

na kartrtvam na karmani : lokasya srjati prabhuh

na karmaphalasamyogam : svabhévas tu pravartate

The master bestows on people neither agency nor actions nor the connection
between action and fruit. Svabhdva acts.

tadbuddhayas tadarminas : tannisthas tatpardyandh

gacchanty apunardvritim . jiananirdhitakalmasah

Those whose buddhi is [focused on] that fknowledge], whose self is [focused
on] that, devoted to that, aiming for that, reach the point of no return, [their]
stains destroyed by knowledge.,

bahyasparsesv asaktitma : vindaty atmani yat sukham

sa brahmayogayuktatma : sukham aksayam asnute

The one whose self is unattached to contacts with externals finds happiness in
him- / herself. The one whose self is yoked by the yoga of brahman obtains
undecaying happiness. '

yo ‘ntahsukho ‘ntararamas : tathantarjyotiv eva yah

sa yogi brahmanirvanam . brahmabhiito ‘dhigacchati

The yogin, whose happiness is internal, whose pleasure is internal and whose
light is internal, having become brakman, attains brahman-nirviana

labhante brahmanirvanam : rsayah kstmakalmaséh

chinnadvaidha yatatmanah : sarvabhiitahite ratih

The rsis, whose stains are destroyed, whose doubts are cut away, who are self-
controlled and devoted to the welfare of all beings, obtain brahman-nirvina.

bhoktaram yajfiatapasam : sarvalokamahesvaram

suhrdam sarvabhiitandm : jAdtva mém Santim yechati

[The muni] knows me as the enjoyer of yajiias and austerities, the great Lord of
all worlds, the friend of all creatures, and attains peace.

andsritah karmaphalam : karyam karma karoti yah
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6:2

6:4

6:11
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6:15

sa samnyast ca yogi ¢a © na niragnir na cikrivah

The one who performs the action which is to be done, detached from the fruit
of action, is a renouncer and a yogin, not the one without ﬁre[—yajna] and
without action. :

yam samnydsam iti prahur : yogam tam viddhi pandava

na hy asamnyastasamkalpo : yogt bhavaii kascana

Know as yoga that which they call renunciation. Nobody whose samkaipas are
unrenounced becomes a yogin.

druruksor muner yogam : karma karanam ucyate

vogaridhasya tasyaiva . Sumah kiranam ucyate

Action is said to be the means of the muni desirous of ascending to yoga.
Equanimity is said to be the means of the one who has ascended to yoga.

vada hi nendrivérthesu . na karmasv anusajjate
sarvasamkalpasamnyasi : yogariidhas tadocyate
When one is attached neither to sense-objects nor to actions, having renounced
all samkalpas, then one is called ‘ascended-to-yoga’.
L

yogi yunjita satatam . atmanam rahasi sthitah

ekdki yatacittatma : nirdsir aparigrahah

The yogin, abiding in solitude, alone, thoughts and self controlled, without
expectations or property, should constantly yoke him- / herself,

Sucau dese pratisthapya . sthiram asanam atmanah

ndtyucchritam natinicam : celdjinakusottaram

Having established, in a clean place, their own solid seat, neither overhigh nor
overlow, topped with cloth, skin or grass...

latraikagram manah krtva : yatacittendriyakriyah
upavisydasane yuiijyad : yogam datmavisuddhaye

..there, having made the mind one-pointed, the one whose thoughts senses
and activity are controlled should sit on the seat and yoke [themselves to] voga
tor the sake of self-purification,..

samam kdyasirogrivam : dhérayann acalam sthirah
sampreksya nasikagram svam : disas canavalokayan

..immovable, holding body, head and neck straight and still, looking at the tip
of their nose and not looking around.

prasantatmd vigatabhir : brahmacarivrate sthitah

manah samyamya maccitto : yukto asita matparah

Self-composed, fear gone, firm in the brahmacarya vow, one should restrain
the mind and sit, yoked, thoughts on me, intent on me.

yufijann evam saddi tmanam : yogi nivatamanasah

Santim nirvapaparamdm . matsamstham adhigacchati

Always yoking him- / herself, the yogin, whose mentality is controlled, attains
the peace whose apex is nirvina and which is based on me, :
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6:17
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6:20
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6:23

6:24

6:25

nafyasnatas tu yogo ‘sti : na caikiantam anasnaiah
na catisvapnasilasya ; jagrato naiva Carjuna
There is no yoga for the one who overeats, nor just for the J."astmg, nor for the
one whose tendency is to oversleep, nor for the [over]wakeful.

s

vuktdharavihdrasya : yuktacestasya karmasu

yuktasvapnavabodhasya : yogo bhavati dulkhahd

Yoga is the sorrow-killer for the one whose eating and sport are yoked, whose
endeavour is yoked to action, whose sleeping and waking are yoked.

yada viniyatam cittam : atmany evévatisihate

nihsprhal sarvakamebhyo : yukia ity ucyate tadi

When thinking is controlled, absorbed in the self alone, then the one abstaining
from all desires is called ‘yoked’.

yatha dipo nivdtastho : nengate sopamd smrtd

yogino yataciftasya : yufijato yogam dtmanah

Like a lamp which remains safe and does not stir: that is the simile
remembered for the yogin, whose thinking is controlled, who yokes the yoga of
the self. "

yatroparamate cittam  niruddham yogasevayd

yatra caivatmand ‘tmanam | pasyann dtmani tusyati

When thinking is quiet, suppressed by resorting to yoga, and when, seeing the
self with the self, one is content in oneself,...

sukham atyantikam yat tad : buddhigrahyvam atindriyam

vetti yalra na caivayam : sthitas calati tattvatah

...when one knows that which is continuous happiness, which can be grasped
by buddhi [despite being] beyond the power of the senses, and [when]| one is
secure, not really stirring,...

vam labdhvi caparam labham : manyate nddhikam tatah

yasmin sthito na duhkhena : gurundapi vicalyate

...and, having obtained the unbettered acquisition, considers it unexcelled, then
one remains in it, not even caused to move by weighty sorrow.

tam vidyad duhkhasamyoga- : -vivogam yogasamjiitam

sa nifcayena yoktavyo : yogo ‘mirvinnaceiasd

One should know that unyoking-of-the-connection-with-sorrow to be called
yoga. That yoga is resolutely to be yoked with undespairing mind.

samkalpaprabhavan kdamams : tyaktva sarvan asesatah
manasaivendriyagramam : viniyamya samantatah

One should abandon entirely all samkalpa-born desires, restrain the village of
the senses completely with just the mind,...

Sanaithsanair uparamed : buddhyd dhrtigrhitaya
atmasamstham manah kriva : na kificid api cintayet

..and gradually calm down by means of firmly-held buddhi. One should make
the mind remain in oneself, and think of nothing at all.
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6:26

6:27

6:28
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6:31

6:32

6:33

6:34

6:35

6:36

yato yato niscarati . manas caiicalam asthiram

latas tato niyamyaitad © dtmany eva vasam nayet

Whenever the fickle, unsteady mind comes forth, one bh()lﬂd restrain it and
‘bring it under one's own control.

prasémtamanasam hy enam : yo ginam sukham uttamam

upaiti Santarajasam : brahmabhiitam akalmasam

Utter joy goes to the yogin whose mind has become calm, whose passions are
quietened, who has become brahman, who is stainless.

yufijann evam sadda "tmanam : yogi vigatakalmasah

sukhena brahmasamsparsam : atyaniam sukham asnute

Always yoking him- / herself in this manner, the yogin, whose stains are gone,
casily attains contact with brahman and absolute happiness.

sarvabhiitastham atmanam : sarvabhiitani catmani
iksate yogayuktatma : sarvatra samadarsanah
The one whose self is yoked with yoga, who sees the same [thing] everywhere,
sees the self resting in all creatures, and all creatures in the self.

T,
Yo mam pasyati sarvatra : sarvam ca mayi pasyati
tasydham na prapnasyami : sa ca me na pranasyati
I 'am not lost to the one who sees me everywhere and sees everything in me,
nor is that one lost to me.

sarvabhittasthitam yo mém . bhajaty ekatvam dsthitah

sarvathd vartamdno 'pi : sa yogi mayi variate

The one who experiences me as resting in all creatures, who has ascended to
oneness, is a yogin and dwells in me, though acting in every way.

dtmaupamyena sarvatra © samam pasyati yo rjuna

sukham vi yadi va dulikham ! sa yogi paramo matah

The one who, by comparison with their own self, sees the same thing
everywhere, whether happiness or sorrow, is considered to be the most
excellent yogin.

vo yam yogas tvayd proktah : samyena madhusiidana

etasydham na pasyami : caiicalatvar sthitim sthirdm

[A:] Because of fickleness, I do not see that this yoga, which is pronounced by
you as evenness, would remain stable.

caficalam hi manah krsna : pramathi balavad drdham

tasydham nigraham manye : viyor iva suduskaram

The mind is fickle, churning, powerful and mighty. T deem its restraint to be
most arduous, like that of the wind.

asamsayam mahdabdho | mano durnigraham calam

abhyasena tu kaunteya : vairdgyena ca grhyate

[K:] Doubtless the mind is difficult to restrain, unsteady. Yet, by discipline and
indifference, it is seized.

asamyatdtmana yogo : dusprdpa iti me matih
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6:41
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6:43

6:44

6:45

vasyatmana tu yatatd : Sakyo vaptum upayatah
My view is that, for one whose self is not controlled, yoga is hard to attain. But
a seif~wﬂied striver is able to attain it somehow.

ayatih Sraddhayopeto : yogdc calitamanasah

aprapya yogasamsiddhim : kam gatim krsna gacchati

[A:] A non-ascetic, entered into faith, whose mind departs from yoga before
they reach the perfection of yoga: what goal do they arrive at?

kaccin nobhayavibhrastas : chinnabhram iva nasyati

apratistho mahébaho : vimidho brahmanah pathi

Are they not, fallen from both [voga and its perfection], lost like a torn cloud,
without foundation, confused on the path of brakman?

etam me samsayam krsna : chettum arhasy asesatah

tvadanyah samSayasydsya : chettd@ nahy upapadyate

You are able to remove this doubt for me completely, for, apart from you, no
remover of this doubt is apparent.

partha naiveha ndamutra . vindsas tasya vidyate "
na hi kalydanakyt kascid : durgatim tdta gacchati

[K:] Neither in this world nor in the other is their destruction found, for no doer

of good comes to misfortune.

prapya punyakriam lokan : usitva sasvatth samah

sucinam srimatam gehe : yogabhrasto 'bhijayate

Having reached the worlds of the doers of good, having dwelt [there] for
countless years, the one fallen from yoga is born again in the house of pure,
fortunate folk. .. :

athavd yogindm eva : kule bhavati dhimatam
etad dhi durlabhataram : loke janma yad idrSam

..or they come into a family of wise yogins: indeed, this birth endowed with
such qualities is rarer in the world.

tatra tam buddhisamyogam : labhate paurvadehikam

yatate ca tato bhityah ; samsiddhau kurunandana

There they find that buddhi-yoking of the old body, and thence they make for
perfection once more.

pirvabhyasena tenaiva : hrivate hyavaso 'pi sah
Jiyndsur api yogasya : Sabdabrahmadtivartate
Even if unwishing, they are seized by that same former discipline. The one

who 1s merely desirous of knowing yoga surpasses the sound-brahman. ..

prayatndd yatamanas tu : yogi samsuddhakilbisah

anekajanmasamsiddhas : tato ydti param gatim

...and the yogin, stains cleansed, striving from continued endeavour, whose
perfection takes many births, then goes to the highest goal.

mayy asaktamandah partha : yogam yufijan maddsrayah
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asamsayam samagram mam : yatha jidasyasi tac chrou
Hear how, mind fixed on me, yoking yoga, sheitermg in me, you will know me
compietdy, without doubt.

Jhdnam te "ham savijfianam : idam vaksyamy aSesatah

vaj jAdtva neha bhityo ‘nyaj : jiidtavyam avasisyate

I will utter for you, without remainder, this knowledge and understanding,
knowing which, moreover, nothing else in the world remains to be known.

manusyandm sahasresu : kascid yarati siddhaye

yatatam api siddhdnam : kascin mam vetti tattvatah

One person in a thousand strives for success, and, of those success{ul striving
ones, [only] one really knows me.

bhamir apo 'nalo vayuh : kham mano buddhir eva ca

ahamkara itiyam me . bhinnd prakrtiv astadhd

Earth, water, fire, wind, space, manas, buddhi and ahamkara: this is my prakyti
split eightfold.

apareyam itas tv anyam : prakrtim viddhi me pariam e
Jivabhatam mahdbiho : yayedam dharyate jagat

This is the lower one, so know n1y other, higher prakrti, consisting of life, by
means of which this world is supported.

etadyonini bhiiiani : sarvanity upadhiiraya

aham krtsnasya jagatah . prabhavah pralayas tathd

Understand that all creatures have this as their source. I am the origin and also
the destruction of the whole world.

mattah parataram nanyat : kificid asti dhanafijaya

mayi sarvam idam protam : siitre manigand iva

There is no other higher than me. All this is strung on me like pearls on a
thread.

raso 'ham apsu kaunteya : prabhdasmi Sasisiirvayoh

pranavah sarvavedesu : Sabdah khe paurusam nysu

I am the flavour in the waters, the light in the moon and sun, the 'om' in all the
Vedas, the sound in space, the virility in men...

punyo gandhah prihivyam ca : tejas cdasmi vibhavasau

Jivanam sarvabhiitesu : tapas casmi tapasvisu

...and I am the pleasant smell in the earth, the splendour in that which shines,
the livelihood in all beings, and the austerity of the austere.

bijam mam sarvabhitandm . viddhi partha sandtanam

buddhir buddhimatam asmi : iejas tejasvindm aham

Know me to be the primeval seed of all beings: I am the buddhi of those
possessing buddhi, the splendour of the splendid.

balam balavatam asmi : kamardgavivarjitam
dharmaviruddho bhiitesu : kamo 'smi bharatarsabha
Of the strong T am the strength devoid of passion and desire. In all beings 1 am
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7:17

7:26

727

7:28

the desire that does not oppose dharma.

ye caiva sativika bhivd : rdjasas tdmasas ca ye

mafta eveti tin viddhi : na tv aham tesu te mayi

Whatever sattvic, rajasic and tamasic manners of being [there are], know these
to be from me alone: but I am not in them, they are in me.

tribhir gunamayair bhavair : ebhih sarvam idam jagat

mohitam ndbhijanati : mam ebhyah param avyayam

This whole world, confused by these three conditions of being consisting of
gunas, does not recognise me, distinct from them [and] imperishable.

daivi hy esa gunamayi : mama maya duratyaya

mam eva ye prapadyante : mayam etam taranti te

This celestial maya of mine, consisting of gunas, is inscrutable. Those who
resort to me alone cross beyond this mdyq.

caturvidhd bhajante mam . jandh sukrtino ‘rjuna
drto jiffiasur artharthi : jiiani ca bharatarsabha "
Four kinds of decent people honour me: the suffering one, the knowledge-

seeker, the one whose purpose is profit, and the knower.

tesam JAant nityayukta : ekabhaktir visisyate

privo hi jRanino ‘tyartham : aham sa ca mama priyah

Of these the knower, ever-yoked, whose bhakti is exclusive, is preeminent. |
am exceedingly dear to the knower; he / she is dear to me.

bahiindm janmandm ante : jiidnavan mdam prapadyate

vasudeval sarvam iti : sa mahdtmd sudurlabhal

At the end of many births the knowledgeable one attains to me. That great-
spirited one, [thinking] 'Vasudeva is everything', is very rare.

naham prakdasah sarvasya : yogamaydasamavrtah

miidho vam nabhijandti : loko mam ajam avyayam

I am not visible to all, concealed by the maya of [my] yoga. This confused
world does not recognise me, unborn [and] imperishable,

veddham samatitani : vartamdanani carjuna
bhavisyani ca bhiitdni : mam tu veda na kascana
I know beings past, present and future, but nobody knows me.

icchadvesasamutthena : dvandvamohena bharata

sarvabhiiiani sammoham : sarge yénti paramitapa

By means of the delusion of the dvandvas, produced by enmity and desire, all
beings in creation [or all beings at birth] go into confusion.

yesam v antagatam papam : janandm punyakarmanam
fe dvandvamohanirmuktii : bhajante mam drdhavratah
But those virtuously-acting folk whose wickedness (pdpam) has come to an
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end, freed from the delusion of the dvandvas, firm in their vows, share in me.

sadhibhittadhidaivam mam : sadhivajfiam ca ye viduh
pravanakdle ‘pi ca mam ! te vidur yuktacetasah
Those whose thinking is yoked and who, even in [their] hour of death, know

me as containing that which pertains to matter, to the devas and to vajiia, know
[indeed].

aksaram brahma paramam : svabhdvo 'dhyatmam ucyate
bhiitabhdvodbhavakara : visargah karmasamjiiitah

The highest brahman is the imperishable. Svabhava is said to be that which
pertains to yajia. The product generative of the conditions of creatures is
termed karman. ‘

antakile ca mam eva : smaran mukivd kalevaram

yah prayati sa madbhdavam : yati nasty atra samsayah

The one who, remembering just me in [their| hour of death, abandons the bady
and goes forth, certainly goes to my being.

yam yam vapi smaran bhavam : tyajaty ante kalevaram

tam tam evaiti kaunteya : sada tadbhavabhdvitah

One goes to whatever condition of being one, in the end, abandons the body
remembering: one is always made to become in that condition.

abhyasayvogayuktena . celasa nanyagdmind

paramam purusam divyam ; yati parthanucintayan

Thinking on the divine highest purusa with a mind which is yoked by the habit
of yoga and which does not stray to another, one goes [to that divine highest
purusal.

kavim puranam anusdasitaram : anor anivamsam anusmared yah
sarvasya dhataram acintyariipam ; dditvavarnam tamasah parastart
[see next verse]

prayanakdle manasa 'calena : bhakityd yukto yogabalena caiva

bhruvor madhye pranam dvesya samyak © sa tam param purusam upaiti
divyam

The ancient governor-sage, more minute than the minute, dhdarr of all, of
unthinkable form, the colour of the sun beyond the darkness: the one who
thinks about this one in [their] hour of death with unwavering, devoted mind,
yoked with the forces of yoga, delivering the entire breath between the
eyebrows, attains to that divine highest purusa.

om ity ekdksaram brahma @ vyaharan mam anusmaran

yah prayéti tyajan deham . sa yati paramam gatim -
The one who, uttering ‘om', brahman-in-one-syllable, goes forth, relinquishing
the body while thinking of me, goes the highest course.
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8:15  mam upetya punarjanma : duhkhdlayam asasvatam
népnuvanti mahdatmanah : samsiddhim paramdam gatah
The great-spirited ones ascend to me and do not obtain rebirth, the
- impermanent dwelling of sorrow: they go to highest perfection.

8:17  sahasrayugaparyantam : ahar yad brahmano viduh
ratrim yugasahasrantam : te "hordtravida jandh
Those folk who know day and night know that a day of Brahma ends after
1000 yugas: a night [of Brahma] ends after 1000 yugas.

8:18  awakrad vyaktayah sarvah : prabhavanty ahardagame
ratryagame pralivante : tatraivavyaktasamjfiake
All manifestations arise from the unmanifest at break of day: at nightfall they
are dissolved into that same so-called unmanifest.

8:19 bhatagramah sa evayam : bhiitva bhiitvd pralivate -
ratryagame vasah partha . prabhavaty ahardgame %
This same village of creatures, having arisen again and again, disappears at
nightfall without wishing to, [and] arises at daybreak.

8:20  paras tasmdt tu bhdavo 'nyo : 'vakio vyaktat sandtanah
vah sa sarvesu bhiitesu : nasyatsu na vinasyati
And so [there is] a higher eternal unmanifest state other than the unmanifest,
which, while all beings perish, does not perish.

8:21 avyakto ‘ksara ity uktas : tam dhuh paramam gatim
yam prapya na nivartante : tad dhama paramam mama
The unmanifest is said to be imperishable. They say it is the highest course,
that highest abode of mine, having obtained which they do not return.

8:22  purusuah sa parah partha : bhaktyd labhyas tv ananyayd

yasyantahsthani bhiitani : yena sarvam idam tatam
; That highest purusa, within whom creatures rest, by whom all this is extended,
is obtainable by exclusive bhakti.

823  yatra kale iv anavyttim : avrttim caiva yoginah
praydatd yanti tam kalam : vaksydami bharatarsabha
I will pronounce that time dying in which yogins go to the non-returning and
the returning.

8:24  agnir jyotir ahah Suklah : sanmdsd uttardyanam
tatra praydtd gacchanti : brahma brahmavido jandh
Fire, light, day, the bright fortnight, the [sun's] six-month progress north:
brahman-knowing folk dying there go to brahman.

8:25  dhamo ratris tathd kysnah : sanmasa daksinayanam
tatra cdndramasam jyotir : yogi prapya nivartate
Smoke, night, the dark fortnight, the [sun's] six-month progress south: [dying]
there, having obtained the lunar light, the yogin returns.
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Suklakrsne gatt hy ete : jagatah Sasvate mate

ekayd yaty anavritim : anyayivariate punah

These, the bright and the dark, are considered to be the two eternal courses of
the world. By means of one, one goes, not to return. By means of the other, one
returns again.

naite syit partha janan : yogi muhyati kascana

tasmat sarvesu kilesu : yogayukto bhavarjuna

Knowing these two paths, the yogin is not confused: so become yoked with
yogua at all times.

vedesu yajitesu tapassu caiva ; danesu yat punyaphalam pradistam

atyeti lal sarvam idam viditva : yogi param sthanam upaiti cadyam

The yogin, knowing all this, goes beyond whatever fruit of good works is
indicated in the Vedas with respect to yajfias, austerities and gifts, and ascends
to the highest, primeval state.

idam tu te guhyatamam : pravaksyamy anasiiyave

JAanam vijiianasahitam : yaj jAatvd moksyase 'Subhat %
I will pronounce this most hidden thing for unspiteful you: the knowledge,
knowing which you will be freed from harm.

asraddadhandh purusd : dharmasyasya parantapa

aprapya mam nivartante | mriyusamsdaravartmani

People holding no faith in this dharma do not attain to me: they return to the
path of death and samsdra. '

mayd tatam idam sarvam : jagad avyaktamirting

matsthdni sarvabhitani : na caham tesv avasthitah

All this world is extended by me, {my] form unmanifest [or in the form of the
unmanifest]. All beings are based on me, ] am not based in them.

na ca matsthdni bhiitani : pasya me yogam aisvaram

bhiitabhyn na ca bhiitastho : mamatmd bhiatabhavanah

But the beings are not based on me: see my Lordly yoga! My self is the bearer
of beings: it is not based on the beings, it causes the beings to become.

sarvabhiitani kaunteya - prakrtim vianti mamikam

kalpaksaye punas tani : kalpadau visriamy aham

All beings go to my prakrti at the quietening of the kalpa: | emit them again at
the beginning of the kalpa.

prakrtim svam avastabhya : vispjami punah punah

bhitagrdamam imam krtsnam : avasam prakrter vasat

Having recourse to my own prakrti, I emit again and again this entire village of
creatures unwishingly, controlled by [my] nature.

na ca mam tdni karmani ; nibadhnanti dhanaiijava
uddsinavad asinam : asakiam tesu kavrmasu
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But those acts do not bind me, seated unattached and indifferently in them.

mayddhyaksena prakyiih : siiyate sacardcaram

hetunanena kaunteya : jagad viparivartate

Prakrti produces the moving and the unmoving by my supervision: for this
reason the world revolves,

aham kratur aham yajiiah : svadhaham aham ausadham

mantro "ham aham evajvam : aham agnir aham hutam

I am the rite, I am the yajfia, I am the libation to the ancestors, I am the herb, I
am the mantra, [ am the ghee, I am the fire, I am the oblation.

gatir bhartd prabhul sakst : niviasah Saranam suhrt
prabhavah pralayah sthanam : nidhianam bijam avyayam
[T am] the way, the bearer, the master, the witness, the abode, the refuge, the
friend, the origin, the destruction, the station, the receptacle, the imperishable
seed. :

L

traividya mam somapdah patapapah : yajfiair istva svargatim prarthayante

te punyam asadya surendralokam : asnanti divyén divi devabhogdn

The soma-drinkers who are familiar with the knowledge of the three Vedas,
their sins {(pdpas) purified, seek me by means of ygjiias and long for the way to
heaven. Having reached the auspicious world of the chief of the devas, they
enjoy, in the sky, the celestial enjoyments of the devas.

fe tam bhuktva svargalokam visalam : ksine punye martyalokam visanti
evam {rayidharmam anuprapanndh : gatdgatam kamakamda labhante
Having enjoyed the extensive world of heaven, their merit being expended,
they enter the world of mortals. Thus, following the dharma enjoined in the
three Vedas, desiring pleasures, they obtain that which comes and goes.

ananyds cintayanto mam . ye jandh paryupdsate

tesdm nityabhiyukianam . yogaksemam vahamy aham

For those folk who think exclusively of me, abide [in me] and are always
diligent, I bestow security of yoga.

ye py anydevatdbhaktd : yajante sraddhayanvitah

te 'pi mam eva kaunteya : yajanty avidhipirvakam

Even those who, sharing with other deities, make offerings accompanied by
faith, they too offer to me, [but] not according to the injunctions.

aham hi sarvayajiiagnam : bhokta ca prabhur eva ca

na tu mam abhijananti : tattvendatas cyavanti te

I am the enjoyer and the master of all yajiias, but they do not know me truly,
hence they fall [back to rebirth].

patram puspam phalam toyam : yo me bhakiya prayacchati
tad aham bhaktyupahrtam : asndami prayatdtmandah
I consume that bhakti-offering of the dutifully-spirited one who offers me, bv
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means of bhakii, a feather, a flower, a fruit [or] some water.

yat karosi yad asndsi : yaf juhosi dadasi yat

yat tapasyasi kaunteya : tat kurusva madarpanam

What[ever] you do, enjoy, invoke, give [or] undergo by way of austerity, make
it an offering to me.

Subhasubhaphalair evam : moksyase karmabandhanaih
Samnydsayogayukiatma : vimukto mam upaisyasi

Thus you will be freed from good and bad fraits [and] from the bonds of
action. [Your] self yoked with the yoga of renunciation, freed, you will ascend
to me.

samo "ham sarvabhiitesu : na me dvesyo 'sti na priyah

ye bhajanti tu mam bhaktyi : mayi te tesu capy aham

I am the same with respect to all beings: they are, to me, neither odious nor
dear. But those who share with me by means of bhakti are in me, and I in them.

mdm hi partha vyapdsritya : ye ‘pi syuh papayonayah ey
striyo vaisyds tathd Sudras : te 'pi yanti param gatim

Those who have recourse to me, even be they of wretched origin, women,
vaisyas or §idras, go the highest course.

na me viduh suraganah : prabhavam na maharsayah

aham ddir hi devanam : maharsinam ca sarvasah

Neither the multitudes of the celestial ones nor the great rsis knew my origin. I
am the beginning of the devas and the great rsis collectively,

Yo mam ajam anddim ca ; vetti lokamahesvaram

asammidhah sa martyesu : sarvapapaih pramucyate

The one who knows me as the unborn and beginningless great Lord of worlds,
unconfused amongst mortals, is freed from all evils (papas).

maharsayah sapta parve | catvdro manavas tathd

madbhdva manasd jatd : yesam loka imdh prajih

The seven great rsis of old and the four Manus, whose world and creatures
[these are], are of my being, born of [my] mind.

aham dtmd guddkesa : sarvabhiitisayasthitah

aham adis ca madhyam ca : bhiltdnam anta eva ca

I am the self resting in the seat of all beings; I am the beginning, middle and
end of the beings.

adityandm aham vispur : jyotisam ravir amsuman

maricir marutam asmi : naksatranam aham sasi

I am the Visnu of the Adityas, the beaming sun among heavenly bodies, the
Marici of the Maruts, the moon among stars.
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vedandm samavedo 'smi : devandm asmi visavah

indrivindm manas casmi : bhiitanam asmi cetand

I am the Samaveda among Vedas, Indra among the devas, manas among the
Indriyas, the consciousness of beings.

rudrandam Sankaras casmi : vitteso yaksaraksasam

vasindam pavakas casmi . meruh Sikharinam aham

1 am the Siva of the Rudras, the Kubera of the Yaksas and Raksas, the Pavaka
of the Vasus, Meru among mountains.

purodhasam ca mukhyam mam . viddhi partha brhaspatim

sendninam aham skandah : sarasam asmi sd garah

Know me to be Brhaspatz the chief of domestic priests; I am Skandd among
commanders, the ocean among waters.

maharsindm bhrgur aham © giram asmy ekam aksaram
yajiianam japayajiio 'smi : sthavarandm himalayah
I am Bhrgu among the great rsis, the one syllable (om) among invocations, the
Japayaiiia among yajiias, the Himidlaya among immovables.

&,
asvatthah sarvavrksanam : devarsinam ca naradah
gandharvapam citrarathah : siddhanam kapilo munih
[T am] the ASvattha among trees, Nirada among devas and rsis, the Citraratha
of the Gandharvas, the muni Kapila among perfected ones.

uccaihsravasam asvanam . viddhi mam amrtodbhavam

airavatam gajendrandm ; narvdndm ca narddhipam

Know me to be Ucchaihsravas, arisen from the deathless, among horses,
AlrAvata among great elephants, the protector-of-folk among folk.

ayudhdndm aham vajram : dheninam asmi kamadhuk

prajanas cismi kandarpah : sarpandm asmi véisukih

I'am the vajra among weapons, the 'desire-granter' among cows. | am Kama
the progenitor; I am Vasuki among serpents.

anantas casmi naganam : varuno yddasam aham

pitindm aryamd cismi . yamah samyamatam aham

I am the Sesa of the Nagas, Varuna among sea creatures, Aryaman among the
ancestors, Yama among those that restrain.

prahiadas casmi daityanam : kilah kalayvatam aham

mrgandm ca mrgendro "ham : vainateyas ca paksinam

I 'am the Prahlada of the Daityas, kdla among those that push on, the chief-of-
beasts among beasts, Garuda among the winged ones.

pavanah pavatam asmi . ramah Sastrabhridm aham

Jhasandm makara$ casmi ; srotasim asmi jahnavi

I am the wind among purifiers, Rima among sword-bearers, Makara among
fish, the Ganges among rivers.

sargandam adirantas ca . madhyam caivaham arjuna
adhyatmavidyd vidydandam . vadah pravadatam aham
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I 'am the beginning, end and middle of the emissions, the adhydtman-
knowledge among knowledges, the speech of those that speak.

10:33  aksaranam akaro 'smi : dvandvah samasikasya ca
aham eviksayah kilo : dhataham visvatomukhah
1 am 'a’ among syllables, the dvandva among grammatical compounds; indeed,
I am the imperishable, kila, dhatr, facing everywhere.

10:34  mrtyuh sarvaharas caham : udbhavas ca bhavisyatam
kivtih sriv vak ca nariam : smrtiv medhd dhrtih ksama
I 'am the death which takes all, the arising of future beings, the fame, splendour,
speech, memory, nous, constancy and patience of women.

10:35  brhatsama tatha samndm : gdyatri chandasam aham
mdsandm margasirso ham : rtanam kusamédkarah
I'am also the great-chant among chants, the gayarf among metres, Margasiras
among the months, among seasons the one that makes flowers.

10:36  dyatam chalayatam asmi ; tejas tejasvinam aham -
Jayo ‘smivyavasayo ‘smi : sattvam sattvavatam aham L
I 'am the gambling of those that outwit, the splendour of the splendid; T am
victory, I am resolve, I am the purity of the pure.

10:37  vrsnimam vasudevo 'smi : pandavinam dhanafijayah
munindm apy aham vyasah : kavinam usanda kavih
Fam the Vasudeva of the Vrsnis, the Arjuna of the Pandavas, Vyidsa among
munis, kavi USanas among kavis.

10:38  dando damayatam asmi : nitir asmi jigisatam
maunam caivasmi guhyanam : jianam jidnavatdm aham
I 'am the rod of those that conquer, the niti of those desiring to win, the silence
of the mysterious ones, the knowledge of the knowers.

()

L1:5  pasya me partha riipani ; Sataso 'tha sahasrasah
nanavidhéni divyani : nandavarnakrtini ca
Behold my forms in [their] hundreds and thousands, multifarious, celestial, of
various colours and shapes.

11:6  pasyadityin vasin rudran : asvinaw marutas tathd
bahiiny adrstaparvani : pasyascaryani bhérata
Behold the Adityas, Vasus, Rudras, the two Asvins and the Maruts. Behold
many marvels never seen before.

117 ihaikastham jagat krtsnam ; pasyiadya sacardcaram
mama dehe gudikesa : yac canvad drstum icchasi
Behold the entire world assembled, the moving and the unmoving, and
what[ever] else you want to see, here and now in my body.

11:8 na tu mam Sakyase drastum : anenaiva svacaksusa
divyam dadami te caksuh : pasya me yogam aisvaram
But you cannot see me with this sight of yours. I give you celestial sight:
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behold my Lordly voga!

evam uktva tato rdjan : mahdyogesvaro harih

darsayam dsa parthiya : paramarm ripam aisvaram

Having said this, [Krsna], the great Lord of yoga, showed fhis] highest Lordly
form for [Arjunal;

anekavaktranayanam : anekidbhutadarsanam

anekadivydbharanam : divyanekodyatayudham

Many-mouthed, many-eyed, with many marvellous sights, many celestial
ornaments and many upraised celestial weapons.

divyamalyambaradharam : divyagandhanulepanam

sarvascaryamayam devam : anantam visvatomukham

Bearing celestial wreaths and garlands, with celestial odours and unguents,
with all marvels, celestial, endless, facing everywhere.

divi siiryasahasrasya : bhaved yugapad utthita

yadi bhih sadyst sa syad : bhasas tasya mahdtmanah

If the risen light of a thousand suns were to occur together, that would #
resemble the light of the great-spirited one.

tatraikastham jagat kytsnam : pravibhaktam anekadhi

apasyad devadevasya : Sarire pandavas tada

Then [Arjuna] saw the entire world, variously divided, assembled there in the
body of the deva of devas.

tatah sa vismaydvisto : hrstaroma dhananjayah

pranamya Sirasa devam : krtajalir abhdsata

Then [Arjuna], full of perplexity, his hair standing on end, bowed his head to
the celestial one, made the sign of joined hands, and said:

pasyami devams tava deva dehe : sarvams tatha bhiitavisesasamghan
brahmanam iSam kamaldsanastham : rsims ca sarvan uragdms ca divydin
1 see, in your body, devas and all collections of kinds of beings, and Lord
Brahma resting on a lotus seat, and all rsis and celestial snakes.

anekabahidaravaktranetram : pasyami ivam sarvato 'nantaripam

ndantam na madhyam na punas tavadim : pasyéimi visvesvara visvariapa
Many-armed, -bellied, -mouthed and -eyed, I see you, whose form is endless,
eveywhere. Neither end, nor middle, nor even beginning of you do 1 see.

kirttinam gadinam cakrinam ca : tejordsim sarvato diptimantam

pasyami tvam durnirtksyam samantad : diptanalivkadyutim aprameyam

I see you, with diadem, club and discus, a pile of splendour, bright everywhere,
difficult to see completely, with the lustre of the bright fire and the sun,
unfathomable.

fvam aksaram paramam veditavyam : tvam asya visvasya param nidhdnam
tvam avyayah Sasvatadharmagopta : sandtanas tvam puruso mato me

You are to be known as the highest imperishable; you are the highest
receptacle of all this; you are the undecaying, the constant preserver of
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dharma; 1 consider you to be the eternal purusa.

andadimadhydniam anantaviryam : anantabdhum Sasisiiryanetram

pasydmi tvam diptahutdsavaktram : svatejasd visvam idam tapantam

I see you, without beginning, middle or end, of endless heroism, endless
strength, moon- and sun-eyed, your mouth a bright fire, burning all this with
your splendour.

dyvavaprthivyor idam antaram hi : vyaptam tvayaikena disas ca sarvih
drstvadbhutam rapam ugram tavedam : lokatrayam pravyathitam mahdtman
This intermediate region between sky and earth, and all the directions, are
pervaded only by you. The three worlds see this terrible, marvellous form of
vours and quake,

ami hi tvam surasamghd visanti : kecid bhitah préfjalayo graanti

Svastity ukiva maharszsm’dhasamghah stuvanti tvam stutibhifi puskalibhih
Those companies of deities enter you: some, afraid, holding out open hands,
sing. Saying 'haill', the assemblies of great rsis and perfected ones praise you
with copious eulogies.

R
rudrddityd vasavo ye ca sidhyd : visve 'Svinau marutas cosmapas ca
gandharvayaksasurasiddhasamghd : viksante tvam vismitds caiva sarve
The Rudras and Adityas, Vasus and Sadhyas, the Asvins, all the Maruts and the
Usmapas, and the assembly of Gandharvas, Yaksas, asuras and perfected ones
regard you and are all astonished.

rilpam mahat te bahuvaktranetram : mahabaho bahubahirupddam

bahiidaram bahudamstrakaralom : drstva lokdh pravyathitas tathaham

Seeing your great form with many mouths and eyes, many broad arms and feet,
many bellies and many gaping fangs, the worlds are distressed, and 1 am too.

nabhahsprsam diptam anekavarnam : vydittananam diptavisalanetram

drstvd hi tvam pmvyaz‘hmzntamtma dhrtim na vindami Samam ca visno
Seeing you touching the sky, splendid, mukt;coloured open- mouthed, with
large blazing eyes, I find neither constancy nor calmness, [my] heart distressed.

damstrakaralani ca te mukhani : drstvaiva kalanalasamnibhini

diso na jane na labhe ca Sarma : prasida devesa jagannivasa

Seeing your mouth gaping with teeth like the fire of time, I do not know the
directions and find no safety. Be gracious, world-dwelling Lord of devas!

ami ca tvam dhrtarastrasya putrih : sarve sahaivavanipéilasamghaih
bhismo dronal sataputras tathdsau . sahasmadivair api yodhamukhyaih
And all those sons of Dhytardstra, together with the assemblies of kings,
Bhisma, Drona, [Karna] and our best warriors. ..

vakirani te tvaramand visanti : damstrikaraldni bhayanakani

kecid vilagna dasanantaresu . samdysyante citrnitair uttamangaih
...enter you, hastening to your dreadful tusk-gaping mouths: some, stuck
between teeth, are seen with pulverised heads.

yathd nadiam bahavo 'mbuvegah : samudram evibhimukha dravanti
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tathd tavami naralokavird . visanti vakirany abhivijvalanti
Just as the many water-currents of the rivers run towards the ocean, so do those
heroes of the human world enter your blazing mouths.

yathd pradiptam jvalanam patanga : visanti nasaya samyrddhavegdih

tathaiva nasaya visanti lokas : tavapi vaktrini samrddhavegah

Just as flying things go accelerating to destruction in the fire, 50 do the worlds
go accelerating to destruction in your mouths.

lelityase grasamanah samantal : lokan samagrain vadanair Jvaladbhih
tejobhir apiirya jagat samagram . bhasas tavograh pratapanti visno

You lick up all the worlds with flaming mouths, devouring them completely:
having filled the whole world with brilliance, your savage rays burn it up.

dkhyahi me ko bhavan ugrariipo : namo 'stu te devavara prasida

vijiidtum icchami bhavantam Gdyam : na hi prajanami tava pravritim

Tell me, who are you whose form is terrible? Homage to you: be gracious! |
want to understand you, the primeval one, for I do not comprehend your
progress.

kalo 'smi lokaksayakyt pravrddho : lokin samdhartum iha pravritah

rte ‘pi tvim na bhavisyanti sarve : ye vasthitih pratyanikesu yodhdh

[K:] I am swollen time, destroyer of the worlds, turned forth here to crush the
worlds. All the warriors who are stood in the opposed armies will not survive,
even without you [or except for you].

tasmat tvam uttistha yaso labhasva : jitva Satriin bhurksva rajyam samrddham
mayaivaite nihatGh pirvam eva : nimitiaméatram bhava savyasdcin

So stand up! Obtain fame! Conquer the enemy and enjoy prosperous kingship!
These were killed by me previously: be the instrumental cause.

dronam ca bhismam ca jayadratham ca : karnam fathanyan api yodhaviran
mayd hatams tvam jahi ma vyathistha : yudhyasva jetisi rane sapatndn

Drona and Bhisma and Jayadratha and Karna and the other warrior-heroes too:
kill those killed by me! Do not waver! Fight! You will conquer [your]
adversaries in the battle,

etac chrutva vacanam kesavasya : krianjalir vepamanah kiratt

namaskytva bhitya evaha krsnam : sagadgadam bhitabhitah pranamya
Having heard this speech of [Krsna’s], [Arjuna], with joined hands, trembling,
paid homage again, bowed, and, stammering and frightened, said to Krsna:

sthane hysikesa tava prakiviya : jagat prahrsyaty anurajyate ca

raksamsi bhitani diso dravanti : sarve namasyanti ca siddhasamghdh

At your anunciation, the world justly rejoices and becomes devoted. Frightened
fiends run to [all] quarters, and all the assemblies of perfected ones pay
homage.

kasmac ca te na nameran mahatman : garivase brahmano py adikartre
ananta devesa jagannivisa : tvam aksaram sad asat tatparam yat

And why would they not bow to you, the beginning-maker, more important
even than brahman? Endless, world-residing lord of devas, you [are] the
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imperishable, the sat, the asat, [and] whatever’s beyond them.

tvam ddideval purusah purdnas : tvam asya visvasya param nidhinam

vettdsi vedyam ca param ca dhima : tvayd fatam visvam anantariipa

You are the first deva, the ancient purusa; you are the utmost receptacle of all
this. You are the knower and that which is to be known, and the highest abode.
All is extended by you.

vayur yamo ‘gnir varunah sasankah : prajapatis tvam prapitamahas ca
namo namas te ‘stu sahasrakrtval : punas ca bhityo ‘pi namo namas ie
You are Vayu, Yama, Agni, Varuna, the moon, Prajapati and the paternal
great-grandfather [i.e. Brahma]. May there be homage, homage to you a
thousand times, homage again and homage to you yet again.

namah purastad atha prsthatas te : namo ‘stu te sarvata eva sarva
anantaviryamitavikramas tvam : sarvam samdpnosi tato 'si sarvah

May there be homage to you from the front and from behind, homage to you
from every single side. You are the one of endless valour and unmeasured
stride: you complete all, so you are all. ‘

sakheti marva prasabham yad ukiam ; he krsna he yadava he sakheti

ajdnatd mahimanam tavedam : maya pramddit pranavena vapi

‘Friend’: that [word has been] importunately thought and spoken. ‘Oh Krsna,
oh Yédava, oh friend’: this [was spoken] by me ignorant of your greatness, out
of carelessness or affection.

yac cavahasartham asatkyto 'si : viharasayyésanabhojanesu ‘

¢ko ‘tha vapy acyuta latsamaksam . tat ksamaye tvam aham aprameyam
And when you are badly treated for the sake of a joke, in sports, on sofas, on
seats and when eating, alone or in their sight, I ask immeasurable you to
forgive i,

pitasi lokasya cardcarasya : tvam asya pijyvas ca gurur gariyin

na tvatsamo ‘sty abhyadhikah kuto ‘nyo : lokatraye ‘py apratimaprabhava
You are the father of the moving and unmoving world, and its most honourable
guru. There is no one equal to you: how [then could there be] another more
excellent in all the triple world?

tasmat pranamya prapidhaya kiyam : prasadaye tvam aham Sam idyam
piteva putrasya sakheva sakhyuh : priyah priviyarhasi deva sodhum

So [ bow, lay down [my] body and appease you, the praiseworthy Lord. Like a
father with a child, like a friend with a friend, a lover with the beloved, you
should be patient.

adrstaptirvam hysito ‘smi drstvd : bhayena ca pravyathitam mano me

tad eva me dar$aya deva riipain : prasida devesa jagannivisa

Having seen that which has never before been seen, I am bristling with fear and
my mind is distressed. Make me see the same [i.¢. old] form: be gracious,
world-dwelling Lord of devas.

kiritinam gadinam cakrahastam : icchdami tvam drastum aham tathaiva
tenaiva riipena caturbhujena : sahasrabiho bhava visvamiirte
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T want to see you thus, diademed, with a club, with discus in hand. Thousand-
armed one consisting of all, be of that four-armed form.

‘maya prasannena tavdrjunedam : ripam param darsitam atmayogat
tejomayam visvam anantam ddyam : yan me tvadanyena na drstapiirvam
[K:] Arjuna, this highest form, brilliant, complete, endless [and]
unprecedented, which has never before been seen by anyone other than my
you, has been shown for you, by gracious me, through [my] own yoga.

na vedayajiiadhyayanair na dinair : na ca kriyabhir na tapobhir ugraih
evamriipah sakya aham nyloke . drastum tvadanyena kurupravira

Not by Vedic yajfia or study, not by gifts nor by rites nor by severe austerities
can I be seen in the human world in such a form by anyone other than you.

ma te vyathd ma ca vimidhabhavo : drstva riipam ghoram idri mamedam
vyapetabhih pritamandh punas tvam : tad eva me rippam idam prapasya
Having seen the terrible form endowed with such qualities, [may there be] no
alarm for you and no state of confusion. [May] you [be] free from fear and glad
in mind once more: behold this, my same [i.e. old] form.

k-

evam satatayuktd ye : bhaktas tvam paryupédsate

Ye capy aksaram avyakiam : tesam ke yogavittamah

[A:] The ever-yoked bhaktas who partake of you, and those [who partake of]
the imperishable unmanifest: which of these are the superlative yoga-knowers?

mayy avesya mano ye mdm : nityayukid updsate

Sraddhayd parayopetdis : te me yuktatama matah

[K:] Those are considered by me to be the superlatively yoked who, having
caused the mind to reach me, ever-yoked, enter into me, ascending by means of
utmost faith.

ve tv aksaram anirdesyam : avyaktam paryupdsate

sarvatragam acintyam ca : kiltastham acalam dhruvam

But those who partake of the imperishable, indefinable, unmanifest,
omnipresent and ineffable, apex-resting, unmoving, constant [one]...

samniyamyendriyagramam : sarvaira samabuddhayah

te prapruvanti mam eva : sarvabhiitahite ratih

...having restrained the village of the senses, their buddhi the same at all times,
those, devoted to the welfare of all beings, indeed reach me.

kleso 'dhikataras tesam : avyaktasakiacetasam

avyaktd hi gativ duhkham : dehavadbhir avapyate

The pain of those whose thinking is attached to the unmanifest is greater, for
the unmanifest way is attained with difficulty by creatures.

ve tu sarviini karmani : mayi samnyasya matparah

ananyenaiva yogena . mam dhydyanta updsate

But [those] who, devoted to me, resign all actions to me, thinking of me with
exclusive yoga, and enter into me,...
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tesam aham samuddhartd : mrtyu samsarasdgardl
bhavami nacirat partha : mayy avesitacetasim

...of those, whose thinking is caused to reach me, T am soon the rescuer from
the ocean of samsdara and death.

abydse ‘py asamartho ‘si . matkarmaparamo bhava

madartham api karmdni : kurvan siddhim avapsyasi

[1f] you are incapable even of repetitive practice (of yoga), become one who is
dedicated to my action: doing actions for my sake, you will achieve success.

Sreyo hi jiianam abhydsdj : jiidnad dhyanam visisyate

dhyandat karmaphalatydgas : tydagac chantir anantaram

For knowledge is better than repetitive practice; meditation is better than
knowledge; renunciation of the fruits of action [is better] than meditation. From
[this] renunciation there is peace immediately afterwards.

yasman nodvijate loko lokan nodvijate ca vah £
harsamarsabhayodvegair : mukto yah sa ca me priyah

The one who the world is not agitated by, and who is not agitated by the world, _
and who is free of excitements, indignations, fears and agitations, is dear to me.

anapeksali Sucir daksa : udasino gatavyathah

sarvarambhaparityagi : yo madbhakiah sa me privah

Impartial, pure, able, uninvolved, their uneasiness gone, all their undertakings
given up, the one who is my bhakta is dear to me.

Yo na hrsyati na dvesti : na Socati na ka‘ﬁk;ati

Subhasubhaparityagi : bhaktiman yah sa me priyah

The one who is not excited, does not hate, grieve or desire, who has given up
the pleasant and the unpleasant, is characterised by bhakti and is dear to me.

samah Satrau ca mitre ca : tathd manapamdanayoh

Sttosnasukhaduhkhesu : samah savigavivarjitah

Equal towards enemy and friend and also towards honour and d1sgrace equal
towards cold and hot, happiness and sorrow, free from attachment,..

tulyaninddstutiv mauni : samtusto yena kenacit

aniketah sthiramatir : bhaktiman me privo narah

...alike in reproach and blame, taciturn, contented with anything whatever,
houseless, of firm resolution: the person characterised by bhakti is dear to me.

ve tu dharmyamrtam idam : yathoktam paryupdasate

Sraddadhand matparama : bhaktas te ‘tiva me priyah

Those who partake of this which has been uttered, [they,] seats of faith, intent
on me, bhaktas, are very dear to me.

tat ksetram yac ca yadrk : ca yad vikari yatas ca yat
sa ca yo yalprabhavas ca ! tat samdsena me Srnu
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That field (setra), and what [it is], and what it’s like, what it changes into and

from what, and who [ksetrajiia] is and what his power is: hear that from me in
full.

(...) _

13:5 mahabhiitany ahamkaro : buddhir avyaktam eva ca
indrivani dasaikam ca : pafica cendrivagocarah
The gross elements, ahamkara, buddhi and even the unmanifest, the senses, the
ten and the one, and the five sense-ranges, ...

13:6 iccha dvesah sukham duhkham : samghdtas cetana dhrtih
etat kseiram samdsena : savikiaram udéhrtam
..desire, hatred, happiness, sorrow, the bodily aggregate, consciousness,
constancy: this, in full, is declared to be the field with its modifications.

(..)

13:9  asaktir anabhisvangah : putradaragrhddisu
nityam ca samacittatvam . isianistopapattisu _
[as part of a list of what constitutes knowledge (of ficld and field-knower):]
...detachment, lack of attachment to children, wife, home efc., continual evesn-
mindedness with respect to occurrences both wished-for and unwished-for,...

(.0

13112 jileyam yat tat pravaksyami : yaj jiidrvamrtam asnute
andadimat param brahma : na sat tan nasad ucyate
[ will tell of that which is to be known, knowing which one obtains
deathlessness: that beginningless, highest brafman, said to be neither sat nor
asat.

13:13  sarvatah panipidam tat : sarvato ‘ksisiromukham
sarvataf Srutimal loke : sarvam avrtya tisthati
That, with hands and feet everywhere, with eyes, heads and faces everywhere,
hearing everywhere in the world, abides, covering all.

13:14  sarvendrivagunabhasam : sarvendrivavivarjitam
asaktam sarvabhre caiva : nirgunam gunabhoktr ca
[Though] having the appearance and qualities of all the senses [or having the
appearance of all the senses and gunas], it is free of the senses. Unattached, it
supports all: guna-less, it experiences the gunas.

13:15  bahir antas ca bhiitanam : acaram caram eva ca
sitksmatvat tad avijieyam : darastham céntike ca tat
It 1s outside and [yet] within all creatures: though moving, it is motionless.
Because of its subtlety, it is not to be understood, and, though distant, it is
nearby,

13:16  avibhaktam ca bhitesu : vibhakiam iva ca sthitam
bhitabharty ca taf freyam : grasisnu prabhavisnu ca
1t is undistributed, though it remains distributed in creatures. It is to be known
as the sustainer of creatures, [their] devourer and originator.

13:17  jyotisam api taj jyotis : tamasah param ucyate
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Jhanam jiieyam jlianagamyam : hrdi sarvasya dhisthitam

It is said to be the light of lights beyond the darkness. Knowledge, that which is
to be known, [and] that which is attainable by knowledge, it rests in the heart
of all. )

iti ksetram tathd jiidnam . jiieyam coktam saméasatah

madbhakta etad vijfidya : madbhavayopapadyate

Thus the field, the knowledge and that which is to be known has been
succinctly told of. The bhakta of me understands this and enters my being.

prakytim purusam caiva : viddhy anadi ubhiv api

vikirams ca gunams caiva . viddhi prakrtisambhavan

Know prakyti and also purusa to both be beginningless: know the
modifications and gunas produced by prakyti.

karyakaranakartrtve : hetuh prakrtir ucvate

purusah sukhaduhkhandm : bhoktrive hetur ucvate

Prakrti is said to be the cause of to-be-doneness, instrumentship and doership.

Purusa is said to be the cause of experiencerhood of happinesses and sorrows.
%

purusah prakrtistho hi : bhunkte prakrtijan gundn

karanam gunasango ‘sya : sadasatyonijanmasu

Purusa, residing in prakrii, enjoys the gunas born of prakrii. Contact with the

gunas is the means for its births in sat and asar wombs.

upadrastanumanta ca : bhartd bhokid mahesvarah

paramdtmeti capy ukfo . dehe ‘smin purusah parah ‘

The best purusa in this body is said to be witness, consenter, sustainer, enjoyer,
great Lord and highest @man.

ya evam velti purusam : prakrtim ca gunaih saha

sarvathd vartamino ‘pi : na sa bhitvo ‘bhijéiyate _

The one who knows this purusa, and prakrti together with the gunas; is not
born again, though acting in every way.

samam sarvesu bhiitesu : tisthantam paramesvaram

vinasyatsy avinasyantam : yah pasyati sa pasyati

That one sees, who sees the same great Lord residing in all beings, not
perishing in those that are perishing.

samam pasyan hi sarvatra : samavasthitam i$varam

na hinasty atmandtmanam : tato yiti param gatim

Seeing the same Lord established everywhere, they do not injure themselves by
themselves, thus they go the highest way.

prakriyaiva ca karmani ; krivamanani sarvasal

yah pasyati tathatmanam . akartdaram sa pasyati

That one sees, who sees actions being done entirely by prakrti, and thus the
self to be a non-doer.

vadd bhiitaprthagbhavam : ekastham anupasyati
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tata eva ca visiaram : brahma sampadyate tada .
When one sees the various condition of beings as resting in one, and as an
expansion of that alone, then one partakes of brahman.

andditvan nirgunatvdt | paramdtmayam avyayah

Sarirastho ‘pi kaunteya : na karoti na lipyate

Because of [its] being beginningless and without gunas, this great imperishable
atman standing in the body does not act, and is not stained.

yatha sarvagatam sauksmyad : akasam nopalipyate

sarvatravasthito dehe : tathatmd nopalipyate

Just as open space, gone everywhere, is not stained because of [its] subtlety,
just so dtman, resting in a body everywhere, is not stained.

ksetraksetrajfiayor evam : antaram jianacaksusd

bhiitaprakrtimoksam ca : ye vidur yanti te param

Those who have in this way come to know, with the eve of knowledge, the
difference between the field and the field-knower, and the liberation of beings
from prakyti, go to the highest. %

param bhityah pravaksyami : jRdnandam jadnam uftamam

yaj jidava munayah sarve : parédm siddhim ito gatih

Again I will tell you the supreme, best knowledge of knowledges, knowing
which the munis went from here to highest perfection.

saltvam rajas tama iti : gunah prakrtisambhavah

nibadhnanti mahdbdho : dehe dehinam avyayam

Sattva, rajas and tamas are the gunas originating from prakrti. They bind the
imperishable dehin in the body.

yada sattve pravrddhe tu : pralayam yéti dehabhrt

tadottamavidam lokan : amaldn pratipadyate

When, sattva being abundant, the body-bearer arrives at death, then it attains
the pure worlds of the knowers-of-the-best.

rajasi pralayam gatva : karmasangisu jayate

tatha pralinas tamasi : midhayonisu jayate

Having arrived at death in rajas, it is born amongst those who are attached to
action; and if dissolved in famas, it is born in the wombs of the confused.

ardhvam gacchanti sattvastha : madhye tisthanti rdjasdh
Jaghanyagunavrttistha : adho gacchanti tamasah

Those who rest in saffva go upwards; the rajasic remain in the middle; the
tamasic, abiding in the conduct of the lowest guna, go down.

gunan etan atitya trin : deht dehasamudbhavan
Janmamrtyujardadulkhair : vimukto ‘mrtam asnute
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Dehin, having gone beyond these three gunas which originate the body, freed
from birth, death, old age and sorrow, attains the immortal.

mam ca yo ‘vyabhicdrena : bhaktivogena sevate

sa gunan samatityaitin : brahmabhiiyiya kalpate

The one who attends to me with undeviating bhaktivoga goes beyond the gunas
and is adapted for becoming brahman.

ardhvamilam adhahs$akham : asvaitham préahir avyayam

chanddamsi yasya parnani : yas tam veda sa vedavit

They speak of the imperishable asvartha tree with upward roots and branches
below. The one who knows it, its leaves hymns, knows the Veda.

adhas cordhvam prasrtis tasya sakha : gupnapravrddha visayapravalih
adhas ca milany anusamiatani : karmanubandhini manusyaloke

Its branches are spread out below and above, thickened by the gunas, their
shoots the sense-objects (visayas), and the roots are stretched out below,
connecting with actions in the world of people. =

na rapam asyeha tathopalabhyate : nanto na cadir na ca sampratistha
asvattham enam suviriadhamilam : asangasastrena drdhena chittva

No form of it is found here, no end, no beginning, no continuity. That asvattha
of well-sprouted roots is to be cut down with the steadied sword of non-
attachment,...

tatah padam tat parimdrgitavyam : yasmin gatd na nivartanti ‘bhayah

tam eva cadyam purusam prapadye . yatah pravriiih prasrtd purant

...and that station is to be made for, having gone to which they do not return
again: ‘I resort to that same original purusa from which is spread out the
ancient turning-forth’,

nirmanamohd jitusangadosd . adhyatmanitya vinivrttakamah

dvandvair vimuktih sukhaduhkhasamjfiair : gacchanty amiidhah padam
avyvayam tat

Those without arrogance or delusion, whose dosa of attachment has been
conquered, who are always [in] the adhyatman, whose desires have ceased,
who are freed from the dvandvas called happiness and sorrow, go, unconfused,
to that imperishable station,

na tad bhisayate saryo : na Sasinko na pavakah

yad gatva na nivartante : tad dhama paramam mama

The sun does not illuminate it, nor the moon, nor fire. Tt is my highest abode,
having gone to which one does not return.

mamaiviimso jivaloke . jivabhiitah sandatanah

manahsasthanindriyini : prakytisthani karsati

An eternal part of me, become living in the world of the living, drags the
senses, whose sixth is manas, which remain in prakrti.

Sarfram yad avapnoti : yac cipy utkramatisvarah
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grhitvaitani samyati ; vayur gandhdn ivasavar
As the Lord obtains a body, and as it dies, it takes these [sen%es and manus]
and goes, like the wind [takes] the smells from a place.

Srotram caksuh sparSanam ca : rasanam ghranam eva ca

adhisthiya manas cavam : visayan upasevate

This [Lord] superintends hearing, sight, touch, taste, smell and manas, and uses
the objects of sense (visayas).

yatanto yoginas cainam : pasyanty atmany avasthitam

yatanto ‘py akrtdtmano | nainam pasyanty acetasah

The striving yogins see it [the Lord] residing in themselves. The insensible,
their selves unmade, though striving, do not see it.

dvay imau purusau loke  ksaras caksara eva ca

ksarah sarvani bhittani : kiitastho ‘ksara ucyate

In the world there are these two purusas: the perishable and the imperishable.
The perishable is all creatures, the imperishable is said to be ‘resting on the w,
peak’.

uttamah purusas tv anyah : paramdtmety uddhriah

yo lokatrayam avisya : bibharty avyaya isvarah

But there is another, higher purusa, called ‘the highest dtman’, the
imperishable Lord which, having entered the triple world, sustains [it].

yasmat ksaram atito ‘ham : aksardd api cottamah

ato ‘smi loke vede ca : prathitah purusottamah

I surpass the perishable and I am higher than even the imperishable: hence I am
known as purusottama in the world and in the Veda.

abhayam sattvasamsuddhir : jianayvogavyavasthitah

danam damas ca yajiias ca : svadhyayas tapa arjavam

[Beginning of a list of the characteristics of those born to the destiny of the
devas:} I'earlessness, purity of being, residence in knowledge and in yoga,
generosity and self-restraint and yajfia, solitary recitation, austerity, sincerity...

daivi sampad vimoksaya ;. nibandhdaydasurt matd

mé Sucah sampadam daivim : abhijato 'si pandava

The destiny of the devas is considered to be for liberation, that of the asuras for
bondage. Do not lament: you were born to the destiny of the devas.

pravritim ca nivritim ca . jand na vidur asurah

na Saucam napi cacdro : na satyam tesu vidyate

Asuric folk have not come to know pravrtti or nivriti. Neither purity nor good
conduct nor truth is known by them.

asatyam apratistham te . jagad ahur anisvaram
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aparasparasambhiitam | kim anyat kamahaitukam .
They say the world is unreal, without foundation, without Lord, [or] not
produced by causal sequence. By what other thing [then]? By reason of desire.

etdm drstim avastabhya : nastatmano ‘Ipabuddhayah

prabhavanty ugrakarmanah : ksaviya jagato ‘hitah

Resting on this view, themselves lost, their buddhis tiny, their actions cruel, the
improper ones come forth for the destruction of the world.

kamam dasritya duspiram : dambhamanamaddnvitah

mahad grhitvasadgrahan : pravartante ‘Sucivratah

Accompanied by hypocrisy, pride and lust, they resort to insatiable desire,
seize false notions through delusion, and carry out impure vows.

cintdm aparimeyam ca : pralayantdm upasritih

kamopabhogaparama : etiavad iti niscitah

Resting on illimitable anxiety which ends in death, devoted to the enjoyment of
desires, settled that ‘[there is] this much’,...

asapasasatair baddhah : kamakrodhaparayanah %
thante kamabhogdrtham : anydyendrthasamcayén

...bound by one hundred nooses of hope, devoted to desire and anger, they are
eager for hoards of wealth by means of unjust action for the sake of the
enjoyment of desires.

idam adya mayd labdham : imam prapsye manoratham

idam astidam api me : bhavisyati punar dhanam

“This was obtained by me today; this wish T will achieve; this is mine, this
wealth will be [mine] besides;...

asau maya hatah Satruy © hanisye capardn api

iSvaro “ham aham bhogt : siddho ‘ham balavan sukhi

...that enemy was slain by me, and I will slay those others too. I am Lord, I am
enjoyer, I am successful, strong, content,...

ddhyo ‘bhijanavan asmi : ko ‘nyo ‘sti sadrso mayi

yaksye dasyami modisya : ity ajfidnavimohitah

...J am rich and of noble descent: who else is there like me? I will offer ygjia, 1
will give, I will be merry’: thus [think / say] those confused by ignorance.

anekacittavibhrantd : mohajalasamavriih

prasakidah kamabhogesu : patanti narake ‘Sucau

Bewildered by various thoughts, enveloped in confusions and snares, clinging
to the enjoyment of desires, they fall into impure naraka.

dtmasambhdvitih stabdhd : dhanamdanamadanvitah

yajante namayajiiais te : dambhenavidhipiarvakam

Esteemed by themselves, obstinate, accompanied by wealth, pride and lust,
they offer yajfias-in-namef-only] with hypocrisy, not according to the prior
injunction.

ahamkdram balam darpam : kamam krodham ca samsritah
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mam atmaparadehesu : pradvisanto ‘bhyasayakah .
Resorting to ahamkara, force, conceit, desire and anger, the indignant ones
hate me in their own bodies and in those of others.

tan aham dvisatah kriiran : samsaresu narddhaman

ksipamy ajasram asubhan : asurisv eva yonisu

I perpetually throw those hating, cruel, disagreeable, vilest of folk into
samsiira, into asuric wombs.

etair vimuktah kaunteya : tamodvirais tribhir narah

dcaraty drmanah sreyas : tato yati param gatim

A person freed from these three doors of tamas [desire, anger and greed]
proceeds to the best thing for themselves: then they go the highest way.

trividha bhavati Sraddhd : dehinam sa svabhavaja

Satvikt rajast caiva . t@mast ceti tam Srnu

The faith of dehins is of three kinds, born of [their] svabhava: sattvic, rajasic
and famasic. Hear about it. E

aphalakanksibhir yajiio : vidhidrsto ya ijyate

yasgavyam eveti manah : samdadhdya sa sattvikah

The precept-seeing yajfia which is offered by those not desiring [its] fruit, the
mind having settled [that it is] ‘just to be offered’, that [yajiial is sattvic.

abhisamdhdaya tu phalam . dambhartham api caiva yat

ifvate bharatasrestha : tam yajham viddhi rdjasam

But know that yajia to be rajasic which is offered with a view to [its] fruit and
for the sake of deceit.

vidhihinam asrstdnnam | mantrahinam adaksinam

Sraddhdvirahitam yajiiam : timasam paricaksate

They call that yajiia tamasic which is without precept, with food not given up,
without mantra, without fee, devoid of faith.

om tat sad ifi nirdeso : brahmanas trividhah smrtah

brahmands tena vedds ca : yajfias ca vihitah purd

*Om tat sar’: thus is remembered the threefold description of brahman. The
brahmanas and the Vedas and the yajias were fixed by it of old.

tasmad om ity udahriya . yajhadanatapahkriyih

pravartante vidhanokiah : satatam brahmavadinam

So the brahman-speakers’ rule-enjoined acts of yajiia, donation and austerity
always occur, *om’ having been declared.

tad ity anabhisamdhdya : phalam yajfiatapahkrivah
danakriyas ca vividhih : krivante moksakanksibhih
[With] “7as’, without aiming for fruit, acts of yajiia and austerity and various
acts of donation are performed by those desiring moksa.
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sadbhave sadhubhdve ca : sad ity etat prayujvate

prasaste karmani tathd : sacchabdah partha yujyate

This ‘sat’ is pronounced in existence and in goodness: also the sound ‘sar’ is
yoked in a commended action.

yajfie tapasi dane ca : sthitih sad iti cocyate

karma caiva tadarthivam : sad ity evabhidhivate

In yajfia, in austerity and in donation, constancy is said to be ‘saf’. Also, action
relating to it is called ‘sar’.

asraddhayd hutam dattam : tapas taptam krtam ca yat

asad ity weyate pdrtha : na ca tal pretva no iha

The offering given, the austerity undergone, and what[ever else] is done
without faith is said to be ‘asar’, and it is not, neither hereafter nor in this
world.

tyajyam dosavad ity eke : karma prahur manisinah

yaffiaddnatapahkarma : na tydjyam iti cdpare L)
Some sages declare action to be faulty and to be abandoned, and others that the
action of yajfia, donation and austerity is not to be abandoned.

yajfiadanatapahkarma : na tyajyam karyam eva iat

yajfio dimam tapas caiva : pavandni manisindm

The action of yajiia, donation and austerity is not to be abandoned, it is to be
done. Yajiia, donation and austerity are the sages’ means of purification,

niyatasya tu samnyasah : karmano nopapadyate

mohdat tasya paritydgas : tamasah parikirtitah _

'The renunciation of a fixed act is not suitable; its abandonment out of
confusion is called famasic.

karyam ity eva yat karma . nivatam kriyate rjuna

sangam tyakivd phalam caiva : sa tyagah sattviko maiah

“T'o be done’: when a fixed action is done thus, having abandoned attachment
and fruit, that is considered to be satfvic austerity.

yasya ndhamkrto bhivo : buddhir yasya na lipyate

hatvapi sa imaml lokan : na hanti na nibadhyate

The one whose condition is not made by ‘I”, whose buddhi 1s not stained, does
not kill and is not bound, even having killed these people [or these worlds].

niyatam sangarahitam . ardgadvesatah krtam

aphalaprepsund karma : yat tat sattvikam ucyate

That action is said to be satfvic which is enjoined, performed without
attachment, without passion and hatred, by one not desiring to obtain fruit.
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na tad asti prehivyam vd : divi devesu vi punah

sattvam prakytijair muktam : yad ebhih syat tribhir gunaib

Neither on earth nor again in the sky amongst the devas is there that entity
which could be free of these three prakrti-born gunas.

brahmanaksatriyavisam : Sadrandm ca paramtapa

karmani pravibhakidni : svabhavaprabhavair gunaih

The actions of brahmanas, ksatriyas, the vis and the sidras are divided by
means of the gunas derived from svabhdiva.

Samo damas tapah Saucam : ksantir arjavam eva ca

JAdanam vijfidnam dstikyam : brahmakarma svabhavajam

Equanimity, self-restraint, austerity, purity, forbearance, honesty, knowledge,
understanding and piety is brahman-action, born of svabhdava.

Sauryam tejo dhrtir déiksyam : yuddhe capy apalayanam

danam isvarabhavas ca : ksatram karma svabhavajam

Valour, ardour, firmness, industry, not fleeing in battle, generosity and Lordhy
being is ksafra-action, born of svabhdava.

krsigoraksyavinijyam . vaiSyakarma svabhavajam

paricaryarmakam karma : §idrasydpi svabhavajom

Agriculture, cow-protection and commerce is Vaifya-action, born of svabhava.
The action of the §iadra, born of svabhdava, is of the nature of service.

§reyan svadharmo vigunah : paradharmar svanusthitét

svabhdvaniyatam karma : kurvan napnoti kilbisam

One’s own impetfect dharma is better than the well-performed dharma of
another. Doing the action fixed by svabhava, one does not obtain stain.

asaktabuddhih sarvatra : jitatmda vigatasprhah

naiskarmyasiddhim paramam : samnyasenddhigacchati

One whose buddhi is always asakta, whose self has been conquered, whose
longing is gone, goes by means of renunciation (samnyasa) |of the fruits of
action] to the highest success of actionlessness [i.e. karmabandha-lessness).

siddhim prapto yathd brahma : tathdpnoti nibodha me

samdsenaiva kaunteya : nisthd jianasya ya pard

Learn from me how one who has obtained success also fully obtains brakman,
which is the highest state of knowledge.

ahamkaram balam darpam : kamam krodham parigraham

vimucya nirmamah santo : brahmabhityaya kalpate

Having abandoned ahamkdra, force, pride, desire, anger and grasping, without
‘mine’, calm, one is adapted for becoming brahman.

282




18:57

18:58

18:59

18:60

18:61

18:62

()
18:66

()
18:68

18:69

()
18:71

cetasa sarvakarmani : mayi samnyasya matparah

buddhiyogam upasritya : maccittah satatam bhava

Having set down all actions in me with thought, devoted to me, having resorted
to buddhiyoga, become one whose thoughts are continuously on me.

maccittah sarvadurgdni : matprasdddat tarisyasi

atha cet tvam ahamkardn : na Srosyasi vinaksyasi

Thoughts on me, from my favour® you will cross over all dangers. But if, from
ahamldira, you will not listen, you will be lost.

vad ahamkdaram asritya : na yotsya iti manyase

mithyaisa vyavasayas te : prakrtis tvam nivoksyati

If, having had recourse to ahamkdra, you think I will not fight', this, your
resolution, is wrong: prakrti will impel you.

svabhavajena kaunteya : nibaddhah svena karmana
kartum necchasi yan mohdt : karisyasy avaso 'pi tat
Bound by your own action, born of svabhava, that which, from confusion, you
do not want to do, you will do, even unwishingly.

%
iSvarah sarvabhiitandam : hrddese viuna tisthati
bhramayan sarvabhiitani : yantrariidhdni mayayd _
The Lord stands in the heart-region of all beings, causing, by mayd, all beings,
mounted on an apparatus, to move round.

tam eva Saranam gaccha : sarvabhavena bharata

tatprasddat param santim : sthanam prapsyasi sasvatam

Go to him alone, the refuge, with all [your} being. By that favour you will
attain supreme peace, the eternal state,

sarvadharman parityajya : mam ekam Saranam viaja

aham tva sarvapapebhyo : moksayisyami ma sucah -
Abandon all dharmas and go to me, the only refuge. I will free you from all
misfortunes (papas): do not grieve.

ya idam paramam guhyam : madbhaktesv abhidasyati

bhaktim mayi param krtva : mam evaisyaty asamsayah

The one who will bestow this highest mystery on my bhakias will make the
highest bhakti of me and will surely come to me.

na ca tasmdn manugyesu : kascin me priyakrtiamah

bhavitd na ca me tasmad : anyah privataro bhuvi

And so amongst people no one is a greater benefactor to me, and so no other on
earth has become more dear to me.

Sraddhavan anasityas ca . srnuyad api yo narah

* Le. on account of my having revealed the future and the supreme form to you.
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so pi mukiah Subhaml lokan : prapuuyat punyakarmandm
Whoever, faithful and trusting, hears [this dharmic dialoguel, is freed and
obtains the splendid worlds of the righteous.

18:72  kaccid etac chrutam pdrtha : tvayaikigrena cetasa
kaccid gifianasammohah : pranastas te dhanamjaya
Has this been heard by you with one-pointed mind? Has your delusion of
ignorance disappeared?

18:73  nasto mohah smrtir lubhdd : tvatprasadan mayicyuta
sthito 'smi gatasamdehal : karisye vacanam tava
[A:] The confusion is gone: through your kindness I have found memory. I am
standing, doubt gone, and will act out your instruction.
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Appendix 2: Glossary of Sanskrit words used

This glossary does not include names of persons, deities or texts.

Acala
Acéira
Acarata
Acintva
Adharma
Adhikira
Adhisthana
Adhyétman
Advaita
Agni

Aham
Ahamkara
Ahamkarabandha
Aisvarya
Aja

Ajiva
Ajtvikas

Akalmasa
Akasa
Aksava
Amrta
Ananta
Antahkarana
Anyavasa
Apsaras
Aparva

Arva
Asakta
Asal
Asrama
Asubha
Asura
Asvamedha
Asvaitha

Asvavasa
Atman
Atyanta
Atyantika
Avasa
Avasam

Avasam prakyter vasat

Avatara
Avatdrana

Avidyva

unmoving

conduct, behaviour, custom, precept

acting, behaving, proceeding

unthinkable

behaviour contrary to dharma

entitlement, qualification

basis, standing place, seat, site

that which is concerned with the individual or self
non-dual

fire

I

that which does ‘I’

(made-up compound) bound by that which does ‘I
supremacy, power, Lordliness

unborn -

non-living %
a non-Vedic salvationist ascetic movement of the first
millenium BCE

stainless, sinless, guiltless

space

non-perishing, non-melting

deathless(ness)

without end

inner doer

{made up compound) under wish of another
heavenly water-loving females

unprecedented, the extra invisible cause of the world’s
details due to karmabandha.

proper, noble

non-attached

non-sat, non-formed, incoherent, non-existent, bad
estate

harm, bad, evil, unpleasant(ness)

monster

horse sacrifice

a certain mythologised tree, ficus religiosa, ‘under
which horses stand’” (Monier-Williams 1963:115)
(made-up compound) by wish(es) not one’s own
self

endless, absolute, exceeding

(see previous item)

wishless

unwishingly

unwishingly by wish of prakrti / controlled by prakrti
/ controlled by [my] nature

descent

(see previous item)

knowledgelessness
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Avikarya
Avyakta
Avyaya pada
Bahusdkha
Bandh
Bandha
Bandhu

Bhaj

Bhakia
Bhakti
Bhaktivoga
Bodhisattva
Brahmabhiiya
Brahmahatya
Brahman

Brahmana

Brahmanirvina
Brahmasamsparsa
Brahmavidah

Brahmavidya

Bhasya

Bhiitagrdamam imam krtsnam
Buddhi

Buddhibandha
Buddhibheda
Buddhindsa
Buddhivoga
Buddhivukta
Cittasamiana
Daitya

Daiva

Diing
Darsana
Dasa

Dasyu

Deha

Dehin

Deva
Devayédna
Devayanin
Dhamma
Dharma

Dista
Divya
Dosa
Duhkha
Durita

untransformable

unmanifest

imperishable station

multi-branched

(verbal root) bind

bond

bound thing, connection, kinsperson

(verbal root) share, divide, apportion

shared, apportioned, votary

sharing

(see bhakii and yoga)

a being dedicated to the enlightenment of all beings
becoming brakman

the killing of a brahmana

utterance, effusion, the power of utterance, the
essential existent power

a person supposedly intrinsically connected to
brahman, a person of the class of ritual and verbal
specialists

(see brahman and nirvana) %
contact with brahman

one who knows brakman

knowledge of brahman

exegetical commentary

this whole village of creatures

a certain inspiring faculty of mentality, the state of
this faculty in an individual person

(made-up compound) bound by buddhi

splitting of buddhi

loss of buddhi

(see buddhi and yoga)

yoked in/ by buddhi

continuity of consciousness

monster, patronymic of Diti

of the devas, celestial

giving

seeing, view

monster

(see previous item)

body

(that which is) possessed of / characterised by body
heavenly person, deity

way of the devas

one going the way of the devas

‘Buddhist’ version of dharma, variously nuanced
that which sustains and is sustained, behavioural code
/rule / duty, correct / appropriate / intrinsic procedure
allotment, destiny

heavenly, celestial

fault, offence, guilt, damage

sorrow, misery, dis-ease, discontent

bad, evil
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Dvaita
Dvandva
Dvija

Eka
Gandharva
Gayatry
Gltakara
Grhya
Guna

Gunasammiidha
Guru

Hotr

Indriva
Indrivartha

It anususruma
ltihdsa purdtana
Janman
Japayajiia

Jva

Jivabhiita
Jvanmukia
Jivanmuktin
Jidana
Jhanayoga
Kaivalya

Kdala

Kalavada
Kilavadin
Kaliyuga

Kalmasa

Kama

Kéamya

Karana

Karman
Karmabandha
Karmabandhana
Karmaphala
Karmaphalatydga
Karmayoga
Karmayogin
Karmin

Kavi

Kavim purdnam anusasitara

Krodha
Kriayuga

Ksatra

dual

pair, dualism

twice-born (refers to a rite of passage as a ceremonial
second birth), person of one of the first three varnas
(see darya)

one, single

one of a class of heavenly personages

a certain lyrical metre, a piece composed in that metre
hypothesised author of the (Bhagavad)giti
domestic

quality, one of three essential qualities (satrva, rajas
and famas) present in varying proportions in all
manifest things

confused by the gunas

weighty, a teacher / preceptor

a certain ritual role

power, sense

that which is sensed

thus we have repeatedly heard

ancient lore or tale L
birth

ritual recitation to oneself

living thing, life, vital principle, ‘soul’

consisting of life, become alive

moksa whilst still alive

one who has attained moksa whilst still alive
knowledge

yoga of knowledge

isolation (of the ‘soul’ from involvement with matter)
time, proper time

discourse about kdla

one who discourses about kdla

the fourth and shortest of the yugas, during which
dharma is at its nadir

sin, stain, impurity

desire

derived from desire

doer, cause, reason, motive

action

bound by action

(see previous item)

fruit of action

renunciation of the fruit of action

yoga of action

one exemplifying karmayvoga

actor, agent

sage, poet

ancient governor sage

anger

the first and longest of the yugas, during which
dharma is at its zenith

force, might, military strength
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Ksatriva
Ksatrivadharma
Ksetrajiia

Kula

Kuladharma
Kulaksaya

Kusilava

Lesya

Lip

Loka

Lokasamgraha
Lokasamgrahadharma

Muahatpapa
Manas

Mayd
Mayadhyaksena
Mithydcara
Moha

Moksa
Muktasanga

Muni

Mrivu

Na anusocitum arhasi
Naraka

Nastika
Nigiidha
Nihatah pirvam
Nihsreva
Nirdsraya
Nirguna
Nirgunatva
Nirvina
Nifeala

Niti

Nitya nigidha

Nivrtti
Nivata
Nivafi
Niyativadin
Nivukta
Pandit
Pada

Pada

Papa
Pépman
Para

Para gati
Paradharma

watrior, ruler, person of the second.varna

the dharma of a ksatriya : _
field-knower, witnesser of individual existential
process within the world '

tribe, kin-group

dharma pertaining to kin-group

loss of kin-group

travelling story-teller

light, colour

(verbal root) stain, besmirch

place, (occasionally) people

the holding-together of the world(s)

(made-up compound) dharma pertaining to the
holding-together of the world(s)

great badness / sin / offence / guilt / mischief
mind

extraordinary power, artifice, magic

by my supervision

one whose behaviour is improper
bewilderment, perplexity, confusion %
release

one whose attachment has been released or whose
attachment is to release

ascetic, sage, seer

death

you ought not to grieve

hell, ruin

one who deems that ‘it is not’

hidden, secret

previously killed

unbettered, most preferable

without support or shelter

without qualities, not characterised by the gunas
guna-lessness

blowing-out, ‘Buddhist’ term for release
unmoving

policy

ever-hidden, Jain term for the inexhaustible protozoic
reservoir of souls

non-turning, renunciative soteriology
prescribed, established, enjoined, fixed
constraint, destiny, necessity

one who discourses about niyati

voked, bound, fastened, settled

expert, scholar

station, footing

foot (metrical measure)

badness, sin, offence, guilt, mischief

{see previous item)

other, supreme, highest

the highest course

the dharma of another
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Paramam purusam divyam
Paramam rigpam aisvaram
Paramartha satya
Paramdaiman

Parinirviana

Pataka
Paurusa
Phala

Pitr

Pitrloka
Pitryina
Pradhdna
Prajipati
Prajiid
Prakrti
Prasada
Pravrtti
Priti

Piji
Punarjanman
Punarmrtyu
Purusa
Purusakara
Purusottama

Rajar
Rajas
Réjastiva
Rasa
Rasavarjam
Rsi

Rita
Saguna
Sah
Sakia
Sama
Samgha
Samkalpa
Samkhya

Samnyasa

Samsdra
Samsiddhi
Samvrtti satya

Séinti

supreme celestial person

supreme Lordly form

highest / real truth

supreme self

final nirvana (refers to the death of one who has
attained mirvana whilst alive)

downfall, undoing

derived from the person, responsible effort, heroism
fruit

father, ancestor

place / world of the pitrs

way of / to the pitrs.

essence, primary germ, primary nature

Lord of creatures

knowledge, wisdom

substance, matter, nature

favour, kindness

turning-forth, active soteriology

joy, gladness ‘

homage k.
repeated birth

repeated death

person, the non-substantial element

done by a person, heroism, assertiveness

ultimate purusa, associated with the world as a whole
rather than with an individual creature

king, ruler, chief

passion, urgency

a ritual asserting sovereignty

juice, essence, flavour

except flavour

seer, poet, prototypical personage or power (in
cosmological or astronomical sense)

order, propriety, ruliness

characterised by gunas

he /it

attached

equanimity

host, assembly, combination, community
intention, volition, purpose, motive, conception
(with capital ‘s”) ancient Indian tradition of analysis
of the composition and evolution of the universe and
the human creature

(without capital ‘s”) enumeration, reckoning
renunciation (usually of possessions and worldly
duties and interests, but reinterpreted by Krsna as
renunciation of phalas | kiimas / samkalpas)

the process of prakrti’s association with purusa
success, perfection, accomplishment

common truth, practical truth, validity within the
symbolic order '
peace, tranquillity
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Sarira
Sammstha
Saririn

Sarvagata
Sat

Sativa
Siddhi
Skandha
Sloka

Smyti
Soma
Sprha
Sraddha
Sraddhd
S ramana
Sreya
Sruti

Sthana
Sthitaprajiia
Sidra
Sukha
Sukhin

S inyald
Siirva

Siita
Svabandhava
Svabhava
Svadharma

Svajana
Svakalmasa
Svarga
Svargaloka
Tamas
Tasmdt
Tattva
Tirtharnkara
Tristubh
Upadhi

Updya kausalya
Uttama
Vaisesika

Vaisva

Vajra

Varna
Varnadharma
Varnasamkara

body -
resting on or in a body

(that which is) possessed of / characterzsed by body
(see dehin)

gone everywhere

real, existent, true, good, formed, coherent
sat-ness, purity

success, perfection

bundle, aggregate, division of constituents
verse, a patterned unit of utterance with four pidas of
eight syllables each

remembrance, tradition

intoxicating drink

longing, envy

ritual honouring (of) the deceased

faith, trust, confidence

one who toils, mendicant ascetic

preferable

that which has been heard, (Vedic) utterance in
precise syliabic detail 5
state, condition, location

firm in wisdom

servant

happiness, satisfaction, content, pleasantness

one characterised by sukha

emptiness

sun

charioteer, proclaimer, bard, equerry

relative, something bound to oneself

own-being, particular nature

activities appropriate to a particular thing due to that
thing being what it 1s

own folk, own people

own sin / stain / impurity

heaven, abode of light

heavenly place

darkness, inertness, dullness, incoherence

so, therefore

that-ness, existent

ford-maker

a metre with four padas of eleven syllables each
that which may be taken for or appears as another,
disguise, qualification

strategic adroitness

uimost

a natural-philosophical school of ancient and
medieval India

worker, commoner

Indra’s mythical weapon

appearance, colour, type, class

{see varna and dharma) :
mixture of types leading to non-differentiability
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Vasa
Vedanta
Vibhiti
Vidhana
Vidhi
Vimiadhdima
Vis

Visava
Visistadvaita
Vrt
Vyavasayatmika
Yajamana
Yajiia
Yajiiartha
Yajiidrthdt
Yama

Yena sarvam idam tatam
Yoga
Yogamayd
Yogin

Yuga

wish, will, control .

a school of Vedic exegesis and interpretation
manifestation, development

injunction, regulation

(see previous item)

confused in spirit / self, composed of confusion
the workers, community, inhabitants

sphere, range, sense-objects, range of the senses
peculiarly / qualifiedly non-dual

(verbal root) turn, move, act

composed of resolve

patron of a yajfia ceremony

particular institutional and constitutional ritual
for the sake of / purpose of yajfia

(ablative case of previous item)

that which curbs, restraint, death

by whom all this is spread / extended

yoking, attitudinal application

applied magical power

one characterised by voga K
era, world-period (there are four, which repeat in
order)

.
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