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SCOPE AND CONTENTS:

The Bhagavadgita, the most popular religious text of Hinduism,

has become the social and political gospel of India in the Twentieth
Century. What is attempted in this study is an examination of the Hindu
religious consciousness as reflected in the various recent interpretations
of this religious text. In this, we have examined the writings of
Twentieth Century national and religious leaders of India and their re-

interpretations of the age-old Hindu concepts of dharma, karma and mukti.

The main line pursued is to discern the attempt by the moderms to
integrate dharma and mukti and to render the message of the gi;é relevant
to the problems of contemporary India. We examine this attempt by these
national leaders against the background of recent ideologies such as
nationalism, socialism and secularism that have made deep inroads into
the sub-continent. The "counter-ideologies" (& la Harry M. Johmnson) that
sprang up from the new interpretations of the gigé by national leaders
such as B.G. Tilak, M.K. Gandhi, Sri Aurobindo and others are examined

in depth. The modern commentators also attempt to relate the teachings
of the Gita to the needs of a modern secular society, and in particular
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to the problems of religious pluralism which confront modern India. These
commentators however, did not limit the relevance of this text to India,
but have been eager to point out its relevance for a wider humanity.

This study aims to be both descriptive and critical. I have
sought to describe what modern Indian thinkers selected as essential to
the tradition and have also sought to understand their determination to
come to terms with not only spiritual but also national and social issues.
It is clear that they understood that reconstruction work in India could
not be envisaged without giving it a basis in religious tradition which

in their mind was most succinctly represented by the Bhagavadgztg. The

writer after critical study, has come to the conclusion that these
commmentaries taken together have successfully pointed out the significance

of the Bhagavadgita as a text that can accommodate varieties, and as a

text which, without losing the clarity and rigour of its central spiritual
perception, can provide legitimation, for the social and political forces

that underlie a secular state.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The Bhagavadgfta is the most popular scripture of Hinduism and

as such it has been translated into all the major languages of India.
Its influence in shaping the religious ideology of India is second to
none. The teachers (Ecaryas) of various schools of thought wrote
commentaries on the Qigé to establish the validity of their doctrines.
Thelgigé is able to shelter various religious doctrines because its
"teaching is universal whatever may have been its origins".l The Gita
contains both "the essential principles of a spiritual religion”2 and
"the most ocutstanding treatises on the Philosophy of Human Conduct"3
at the same time. Though the Qigé_is an episode in the great epic
Mahabharata, which is considered as the fifth Veda,'as a scripture of

4
Hinduism it stands apart from the epic.' According to Vinoba Bhave,
P

! yurobindo Ghose, Essays on the Gita, Aurobindo Ashram,
Pondicherry, 1966, p. 5.

2S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, Allen & Unwin, London,
1970, p. 11.

3Shripad Krishna Belvalkar, The Bhagavadgita, Bilvakunja
Publishing House, Poona, 1943, p. XIII.

4C. Rajagopalachari, Bhagavad-Gita, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
Bombay, 1964, p. 12.




Vyasa, the mythic author of the epic has taken out the cream of the
whole Mahabharata and put it in the Gita. '"Standing in the middle of
the epic", he adds "the EiEé is like an elevated lamp which throws its
light on the whole of Mahabharata".5

Authority of the Gita

The Ecgrazas of the Vedanta tradition consider the Gita as a
Vedantic text. They interpreted the Gita from this angle and elevated
it to one of the three foundations of Vedanta philosophy, the Erasthana

traya, along with the Upanisads and the Brahma-sutras. Of this triple
6

foundation, or "scriptural trinity" as some modern Vedantins call it,
the Upanisads occupy a place of pre-eminence. According to the orthodox
Hindu tradition only the Vedzs, the Upani§ads being part of the Vedas,
are revealed scripture (Sruti). All other scriptures, such as the
Brahmasutra, the Qigé, etc. depend upon the $ruti, as inference depends
on perception. These scriptures are categorized as smrti and their
validity depends on their conformity with the original revelation. In
the case of the gigé, its teachings represent a historical-responsive
revelation through an incarnation, avatara. It is not a total revelation,
as Sankara interprets avatara as only partial (améena) descent of Visnu

s
as Krsna, son of Devaki and Vasudeva. Therefore, Sankara does not grant

an independent status to the two latter texts of the prasthanatraya.

.- - 4 :
In his introduction to the Gita-Bhasya, Sankara puts in a nutshell the

5Vinoba Bhave, Talks on the GIta, Sarva-seva-sangh Prakashan,
Varanasi, 1964, p. 1.

6. L .-
Swami Cnidbhavananda, The Bhagavadgita, Sri Ramakrishna
Tapovanam, Tirupparaitturai, 1969, p. 1.




relevance of the Gita in these words, "This GitaSastra is the essence of
the meaning of the whole Vedic teaching in brief . . . a knowledge of
its teaching leads to the realization of all human aspirations".7
The famous verse in Gitadhzénam expresses the same thought through a
simile; the Upanisads are the cows, K¥§?a the milker, Arjuna the calf,
and the gigé the milk.8 This shows the dependence of the gigé on the
Upanigads. However, there is no mention of dependence or subordination
in the text itself. Sankara and other Vedantic schoolmen seek to
reconcile this question of the authority of the Upanigads and the gigé
in their bhasyas.

The modern exegetes of the gigé while broadly accepting the
position of the Gita as a smrti text, also present it as the gospel
of Hinduism. There are several reasons for this greater emphasis on
the Gita. First of all, there is a deliberate attempt in the Gita to
bring together different strains of Hindu thought and to provide
justification for a variety of religious practices. Secondly, the various
yogas of the Gita lend themselves to a socio-centric interpretation
which is relevant to the needs of contemporary India. Above all, the
spirit of toleration and the call for equanimity implied in the Qigé
have found favour with the leaders of Indian thought. These teachings

1"

in a way augment the modern Hindu concept of "equality of all religions'.

Along with this, some authors lay great emphasis on the very nature of the

taditam gitadastram samastavedarthasarasamgrahabhutam ...
samastapurusarthasiddhim.

osarvopanisado ggvo dogdhg gopéla nandanah partha vatsah
sudhir bhakta dugdham gitamrtam mahat.




discourse in the Gita. God in the form of Krsna addresses man. Kurtakoti,
one of the reigning patriarchs in the four apostolates reputedly

founded by Sankara himself, argues that Arjuna symbolises mankind,

for his other name is nara, man. He writes, "So there is scriptural
sanction for taking the gigé not as a mere talk to Arjuna, but an

object lesson to all humanity throughout eternity".9 There are some
commentators who hold that the Gita is the only flawless Hindu
scripture. C.V. Vasudeva Bhattathiry, a present-day Malayalam writer
refers to one of them. This writer argues that the reactionary Brahmins
compiled the Vedas to perpetuate their superiority and the epics too,

in the main, follow the lines of the Vedas. But, he adds, in the case
of the Gita it is a direct revelation to a non-Brahmin, Arjuna.1

-— - Id
Some scholars even elevate the Gita to the status of Sruti

and as the true text of genuine Hinduism or Sanatana Dharma in that it

11 , .
attempts to preserve the social order. Swami Chidbhavananda views
the Gita as a Sruti text because it contains an exhaustive collection of
spiritual laws. '"These spiritual laws when applied to life are called

Sanatana Dharma - eternal order and righteousness. The Gita may

therefore be treated as a manual of Sanatana Dharma".l2 One of the

9Kurtakoti (Sri éankaracarya) "Towards a New World Order -
the Gita'", Studies in the Gita, ed. by M.D. Paradkar, Popular
Prakashan, Bombay, 1970, p. 4l.

1 - -
OCf. C.V. Vasudeva Bhattathiry, Srimad Bhagavadgita, (in Mala~
yalam) H & C. Stores, Kunnamkulam, 1971, p. 3.
11 . . - ,
Cf. C. Rajagopalachari, Bhagavad-gita, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
Borwbay, 1964, p. 12.

lewami Chidbhavananda, op.cit., p. 39.



grounds to support the effort by certain exegetes to place the Gita

at the same level as the Upanisads is the colophon at the end of each

chapter: "ity &rimad bhagavadg{tasﬁpanigatsu brahmavidyayam yogasastre."

V. R. Kalyanasundara Sastri claims that knowledge of Brahman (brahmaSastra)

and xogaégstra, union with Brahman, are the purports of the Upanisads,
and the Qi;é continues these through its revelation to Arjuna. He
also holds that the colophon that describes the Gita as an Upanisad
is reliable.13 B. G. Tilak thinks that although these enunciative
words are not to be found in the originél Bharata, they appear in all
the editions of the Gita and therefore "one may draw the inference
that, that mode of enunciation must have come into vogue, when the Gita
was for the first time separated from the Mahébhérata".14 It is clear
that one cannot build an argument to support the Sruti status of the
gigé from the colophon, for scholars like Belvalkar observes that the
colophon is much later than the text.15

There is no internal evidence in the text as such where the

ita claims to be a supra~historical revelation. On the other hand,

()

Krsna speaks of an independent revelation when he says, "This same

ancient yoga has been today declared to thee by Me; for thou art My

friend; and this is the supreme secret."16 In handing down this

13V.R. Kalyanasundara Sastri, "The Git3 and the Upanisads",
The Vedanta Kesari, Vol. LV, No. 2 (June 68) pp. 98-99,

14B.G. Tilak, Srimad Bhagavadgita-Rahasya, Tilak Brothers,
Poona, 3rd ed. 1971, p. 3.

lSS.K. Belvalkar, op. cit., p. XXIX.

16 v - 3
The Bhagavadgita, IV, 3, (In this study, we follow S. Radhakrishnan's
translation of the GIta and the text, unless otherwise stated).




"supreme secret", Krsna does not relate it to the Vedas. Radhakrishnan
says that this teaching to Arjuna "is a renewal, a re-discovery, a
restoration of knowledge long forgotten."17 He goes on to add, "Religious
revelation is not a past event, it is that which continues to be".18
We may infer from Radhakrishnan's statements that though the revelation
in the Gita is given through an avatara, it is the continuation of
the Vedic revelation.

A few statements by Indian writers on the gigé would bring
home to us the reverence with which they approach this text. These
writers are at one in establishing the authroity of the Gita "for the

understanding of the supreme ends of life"19 and to serve as '"'a gate

20
opening on the whole world of spiritual truth and experience". K.M.

Munshi believes that it "is an intensely human document, a guide for
every human situation', and in his experience it "has been a pillar of
21

fire leading me from darkness into life'. M.K. Gandhi speaks of the

- - . 22
Gita as "a spiritual reference book"”" and as an "Eternal Mother" who

17S. Radhakrishnan, op. cit., p. 152,
181oc. cit.
19Ibid., p. 6.

20Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 6.

21K.M. Munshi, Bhagavadgita and Modern Life, Bharatiya Vidya
Bhavan, Bombay, 1964, p. 19.
2 -
2M. K. Gandhi, The Gospel of Selfless Actiom, or The Gita
According to Gandhi, translated by Mahadev Desai, Navajivan Press,
Ahmedabad, 1970, p. 126.




serves him "as an unfailing guide through the trials and temptations
of life"23 Vinoba Bhave speaks in the same vein and affirms that his
heart and mind received more nourishment from the EiEé than his body
has from his mother's milk. He says, "The_gigé is the Upanisad of
Upanisads because Lord Krishna has drawn the milk of all the Upanishads
and given it in the form of the Gita to the whole world".24 B.G. Tilak
holds the view that there is no other work in the whole Sanskrit
literature which explains the principles of Hinduism as succintly and
unambiguously as the §§5§25 and K¥§?a gave this teaching to Arjuna
when his (Kf§ga's) mind was in the highest yogic state. For Tilak,
Gita is "as authoritative and venerable as the Vedas themselves."26
When we turn to the commentaries on the Qi;ﬁ by members of
various modern monastic orders we see statements extolling the Qi;ﬁ
as the scripture of all religions. Some of them go to the extent of
saying that "all we need of spiritual truth for the spiritual life is
to be found in the Gi;é".27 A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada

categorically states, "...This one book, Bhagavadgita, will suffice

23M.K. Gandhi, The Teaching of the Gita, ed. by Anand T.

Hingorani, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay, 1971, p. 45.

24Vinoba Bhave, op. cit., p. 3.
25B.G. Tilak, op, cit., p. XXV, cf. p. 1.
26Ibid., P. 2.

27Quoted by Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 516.



because it is the essence of all Vedic literatures and it is spoken
by the supreme Personality of Godhead".28 Swami Chidbhavananda holds
that because of the Gita's masterly exposition of the all-absorbing

issues of human life "the Bhagavadgita may be assigned the unique status

of the Scripture Universal".29 The author of the commentary, Bhavarthabodhini

{in Malyalam) echoes this view. '"The teachings of the gigé is given

to the whole humanity for the attainment of the final goal, salvation".30
Another Malayalam commentator says, "The gigé contains all the laws of .
human conduct, all the principles of worldly transactions and all
spiritual sciences for the entire humanity irrespective of caste and
creed."31 Swami Sivananda believes that in the '"whole world-literature
there is no book so elevated and so inspiring as thelgigé".Bz These

are only a few selections from the innumerable statements of modern
Indian religious leaders. They indicate the influence of the Gita

on the hearts and minds of millions of Indians. The All India Hindu
conference in its session at Calcutta some time back passed a resolution

urging the popularisation of the Gita amongst all sections of Hindus.

28A.C. Bhaktivedanta, Bhagavadgita As It Is, Collier Books,

New York, p. 28.

298wami Chidbhavananda, op. cit., p. 64.

OSrimad Bhagavadgita with the commentary, Bhavarthabodhini
(in Malayalam) Ramakrishna Ashram, Trichur, 1970, p. III (translation
mine).

1
3 Kunhan Menon, Bhagavadgitd (in Malayalam) National Book
Stall, Kottayam, 1966, p. 18 (translation mine).

Swami Sivananda, The Bhagavad Gita, Divine Life Society,
Sivanandanagar, 1969, p. XV.




"The resolution also enjoins upon every Hindu to read the second chapter
= =n 3 s . , ,
of the Gita". 3 This is another indication of the growing authority
T - . 34
of the Gita and its acceptance as a "fuller scripture than the Upanisgads".

The Focus of Indian Thought

In the interpretations of the schoolmen, as we have noted

above, the Bhagavadgita has been treated as one of the three foundational

texts of the Vedanta philosophy. In modern times, especially with the

publication of B.G. Tilak's Gzta—Rahasya, this ancient text has become

the focus of Indian thought for many writers. The leaders of the Hindu
renaissance re-discovered the Gita not only as the kernel of Indian
religion and philosophy, but also "as the political and social gospel

of Hindu India".35

In the gigé they recognized a bold synthesis of
philosophy and religion and thus reconciled the claims of the head and
heart. 1In the words of Radhakrishnan, "The gi;é attempts a spiritual
synthesis which could support life and conduct on the basis of the
Upanigad truth, which it carries into the lifeblood of the Indian

people" 36 This synthesis follows another synthesis in the Upanisads

from which the Gita draws heavily. According to Aurobindo, the Gita

starts from this Vedantic synthesis "and upon the basis of its essential

36.v. Ketkar, "GIta-bija or the Main Portion of the Gitz" in
Studies in the Gitd, p. 111.

34D.S. Sarma, Lectures on the BhagavadgItda, N. Subba Rao Pantulu
Rajamundry, 1937, p. 20.
35K.M. Panikkar, The Foundations of New India, Allen & Unwin
London, 1963, p. 36.
36 . . . ,
S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Allen & Unwin, London,
1951, Vol. I, p. 531.
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ideas builds another harmony of the three great means and powers, Love,
Knowledge and Works, through which the soul of man can directly
approach and cast itself into the Eternal."37 This seems to be the
overwhelming reason for the shift of focus from the Upanisads to the
gigé. As Mahadev Desai puts it, "The gigé performs the unique function
of making what was an esoteric doctrine a living reality for the
unlettered, the lowly and the lost, and present the highest form of
practical religion to enable each and all to realize his or her purpose
in life".38

In this synthesis, the EiEé brings together various systems
and religious movement and paths to the final goal of man, viz.

liberation. While accepting the basic core of the Upanisadic philosophy,

the author of the Gita, renders validity to Karmayoga and Bhaktiyoga.

In other words, thevgigé opens the portals of salvation without actually
renouncing the world to practice austerities, As Radhakrishnan points
out, the means of liberation shown by the Upanisads and by Buddhism
were suitable only for the selected few, the sage and the ascetic.

On the other hand, '"'The gigé brings deliverance to those fettered by
Karma, by opening to them the way of actions which helps them to attain

39

freedom". The starting-point of the teachings of the Gita is the

ethical conflict Arjuna faced in the battlefield. From there the text

37Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 7 (Aurobindo Ghose seldom used
his full name after he retired to Pondicherry and founded the Aurobindo
Ashram. He was widely known as Aurobindo or Sri Aurobindo).

8 , -
Mahadev Desai, "My Submission', in The GTIt3Z According to
Gandhi, p. 19..
3
9S. Radhakrishnan, Religion and Society, Allen & Unwin, Londom,

1959, p. 74.




11

moves on to other areas of spirituality with a synoptic insight or
all-inclusive character. Aurobindo describes this movement of
thought in the following words, "(The_gigé) goes boldly beyond all these
conflicting positions, greatly daring, it justifies all life to the
spirit as a significant manifestation of the one Divine Being and
asserts the compatability of a complete human action and a complete
spiritual life lived in union with the Infinite, consonant with the
highest self, expressive of the perfect Godhead".40 It is the
combination of the social duty, the following of one's dharma, with other
spiritual-ethical ideals that made the Gita the gospel of modern
Hinduism. Mahadev Desai considers the Upanisads as the "New Testament"
of Hinduism and the Gita which stands in that tradition takes the place
of the Gospels.41

There are many modern commentators of the_gigé who base their
argument for the centrality of the_gigé in Indian thought on this
synthesis of various systems of philosophy and religious ideals. The
following statement of Jitendriya Bannerjee is very representative.
He says, "The Qigé has taken the essence of all these systems of
philosophies and propounded its own system of emancipation from the
miseries of life, giving a new orientation to the Vedic Philosophy and

e 42 . . . .
Sacrifices". If one characterizes this line of argument it would

40Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 519.
41Mahadev Desai, op. cit., p. 19.

2_. . . =
Jitendriya Bonnerjee, The GIta, The Song Supreme, D.B.
Taraporevala, 3ombay, 1962, p. 7.
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run like this: Milk is readily available on the shelves of the super-
market. (The gigé‘is the milk of the Upanisads). Why then go to the
farms to raise the cows and milk them? (Kr§?a has milked the Upanisadic
cows and given us the milk).

The orthodox pandits would strongly disagree with this approach
to the gigé. For them, the Vedas are of unequalled authority. A
summary of the essence of the Vedas, even if the‘gigé were that, is
no equal of the original revelation.

But the voices in support of the excellence and even sufficiency
of the gigé keep growing in numbers. M. Rangacharya, without minimizing
the authority of the Vedas, holds that in the Qigé we have the focus
of Indian thought because it is "the greatest harmonizer of human
civilization" in the true tradition of India and the wisdom of Krsna
imparted through its lines is "in full accord with the history of the
development of human civilization and the growth of man's power of
thought and moral capacity in all the varied aspects of his life at
all times and all places."43 In his view, sympathetic recognition
and appreciation of all forms of religion and systems of thought are
central to Indian tradition and the EiEé nobly upholds this.

D.D. Vadekar puts forward another interesting argument to

establish the Gita as the focus of Indian thought.44 He grants that

43
M. Rangacharya, The Philosophy of Hindu Conduct, being Lectures

on the Bhagavadgita, Educational Publishing Co. Madras, 1957, Vol. I,
PpP. 6-7.

44 - -
D.D. Vadekar, Bhagavad-Gita, A Fresh Study, Oriental Book
Agency, Poona, 1928, passim. :
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the gigé "is the most representative synthesis of Indian philosophic
thought" in the sense we discussed above. But, more importantly, it is
a synthesis in the Hegelian sense. He says, "...in the history of
philosophic speculation in India, the Vedic period represents a thesis,

and the Upanisadic period represents an antithesis, the Gita presents a

synthesis of the two".45 In any interpretation of the Gita, the
philosophical context and background, as distinguished from the
socio-political must be taken seriously, he urges. The historico-
philosophical antecedents of the Gita are undoubtedly the Vedas and
the Upanisads. In the Vedic period, rituals dominated life. The
desire to please and propitiate the deities found embodiment in the
institution of yajna (sacrifice). The end of life was to secure
happiness by seeking favour of the gods. According to Vadekar,

"The substance of Vedic philosophy was a Theological Pluralism coupled
with a practical Hedonism in ethics”.46 The Upanisadic search for the
one reality, Brahman, behind the phenomenal world and the final goal
of realizing the identity of Brahman and Atman was a reaction against
the Vedic pluralism; the antithesis. Renunciation of the world in
quest for the realization of the self is the highest good prescribed
by the Upanisads. The.ﬁiEé, according to Vadekar, achieves a synthesis
of the above two. It stands, "neither for the Vedic Pluralism nor the

Upanisadic Singularism,' but for the 'Many which are the One and the One

45D.D. Vadekar, "The Synthetic Character of the Gita Teachings"
in Studies in the Gita, pp. 54-55.

“1pid., p. 56.
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which appears as the Many".47 The Gita teaches that it is the "One
Lord who presides after the evolution of this varigated world" and
"from the one stem the many; and in the many there is but One".48 The
ethical ideal that the Gita presents is union with this "One", through
jﬁégg (knowledge) bhakti (devotion) or karma (works). In this ideal
the self finds its consummation and fulfilment. Vadekar concludes
that this '"Synthesis of the‘gigé represents a high watermark of Indian
49

philosophical speculation on human life and its problems'.

Modern Commentators of the Gita

The‘gigé is one of the most widely commented scriptures of the
world, in Indian as well as in non-Indian languages. There are
innumerable commentaries (bhasyas) and notes (tikas) on it in Sanskrit.
The earliest bhggza which is extant and the one which exerts the greatest
influence on the modern writers is the bhasza of Sankara (A.D. 788-820).
In modern times as Sanskrit has become the language of a few scholarly,
the modern commentaries were written in regional languages or in
English. Among the many commentaries in the regional languages only
a few outstanding ones have been translated into English. This is
very representative of the national movements themselves. Most of the
movements, political as well as religious, were regional in origin. In
the twentieth century as the nation was struggling for independence,

the Indian National Congress, which led the movement, promised the

47Ibid., p. 57.
48, .

loc, cit.
49

Ibid., p. 58.
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people that Indian states shall be organised on the basis of language.
So, as the movement for swaraj, self-rule, spread across the country
during the early decades of this century, regional languages became
the powerful media of nationalistic and political ideologies. This
seems to be the reason for great national leaders like B.G. Tilak
and M.K. Gandhi writing their commentaries on the Gita in Marathi and
Gujarati respectively. When we speak of modern commentaries on the
gigé, we do not, in view of the restriction stipulated by the title
of the work, include commentaries by non-Indians, though there are
some excellent commentaries from this source. These latter commentaries
by the very nature of the case do not seek to go beyond the scholarly
purpose of historical-critical research and interpretation. The
modern Indian works on the Gita, while taking these aspects seriously,
have had something more in view. As K. Damodaran observes correctly:
"...The Gita became a powerful weapon in the hands of progressive
national leaders like Tilak, Aurobindo Ghose and Mahatma Gandhi in
their fight against British Imperialism".50 Religious leaders who were
not actively involved in the political struggle, saw the gigé as
the text for religious revival and renaissance.

In the classical commentaries, beginning from éankara,
the motif was to fit this text into their system of thought, Advaita,

Viéigtadvaita, Dvaita, or whatever may be the case. In the hands of

the Advaita schoolmen who followed éankara, the Gita became a weapon

0
> K. Damcdaran, Indian Thought, A Critical Survey, Asia

Publishing House, Bombay, 1967, p. 193.




of dialectical warfare. Nevertheless, these commentators interpreted

the Gita as moksaégstra or science of salvation. To them, salvation

meant realization of the self, or God-realization as a Vi§igtddvaitin

would put it. When the Advaitins emphasized gnosis for this end, the

Visistadvaitins put the accent on bhakti (devotion). There was no

movement of thought from this central theme of individual salvation
towards dharma, the social duty of the individual.51 B.G. Tilak was
the first Indian writer on the gigé_who ventured to make a departure
from the traditional pattern. As a leader of the swaraj (self-rule)
movement he sought to stir the Indian intellegentsia and, through them
the masses to restive action against the govermment. '"The one
scripture', observes D. MacKenzie Brown, "which he found eminently

suited to this role was the Bhagavad Gita ... It was authoritative -

recognized as an epitome of Brahmanic theory; it was popular - known

to all sections of India; it stressed the doctrine of Karma-yoga

52

(action) - insisting upon the warrior's duty to fight'. Tilak's
Yy g

16

commentary, Srimad Bhagavadgita-Rahasya or Karmajyoga—éistra, published

in 1915 opened a new path for many other national leaders to tread.

The commentaries that are published in English as well as

Indian languages, roughly fall into two categories. First of all there

are many commentaries, mostly by members of the various monastic orders,

51

Here the term dharma is used in its limited meaning. We will

delve into its wider meaning in the following chapter.

2
> D. MacKenzie Brown, "The Philosophy of Bal Gangadhar Tilak",

in The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. XVII, No. 2, (Feb. 1958) p. 197.
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that are structured in the traditional pattern or leaning heavily on

the traditional commentaries. What is new in these writings is, in

the main, a response to invading foreign religious ideologies. From

the nature of this response, it was bound to become apologetic. However,

in the hands of these leaders of religious thought, the_gigé became

an instrument of religious revival., Secondly, there are commentaries

and studies on the Gita which are oriented towards national and ideological

issues; social, political and religious. The purport of these new

expositions was to forge a dynamic ideology that can face up to the

challenges of the day. This attempt naturally led to the re-interpre-

tation of certain concepts and to the re-shaping of the notions of dharma

by appealing directly to moksa or the view of metaphysical Reality that

is implied in them. The expositions of national leaders like B.G. Tilak,

M.K. Gandhi, Vinoba Bhave, K.M. Munshi, and to some extent S. Radhakrishnan

fall under this category.53 In our study of the patterns of Twentieth

Century Indian Interpretations, we shall be concentrating on the latter.
In a study like this, there are many limitations. There are

scores of modern commentaries on the Gita in Indian languages, besides

those many in English. It is practically impossible to deal however

so inadequately with the major omnes in each of the language, as the

scope is too large even if one possessed knowledge of all the pertinent

languages. So, our approach has to be selective. TFortunately for us,

5
3Radhakrishnan's "Introductory Essay" and "Notes" to his

translation of the Gzta, more or less follow the pattern of traditional
tikas.
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all the commentaries which acquired a national reputation, have been
translated into English. The principle of selection has to be applied
to authors as well. We have given priority to the expositions of
national leaders, who played a prominent role in the life of the
nation in this century. Our need for limitation also applies to the
period under study. It is limited to Twentieth Century primarily
because the new approach to this religious text was heralded only

in 1915 with the publication of Tilak's Gita-Rahasya, as we noted

above. Secondly, it is in this century that India witnessed and is still
witnessing a national and ideological struggle of immense proportions.
It is also necessary to note what we are not attempting in this study.
We shall not enter into a critical or historical study of the text,
nor shall we attempt to examine the relationship of the modern
commentators to the classical omnes. Such a study would no doubt be
rewarding, but that will take us too far a-field, and cannot feasibly
become a thesis with some unity.

In the following pages an attempt is made to discuss the
patterns of interpretations of the Gita by some modern leaders of
Indian thought. That would mean an examination of the modern Hindu
religious consciousness as revealed in these commentaries. The question
that we shall be asking continuously is this: How do the national
leaders of India (monks and political leaders both included) re-shape
the age-old concepts and ideologies of this ancient text, to prepare
India to face the problems of the present? Our search will touch

social, political and religious realms of Indian life. This study of



the patterns of these expositions of the Gita, one hopes, would be as
clear an index as any for the religious and spiritual aspirations of

modern India.

19



CHAPTER II

THE GITA DOCTRINE OF DHARMA

The transcendental goal Hinduism places before its followers
is mukii the final release from the wheel of exiétence. The way to
this ultimate spiritual end of life winds through the rough and
complex terrain of social life. Thinkers from the Vedic times onwards
took up the problems of this pilgrimage fervently and provided the
devotees with elaborate guidelines. These guidelines for social
living which is search of the final goal, formed a powerful social
ideology that in course of time came to constitute dharma. The concept
of dharma has two distinct aspects, viz; individual or particular
and social or universal. In the Gita there was a crystallization of
the social ideologies that were in vogue at that time and the concept
of dharma was interpreted at length in various discourses. The very
context in which the discourses are given is the confusion of Arjuna
about his dharma.l This is the individual aspect of the concept. The
universal aspect is taken up most directly when Krsna argues that the
purpose of avatara (incarnation) is to protect dharma.2 Thus, the
doctrine of dharma, as it has been developed in thelgigé, has a far-
reaching significance for both individual and social life. This doctrine,

as a powerful social ideology, played a crucial role in shaping the nature

lPrcche—lmi tvam dharmasammudhacetah (Bhagavadgita II.7).

paritrinTyz sidhiinah vinisaya caduskrtim
dharma samsthdpanarthdva sambhavami yuge -yuge (Bhagavadgita, IV.8).

20
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and destiny of the Indian society.

The word dharma comprehends a wide range of meanings. In
common parlance dharma has come to mean 'the path leading to the next-
world".3 Here the path stands for one's religion, whether Vedic,
Buddhist or Christian. Tilak rightly points out that this is a very
restricted meaning of the word dharma and we have to take into account
the wider connotation of the word in such expressions as rajadharma
(the duty of kings) Erajadharma (the duty of subjects), jgtidharma
(the duty pertaining to a caste) kuladharma, (the duty pertaining to a
clan or family) etc.4 Kautilya, the great political theorist,enumerates
the four ideals of manhood (Eurugartha), giving the first place to dharma,
the other three being artha, (wealth) Bégﬁ, (desire) and Egggg,

(release). In Kautilya, as well as in Manu, the giver of Law Code

(Manavadharma $astra) dharma has acquired the wider meaning of morality

and ethics. As we noted above, dharma was never independent of the
final goal, mukti, in any of the Hindu Scriptures.

In the Karnaparva of the Mahabharata (Ma.Bha. Karna 69.59) the

author puts the etymological derivation of the word dharma into the
mouth of Krsna himself. He says '"The word Dharma comes from the root

dhr, i.e., to hold or uphold and all human beings are held together

by dharma. That by which the holding together (of all human beings)

3B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 88.

4loc. cit.
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takes place is dharma.”5 It possibly also has the additional meaning of,
"to sustain",6 from which itself, it is clear that the social ideal

that is enshrined in the concept of dharma holds the society together
and sustains it by the moral law ensuing from it. Tilak draws the right
conclusion about dharma as a moral law which maintains the society

when he says, "When this dharma ceases to be observed, the binding

ropes of society may be said to have become loose, and when these
binding ropes are loosened, society will be in the same position as the
planetary system consisting of the sun and planets would be in the

sky without the binding force of gravitation or as a ship would be

on the ocean without a rudder."7

Meaning of Svadharma

The teachings of the gigé'center around the predicament in
which Arjuna found himself in the battlefield, guruk§etra. Krsna
deals with this concrete human situation, viz. Arjuna's doubts about
the nature of his duty, his kuladharma as a K§atriya, rather than with
any abstract problem. It is true that as the teachings develop the
discourses lead Arjuna beyond the pale of the irmediate problems to
the wider problems of man, his relation to Ultimate Reality and to

society at large. Having surveyed the lines of the battle, Arjuna

was overcome with grief and pity. He thought that a fratricidal war

5Quoted by B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 90.

6Swami Nikhilananda, The Bhagavadgita, Text with Commentary, p. 12,
Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Centre, New York, 1944, p. 12.

7B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 91.



would destroy all the values that have been cherished by him. The
war would destroy the family and with that its age-long traditions
and customs, with the disappearance of which the entire family passes
under the grip of adharma or unrighteousness. With the rise of
adharma the women in the family would become corrupt and when women
abandon the path of virtue, there results a licentious intermixture
of various social classes (varnas)? So, Arjuna argued, he would
rather let himself be killed in the battlefield, "unresisting and
unarmed,”9 than kill his kith and kin for the sake of the Kingdom. To
this attitude of pity and faintheartedness, Krsna replies that Arjuna
must lead his army into the battle and carry out his dharma as a
Ksatriya. He urges Arjuna, "Further, having regards for thine own
duty, (svadharma) thou shouldst not falter; there exists no greater
good for a K§atriya than battle enjoined by duty."lO Though some of
these verses in K¥§?a's argument amount to insinuation ,ll the final

. . . . . 2
imperative is to perform dharma through desireless actlon.1 The

all-important question in approaching the Gita doctrine of dharma is,

23

8 - -
Bhagavadgita, I1.39-41.

9Ibid., I. 46.

0yp54., 11. 31.

llIbid., II. 31-38. Verse 37 offers the reward of the righteou
war: heaven, if slain in the field of action; kingdom, if the war
is won.

21v14., 11. 47.

s
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"What world-view lies behind the divine command to carry out slaughter
in a fratricidal war?" To comprehend this enigma is to comprehend
the concept of dharma in the_gigé.

Krsna's command to Arjuna to perform his svadharma without
any desire for fruits, has had more far-reaching social significance
than any other scriptural teaching in the socio-religious life of India.

The statement in the fourth discourse, "The fourfold caste has been

created by me according to the differentiation of gupa and karma",13

supports the view that svadharma specifically means caste duty. We
will turn to the various interpretations of this verse later. 1If

one takes the liberty to generalise, the whole burden of the Qigé is
to drive home to Arjuna the nobility of kuladharma, caste duty. Tilak
has no doubt about the implication of the teaching of the Gita on

"

svadharma. He writes "...in the Bhagavadgita the word dharma has
been used as meaning 'the duties of the four castes in this world',

in the expression: svadharman api caveksya", where the Blessed Lord

is telling Arjuna to fight, having regard to what his dharma is, and

. . ./
also later on the expression: "svadharme nidhanam Sreyah paradharmo

bhayavahah" (Bhagavadgita III.35) i.e., it is better to die performing

one's caste duties; following the duties enjoined on another caste
. nw 14 L , .
is dangerous". S.N. Dasgupta is in complete agreement with this

understanding of the Gita doctrine of dharma. He writes,

3 - : . - . - - -
citurvarpyam maya systam gupakarma vibhaga$ah (Bhagavadgita IV.13).

14E.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 89.
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"The word 'dharma' seems to be used in the Gita
primarily in the sense of an unalterable customary order
of class-duties or caste-duties and the general approved
"course of conduct for the people and also in the sense
of prescribed schemes of conduct. The meaning of dharma
as 'old customary order' is probably the oldest meaning
of the word. Dharma does not mean in the Gita sacrifices
(zajﬁa) or external advantages....but the order of
conventional pract}ges involving specific caste-divisions
and caste-duties".

Some commentators, while agreeing on the outward aspect of
the fourfold division of society, put the stress on the inborn nature
of the individual, which really decides his place in the society.
Vinoba Bhave says that Arjuna was confused in the battlefield, because
"he was at odds with his svadharma'. Vinoba goes on to add, "But
however unattractive a man's svadharma may be, he has to find
fulfilment by persisting in it, because it is only through such

16 . -
In Vinoba's opinion one's

persistence that growth is possible."
. . . 1 : 17 . ,
svadharma consists in following one's true vocation. This vocation,

according to the Gita is the natural self-~expression of man's character,

svabhava, which is produced by one or more of the three gunas, satva,

rajas and tamas. Both Radhakrishnan and Aurobindo use the same phrase,
'law of action', to translate the idea of svadharma. Radhakrishnan
writes, "His (Arjuna's) svadharma or law of action, requires him to
engage in battle. Protection of right by the acceptance of battle, if

. . . I 8
necessary, is the social duty of the Ksatriya, and not renunc1atlon."1

15
S. N. Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, University Press,

Cambridge, 1961, Vol. II, p. 486.

16Vinoba Bhave, op. cit., p. 7-8.

17Ibid., p. 9.

185 Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 112.
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Aurobindo gives expression to the same idea in the following words, "At
. the very start it (the gigé) has spoken of the nature, rule, and
function of the Ksatriya as Arjuna's own law of action, svadharma;

it has proceeded to lay it down with a striking emphasis that one's
own nature, rule, function should be observed and followed, -- even

if defective, it is better than the well performed rule of another's
nature."19 The four distinct orders of caste are orders of the active
nature, or "four fundamental types of the soul in nature, svabhava,
and the work and function of each human being corresponds to his

type of nature."20 This 'nature' of a person is shaped according to
the depth of his participation in one of the gunas mentioned above.

The Gita accepts the Samkhya doctrine of the three essential

qualities or modes of prakrti, viz. sattva, rajas and tamas. The

fourteenth discourse concentrates on these qualities or gunas. These
) - .12l
gunas, according to the Gita are "sprung from prakrti"”™™ and they

guide the destiny of an individual. Among these gunas, sattva is the

mode of pairs, "light-giving and healing".22 Rajas is the mode of
passion, "the source of thirst and attachment" and it keeps a man

. . 23 , .
bound with the bond of action. Tamas is the source of ignorance and

19Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 466.

20Ibid., p. 467.

21Bhagavadgit5, XIV.5.

22Ibid., XIV.6.

231bid.,XIV.7.
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inertia; '"it keeps him bound with heedless sloth and slumber."24 No

man is exclusively the product of ome of Fheseﬁgggii.. Gandhi sees

in this mixture of gupas, the making of human persons, the road to

perfection, '"the ascent of man'. He writes, "We have each of us to

rise to a state in which we are governed predominantly by the sattva

principle, until at last we rise beyond the three and are 'Perfect
25

Man'". The great discipline given by the Gita does not stop with

the conquering of the lower gunas, rajas and tamas, but by transcending

all the three gunas. The Gita says, "The Vedas have as their domain

the three gunas, but do thou become free from these gunpas, (nistraigunya)

0 Arjuna. Free thyself from the pairs of opposites, abide in etermal

truth (nityasattvastha), not caring for acquisition and preservation,

and be possessed of the self."26 The ability to transcend the
gunas, to become a trigunatita, is the mark of the liberated seif.
According to Vinoba Bhave, we can completely transcend the two lower
modes. But when it comes to sattva, we should discipline our souls
in such a way that it becomes part of our nature. He writes, "When

we are absorbed in svadharma, rajas loses its glamour; for then the

. . . 27 .
mind is one-pointed.” In the case of sattva, it should pervade every

pore of our beings. '"When sattva becomes so much our nature, we should
24Ibid., X1v.8.
25

M.K. Gandhi, The Gospel of Selfless Action, or The Gita According
to Gandhi, p. 328.

26Bhagavadgft§, II.45.

7
¥inoba bhave, op. cit., p. 225,
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cease to be proud of it. This is the way to make sattva harmless, to
28 _ .

,achieve victory, over it" Vinoba concedes that,"so long as we have

. 2

a body, we have to take our stand on something'. 2

The above interpretation of sattva seems to arise from the

expression, nityasattvastha, of II1.45 quoted above. In this Vinoba

is only following the classical commentators, Sankara and Ramanuja.
They took nityasattva to mean sattvaguna. Radhakrishnan understands
the expression not as 'the mode of sattva which Arjuna is asked to

h."30

go beyond, but [is] eternal trut B.S. Sukthankar, translator of

Gita-Rahasya also takes this meaning, i.e. eternal truth. In a

footnote he says, '"As sattva is one of the three constituents, and as
the Blessed Lord has just asked Arjuna to be 'beyond the three

constituents'", 'nityasattvastha' cannot be understood as referring to the

sattva constituent"?l Since the Fourteenth discourse clearly says that
sattva binds man to his body by conscious happiness and knowledge,
liberation, if it is to be real, it must transcend even the highest

mode of the three constituents whose interplay account for the diversity
of human svabhava and dharma. Mahadev Desai, the translator and

commentator of The Gospel of Selfless Action, sees this injunction in

the Gita and writes, "He who has seen the play and interplay of the gunas

28 b1d., p. 228.

2% 1bid., p. 226.

308. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 118.

31B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 889 (footnote).
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and who can detach himself from them, he who can isolate himself from
them and realize the unity at the basis of this diversity is a seer -
a tattvavid who has known the truth of things, he is free, his action
does not bind him, his action is no action."32

When the gunas are taken as the constitutive stuff of man,
the stuff that determines the svabhava and thereby the svadharma
of man, the Gita is borrowing the determinism of the Samkhya philosophy.
In Aurobindo's view, only the ego-self, the lower self, is under the
power of this determinism. He writes, "It is really the ego which is
subject to Nature, inevitably, because it is itself part of the Nature,
one functioning of his machinery....And so too what we think of ordinarily
as the soul is really the natural personality, not the true person,
the Purusha, but the desire-soul in us which is a reflection of the
consciousness of the Purusha in the workings of the Prakriti."33 But
when the individual self is "one with the Ishvara, the master of our
nature",34 man is able to use nature without subjection to the chain of
karma, for the purpose of the divine will. In the words of Aurobindo,
"freedom, the highest self-mastery begins when above the natural
self we see and hold the supreme Self of which the ego is an obstructng

veil and a blinding shadow."35 In the light of this freedom, the modes

2Mahadev Desai, "My Submission', in The Gosepl of Selfless Action,

33Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 195.

34Ibid., p. 192, Bhagavadgita, II.51 speaks of this unity with

the Divine and the freedom from the bonds of birth.

35Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 202.
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of nature form "a principle and will of our becoming". The gunas
become "the law of action deFermined by tbis svabhava (the‘ppiqgiplg
O\ our becoming), is our right law of self—sﬁaping, function, working
our swadhagggﬂ36 We will have to look into the various aspects of
the concept of svadharma to see whether it really is the '"right law
of self-shaping."”

Dharma and Its Relation to Mukti

The final goal of all spiritual striving is release or mukti
from the cycle of life and death. This position of the gigé_is in line
with the general current of Indian philosophical thought. But, this
final goal is beyond logical proof. It transcends the realm of mind
and language.37 It has been aptly said that "one who claims to fully
know it and starts giving a full description of it does not know it
in reality."38 Therefore, it is not surprising that theigigé does
not give a discourse on the nature of release or the released. However,
we have in the Gita clear references to the state of the final goal

in general terms. It (mukti) is spoken of as brahmasthiti39 (life

, . . , 40 ., .. .
eternal, as Rsdhakrishnan has it), 'state of immortality, 'infinite

. 41 . , .
eternal bliss' absence of return, i.e., final liberation from births

36Ibid., p. 476.

37

Yato viaco nivartante aprapya manasa saha (Taittiryopanisad)

38 - -
G.W. Kaveeshwar, The Ethics of the Gita, Motilal Banarsidass,
Delhi, 1971, p. 198.

39

Cf. Bhagavadgita, II.72, IV.31, V.6,19,20.

40

Cf. Bhagavadgita, I1.15, XIII.12, XI.20,27.

1 - -
4 Cf. Bhagavadgita, V 21, VI.27,28, XIV.27.




31

42 . _ 43 .
and deaths, 'crossing of the ocean of maya, and so on. This same
state is also described in clearer Advaitic terms as 'the union of the

. . Che e g S ?_ . e
individual soul with the Universal Being', ~ or of the 'realization of

the spiritual identity of all beings.'45 The classical commentators,

because of their preoccupation with the idea of mukti, moksa, saw
the Gita primarily as a text which teaches mokgadastra, (science of
release). In this undue concern for the final end of life or other
worldliness as we may be tempted to call it, they failed to see the
relation between the final goal and the steps which lead to it. 1In
other words, only the 'God-ward' aspect of the teachings of the Gita
was discovered and interpreted by the earlier commentators. It was
left to the modern interpretor to delve into the this-worldly aspect
and bring out its significance.

Mukti is not something to be discovered anew by the mind. It
is an intuitive grasping of the identity of the individual soul with
the Universal Being. Several steps, such as the control of the senses,
renunciation of the fruit of action, pursuit of the good of all, are
mentioned as the steps leading to the final goal. But, all these are

contained in the concept of svadharma. Though the liberated soul is

4ZCf. Bhagavadgita, II.51, V 17, XII 7, XII.23, XIV.20.

43¢, Bhagavadgita, VIIL.l4.

44Cf. Bhagavadgita, VI.31, VII.18,19, XI.54,55, XII.4,8, etc.

3¢, Bhagavadgita, IV.35, VI.29.
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no more under the obligation to perform his dharma, "There is such a
thing as desireless action which he undertakes for the welfare of

the world".46

The Gita injunction to perform one's dharma, the work
that has to be done, without attachment, is to be understood in this
light. "Man attains the highest by doing work without attachment".47
It is to be admitted that the Gita does not clearly spell out the
relation between the final end of life, mukti, and the dharma which

a man has to perform in this world. This ambiguity provides the
commentators with enough room to overlook dharma as a means which

leads to mukti. Sankara's interpretation of the above verse is a

clear example of this. He holds that the performance of duties only
helps us to attain purity of mind which leads to salvation. It takes
us to perfection indirectly through the attainment of purity of mind.48
Aurobindo's position regarding dharma and its relation to final

release is closer to éankara's, though in many other aspects he
radically differs from the écérxa. Aurobindo writes, "To follow the
law of its being, svardharma, to develop the idea in its being,
svabhava, is its ground and safety, its right walk and procedure."49

Through this path of svadharma, the soul purifies itself by 'the

pursuit of the impulse of works and service rightly done develops

6 -
4 S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 138.

47Bhagavadg5t§, IIT.19.

8 I
Sankara's Commentary on the Bhagavadgita, III.19.

49Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 477.
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knowledge, increases power, trains closeness of balance of mutuality
and skill apd:order of relatiog."so Aurobindo asserts that following
svadharma is thé surest way '"to make our whole life a sacrifice of
works to the Highest is to prepare ourselves to become one with him
in all our will and substance and nature".51 It is to be noted that
while Sankara sees dharma as purifying the mind, Aurobindo understands
its functionaspreparing us for the final end, i.e. union with the
Universal Being.

In Gandhi's thinking, mukti is inseparably related to one's
dharma. He has no doubt that "self-realization is the subject of the
gigé, as it is the object of all scriptures”, and Gita teaches "the
most excellent way to attain self—realization".52 He asserts that one
can attain liberation through dharma by plunging oneself deep into
it but without being attached. Dharma has to be performed for its
own sake, without any desire whatsoever for a certain result of fruit
or return. Such performance of dharma leads to knowledge which in turm
brings release. In his view, dharma is by no means limited to the
particular duties of caste at all. All strivings toward salvation,
which is "perfect peace",53 whether it be through devotion, renunciation

of the fruits of action, or thirst for the knowledge of God, are different

01pid., p. 480.

Slrpid., p. 481.

52M.K. Gandhi, The Gospel of Selfless Action, p. 129.
53

Ibid., p. 130.
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faces of the dharma. The final goal, according to him is not something
apart from the means. '"In other words, if the means and end are
not identical, they are almost so."54

Tilak begins his analysis of the relation between dharma and
release by accepting the four goals (purusarthas) of life laid down
by Indian philosophers. He holds that the principal duty of man "is
to discern the essential principle underlying the Body and the Cosmos;
and this is what is known as 'Release' in religion."55 The "usual
activities of the visible world" consist . of dharma (duty) artha
(wealth) and kama (desire). Release (moksa) is the transcendental
goal of life. Tilak interprets dharma in this fourfold goal, as
worldly, social and moral duty. He pertinently raises the question,
whether these four ends of life (purugarthas) "are or are not mutually
promotive?"56 In his opinion, the verbal differences about the doctrine
that there is no release unless a man has acquired the knowledge of
that fundamental principle "which pervades the body and the cosmos"57
is not fundamental. He is categorical in denying that the'gigé religion
teaches only the way of knowledge for salvation. The gigé clearly
accepts the doctrine that if one has to acquire the two parts of the goal,

viz. 'wealth' and 'desire', that has to be done according to the dharma

>41bid., p. 130.

55B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 657.

56loc. cit.

57Ibid., p. 658,
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(moral principles). The only question which remains to be sorted
8

out is "the mutual relationship between dharma and release".5 All
shades of opinion accept the view that release can be achieved only
through the purification of mind by means of dharma. "Therefore, even
considering the matter from the point of view of Release, it follows
that worldly life has got to be done through consistently with
'dharma' in the period of time before purification of the mind."59
Tilak argues that if a man is not faithful to his dharma in discharging
his worldly responsibilities, how can he be successful in realizing the
final goal? In his thinking, the path of knowledge (jnanamirga) which
advocates for the highest importance to spiritual knowledge after the
abandonment of worldly affairs is not in agreement with the teachings
of the Gita. He writes,

But the Gita religion says to the contrary that not only

is dharma necessary for the purification of the mind, but

it is necessary to continue doing the same actiomns

merely as duties, and as part of one's religion, and

desirelessly, and for the good of others, even afterwards,

that is, after the purification of the mind, although

worldly activities in the shape of enjoyment of objects

of pleasure may become unnecessary for one's own benefit.

We have seen above that dharma, performed in the spirit in

which the Gita presents it, leads to the final goal of life. The

ends of life, whether related to this world or the next, are mutually

encompassing; one gives direction and fulfilment to the other. The

85,6, Tilak, op. cit., p. 658.

59loc. cit.

601514, p. 659.
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final release which is totally free from dharma is shallow, in the view
of most of the modern commentators of ;he.gigé._”SPiritual freedom is -
by no means incongistent with duty.61 The liberated are to follow
their dharma, so long as they are in the world. They have to do the
works for the welfare of the world.62 This leads us to the social
implications of dharma.

Dharma the Highest Social Goal

Arjuna has been enjoined to fight heroically because it is his
dharma as a Ksatriya to maintain the stability of the social order
and the faith of men in that order. The command to perform one's
dharma "with a view to the maintenance of the world", goes beyond the

purview of dharma as kuladharma, caste-duty. Though the concept of

dharma always had the individual and the social aspect, the accent

was mainly on the former in the salvation oriented interpretations

of the_gigé. The social aspect of dharma goes beyond the caste

duty performed for its own sake. Arjuna has to fight, not only to
maintain his good name as a soldier,63 but to maintain the order of the
world64 and to be an example to those who are ignorant of the meaning of

dharma.65

6lce. S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 73.

62Cf. Bhagavadgita, ITI.20.

03¢, Bhagavadgita, II.34.

64ck. Bhagavadgita, III.20.

63¢e. Bhagavadgita, III.26.
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In verse 20 of chapter III, the purpose of action or duty has

been designated as lokasamgraha. This word is pregnant with the social

connotations of the gigé concept of dharma. It has been translated as
'maintenance of the world' (Radhakrishnan) 'universal welfare' (Tilak),
'guidance and control of the world' (Rangacharya), 'guidance of men’
(Swami Chidbhavananda), etc. Radhakrishnan says that the word stands
for the unity of the world and the interconnectedness of society.6
Rangacharya summarizes the different interpretations of the word

as follows: '"This word has been somewhat variously interpreted to

mean the accomplishment of the good of the world so as to prevent it

from going astray, the inducement offered to the world so as to make

it adopt the life which we consider to be good for it".67 This, in
Rangacharya's thinking is 'guidance and control of the world'. Referring
to verse 25, which also speaks of the welfare of humanity, he says,

"The expression lokasamgraha really means taking the world along with

one”.68 Tilak analyses the word and the concept at greater length.
To him, the idea of dharma which is related to the universal welfare,
is a central theme of the_gigé, which gives life and blood to his
doctrine of the pre-eminence of Karmayoga. He writes, '"The word loka

in the phrase 'lokasamgraha' has a comprehensive meaning, and includes

the putting, not only of mankind, but the entire world, on a proper

668. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 139.
67M. Rangacharya, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 207.
68

Ibid., p. 207.
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path, and making a 'samgraha' of it, that is maintaining, feeding,
__protecting and defending it in a proper way, without allowing it to

be destroyed".69 This comprehensive meaning of lokasamgraha provides

us with a new and dynamic social content for dharma itself. It is
wrong to read that the role of the 'world-maintenance' is only for the
enlightened people like King Janaka of the Ramayana. It is a social
doctrine with wider implications for every one who seeks the noble
ends of life. But, one has to note that there are some commentators,
who think that the special role of serving and guiding the society is
for the spiritually enlightened. Swami Chidbhavananda, for example,
maintains that the ignorant cannot guide the society any more than

the blind lead the blind. Therefore, he holds, "The enlightened are
the best servants of the society. The nature of karma is also very
well known to them. Efficient work on right can be turned out by
them."70 This argument does not hold water, in the light of the
context of the_gigé. Arjuna, to whom the_gigé is addressed, was not
an enlightened individual when he was asked to fight the battle for the
welfare of the world. It would be more correct to say that both the

liberated and the non-liberated have to be in the business of lokasamgraha.

The "liberated man still do works for the right government and leading

on the peoples in these worlds, lokasamgraha [for] he is the friend of

695.6. Tilak, op. cit., p. 927.

TOswami Chidbhavananda, The Bhagavadgita, p. 241.
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all existence“.7l For the non-liberated, it is the means which leads
him to fulfilment of life. King Janaka attained to perfection,” by
equal and desireless works done as a sacrifice, without the least
egoistic aim or attachment."72

Dharma, as we have noted above, not only leads a man to
self-purification, but also enables him to be an instrument in serving
and guiding the world. Radhakrishnan urges, "The emphasis of the_gigé
on lokasamgraha, world-solidarity, requires us to change the whole

73 . .
pattern of our life." The social aspect of dharma, requires us to

lay stress on human brotherhood, as Radhakrishanan sees it. It is on
the basis of this understanding that he calls karma marga, 'the path

of service" which leads to moks .74 But, for Radhakrishnan, lokasamgraha

does not stop with the idea of welfare of the society or human

brotherhood. He believes that lokasamgraha implies the spiritualisation

of society and the control of social action by the principles of

religious ethics. He writes perhaps in a romantic vein, "In an age

of hope and energy we emphasize active service in the world and the saving
of civilization". It is a matter of debate whether the_gigé agrees with
him when he goes on to affirm with Boethius that "he will never go to

. 75 o . .
heaven who is content to go alone". P.N. Srinivasachari agrees with

71Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 217.

"2 1pid., p. 122.

738. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 71.

748. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. I, p. 566,

g, Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 140.
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Radhakrishnan. He writes, "The summum bonum of life is not merely

the attaioment of spirituality and mukti for oneself, but service to
all jivas so that they may also enjoy the bliss of divine life."76 One
has to note, that the important question in this context is, whether
the_gzgé supports this type of universalism and sarva mukti, salvation
of all. If it does, modern Indian commentators do not bring it out
clearly.

It is Tilak, more than any one else, who saw in the idea of

lokasamgraha, seeds of a dynamic social philosophy. He maintains that

individualism defeats the very purpose and plan of human life and
should be replaced by the ideal of corporate 1life and co-operative
effort. Those who give up their social dharma, for the sake of
seclusion and contemplative life, according to Tilak, violate the

rules of cosmic ethics. 1In his view, lokasamgraha means, "binding

men together, and protecting, maintaining and regulating them in

such a way that they might acquire that strength which results from
mutual co—opergtion, thereby putting them on the path of acquiring
merit while maintaining their good condition."77 He points out that
Manu has used the word in the same sense, i.e., 'welfare of the nation'.

Even though lokasamgraha has this primary meaning of 'welfare of man'

it really goes beyond the world of men. There are other lokas (worlds)

such as pitrloka, devaloka, etc. These worlds are also to be maintained

76P.N. Srinivasachari, The Ethical Philosophy of the Gita,
Ramakrishna Math, Madras, 1966, p. 136.

77B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 456.
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properly. So, Tilak thinks that lokasamgraha has the wider meaning of

maintaining various worlds (lokasamgraha=lokanam samgrahah). The

maintanance of these several worlds, according to the Gita, "

are
. nw 78

mutually beneficial, to the gods, as well as men'. In other words,

the concept embraces cosmic solidarity and welfare.

Tilak has nothing to do with the commentators who interpret

the concept of lokasamgraha half-heartedly, and who thereby imply

that the Jidnins are not bound to act for the welfare of the world. He
points out that when a man realizes his identity, he is one with the
universe. "I am in all created beings and all created beings are in
me." This means that the Jnani is not free from his dharma to the

rest of the world. He quotes a very telling passage from the

Yoga-Vasistha: '"'So long as the duty of looking after other people

(that is, lokasamgraha) remains to howsoever small an extent, it cannot

be said that the state of the person, who has attained Yoga, has become
free from blame."79 It is pure selfishness, as Tilak sees it, for a man
to be "engrossed in the happiness of meditation", while there are
millions of people to whom he is bound by an inseparable bond, the bond
of the all pervading self. Besides, Tilak maintains, it is natural

that noble sentiments of sympathy towards all other beings must arise

in the minds of people who know that "there is only one Atman in all

created beings and the trend of his mind must naturally be towards

781bid., p. 457.

79Ibid., p. 460.
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80
universal welfare."

The division of the society into four castes, as Tilak sees
it, is a divine plan for the maintenance of the world. Every one in
society, whether a Brahmin or %udra, has one's part to play in the
protection of the society. '"Therefore', Tilak concludes, "I have to

mention here emphatically, that lokasamgraha according to the Gita

means, giving to other people a living example of how one can perform
desirelessly all the various activities, which are allotted to one,
according to the arrangement of castes."81 The dharma of every
individual, whatever may be his social position has to be performed
with a sense of dedication, without any hope for the reward. The
universal welfare depends on each member of the society and his dharma
becomes the worship of the Supreme Lord when he has the welfare of
others in mind. All actions, when it is performed in this spirit,

"are essentially the same, that the fault if any, lies in the reason

of the doer, and not in the action (karma) and that when a man performs
all his actions after establishing his reason, he thereby only performs
the worship of the Paramesvara, and, not having committed any sin,
ultimately attains release".82 He warns against entertaining high

hopes about the results of one's service to the society. Hope for

the fruit may lead to unhappiness. 'You must perform action, keeping
801pid., p. 461
81Ibid., p. 462,
82

Ibid., p. 690.
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in sight (sampaéyan) public welfares, instead of saying that 'lokasamgrahartha'

means, for obtaining fruits in the shape of public welfare."83 Tilak,
it would seem, is at pains to limit his interpretation of dharma and
service to the teachings of the scriptures, even though he tries his
best to bring out the meaning of scriptural injunctions. He does .not
dare to oppose established conventions. This makes him say, "'The
chief conclusion of the ethics of the Gita is, that one must perform
all one's duties according to the %astras,desirelessly and by Self-
Identification, and this applies equally well to all persons in all
countries."84 In other words, Tilak's otherwise radical approach
has been restrained by his allegiance to the scriptures. This raises
the important question, which Kaveeshwar very pertinently asks, "If
one feels it imperative to oppose a prevalent custom in the interest
of the wider social good itself, what guiding principle should he
adopt in such a crisis?"85 Tilak, in a way, evades this question.

We see in Aurobindo a totally different approach to the concept
of dharma as service or universal welfare, as Tilak interprets it.
To Aurobindo, the Gita does not teach human action, but divine action.
He completely rejects '"the ideal of disinterested performance of social
duties", and says that the modern ideal of social service is foreign
to the Gita. He writes, "...not the performance of social duties, but

the abandonment of all other standards of duty or conduct for a selfless

831bid., p. 466.

84Ibid., p. 696.

85G.W. Kaveeshwar, op. cit., p. 244.
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performance of the divine will working through our nature; not social
service, but the action of the Best, the God possessed, the Master-
men done impersonally for the sake of the world and as a sacrifice

to Him who stands behind man and Nature."86 Aurobindo agrees that
works have to be done "with the same desirelessness after the
liberation and perfection", as did the great Karmayogis like Janaka.
But he opposes all kinds of pragmatic tendencies ''concerned much more
with the present affairs of the world than with any high and far-off

spiritual"87 possibilities. He rejects any idea of "a large moral

and intellectual altruism" in the concept of lokasamgraha as taught

by the Gita, and states that what the Gita means is "a spiritual

unity with God and with this world of beings who dwell in him and in
whom he dwells".88 He is inclined to see patriotism, cosmopolitanism,
service of society and other noble expressions of the human soul

which may fall under the category of 'universal welfare' as "admirable
aids towards our escape from our primary condition of individual,
family, social, national egoism into a secondary stage', where the
individual realizes his oneness with other beings. But, this is a
level, where man cannot entirely do it the perfect way, 'the way of the
integral truth of his being." Aurobindo asserts, "The thought of
the_gigé reaches beyond to a tertiary condition of our developing self-

consciousness towards which the secondary is only a partial stage of

86Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 28.

8 1b1d., p. 123.

881bc. cit.
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advance."89

Aurobindo puts the welfare of the individual -- that is his
integral development -- above the welfare of the society. He takes
into task the Indian social tendency to subordinate the individual to
the claims of the society. (It is very doubtful, whether such a
tendency existed at all, especially in the early twenties of this

century when he wrote his Essays on the Gztg.) He is one with the

Indian religious thought and spiritual seeking which have been always
loftily individualistic in their aims. According to Aurobindo the

goal set by the Indian religious thought the EiEé being the embodiment
of that for the individual "was to exceed himself,...not by losing

all his personal aims in the aims of an organised human society, but

by enlarging, heightening, aggrandising himself into the consciousness
of the Godhead."90 From this he moves on to his theory of the superman,
which according to many critics, is a notion difficult to trace in

the Indian scriptures or philosophical thought for that matter. He
claims, "The rule given here by the gigé is the rule for the masterman,
the superman, the divinised human being, the Best, ... the man whose
persogfility has been offered up into the being, nature and consciousness
of the transcendent and universal Divinity and by the loss of the
smaller self has found it greater self, has been divinised."91 We

can appreciate this position only in the light of Aurobindo's philosophy.

89loc. cit.

901444, , p. 124.

91loc. cit.
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The evolutionary movement of nature can be hastened by the dynamic
will of man, according to him. "His superman", as Sukumar Azhikode
observes, "and supermanhood are the inevitable destiny of man; not an
empty dream. It is not to be received as a gift of the evolutionary
92

process in the future, but to be attained by the yogi, by his will".

However, it is to be noted that in the scheme of Aurobindo, lokasamgraha

has a place, when it forms part of the striving of the human soul
towards perfection. When the idea of service fits into that wider
scheme, it becomes a divine goal. This is to say that universal welfare
has no value and meaning apart from the integral experience of oneness

with the universal Divinity. He writes, "To act for the lokasamgraha,

impersonally for the keeping and leading of the peoples on the path

of the divine goal, is a rule which rises necessarily from the oneness
of the soul with the Divine, the Universal Being, since that is the

93

whole sense and drift of the universal action.”

VarnaSrama Dharma and the Limits of Human Freedom

The_gigé doctrine of dharma, as we have seen above, is
inseparably linked with the fourfold social order. 1In the_gigé, Krsna
himself claims to be the creator of this division. '"The fourfold order
was created by Me according to the divisions of quality and work.

94

Though I am its creator, know me to be incapable of action or change."

This verse has been used by the protagonists of the caste system to

928ukumar Azhikode, "Aravindante Yogadarsanam" (in Malayalam)
in The Mathrubhumi Weekly, Calicut, Vol. L, No. 38, (translation mine).

93Aurobindo Ghose, op. cit., p. 190.

94Bhagavadgif§, 1v.13.
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justify the division of the society. Most of the modern commentators
try to explain away the system, laying the stress on the quality of
men, that is, their ability in relation to a certain work. However,
there are a few who dare to question the assumptions behind this kind
of compartmentaliztion of the society and placing certain groups of
people at the apex of the hierarchy with 'noble' jobs to do and certain
others at the lower end to perform menial functions to keep the society
going. On the other hand some of the commentators who approach the
Eiﬁé primarily as their spiritual guide, see great value even in this
division of society and try to seek what is good in it while dissociating
the "atomic conception of society" from the caturvarna as enunciated
by this verse.

The above mentioned verse relates clearly to the organization of
the society on the basis of caste status. It is apparent that the
gigé accepts the legal ritualism of Vedic Brahmanism, which took the
caste structure of the society for granted. The author of the_gigé
is only streng?hening the system in vogue by ascribing divine origin
to it. Rangacharya sees two levels in the development of the system.

He says that the word varpa denotes two different kinds of caste,

namely, caste by birth and by quality. '"The former of these two kinds

of caste is sometimes spoken of in Sanskrit as janma-krita varpa and

the latter as guna-krita varna".95 He argues that it was perfectly

natural in the development of society for caste by birth to come into

95M. Rangacharya, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 357.
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vogue. Later, with the advancement of philosophy, politics or religion,
the division of society on the basis of natural aptitudes and qualities
replaces the status by birth. Rangacharya points out this gradual
change that has taken place between the time of the Manu Smrti and the
Mahbharata. He writes, “According to Manu-Smrti, he who is born a
Brahmin is entitled to perform certain functions in society; while
according to the Bhagavadgita, he who is in possession of certain

specified qualites, is entitled to be a Brahmin."96 He, like many

other commentators, argue that the caste status of an individual is
largely determined by the qualities, gunas, which make him. This would
boil down in effect to saying that a Brahmin has more satva in his
makeup and a Sldra has more tamas. But, he admits that this theory
does not actually correspond to the caste structures as they exist in
India today.

Though Rangacharya upholds caste by quality in the light of the
teachings of the Eiﬁé) he maintains that one of the important roles

of the system is to prevent the mixing up of castes, varna-sanikara,

which is very dangerous to society. He thinks that inter-caste (i.e.
caste by birth) marriages will destroy '"'the inherited capacity for moral
and intellectual culture."97 He is quick to point out that the

'compartments’ thus created by the prohibition of inter-caste marriages

are all equal. Vedanta does not recognize the superiority of the Brahmin

%1pid., p. 363.

97

loc. cit.
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compartment above that.of the éadra.gs He admits that the inequality,
which is current in practice on the basis of the birth of a man, takes
time to be corrected by the doctrine of equality sanctioned by the
Vedanta. But he does not see the contradiction in rejecting inter-
caste marriages. He says that the necessity of this "prohibition is
due to the hetrogeneous composition of the social life", which the
community has to regulate with a view to peaceful progress. He writes,
"The religion of the Hindus recognises fully in theory the spiritual
equality and brotherhood of man in respect of all other relations in
life than the one of marriage."99 Rangacharya holds on to this position
in the light of his conviction: "Anything like a too rapid displacement
of the unwanted old order is almost, if indeed quite, impossible, and
100

it is moreover utterly undesirable."

Tilak, naturally in line with his karmayogasistra, maintains

that the "ancient rgis created the institution of four castes, which
was in the nature of a division of labour, in order that all the affairs
of society should go on with out a hitch, and that society should be
protected and maintained on all sides, without any particular person

io1

or group of persons having to bear all the burdens". He clearly

relates this division of labour to the concept of lokasamgraha as we

have noted above. He does not doubt that the Gita supports Manu on the

981b1d., p. 365.

91bid., p. 364.
1007454, , p. 356.
101

B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 89.
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question of caste. He also argues that the system helps to develop
the inherent qualities of the individual. If he takes any other

business, there is a chance of harm being done to the society. Tilak

02

- 1
regards the adhikara of Vedanta Sutras III, iii, 32, as ''this diverse

capacity which exists in every person, consistently with the god-given,
inherent, natural characteristics'" and it has to be used for the welfare
of the society. This is not a principle only for those who are
supposedly superior, but also for everybody. Society functions on the
basis of co-operation between castes. '"Just as extremely small wheels
are necessary', he observes, "along with large wheels in order that
any machine should work properly"103, in like manner common man co-ordinates
his duty with the saints for the sake of the society.

Tilak rejects the contention that thelgigé ethics is based on
the arrangement of four castes. The division of people on the basis
of their qualties "was the most simple and natural illustration,
which applied to the circumstances of that particular age"lo4 and
that this arrangement is not universal by any means. What is the
kernel of the teaching: That would be performance of the duty assigned
to an individual according to the arrangement of the society, with
courage and desirelessness, for the public good. At the same time,

taking up the dharma of some one else, 'on some pretext or other is

wrong from the point of view of Morality, as also from the point of

lOzye'wad adhikaram avasthitir adhikaripam (Vedanta SUtras, III,
iii,32).
103 cq .
B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 464.
104

Ibid., p. 697.
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105 At times, it seems that Tilak tends towards a

view of public good".
deterministic acceptance of the given lot of the individual and the

full development of the individual as a human person is subordinated

to the established social orders, which have the sanction of the
scriptures.

Radhakrishnan looks at the fourfold division of society in the
context of dharma, not apart from it. "The traditional rules of dharma
are to be followed, because He established them and He upholds the
moral order."106 But he is opposed to the division of the society on
the basis of one's birth. '"The varna or the order to which we belong
is independent of sex, birth or breeding. A class determined by
temperament and vocation is not a caste determined by birth and
heredity."107 He upholds the_gigé teaching, which is more or less a
division according to quality. This division, according to Radhakrishnan,
is designed for human evolution. While admitting that the division
of the society into castes and sub-castes created the present morbid
condition of India, he maintains that functional groupings will never
be out of date. On the question of inter-caste marriages he agrees

"

with Rangacharya. Says he, '"...as for marriages they will happen among

those who belong to more or less same stage of cultural development."

He cites a verse from Mahabharata insupport of his position: '"...conduct
105loc. cit,
106

S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 75.

107_Ibid., p. 161.



52

is the only determining feature of caste according to the sages."108

This conduct, svabhava, guides us in the pursuit of our dharma and

"then God would express Himself in the free volitions of human beings."log

At the same time hepoints out that the Gita "cannot be used to support

the existing social order with its rigidity and confusion".llO
There appear to be contradictory ideas at play in Radhakrishnan's

interpretation of caturvarna. He is at once a thinker who is exposed

to its evil and one who is bound by the philosophy which upholds the

system. He refers to an ancient verse to establish equality of all

castes: 'the Brahmin and the outcaste are blood brothers".lll At

the same time he speaks of cultural barriers between castes. Again,

he gives great importance to svadharma, which is actually caste dharma,

when it comes to practical matters. If we do not follow our law of

112 If that is the

nature, svadharma, '"We would sin against our nature.”
case, what is the meaning of "free volition of human beings'"?

It is to be noted that most commentators see the system of
caturvarpa as the gigé present it, as an ideal division of the society

in the natural lines, "with the division and co-ordination of functions

based on psychological attitudes"113 or according to the natural

108loc. cit.

1991444, , p. 365.

101134, p. 364.

. .- -/
antyajo viprajatis ca eka eva sahodarah
ekayoniprasutas ca ekaskhena javate

112

113 . .
Rohit Mehta, From Mind to Supermind, Manaktalas, Bombay, 1966, p. 68.

S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, p. 365.
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dispositions of the individual. Vinoba Bhave says,'The idea behind

varpa-dharma is very beautiful."114 What he and others object to is

the regimentation found in the present caste system. Gandhi, who

always stood for the equality of all men, did not think in terms of
abolishing the caste system as such. He writes, "It is wrong to destroy
caste because of the outcaste, as it would be to destroy a body because
of an ugly growth in it, or a crop because of weeds. The outcasteness

in the sense we understand it, has therefore to be destroyed altogether...
Untouchability is the product, therefore, not of the caste system but

of the distinction of high and low that has crept into Hinduism and is

corroding it."115

Thus, Gandhi only attempted to purify the system.
He does not agree with Radhakrishnan and others who hold that guna
and karma are not inherited by birth. "The law of varpa is nothing
3 . 116 . L1
if not by birth. Mahadev Desai who has translated Gandhi's
Anasktiyoga takes the same position. He writes, "The functions were
. , . w117 ,
hereditary, because heredity is a law of nature. But, Desai
admits that the system 'today is a travesty, a fossil formed out of
the incrustations of customs and practices of several centuries'" and

pleads that no one should "judge the original from the ghost of it."l18

114Vinoba Bhave, op. cit., p. 297.

115M.K. Gandhi, Communal Unity, Ahemadabad, Navajivan Publishing

House, 1949, p. 7.

116M.K. Gandhi, The Gospel of Selfless Action, p. 119.

7
11 Mahadev Desai, '"My Submission' in The Gospel of Selfless Action,
p. 104.
18114, , p. 102.
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Vinoba Bhave links the system of varnas with svadharma. He says,

"The reason why I like the four varnas is that both naturalness and

dharma are found in it. If you give up svadharma nothing will be gained."119

He mourns the decay of this system, not so much for the compartmentalisation

and the evils which go with the system, as for men who give up the trade

pursued by their ancestors. He thinks that when a man gives up his

traditional trade~ svadharma in his thinking — and takes up a new

job, so many years are wasted in learning the new job. Thus the most

valuable years of one's life are wasted because of the search for a

new and different profession and "it is for this reason that Hinduism

has discovered for us the system of nggg.lzo
K.M. Munshi, another interpreter of the Gita for the modern

man, thinks that the fourfold order "is a social synthesis, natural

fabric, a creation instinct with life." He goes on to add, "It is a

universal and eternal social synthesis based on the nature of man."121

He admits that the system of varna is not the caste system as we know

it. Unlike Gandhi, Munshi places the Brahamin at the apex of the social

pyramid, for it is he who is dominated by sattva purity.122 The Sudra

being dominated by tamas, is at the bottom of the social scale. In this

‘low' and 'high' distinction of the social orders, unfortunately Munshi

119Vinoba Bhave, op. cit., p. 223,
120Ibid., p. 224,
121 , S .
K.M. Munshi, Bhagavadgita and Modern Life, p. 62.
122

Ibid., p. 64.
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is not far from the advocates of the rigid caste system. He fails to
take into account the fact that those who are at the 'apex' of society
with their 'pure nature', live at the expense of the man at the 'bottom'.
Though he says that the Gita "transfers the emphasis from birth to the
T nl23 . . . '
individual nature of man, he is quick to point out that one's nature
is shaped by hereditary and early influences in the family and the group
in which one is born. This amounts to saying that the chances of a
V4
Sudra boy acquiring the nature of a Brahmin are practically very
meagre. He goes too far in his apology for the caturvarnya, when he
says, "Under any other arrangement ideals would cease to enoble life;
. 1 P . . v . + "124

men with 'devilish gifts' would shape social environment. Perhaps
this is reading too much into the statements of the Gita, which simply
recognizes the system in vogue. The author of the Gita claims
divine origin to it, "because', as one progressive author puts it, 'the
transition from a primitive classless society to a class society and
the consolidation of the varndérama system had to contend against

- . . . s w125
powerful opposition accompanied by great philosophical activity.

The fourfold division of society, in the opinion of Aurobindo, is

totally different from the caste system as it exists today. In his
view, the teachings of the Gita on this division, do not justify the

existence of the present system. Says he, "The existing caste system...

in no way corresponds to the description of the Gita...The law of guna

1231p4d., p. 59.
lZAIbid., p. 65.
125

K. Damodaran, op. cit., p. 187.
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or quality is still less a part of the later system. There all is
rigid custom,_égégg, with no reference to the need of the individual
nature."126 He takes into task those who insist that it is the law
of nature for a man to follow the profession of his parents, without
any regard for his personal bent and capacities., This kind of blind
acceptance of traditional . professions, only leads a man away from his
own perfection and spiritual freedom. Aurobindo emphatically points
out, "The Gita's words refer to the ancient system of cdturvarpa,
as it existed, or was supposed to exist in its ideal purity,...and
it should be considered in that connection alone."127 He admits that
there is considerable difficulty as to the outward significance of the
system.

The four orders of society, as it existed in ancient India,
had three aspects: a social and economic one, a cultural one and a
spiritual one. The first two aspects were in the line of a division of
labour, which brought maximum co-ordination between different groups.
As time passed, "an endeavour was made to found and stabilize the whole
arrangement of society on the partition of these four functions among
four clearly marked classes."128 Some kind of cultural idea existed
along with this economic division, and that gave each class its religious
custom, its law of honour and ethical rule. Finally, this system

acquired a religious sanction and a profound spiritual use and

126Aurobindo Ghose, Essays on the Gita, p. 468.

127 bid., p. 469.

128loc. cit.
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significance. As Aurobindo sees it, '"This spiritual significance is

129 The Gita saw this

the real kernel of the teaching of the Gita."
system in existence and it recognised both the ideas and the system.
The external aspect of caturvarpa are 'nmot fundamental division, but

1 .
30 Man has to strive towards

stages in the development of our manhood."
sattva gupa, with his load of ignorance and inertia. This does not

mean, as K.M. Munshi would have it, that we have to go through all the
four stages of development in our births, i.e., from §udrahood to
Brahminhood and then seek salvation from that position at the apex.

If this is so, ''there would be no room for the_gigé's assertion that

even the Sudra or Chandila can by turning his life Godwards climb
straight to spiritual liberty and perfection."131 On the basis of this
and similar statements of the_gzgé, Aurobindo arrives at his fundamental
position on varpa: ''What the_gigé is concerned with is not the validity
of the Aryan social order now abolished or in a state of deliquescence,...
but the relation of a man's outward life to his inward being, the
evolution of his action from his soul and inner law of nature."132
If we realise this secret of the fourfold activity, Aurobindo tells us
that it would become a wide doorway to a swiftest and largest reality

of the most high spiritual perfection. "This we can do if we turn the

action of Swadharma into a worship of the inner Godhead, the universal

129104d., p. 470.

1301p:54., p. 479.

13lipid., p. 480.

1321p34., p. 481.
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Spirit,...and eventually surrender the whole action into his hands,

mayi sannyasya karmini“.133

Thus far we have been discussing the view of writers who wholly
support the varna system or those who give a spiritual interpretation to
make it relevant for our times. The authors we have discussed, see

svadharma in relation to varna dharma, either on the basis of birth

like Gandhi or on the basis of guna, like Radhakrishnan, Aurobindo,
et. al. Now we will turn to some authors who reject the system, in
spite of the divine authority behind it.

Mahdev Desai, while discussing the relation between varpas and
svadharma, admits that the division according to the natural abilities
should be flexible and one's allotted task should take new meaning in
each age. He quotes James Russel Lowell's lines, 'New occasions teach
new duties, Time makes ancient good uncouth" to point out the need for

change. But, he does not reject the Gita doctrine of vargééramadharma.lB4

He too, like Gandhi, is concerned with restoring the purity of the
system. So, in general the commentators we discussed above, have

been defenders of the Gita teaching on varna vyavastha.

Kakasaheb Kalelkar, who is a Gandhian and a keen student of the
Gita writes, "The arrangement of society according to varpas is not a
necessary corollary of the Vedic philosophy of the Geeta. The development

of social virtues mentioned in the sixteenth chapter of the Geeta does

1331444, p. 481.

134Cf. Mahadev Desai, op. cit., p. 104.
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not need the chaturvarpya at all."135 He thinks that the very concept

of Kuladharma was the result of the over-systematisation of the Aryans
and this in the end "choked the very vitality of social existence."136
He contends that the otherworldly, life-renouncing commentators of the
Gita have concentrated only on the moksa of the individual and have
missed the message of the Eigé explaining the rise and fall of human
cultures. From this angle, it is necessary for us to re-interpret the

Gita. This will force us to understand the injunctions of the Gita,

such as varpa vyavastha, "in the light of our modern needs and wider

ideals."137 He radically differs with some of the authors we discussed
above. Says he, "Any hierarchy of superior and inferior beings can

last only so long as the bulk of the population is meek and fatalistic
enough to submit teit. Spiritually, this hierarchy is untenable
specially as we proclaim that the soul of man partakes of divinity
whose attributes are immaculate and equi-minded."138 Kalelkar strongly
opposes the system, primarily because full development of the individual
is not assuredvin the vyavastha, that is the caste system. He points

out that the system has not improved the Indian society in any way and

we have not got any evidence to show that our progress is greater than

135K. Kalelkar, The Geeta, or Jeevan Yoga, Bharatiya Vidya

Bhavan, Bombay, 1967, p. 23.

1361544, , p. 20.
137 1p1d., p. 21.
13

8Ibid., p. 22,
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that of other societies, where such a system never existed. He admits
that varpa of an individual is determined by his birth and notes that
all the talk about the divisjon on the basis of guna is not real to
life. He observes, "The Hindu society fell an easy prey to the attacks
of foreigners...because they sadly lacked social solidarity and the
understanding of natural forces that govern society."139 The system

© is certainly against the spirit of Vedanta, which teaches the dignity
and equality of all human beings. Kalelkby- observes rightly that

even converts to other religions carry with them their Hindu social
structures, which have no sanction in their scriptures. He pleads

to lay aside varna vyavastha, which has nothing to do with the central

message of the Gita. Caste system really makes it difficult "to achieve
full national solidarity,"140 warns Kalelkar.

The Malayalam writer Kuttipuzha Krishna Pillai is still more
critical of cdturvarpam. He holds that the mythic author of the‘gigé,
Vyasa, is putting words into the mouth of Kr§na to establish the
superiority of the Brahmins. He writes, "Caturvarpam is based on the

superiority of the Brahmins. Even in a philosophical text like the

Gita, the varna-vyavastha has acquired undue importance...The author

of the Gita is at pains to establish the dangers of mixing the races
. wlél . , . o ,
through marriage. Kuttipuzha argues that there is no justificatiomn

in the interpretation of some modern writers, who see the fourfold

1391544, p. 25.

140loc. cit.

141 . .
Kuttipuzha Krishna Pillai, Selected Essays, (in Malayalam),

National Book Stall, Kottayam, 1969, p. 343, (translation is mine).
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division on the basis of guna. The text doesnot warrant this. Maya
systam implies varna on the basis of birth. He refers to Sankara's
interpretation of this verse. The acarya not only takes varna according
to birth, but also establishes the Brahmin superiority by quoting the

line from the purusa-siikta — brahmano asya mukhamisit, i.e., the mouth

of the Divine Victim became the Brahmin. The expressions, svabhavajam,
(born of nature, B.G. XVIII, 44), sahajam, born together (B.G. XVIII.48)
denote division by birth. He categorically denies the modern view

that the fourfold division takes place after birth. "Theigigé has not
approved this idea anywhere. On the other hand, the_gigé simply
incorporated the age-old blind and cruel system of caste and gave it
divine authority."142 Kuttipuzha also disapproves the rendering of

- . /- - -
paricaryatmakam karma Sudrasya 'pi svabhavajam or work of the character

of service is the duty of a Sudra born of his nature (B.G. XVIII.44).

He maintains that paricaryatmakam implies the obligatory work of a

slave, not the modern idea of service to others. On the whole, the
Gita's teaching on varpnadharma cannot be re-interpreted to suit our
modern needs; they have to be rejected in toto. 'We should not be guided
by the false idea that whatever is in the Gita, is eternal truth.
Putting the old wine in new bottles, won't change the nature of the

. ul43 . . . e . . : .
wine. Kuttipuzha finds justification for the rejection of certain

1

teachings of the Gita in the text itself: '...Having reflected on it

1821044, p. 344.

143loc. cit.
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fully do as thou choosest " (B.G. XVIII.63). In his criticism of the

varna vyavastha, Kuttipuzha is more radical than Kalelkar and says

that the Gita teaching on this social aspect of Indian life has been
a curse to this land. He declares quite contrary to the Gita, "The
best means to achieve national integration is inter-caste marriages.
. n 144
That is the surest way to destroy caste altogether'.
From the above discussion it is clear that, if we accept the
teaching of the Gztg, the freedom of the individual would become very
limited, if at all he can be called free. The role of a man in society
is determined by his birth. If we reject this idea and accept the
shaping of personality on the basis of guna, then also we end up in
the determinism of nature. Aurobindo echoes this predicament in the
following words:
At any rate, at least nine-tenths of our freedom of will is
a palpable fiction, that will is created and determined
not by its own self-existent action at a given moment,
but by our past, our heredity, our training, the whole
tremendous complex thing called Karma, which is, behind
us, the whole past action of Nature on us and the world
converging in the individual, determining what he is,
determining what his will shall be at a given moment and
determining, as iig as analysis can see, even its action
at that moment."

This is to say that we are not what we make ourselves, but what we are

made. What then, is freedon, mukti? Freedom, according to the Gita

is mastery of the lower self by the higher; the natural by the spiritual.

1881054, p. 345.

145Aurobindo Ghose, Essays on the Gita, p. 200-201.
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The very idea of freedom its{/@f has to be given up in this spiritual
struggle, We realize the meaning of freedom only at that stage when
we sacrifice our 'freedom' and "...make our individual being one with
it (the Self) in being and consciousness and in its individual nature-
of action only an instrument of a supreme Will, the one Will that is
really free."146 This is the transcending of all three gunas,

trigungtita. Until one is drawn to this lofty preception of freedom, one

shall remain bound to his guna and dharma. The question remains

unansvered whether this is freedom as we understand it in our daily

experience. Does thelgigé negate it or fulfil it with a deeper concept?
The gigé makes it plain that dharma and freedom are inseparably

connected. It presents a dialectic, a constant tension and interaction,

between man's bondage to his dharma and his freedom. Man deludes

himself, if he believes that the choice of dharma is open to him.

Each one has his own dharma, the nature formed within him by innumerable

births, the accumulated effect of all his karmas, and whether he

wills it or not, he cannot act against it. The surest way to freedom

is to understand that dharma and comply with its demands. It is

this dharma which holds the society together as well as our inner and

outer activities. Aurobindo summarises the profound meaning of the

EEEE doctrine of dharma in the following words: "Dharma in the Indian )

conception is not merely the good, the r;ght, morality and justice,

ethics; it is the whole government of all]the relations of man with
}

1461bid., p. 202.
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other beings, with Nature, with God, considered from the point of
view of a divine principle working itself out in forms and laws of
action, forms of the inner and outer life, orderings of relations of

147

every kind in this world." The purpose of avatara itself is to

protect this dharma.

71014, , p. 155.



CHAPTER IIT

THE SCIENCE OF RIGHT ACTION

The commentaries on the Eiﬁé roughly follow two distinct paths,
viz. the path of renunciation of action and the affirmation of action.
Each school of thought sees in the Eiﬁé’ strands of teachings to support
its respective position. The dcaryas, whom Kalelkar calls, "other-
worldly and life renouncing,”" took the former line of approach.
According to this school, though it is necessary to perform actions
by the seeker, the realised soul should relinquish all actions in the
post—enlightened stage. Considering action as a useless appendage in
the path of liberation, such a one should instead pass the remainder
of his earthly life only in the contemplation of the liberating
knowledge. These commentators believe that the central teaching of the
EiEé supports this position. Over against this school, there are the
advocates of action. They maintain that the.ﬁiﬁé urges that not only
the seekers, but even the liberated souls should remain performing
action till death in an unattached manner and that no attempt should
ever be made of an actual renunciation of action.l What is to be
renounced is not action, but the fruits of action. On the whole, modern
commentators try ~— not very successfully, one should note — to strike

a balance between these two approaches. Tilak, who is undoubtedly the

le. G.W. Kaveeshwar, op. cit., p. 10.

65
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champion of works, or activism as most of his reviewers and critics
prefer to call, places éankaracarya as the leader of the former school.2
Tilak himself, does not hesitate to claim the leadership of the second
school of thought. He writes, "there is no reason why this book of mine
should not be called the first comparative exposition of the giEé’ in
support of Right Action".3 Undoubtedly, his is the most outstanding and
exhaustive commentary which emphasizes Karmayoga, the path of action.

In this chapter, we will examine some of the salient features of his
doctrine of works, or rather the Gita doctrine of works as Tilak sees it.

Tilak's New Interpretation of Karma

Tilak belongs to the class of Indian national leaders who are
usually called "extremists" by historians of the Indian national
movement. These "extremists", — leaders like Aurobindo, Lala Lajpat
Rai, Bankim Chandra Catterjee belonged to this group — unlike the
"moderates" in the political movement, based their political philosophy
not on western concepts, but on the classical values of Indian
philosophy and culture. They warned that India should not become the
"brown ape of Europe', but should rise to its ancient greatness by
following her own traditions and dharma. With this end in view, Tilak,
along with other leaders who shared his ideals, embarked on a programme

of religious revival, In his thinking, nationalism had no future apart

2Cf. B.G. Tilak, op. ¢cit., p. 20.

3Ibid., p. xxvi.
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from a religious awakening. He took initiatives in organizing Ganapati
Egig and other festivals on a national scale. As a result, as Damadoran
correctly observes, "Indian nationalism became Hindu nationalism" and
"po;itical radicalism and religious revivalism tended to go hand in
hand".4 Though on the surface the GItE-Rahsza does not betray the
political radicalism of Tilak, his political commitments are just

below the surface. (It was probably necessary for Tilak not to make

his political ideology explicit in the commentary, as it was written

in a British priq:bn in Mandalay, Burma). To understand the full

impact and import of the GEtE—Rahaszg, we have to see it in the light

of the nationalist ideology of Tilak.

Though Tilak is generally an exponent of Advaita philosophy,
he does not consider the world as mere illusion. He affirms the
objective reality of the world and says the "the one sole, immortal
and qualityless Atman-Element saturates fully and eternally fully
both the Body and the Cosmos."5 The highest metaphysical ideal for
Tilak, is to know that there is only one Atman in all created beings.
On the basis of this conviction, he calls for action which would lead
to the welfare of the country. He writes, "If a man seeks unity with
Deity, he must necessarily seek unity with the interests of the world
also, and work for it. If he does not, then the unity is not perfect
because there is union between two elements out of the three (man

and Deity) and the third (the world) is left out. I

4K. Damodaran, op. cit., p. 409.

5B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 357.
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have thus solved the question for myself, and I hold that serving the
world and thus serving His will, is the surest way to salvation, and
this way can be followed by remaining in the world, and not going away
from it."6 He does not hide his feelings about the Indian nation. He
is inclined to think that the nation has failed because in her eagerness
to seek God, she has ignored God's intention for humanity. All through
the pages of his commentary, one can see his desire to serve the
country/;nd to restore her to a state of absolute well-being having
"suffered because it has not been supported by a proper attention to
material, mental and social activities in which the spirit has to

find its existence."7

As P.M. Modi rightly observes, Tilak maintains that the essence

of the teaching of the Gita is '"jhanamiilaka bhaki pradhana karmayoga."

That is to say, "all other yogas lead to the path of action."8 It

is this conviction that leads him to take $ankara to task for having
begun a tradition of Gita interpretations in which the Gita's plain
teaching of the science of Karmayoga was bent to make Jhanayoga superior

to that of action. He argues, "In short the éamkarabhégya has been

written in order to show that the teaching of the Gita is consistent

with a particular Vedic path which — after proving it to be the most

L

6Ibid., p. xxvi. ©

7P. Nagaraja Rao, The Bhagavad Gita and the Changing World,
Ramakrishna Seva Samiti, Ahmedabad, 1953, p. 52.

8P.M. Modi, "Method of Interpreting the Gita'", in Studies in
the Gita, p. 64.
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excellent one -— was recommended by éamkaricérya,...to show that the
Blessed Lord in the_gigé has preached the Samkara cult, that action is
only a means of acquiring knowledge combined with renunciation of
Action."g Tilak holds that the aplrvata, newness, of the Gita is the
"philosophy of Energism (karma)." After carefully considering the
significance of the sevenfold Mimamsa criterion for interpreting a
text, he comes to the conclusion that all these criteria point to the
real meaning of the_gigé as consisting in spreading in the gospel

of karma-yoga, karma-yoga being the be~all and end-all of its teaching.lo

He argues that the vision of the 3carayas and other commentators has
become one-sided because of their doctrinal tilt in favour of their
respective cults. Tilak sets before himself the object of thoroughly
examining thelgigé and "in detail[ to ] show how all the statements,
deductions or chapters in it can be explained as being connected
together on the basis of the philosophy of Energism (ggggé)."ll

In this attempt, Tilak does not advocate any philosophical, religious
or political sectarianism, even though he argues against the classical
commentators for maintaining that thelgigé teaches that. dharma cannot

be transcended by any form of renunciation of dharma.

9B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 20.

1 - -
OIbid., p. 31-32. The Mimamsa criterion is expressed in the

following verse: upakramopasamharav abhyaso purvatd phalam arthavado-
papatti ca lingam tatparyanirpaye.

Mipid., p. 39.
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Tilak, like any other Vedantin, maintains that release, mukti,
is the final goal of human life, The_§i§é teaches the surest path
to that goal through Karmayoga. Says he, "The chief object of the_gigé
is to explain which is the most excellent state of man from the
metaphysical point of view, and to decide the fundamental principles
of ethics as regards the Doable and the Not-Doable on that basis...
the fundamental basi§ of Righteous Action saddcarana is the change
which takes place in the character of the man, as a result of the
particular Peace (5anti) which is acquired by the human Atman by the
continual worship and direct Realization of that Immortal substance
which is at the root of the world."12 This statement itself establishes
Tilak's credentials as a Vedantin. It also makes clear his philosophical
scheme to maintain the unity of metaphysics, religion, psychology and
ethics.

The context of thquigé — the battlefield and Arjuna's
dilemma to fulfil his dharma in the field -~ itself points to the
nobility and necessity of action. K¥§?a gives his advice to Arjuna
in the nature of a mandate for action. Tilak affirms that man'has
a spiritual destiny, and that an individual is not merely a social

. 13 . . ,
being."” Arjuna's doubts were concerned not only his immediate

problems, that is, taking up arms against his cousins, but also his

21454, p. 711.

13
S.H. Jhabwala, Geeta and Its Commentators, Dhawale Popular,

Bombay, 1960, p. 71.
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spiritual destiny itself. So, in response to the total need for Arjuna,
and by implication all the needs of those who take the conflicts of

life seriously, the divine command is given: "Therefore, without
attachment, perform always the work that has to be done, for man attains
to the highest by doing work without attachment."14 This and similar
verses form the central message of the_gigé as Tilak sees it. It is
addressed to the confused man who has lost his past. And thefefore,
"the subject-matter of the Gita is to show whether or not there are

any means for ascertaining what course should be followed by a person
on such an occasion and if so, what those means are."15 Tilak

explains at length the meanings of the words karma and yoga in the

Gita. He makes it plain that in the_gigé_ggzgé is not limited to the
"doctrines laid down by the Mimamsa school regarding the sacrificial
ritual etc....The word karma as used in the exposition made in the
Gita must not be taken in the restricted meaning of Actions prescribed

’
by the Srutis or Smrtis, but in a more comprehensive meaning. In short,

all the Actions which a man performs...are included in the word

16

karma...' It is in the light of this wider meaning that we have to

look at his definition of karma-yoga-63stra. He writes,

That science by means of which we can decide such
questions as: Which is the best and purest of the

several 'yogas', means, or process in which a particular
Action can be performed; whether it can always be followed;
if not what are the exceptions to it, and how they arise;

lABhagavadgité, I11.19.

15B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 75.

16Ibid., p. 75.
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why is that path which we call good, really good, or that
which we call bad, really bad, and on the strength of
what, is this goodness or badness to be decided and who
is to do so or what is the underlying principle in it ete.
is known as the 'karma-yoga-%astra', (science of Karmayoga)
or as expressed briefly in the Gita 'yoga-$astra' (the
science of yoga). 'Good' or 'bad' are words in ordinary
use and the following other words: propitious and unpro-

, pitiodus, or beneficial and harmful, or meritorious and
non-meritorious, or sin17nd virtue, or righteousness, are
used in the same sense.

Doubts could be expressed about the comprehensiveness of this defi-
nition. It is a matter of debate whether Arjuna's predicament is
fully appreciated in this formulation. His problem was not limited

to the attitude, egoistic or non-egoistic, with which he should fight,
but covered the whole question of war itself and the consequences
which ensued. Nevertheless, the definition gives us an insight into
Tilak's concept of Karmayoga. It is to be noted that Tilak admits
elsewhere that the doubts that assailed Arjuna were not groundless, and
that his moral confusion just before the battle was intended by the
EEEE as a paradigm of great moral dilemma that only really good and
wise men can get into.

Tilak sees the meaning of certain verses which specifically
refers to Karmayoga in the light of the above definition. He believes
that the true issue is not choosing between acting and not acting,
but knowing the science of how to act properly. To prove this point he

cites, "He who is steeped in the (equable) Reason remains untouched

l7Ibid., p. 83.

8¢, B.G. Tilak, GIta-Rahasya, pp. 41-54.
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both by sin or merit in this (world); therefore take shelter in Yoga.
The cleverness (skillfulness or trick) of performing Action (without
acquiring the merit or sin) is known as (karma) zggg."lg He concludes
his comment on this verse by pointing out that when a man performs action
in this way with an equable reason, there is no neglect of worldly
duties and at the same time the path is open to complete release.

This shelter in the yoga gives one power to stand up and perform one's
duty.20 When the doubts are destroyed by wisdom, man realizes the right
path of action. Tilak never loses sight of the final goal, i.e.
release, when he speaks of Karmayoga. Redemption of Atman is the
highest ideal according to the Vedanta and it is claimed to be the
special feature of his viewpoint.21 One's dharma in relation to the
society is the outward expression of this dynamic action, oriented
towards release. If the science of medicine — Ezur—veda, i.e. the
veda relating to health — is considered to serve as a means of
salvation because it helps to protect the body, Tilak asks, why has

karma—yoga—ééstra been divorced from the metaphysical philosophy of

release by our acaryas? He contends that we do not perform our worldly
activities without any consideration of spiritual values. He argues
therefore, '"We consider whether or not these activities are conducive

to Atmic benefit, simultaneously with considering their external

193hagavadgitﬁ, IT.50 (Tilak's translation).

2OCf. Bhagavadgita, IV.42.

21Tilak, op. cit., p. 91.
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effects."22 He refers to Aristotle's ethics and asserts that
metaphysical perfection is the highest duty of every man and it is
improper to speak of doables and non-doables outside the context of
metaphysical philosophy. The_gigé, according to Tilak, fulfils this
in its teaching of the science of Karmayoga.

Tilak does not consider Karmayoga only as a means to the final
end, which can be got rid of after realizing that end. Man has to
perform actions with a spirit of detachment as long as he lives,
even though he has realized his oneness with Brahman. This action
is not in the Mimamsa sense of rituals or as a means of purifying the
mind. The Karmayoga described in the Gita makes it clear that "even
a scient who has acquired Knowledge, must perform actions prescribed...
with a disinterested frame of mind and it can never be a preliminary
preparation for Renunciation: because, in this path, a man can never
abandon Action, and the only question is of obtaining Release."23 He
also rejects the idea that both renunciation and action are equally
productive of release. When Arjuna thought of becoming a sanyasi he
was told, "Though the path of renunciation, and the path of Karmayoga
are equally productive of Release (nihreyasa) yet out of these two
paths the worth or importance of Karmayoga is greater (viéisyate1"24

Tilak naturally underscores the latter half of this verse. He claims

221444, p. 92.

231pid., p. 423.

24Bhagavadg{t§, V.2. (Tilak's translation).
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that while he accepts the plain and straightforward meaning of this
verse, many commentators twist its meaning to suit their doctrines.2
The delusion of Arjuna in the battlefield is very real and
it is symbolic of the spiritual problems of all men. Tilak takes this
confusion of duty —-— which path to choose — very seriously. In fact,
the purpose of the_gigé is to clear this confusion. He points out that
the ultimate goal of Karmayoga is not going to be specified by dharma,
but by metaphysics. This is the reason why KF§?a goes on to teach
higher truths to Arjuna which were not immediately relevant to him when
he put down arms in the battlefield. What does one's dharma specify
exactly? This is not as simple a question as it appears to be. When

man has to decide what is moral and what is immoral, definitions of

dharma do not help him at all. Dharma is sometimes called &c3raprabhava

(born of custom); dharanat (something which upholds or keeps together);

or codanalaksana (some precept which has been dictated). He writes,

"not only is there much difference between customs and customs but, as
there are numerous consequences of one and the same act, and also

as codana, i.e., precepts of rsis are also different, we have to look
out for some other way of determining what dharma is when there are
doubts in the matter. Following even the path of venerable men can-

not be said to be [a] solution. The venerable men — mahajanah -— had

their problems and their solutions need not be ideal for others."26

25Cf. B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 970.

261144, p. 481, 7
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After carefully examining various alternatives, Tilak rejects all of
them, for they are all inadequate to guide a confused man. Finally,
he finds the solution in the_gigé. He thinks that the following verse
provides the seeker with the correct rules for right conduct, "Your
authority extends only to the performance of Action: (obtaining or not
obtaining) the Fruit is never within your authority (that is, never
within your control); (therefore), do not be one who performs Action
with the (avaricious) motive (in mind) that a particular fruit should
be obtained (of his Action); nor do you also insist on not-performing
Action."27 Tilak's comments on this verse, in a way summarises his
interpretation of karma-yoga. He writes, "The four quarters of this
stanza are mutually complementary; and, therefore, without their
overlapping each other, the entire import of Karma-Yoga is given in a
short and beautiful form."28 Elsewhere he points out that the doctrines
contained in this verse are very important and "...from the point of
view of Karma-Yoga, the four quarters of the above stanza may be

said to be four aphorisms (catuh-sutri) of the science of Karma-Yoga,
or the Gita religion."29 Tilak has no doubt that these aphorisms will
be a guiding light to those who are confused about their dharma.
Besides, when being led by these, man willattain both metaphysical

happiness and his share of worldly happiness.

27B.G. Tilak's translation of Bhagavadgita II.47:

karmany eva'dhikdras te md@ phalesu kaddcana
mid karmaphalahetur bhir m3a te sango 'stv akarmani

28B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 895.

291bid., p. 155.
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Desireless Action

The idea of niskéma karma, desireless action, has been hailed

by many as one of the most important contributions of the Bhagavadgita

to ethical philosophy. Tilak holds that this concept is a perfect
synthesis of the opposing tendencies in the moral life. Tilak

analyses at length the 'categorical imperative' of Kant and concedes
that it comes close to the ethics of the gigé, but fails to do justice
to all factors of the moral questions involved. Its formalism and

the suppression of sensibility make the system unacceptable to Tilak.

On the other hand, as P.N. Srinivasachari puts it, "the_gigé theory of
disinterested work is based on a synthetic view of human nature and
harmonises its contradictions; it does not suppress the senses and their
activities, but sublimates them to spiritual purpose."30 The concept of
desireless action is based on the universality of action, that no man
alive is free from performing his dharma, directed towards his own
release and the welfare of the world. All human actions are motivated
by the desire to attain happiness, whether material or spiritual. It is
specifically in this context of natural human tendency, that the_gigé
speaks of desireless action. Tilak takes a realistic attitude towards
the problem of happiness and unhappiness in this life, and towards the
corresponding passions of desire and avarice. He analyses human experience
and history and comes to the conclusion that man spends most of his life

unhappy and discontented. But this discontentment is at the root of all

0 - -
3 P.N. Srinivasachari, The Ethical Philosophy of the Gita, p. 50.
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human attempts to better his life. He writes, "In short, discontent

is the seed of future prosperity, effort, opulence, and even Release;
and it must always be borne in mind by everybody that if this discontent
is totally annihilated, we will be nowhere, whether in this world or

in the next."31 The Gita itself encouraged the desire of Arjuna which
sprang from his discontentment. But that was a desire to know the
manifestation of the Divine.32 In other words, this was a motivation
proper to the dharma of Arjuna. At the same time, if a man's desire

for something which ultimately is harmful for his well-being is not
checked, he will end up in greater unhappiness. Tilak makes an all-
important distinction between dissatisfaction and its attendant desires.
The principle he advocates is desireless action. His opinion is that
we should distinguish desire into two types, (a) desire for the fruits of
our action and (b) desire which motivates us to the right action. He
writes, "The device or skill (kausalam) of giving up only that hope
which causes unhappiness and performing one's duties according to one's

status in life is known as Yoga or Karma—Yoga."33

The ideal act according to the Gita is subjectively pure, non-
egoistic and egoless. This in no way implies that an act which is
immoral can be done with a non-egoistic frame of mind. The rightness and

the wrongness of the action actually depends on its contents as well

31B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 147.

32Cf. Bhagavadgita, X.18.

33B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 148.



79

as on the attitude with which one approaches it. It is one thing to

be impelled to action by the idea of nigkama-karma and another thing

to fix an act that will in fact lead to it. Tilak is aware of this
problem and also the natural objection that these two types of desires--—
desire for the fruit and desire that motivates actions -— are only
separable in thought, not in action. He insists that this separation
is possible and the text of the Gita makes it. He writes,
Action in the gross material world, which are lifeless
in themselves, are not themselves the root cause of un-
happiness, but that the true root of unhappiness is the
Hope for result, Desire, or Attachment with which man
performs those actions, it naturally follows that in order
to prevent this unhappiness, it is quite enough if a person
by controlling his mind, gives up attachment, Desire or
Hope of result entertained by him towards the objects of
pleasure; and it follows logically that it is not necessary
to give up all objects of pleasure, o§4Actions, or Desires
as prescribed by the Samnyasa school.
Here we see that Tilak's objections against the school of thought which
advocates renunciation is in line with his philosophy of activism or
energism as it is sometimes called. But a doubt lingers whether man
is capable of performing an action without a goal that gives a meaning
to the act. If one were to eschew all consideration of consequences
would that not render all voluntary action almost impossible? The
absence of any deliberation on the meaning of an action may deprive

that action of all meaning. Such activity "can only be of the nature

of a mere physiological movement, mechanical response, or what is

34 1pid., p. 151,
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known as reflex action."35 Avatara itself has a definite goal and it
brings about that set goal, "which comes under the meaning of phalam,
fruit, that is, the protection of the good and the establishment of
righteousness."36 It seems that Tilak does not take this problem too
seriously. He is for a complete and total abandonment of the results
of actions. Desire for the results destroys the purity of action.

He writes,

Whatever the nature of the Action, when one does not give
up the Desire to do it, nor also one's activity, but goes
on performing what one wants to do, being equally prepared
for the resulting pain or happiness, with an aloof frame
of mind, and without entertaining the hope for the

result, not only does one escape the evil effects due to
non-control of Thirst or discontent, but also the danger of
the world becoming desolate as a result of Action being
destroyed in the attempt to destroy Thirst, and all our
mental §9pulses remain pure and beneficial to all created
beings.

It is a generally accepted principle in Indian thinking that
moral life "consists in the giving up of egoistic, utilitarian and

e e . R = - 8
acquisitive instincts, karmabh3va, and kartrbhava."3

Thelgigé contains
many verses which support this position. Over against this position,
there is action motivated by the desire of the fruits. This is the
offspring of pathological love seated in the propulsions of the senses

and is therefore influenced by the gunas, which constitute the mental
————t—e.

makeup of a man. It is the striving of every moral man to free himself

35G.W. Kaveeshwar, op. cit., p. 208.

36Bhagavatg.:ft§ , IV.8.

37B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 153.

38P.N. Srinivasachari, op. cit., p. 59.
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from the preoccupation with ends and establish the inherent right of
the sovereignity of the spirit or moral autonomy, as Srinivaschari
calls it. Thelgigé's specific advice to assure this freedom is to
renounce attachment to the fruit of action. “"He who has renounced
attachment to the fruit of action, who is ever content, and free from
all dependence, he though immersed in action, yet acts not."39
Tilak's paraphrase of the first part of this verse is worth noticing.
He says, "...one who does not possess a Reason, which has taken shelter,
5§raza, in the means of obtaining the fruit of action for a particular
result."40 He holds, in the light of this and many other verses,
that in dealing with ethical problems, "one must consider principally
the Reason of the doer, rather than the external results of his
Actions; and that equability of Reason is the true princple underlying
an ethically correct mode of life."41
Tilak is fully aware that motive is necessary for human actions.
Desireless action does not in any way mean that we should perform our

tasks thoughtlessly or without a plan or in a manner unrelated to its

purpose., Tilak's interpretation of lokasamgraha, which we discussed

earlier, bears witness to this understanding. What he emphasises
again and again is freedom from attachment to the results of action.

Even when we perform our duties for the welfare of the world, it

39Bhagavadg{t5, 1v.20.

40B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 952.

“lrpid., p. 530.
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should not be result-motivated, but simply as our dharma. "Lokasamgraha

!
H

is an important duty," he writes, "but it must not be forgotten that
the advice given...that all acts should be performed being free from

attachment, applies equally to lokasaﬁxgraha."42 The acts become

meaningful and a source of happiness when they are performed with the
desire of dedicating all of it, including the fruits to the Lord. Here,
one can say that a desire is at work. This is a noble desire, or
motivation, because it is not result-oriented. The peace and happiness
which ensues from the act of dedicating it to the Lord is not tied to
the fruits of the action. So long as man is not free from the acquisitive
sense, he will remain a slave to his actions. Those who are enlightened
perform their actions till death with the idea of dedicating them to
Brahman. Tilak interprets this as the final culmination of knowledge
and action.43~ Mahadev Desai puts the same idea more succinctly, 'Make
every act of thine a sacrifice unto the Lord, sacrifice even the thought
that what is offered is a sacrifice. All is sacrifice that takes you
near to the Lord."44

Tilak leans heavily on verse II., 49, which we cited earlier

in order to establish the right attitude towards the fruits of action.

42Ibid., p. 466, Cf. p. 690.

“31bid., p. 603.

44Mahadev Desai, op. cit., p. 67, Cf. Romans 12:1, "Present your
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God."
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He rejects the interpretation of Buddhi-yoga in the sense of Jﬁina—zoga.
(Here Sankara is with Tilak. Sankara gives the meaning, 'samatva-
buddhi-yoga.' i.e., the yoga of equability of reason). Tilak draws
the conclusion that those who perform actions fall into two categories:
Firstly, there are those who keep an eye merely on the fruit — for
example, on the gquestion how many will be benefited thereby and to what
extent and so on. Secondly, there are those who keep their reason
steady and desireless and remain unconcerned as to the fruits of action

which result from the combination of karma and dharma. As the second

half of the verse points out, those who perform their actions with
their eyes towards its phala, fruits, are of a lower nature while
those acting with equanimous reason are of higher nature.*> The Gita
makes it plain in several verses that action itself is inferior, but
becomes a means of release when it has the right motive behind it.

It is the spirit of detachment which sanctifies an action, which is
otherwise a means that leads nowhere. "Therefore,'" Tilak concludes,
"The EEEE in discriminating the doable and the not-doable, attaches

a higher importance to the desireless, equable, and unattached Reason
of the doer, than to the external result of the action...and the
welfare of all created beings resulting from such a mode of life is

46

the external or concomittant result of that equability of Reason."

5
& B.G. Tilak, op. cit., p. 531, Cf. B.G. VI.1; V. 2; XVII.

12, 23, etc.

“1pid., p. 531
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Giving up of the fruits of action, as we have seen above,
specifically refers to the egoistic attachment to the phalam, i.e., the
fruit. Here the fruit of action means the egoistic consequences
concerning the agent's personal pleasure and pain. It is doubtful

whether the Gita supports the extension of the scope of 'karmaphalatyaga'

to all considerations of the consequences of our actions as Tilak is
inclined to think. But Tilak says, for example, interpreting the ethics

of the Gita, "...It is true that the actions, which the Sthitaprajia

of the Gita performs by way of duties, are naturally productive of

public good. But the Sthitaprajfa of the Gita does not entertain the

egoistical feeling...and all actions which are performed by him purely
as duties...are naturally productive of public good."47 Then Tilak
goes on to assert the superiority of the.§i5§ doctrine against the
"Western materialistic path of action.” As he sees it, the Western
system considers worldly life an embodiment of happiness and speaks of
actions which would produce better conditions of life for the masses.

If a moral philosophy is based only on the attitude towards work,

karmaphalatyaga, there is a danger of relegating the right-wrong

consideration of an action to a secondary stage, as another writer,
48 . . .

Kaveeshwar, observes. Sometimes, actions performed without any

tinge of egoistic attachment can be morally wrong. Likewise, actions

performed with selfish goals can turn out to be beneficial to the public

47Ibid., p. 698.

8
4 G.W. Kaveeshwar, op. cit.,p. 245,
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as well as to the author of such actions. Can such an act be condemned
as egoistic and therfore morally wrong? Tilak's position on these
questions is far from clear.

The Basis of Social Action

The Eurdén of Tiiak's commentary on the‘gigé is to establish
the superiority of action over other means of realising the ends of
human life. 1In Tilak's view, all actions are, in one way or another,
related to man's social life, and man has no escape from his dharma
towards society. "The summary of the_gigé religion is that...one should
enthusiastically performall the duties...and acquire benefit of the
Atman in the shape of the happiness of all created things."49 So,
broadly speaking, the .science of Karmayoga, which Tilak expounds at
length, forms a basic philosophy of social action. However, we will
discuss some aspects of his philosophy of action as they relate to
the national ideology and movements with which he was intimately
connected at that time.

We have discussed elsewhere Tilak's interpretation of the

Gita concept of lokasaﬁgraha.so In relating the Gita concept of service

and action to t