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the ete:rnal of the family 
20 • • 

will destroyed. 'Ihe effect of the destruction of family 

and results in the rule of adharma which brings 
21 

destruction to the its entirety. 'Ihat is to say, 

since the war "'111 destroy the protectors of the family, th-e 

warriors, the surviving fa!D.ily will be exposed to 
• 

the forces of adharma, the consequences of which will 

ultimately destroy the family in its entirety through 

corruption of women and mixture of varna., the hierarch1csl 
• 

caste c1rder: 

and 

Because of the prevalence of lawlessness, 
The women of the family are corrupted; ••• 
When the women are corrupted, O vrsni-clansman, 
Mixture of caste ensues. •·• 

22 

adharmabhibhavat krsna 

str1su dustasu varsneya 
jayate varnasamkarah . . 23 
Arjuna's understanding that the war is sinful (do2.£) 

24 • 
evil 1s in his view, a consequence of the mixture 

of as adharma prevails • 
• 

20 
1.40. 

21 
1.40. 

22 
1.41. 

2.3 
l.J8,4J. 

24 
1 • .)6,39. 
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Mixture (of caste) leads to naught but hell 
For the destroyers of the family and for the family: 
For their ancestors fall (to hell), 
Eecause the rl tes of (giving) food and water a1·e 
interrupted. 

sa~karo narakaya1 1 va 
kulaghnanam kulasya ca 
patant1 pitaro hy esam 
luptep1ndokakakriyah 25 

•• • 
Af3 women marry men from levels 1n the varna hierarchy to 

• 
which they do not belong the purity of the ~ 1s destoryed, 

and n<) one possesses the sacred duty to of'IJr the sacrifice 

of focd and wate1• to the fathers (~r), the rounders and 
• 

ma1nta.1ners of the family. 'Ihe sin which begins with 

participation 1n the war brings its inevitable consequence 

that a varna is no longer pure and both the Jat1dharma or the 
• 

•law' t:)f an extended kinship group such as that of the whole 

KauraVEt clan and the kuladharma, the • lau• of a family 11ke 
26 - ' " 

the PBz:t<tavas, are dest1•oyed. The final consequence of 

destruction of the kula 1s that those who partlcipate 1n the 
27 

destruction dwell in hell eternally • S1gn1f1cantly, the 

ground tor Arjuna•,s conviction concerning th1s entire pattern 
/ of causE1 and consequence is sruti for he states at the end of 

1.44 tha.t his whole understa'hd1ng is based upon what he has 

25 
1.42. 

26 
l.4J. 

'">? ~. 

1.44. 
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/ " heard (anususruma), refering probably, to the teaching about 

" srut1 conveyed to him by Drona, his guru 1n the context of his 

training in ksatryadharma and by Bhi~ma the family patriarch 
• 

"-a recognized expert 1n the •sant1 Parva• on dharma. 

AS a result of this understanding of the implications 

of doing his dharma as a warrior, Arjuna resolves not to 

fight: 

Ah woe~ •Twas a great wickedness 
That we had resolved to commit, 
In that thru greed for the joys of kingship, 
We undertook to saly our kinsfolk 

If me unresisting, 
Weaponless, with weapons 1n their hands, 
Dhrtara~tra•s men should slay in battle, 
'!hat would be a safer course for me. 

'!bus speaking Arjuna 1n the battl~ 
Sat down 1n the box of the car, 
Letting all h1s bow and ar1,cws, 
His heart smitten with grief. 

aho bata mahat papam 
kartum vyavas1ta vayam 
yad rijyasukhalobhena 
hantum svajanam udyatah • • 

yad1 mam apratlkaram 
, t , - h asas ram sastra.ps.:naya 

dhsrtarilstra rane·hanyus 
tan me ksemataram bhavet • • 

evam uktYi •rjunah samkhye 
rathopasth~ upav1s~t • 
visrjya sa~aram capam , . -. . sokasamvignaoanasah 28 

• • 

In Chapter Two of the Bha~avad Gita, Arjuna briefly 

restates his argument and his resolve against fighting. He 

argues that Bhisma the family patriarch and Drona his guru 
• 

2 
1.45-47. 
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in the arts of war deserve ~.:S.'1! or reverenc~ not slaughter 
29 

at h1s hands. In addit1on .Al•juna states that he does not 

know which were better "whether we s!1ould conquer, or they 
JO 

should conquer US 11 y:ad Va Jayem.a. lad1 Va !!,2 Jayeyuh. As a 
• 

result,. J..x juna concludes: 

My very being afflicted with the ta1nt of weak 
compassion, 
1 ask 'lhee, my mind bewildered as to ~harm.!J the 
right 
Which were better, that tell me definitely; 
1 ruu '!hy pupil, teach me that have come to Thee 
(for ins t1·uction ). 

karpru:yadcr~f6hatasvabhav~Q _ 
procham1 tvam dharmasammudhacetah 

• • - J • • - ' yac chreyah syan n1scitam bruh1 ~an me 
sisyas te'ham sadh1 mrun tvam prapannam Jl • • • • 

In the darkness of his confusion of consciousness about 
)2 

dharma( dhe.rmasarnmudhacetat\ Arjuna resolves: 11 1 will not 
~ • - JJ. 

fight" (na x.otsya ill) and submits to K.rsna as hls teacher. 
• • • 

As he has described it, Arjuna's crisis has three 

dimenslons to it. ~hen Arjuna submits to Krsna as his teacher, 
••• 

29 
2 • '~-5. 

30 
2.6 

Jl 
2.7 

32 
2.7 

33 
2.9 
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J4 
hei says he is confused about dhnrma • In a general sense 

.Al•juna is asking lfhat 1s important for man to know. Krsna's ... 
response, as we shall see, 1s that it is important to know 

B1m SLS the sou1~ce and maintainer of all that is. Ar ju.."'la' s 

conf1mion then 1s to be understood in 1 ts broadest form 1n 

cosmc~log1cal terms. To know dharma will require that he 

know the source EU~d nature of creation. 

'llle second dimension of Arjuna's crisis is the 

neoess1ty of the battle at Kuruksetra. Arjuna is asking what 
• 

he mu.st do, and) more generalll5 what 1s important for man to 

do. 'l'tl1e is a dimension of his problem related to appropriate 

relig·1ous action. Krsna•s response is in terms of the 
••• 

universal sacrifice of yoga. To know_yc•ga as dharma is to 

know how man can act in such a way that he is in harmony 

with the cosmos and the principle cf dharma. 

'lhirdly, Arjuna•s crisis is rooted in the communal 

dimension of human experience. How could the community have 

reached the point that it was at war with itself for ~ealth 
' and power? How can the varna order be in harmony with dharrna 

when 1t seems to bring the community to such a catclysm1c 

end? It is important ther~fore that we see how the varna 

syste:m is part of the larger order established by the 

teaching of Krsna • 

34 
2.7 

. . . 

• 
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In these three dimensions of Arjuna's crisis we see 

that Arjuna is faced not just with an immediate cr1s1s but 

one which requires a comprehensive account of cosmology, 

rel1glous action. and community. What is strikingly 

different from our discussion of the Rg Veda is that 
• 

Arjuna's problem arises from his understanding of an already 

existlng tradi tlon in which dharma was an impo1•tant concept. 

W1 th1rt the response to that problem, therefore, 1 t is not 

suffic~1ent simply to offer a teaching about cosmology, 

religl.ous action or community. The teacher must address 

the task of correcting Arjuna's understanding of the ·rrad1t1on 

as he had received it. As we examine the usages of dharma 

in thE~ Bhagava.d GI ta, we must not only see what dharma 

means in each particular use, but also see its meaning as a 

re-1rtterpretat1on of an existing understanding of dharma. 

It is on the basis of this dual task that we have called 

Krsna•s teaching a theology of tradition. In the theology 
••• 

it is necessary to teach dharma both 1n·the light of an exi~ting 

mea.n1r:tg and in the light of a problem about that meaning, 

which Arjuna has delineated with great force and clarity. 

It is apparent therefore that the problem which 

faces Krsna is somewhat analogous to our own problem. We . . . 
are interested in establishing the continuity of the root 

meaning of dharma. Krsna is concerned to show Arjuna that ... 
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he has misunderstood the meaning of dharma and must see 1t 

as an integral part of the existing 'I";ra.d1 tion, of which the 

Rg Veda is the basis and see it 1n his situation as the key 
• 
to the resolution of his dilemma. The issue of cont1nu1ty is 

therefore at the very heart of Krsna•s own teaching • 
• • • 

The question now is how can we proceed to study 

dharma in the context of that problem. 

3. THE STUDY OF DHA..BMA IN THE BHAGAVAD GITA 

'lhus far we have located our study of dharma in 

the ~agavad Gita within our continuing task of establishing 

a root meaning for dharma. SUch a meaning requires, 

according to the self-understanding of the Indian Religious 
/ 

'Irad1tion, both a srut1 root form and demonstrable continuity. 

'Ihe E!!agavad GI ta is a smrti text s.nd as such has many 

characteristics which legitimately pose a problemfor 

understanding both the idea of continuity in the T.~ad1 ti on 

and in particular the continuity of the root meaning for 

dharma from its conception in the ]lg Veda • 
• 

With regard to the Bhagavad Gita however, we have 

established that, generally speaking, the song of Krsna ... 
is contained within an epic the general concern of which is 

instruction in dharma. The Phagavad Gita, as the 'kernel' 

teaching of the epic, sees dharma. in a pervasive crisis of 
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immediate and cataclysmic proportions exemplified both by 

the wa:r to be fought by the forces of the Kauravas and the 

Pandavas and by the crisis of the '11 ra.d1 tion which the war .. 
symbolizes in the person of Arjuna. 

The question now is, how shall we proceed to ex~mine 

• • • 
teachings in the face of Arjuna's crisis? When we 

examin1~d the usages of dharma in the P.g Veda we faced the 
• 

problem of organizing disparate references to dhr from various 
• 

hymns according to thematic patterns and interpreting the 

references in their respective contexts in particular hymns. 

By way of contrast with the Bg Veda, the Bhag~vad GI ta 1s a 

unified text setting forth a problem and a teaching intended 

to res<>lve the problem. 'lhe change in the character of the 

text rE~qu1res a change in approach to the text and the study 

of ~~ within it. 

Generally speaking, scholarship on the Ehagavad Gita 

1s not very helpful in setting forth guidelines for the study 

of the text suitable for our purposes. Western schcla~s 

now generally say they ag1·ee with their Indian counterparts 
35 

that there is a uni tai·y character to the text. However, 

35 
In the most recently published edition of the 

Phagavad Gita, R. c. Zaehner states in his introduction: 
It was once fashionable to emphasize the various 
strands that go to make up the Gita as we now have it, 
and to classify them as Sa.mkhya, Vedanta, or Bhakti 

• (continued) 
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ce1•ti:\.1n facets of that un1 ty continue to pose problems for 

the western scholar. For example, historical and cTitical 

interest in the Gita continues to be frustrated by lack of 

clar:Lty on questions of authorship and dating while, generally 

speal!ing, neither question 1s of serious importance to Indian 
36 

scholarship. 'Ihe consequence of the western view is that 

the lmi ty of the text is compromised by the conviction that 

there~ were many recensions of the text over a period. of 

time as long as from the fifth century B.c. to the first 
37 

century A.D. A further consequence of this critical 

35 (continued} 
as the case may be, thereby emphasizing the apparent 
incoherence of the poem. rt therefore seemed to me 
that the only sound way of tackling the Gita might 
be 'by putting as little as possible of oneself into 
it ••• to consider it as a whole that should be 
expla1ned by itself and by the milieu out of which 
it grows •••• 
Zaehner continues: 
It was only after teach1ng the Glta for a number 
of years that it appeared to me, ~ith each re­
reading to be a far more unitary work than most 
modern scholars had been prepared to concede •••• 

R. c. Zachner, trans., The Bhagavad Gita, (Oxford, 
1969 ), p. 2. 

36 
1be striking contrast is evident, for example, in 

Rudolf Otto• s The 0!'1~1nal Gita in which he argues that the 
Gita is part of the Krsnite recens1on of the i19.habharata. 
By contrast, the commenearies of Sankara, R§.manuja and the 
eont(?mporary works of 'Iilak, Aurobindo and Vineba. Bhave are 
focused upon the task of interpreting the meaning of the 
teaching found within the text. 

37 
For a discussion of the date of the Bhagavad Gita see: 

s. B.Euihakrishran, The Bhagavad GI ta (I.ondon, 1949 ), pp .. 14-15 
SUvira Jaiswal, 'Ihe Origin and Development of Vais ...... navism, 
<ne1h1, i967 ), PP· 14-s. 75. • • 

(continued) 
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apprO!lCh to the text arises even for those who would argue 

that the unity of the text is theological. In the face of 

the numerous instances of apparently contradictory statements 

important to the teaching of the text, 1t 1s argued that 

the t•~xt is 1ncons1stent at specific points and the 

inconsistency is in part due to the various recensions of 

the text. The end result of this kind of thinking is a basic 

scept:lcism about the resolution of .Arjuna's problem and 

confu:sion as to how the text could have been reverenced by 
J8 

the T:t'ad1t1on for so many hundreds of years. 

37 (continued J 
Ra.dhakr1shnan argues for the fifth century B. c. 

while SUvira Jaiswal cpts for a date in the last two centuries 
B.C. The evidence in the debate is hardly supportive of any 
specific date. Jaiswal does point to the_first reliable 
reference to the text 1n the writings of Al'yadeva who lived 
towar•i the end of the second century A.D. 

J8 
An 1.llustrat1on of this kind of thinking is 

Franklin Edgerton's discussion of ah1msa or non-violence 
in the Ehagavad Git~. He points out how contradictory it 
is to speak of ahirasa in a text, the purpose of which 1s 
to convince Arjuna to fight in a war. E:lgerton simply sees 
a contradiction·because he has not se~n the subtly of the 
problem facing Arjuna nor the subtly of the response in 
which dharroa as duty has many forms in many circumstances 
for many different people. In addition, ~s we shall see 
below, Krsna•s first teaching is to show that Arjuna can 
kill no one, for all life and creation is eternal. 

of. F. E:lgerton trans •• The Bhagavad Gita, Harper 
Torchbook B:li t1on, (New Yo!"k, 196Ti), pp. 185-lBb. 
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our approach to the study of dharma and the texts 

we have chosen to study has been to accept the cla1ms of 

the Tradition at face value and, as an outsider to the 

Tradition, to try to understand its meaning by the process 

of verifying those claims. In approaching the Bhagavad Gita 

we propose to a.ssu.'lle the un1 ty of the text. '!his is not to 

question the probability that there were various recensions 

of the text. It 1s simply to accept the text as it stands, 

assuming that howeve1• many recensions there may have been, 

those who edited the text had sufficient unity of purpose 

to have given it editorial un!fication. '!he text has stood 

in its present form without substantial alteration for 

centuries and has proven to be a paramount source in the 

Tradition for philosophical reflection and meditation. 1hat 

it has proven through time to be acceptable to the Tradition 

makes it likely that the solution to our problem about the 

continuity of the root meaning of dharma in the later 

Tradition will be found 1n the text as it stands, taken as 

a whole. 

To take the text as a unity is not to suggest that 

we are going to discuss everything that is in the text. Qlr 

task is simply to study dharma as it 1s presented 1n Krsna•s 
••• 

teaching. Arjuna's presentation of his d1lermr.a would suggest 

that the meaning of dharma continues to have cosmological. 

religious and communal dimensions. Al3 a result we will 
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organ!Lze our discussion of dha.rm~ thematically around these 

three topics. It is important, however, to recognize that 

Arjuna's dilemma. is not reducible to any one of the three 

parts 1, nor is Krsna • s response just a cosmology or a new 
••• 

interpretation of religious action or re-affirmation of 

the !l!:.!:lli!. order. Ea.ch is part of a theology of trad1 ti on 
• 

which constitutes Krsna•s teaching about dharma. As a . . . 
result; many i•eferences will be applicable to discussions 

in onE~ or more a1·eas. 

Finally, it is important to state that our 

discuf::sion of the cosmological, the religious and the communal 

dimen~iions of the l?hagavad GI ta will focus on the issue of 

the ccmt1nu1 ty of dharma' s root meani.ng. It 1s not our 

intention to describe the cosmology comprehensively by 

exam1r1ing all the facets of meaning of such terms as E,!lrus~ 
• 

or prakrt1. Rather, our task while outlining the coscology 
• 

will be to show dharma•s place within prakrti and purusa 
• • 

and that the root meaning of dharma is basic to that 

cosmology. The same limitation applies to our discussion 

of ~~ as the new key to the def1n1 t1on of appropriate 

religi.ous action. Uke prakrti, yoga. is a very complex term . --
in thEi text. We are simply concerned to show that ~ is 

dharms~ and that the significance of that association is to 

provid.e a form of religious action which expresses the root 

mean1rtg of dharma. '!he same purpose will apply to our 
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discussion of the communal implications of dharma. We 

shall want to establish that the varna system is appropriated 
• 

by Krsna's teaching in order to express the way in which 
••• 

society can be integrated 1nto the underlying purpose 

expressed in the root meaning of dharma. 



CHAPTER II 

DHARMA, KRSNA AND THE COSMOS .. -
1. fNTRODUCTION 

In our discussion of dharma and the Cosmos in the 

Bg Ved~. we saw that the beginning of creation was the 
• 
emergence of the golden foetus (hiran;ragarbha) and sub-

• 
sequently the birth of Agni and his twin brother Indra. 

With ~~n1 the mantra and the light came to be. With Indra 

came the effective force to separate Heaven and Earth; to 

conquer vrtra and release the waters as the basis for life 
• 

ln all its diversity. Subsequently other powers emerged 

in creation. Mitra and Varuna brought orderliness of 
• 

motion (~) and Soma's power mediated between the gods 
• 

and man. 

In essence, the cosmos was populated by powero 

which functioned according to their respective dharma. 

Often 1;hat dharma. was not expressed 1n noun forms, but forms of 

the roc>t dhr. We were able to see a root meaning of dharma. -.-
primar1.ly by tracing out the actions performed according to 

the verb in the context of the cosmological functions of 

the major deities. 

In the Bhagavad Gita, while many of the Gods which 

we discussed in the Rg Veda are referred to 1n the course 
• 

of the text, their presence is always subordinate to Krsna•s • 
• • • 

249 
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The gods of the Rg Veda are presented as ancient manifest-
• 

ations of Krsna. 1 For our purposes, it is unnecessary to 
••• 

trace the history of the emergence of Krsna in the Tradition 
• • • 

from the Rg Veda forward. Our task here and in subsequent 
• 

sections is to interpret the references to dharma to show 

the nature of the continuity of the root meaning. Such a 

purpose is not dependent upon the complex history of the 

emergence of Krsna as a as _a major deity within the smrti 
••• • 

literature of the Indian Tradition. 2 

There is however one step in the tradition which it 

is important to recall in order to grasp the significance of 

Krsna's cosmic functions and the place of dharma within ••• 
them. The last of the ~ruti literature was the Upanisads, 

• 
and these texts thought out with great care the imagery of 

the cosmology and the sacrifice of the ancient ~ruti texts. 

The central theological affirmation which characterizes the 

1 
cf. 10.20..-42 • 

• 

2 
The oldest and most basjc history of Vais~avism is: 

R. G. Bhandarkar's Vais~vism, ;:,aivism and Minor·Reli;g:ious 
Systems, (Varanasi, 19b5). The best current text on the 
early history of Vaii~=mavism is: Suvira Jaiswal, The Origin 
and Develonment of valsnavi s:n, (Delhi, 1967) • Imnortant, 
though not for its histarical reconstruction of Valsnavism, 
but for an account of the conceptual roots is: J. Goncta, 
Aspects of Early Visnuism, (Utrecht: 1954) • 

• • 
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Upanisandµ3 is the equation that atman or the soul in all 
• 

life is the same as Brahman, the source and sustenance of 

the whole cosmos. This affirmation is critical in order to 

understand the fact that Krsna in the Bhagavad Giia. is 
• • • 

Arjuna's friend and charioteer, He is a man. At the same 

time, V, s. Sukthanker is undoubtedly correct when he asserts 

that throughout the epic there is an indisputable awareness 

and affirmation of Krsna's divine nature4. That he can be 
• • • 

both rests upon the theological understanding made explicit 

in the Upanisads that man's soul is the same as Brahman. We 

shall see in detail as we proceed that the distinguishing 

mark of Krsna, the charioteer, is his knowledge of his divine 
••• 

nature, while Arjuna also a man, stands as Krsna's pupil . . . 
in need of both h.earing Krsna' s teaching and seeing his .... 
divine nature, Arjuna thus stands in line with the rsi's -.-.-
of old, in the quest for the truth behind the diversity of 

creation. While such knowledge came as the gift of Vac for 

her beloved in the R~ Veda, in the Bhagavad Gita it comes 
• 

as the revelatory teaching and vision given to Arjuna by his 

friend, Krsna. 'l'hat is to say, knowledge comes from the God .... 
who is man, to the man who must learn that he is eternally 

one with God. 

3 
cf. Chandogya Upanisad, v. 10.2 - v. 24.5. Here 

the correspondence is in terms of a universal atman or self 
and the self or atman in each human. 

4 
Sukthankar, Op. cit, pp. 91-124. 
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While an understanding of Krsna•s eternal nature is ••• 

essentjLal for our purposes, the focus of our attention 1n 

this sE,c t1on is the cosmological uses of dharma. Taken 

togethE~r there are two basic dimensions to KJ.·~l'}-a's dharma. 

He 1s the source and upholder of the whole of creation and 

secondly Krsna ls a. teacher and savior of msnkind. In the 
••• 

text, these two functions are part of an essential conceptual 

unity. For the purposesaf<n exposition of that unity, we 

must first separate them and then see them in relationship. 

We shall therefore deal with Krsna•s teaching function 1n . . . 
the context of our discussion of ~· 

Krsna•s dha1'"ID.a as the upholder of the cosmos is . -. ' 
presented in several contexts 1n the Bh'lgavad G1 ta • 'Ihese 

references are representative of K.rsna 1 s actions which a.re 
••• 

directly identifiable w1th the upholding and supporting actions 

of the powers in the Rg Veda. 'Ihis is true 1n a conceptual 
• 

and 1n a 11ngu1st1c sense. All the actions of upholding are 

funot1cms which are identical to those Rg Vedic powers • 
• 

Signif1.cantly all are verb forms of ~ as well. However, 
• 

a careful examination of these references also reveals that 

the structure of the cosmos within which these functions are 

performed has come to be seen in a. very different way than 

was the: case in the flg Veda. Bather than emphasizing a 

triple structure of creation, to which there are only a few 

5 
7.4-6, 9.34, 12.J, lJ.6, 14.27, 15.13. 



253 

6 
references, the cosmos 1s depicted as part of K;'~~a•s prakrti 

or natural fo1·ce which both orders and brings creation into 

being and supports it. Krsna•s form is not however, ex-• .. 
hauste1i by prakrti, he is also purusa or Spirit which watches 

• • 
the o~ierly functions of prakrti but remains indifferent 

• 
to its d1verse functions. 

'!he change from the triple structure of creation 

populated by many powers to a cosmos depicted 1n terms of 

prakri1iand purusa must be examined with care to see if the 
• • 

change in structure brings with it changes in the root 

meaning of dharma. 

It is our contention in the face of these types of 

cosmological use of dharma in the Glt~ that Kt~~a's 

paramo,unt tasks can only be grasped properly in the context 

of ~.rma' s root meaning. The root meaning prov ides the 

underlying purpose within which both the continuities and 

change·s of meaning can be understood. For example, while many 

gods uphold the cosmos 1n the Hg Veda, in the Bha$avad Gita, 
• 

it is Krsna•s dharma to be the source, maintainer and even 
••• 

ultimately the destroyer of all creation. While the 

structure of that creation is articulated in a different way, 

the di.vine functions as manifest expressions of dharma.•s 

root meaning remain. 

2. DHARMA AND KRSNA 1 S ETERNAL NATURE 
• • • 

In order to show the fundamental continuity of the 

i.Js. 3.22, 11.20. 
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root niean1ng of dharma, we want to examine the eternal 

nature e>f Krsna to show that dharm~ constitutes an essential ... 
and fundamental dimension of thatrature. It is our contention 

that not only is there an 1dentif1ble continuity in the 

meanings of dharma from the Hg Veda but those meanings are 
• 

part c1f the underlying root meaning which 1s to uphold the 

orderly relatedness of all that is. 

The two terms which are most important in Krsna•s 
• • • 

dep1ct.1on of H1s eternal natu1•e are prakrt1 and purusa. 
• • 

Both c1f these terms present complex difficulties for 

interpretation in the .Bhagavad Gita. Not the least of 

those difficulties is the fact that these two terms are 

central to one of the philosophical schools of the Indian 
7 

Trad1tion, Samkhya. 'Ille question that arises because of 
• 

the fil. ta• s use of terms such as purusa, £rakrt1 and others 
• • 

in common with the school of Sa.mkhya is whether that school . 
constitutes a major influence on the teaching in the Bha5avad 

Gitae The references in the text make this a very difficult 

problem to solve. For example, the term •samkhya' itself 

is used. in the GI ta on several occasions and normally its use 

7 
'Ihe basic source for knowledge of samkhya philosophy 

is the pamkhya Kar1ka. Biit1ons of the Kar1ka include: 
o - I John Lavies, The SSmkhya Kar1ka of Iswara Krishna, 

( calcu tte., 1881). • • 
A. M. ESnoul, I.es Strophes De $9.~hya, (Paris, 1964). 

Of the two editions, tfie French ea1t1on ~ E.Snoul is the 
best s1:>urce. 
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seems to suggest simply •knowledge' rather than the designa-
8 

tion of a philosophical school. Similarly the presentation 

of the various material and conscious forms of prak:ti 

that are characteristic of the 58.mkhya cosmology and psy-. 
chology do not appear to have the same meaning 1n the Bhagavad 

·9 
Gita as they do in the S§.qlkhya system. 

'!he simple fact that there are significant differences 

in the use of terminology common to both S8Jpkhya school and 

the Ehagavad Glta leads us to conclude that the most 

straightforward way to interpret the Bhagavad G1ta is to 

examine terms like prakrti and purusa within the text itself 

and not attempt to formulate their meaning through samkhya . 
philosophy. such a procedure finds support on historical 

grounds as ~ell. The fact that scholarship does not have 

consensus on a date either for the beginnings of Samkhya 
• 

or the composition of the Bha~avad Gita makes the wh~6e 

question of which influenced the other inconclusive. 

cf. 2.J9;J.J;5.4;13.24;18,13, 
9 

cf. s. tasgupta History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. ii 
(Cam.bridge, 1968), pp. 461-479, esp. 464-5 

10 
- _If anything, following the argument of S. Dasgupta, 

the Gita could well be the source for the samkhya system. 
Dasgupta states: "It is easy to notice here" the beginnings 
of thought which in the hands of other thinkers might well 
be developed into the traditional school of 88.mkh ya philosophy". 
If Dasgupta is correct it could be positively misleading to 
read the philosophical into the Bhagavad Gita. 
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Of the two terms, prakrt1 and purusa, the most often 
• • 

discus:sed in the G1 ta is prakrti. '.I.his fact arises because 
• 

Erakrtt means, 1n our expression, natural force or power • 
• 

Prakrt:L 1s the source of both the material cosmos and the 

consci1:>us powers found 1n varying degrees 1n all of life. 

Purusa 1n the Phagavad Glta is both in and outside of prakrt1 
• 

hence the forms of material and conscious power. '!he purusa 

is described most often through epithets which speak of it 

simply as 'higher• (para ) or •un.manifest• (avzakta) or 

•lightest spirit• (purusottama). 'lhese and other forms of 
• 

descr1:pt1on accent 1 ts transcendence of E,rakrt1. However, 
• 

• 

the most important characteristic of the Bhagavad G!ta is that 

purusa and ~rakrti are consistently interpreted as dimensions 
• 

of the integral divine nature of K.rsna. 'Ihere is not a ... 
dualism of •spirit• and •matter• as is often the case in 

the interpretations of the 3a.mkhya school. Rather, Krsna is 
• • •• 

both E,Urusa and prakrt1. 
• 

Krsna 1s the manifest unity of 
• • • 

all that is. 

To know exactly what the Ehagavad Glta means by the 

eurusa ls very difficult to establish. 'Ibis fact 1s even 
• 11 

acknowledged 1n the text itself. It is pointed out that it 

is much more difficult to know the forms of the spirit which 

a.1•e described as "imperishable {aksara) undefinable . ' 
/ 

(a.nird.esya~ unman1fest (avyakta), omnipresent (sarvatraga) 

11 
12 • .5· 
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12 
and unthinkable, (acintya) than 1t is to know Krsna • '!his 

• • • 

langua~~e that is used to speak about the purufa in Kf~~a 

is intEmded to emphasize its transcendence of form and 

matter .. 

Transcendence however is not to suggest that purusa 

is distinct from creation and all its forms. 'Ihe purusa 
• 

enters into the world (~) of creation in two forms. 

Here 1n the world are two sp1ri ts, 
'!he perish9.ble, and the imperishable, 
'lhe perishable is all bei:pgs; 
The imperishable is called the immovable. 

dvav ~mau purusau loke 
ksaras ca 'keara eva ca 
ksarah sarvfu).i bhutani 
kntastho>ksara ucyate lJ • • 

• 

Within creation the purusa enters 1nto all life fo1~s. Once 
• 

a part of those for.ns it moves through the cycles of change 

which begin with birth and continue through life to death 

and re-·birth. In the sense that purusa is entered into 
• 

creatic>n, it is subject to the cycles of mortality of 

creat1e>n. But purusa is not limited to those forms which 
• 

are subject to change. Purusa is 'aksara• or not perishable 
• 

and as such it is called the 'immovable• kuta.stha. But even 
• 

the polarities of ksara and aksara, •perishable• and 
• • 

1 1mper3.shable 1 cannot exhaust the extent of spirit. 'There 

is yet a h1gher sp1rit: 

12 
12.J. 

l.J 
15.16. 



But there is a highest spirit, other (than this). 
called the Supreme Soul; 
Which, entering into the three worlds, 
Supports them, the undying Lord. 

uttama~ puru~as tv a.nya9 
pare.matme •ty udahrtah 
yo lokatrayam av1~ya • 
bibharty avyaya lsvarah 14 • 
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-~ 
The name of the supreme soul (pa.ramatma) is Isva.ra and his 

functii)n in creation is to 'support' the cosmos. 
- I 
Isvara. or 

the 12a1:-amatma, the highest soul. is not contained w1 thin a 

polarity such as aksara and !~which are also forms of 
• • 

the sp!Lrit in the world. 
-/ 

Spirit however is not just called Isvara. It is 

also c11lled Krsna. • • • 
-/ 

Like Isva.ra, Krsna is in the world Of 
• •• 

creati1)n and is not limited to the pola.r1 ties of the 

'perishable' and the 'imperishable' : 

Since I transcend the perishable, 
And am higher than the imperishable too, 
'lllerefore in the world and the Veda I am 
Proclaimed as the highest spirit. 

yasmat ksaram atlto 'ham 
ak~arad ap1 co •tta.ma.h 
a to 'sm1 loke ved eea • 
prath1tah purusottamah. 15 

l 
15.17. 

15 
15.18. 

• • • 

of. 11.J. Here Arjuna is portrayed requesting to 
see tht~ di vine form of Krsna.. In doing so Krsna. 1s asked to 
reveal himself as •paramegvara• and as 1 1svarai and •purulottoma•, 
(11.J). After giving Arjuna his •third eye•, Krsna revea s 
h1mse11r 1n h1s "supernal form as God. 11 para.mam . rupam a1svaram, 
(11.9 ).. 'lllese all suggest that 1n the hieral'chal pattern of 
the di '171ne form, certain names are 'higher• because they portray 
the transoend.ence of lower forms and the unity of all forms of 
spirit.. -



259 

Krsna, 
/ Isvara, Purusottama: in each of these names we have . . . • 

spirit understood. as an integral unit. In 1ts lower forms, 

spirit is understood to be in the world and subject to the 

contra1iiotorlness or polarities which characterize creation. 

Sp1r1t 1s not however just subject to the limitations of 

creation, but transcends them in its unity. This 

unity 1s established through an hierarchical pattern 

intended to portray the spirit so that it both pervades all 

creation in its lower aspect and at the same time totally 

transcends it in its higher unity. '!he paramatma is there­

fore £~ or 'higher• than the spirit which is aksara and 
• 

ksara. 'Ibis is not to establish a separation of one aspect 
• 

of spirit from another, but rather to depict creation as 

pervaded by purusa and at the same time to portray sp1r1t 
• 

entirely free of the limitations of the creation it pervades. 

Purusa' s perva.s1 ve presence in crea. t1on and,, at the 
• 

same tim~its total transcendence of the limitations of 

ere a tiion is portrayed with great subtlety through the 

Bhagav,~i ta in. the way in which Krsna cl alms to be all that 
••• 

1s in 1~rea.tion, all that is done in creation and at the same 

time, totally indifferent to creation. In terms of the 

theory portrayed about the purusa, this participation is 
• 

founded. upon the re la t1on of Eurusa and prakrt1. Prakrti 
• • 

is the source of matter and power and the conscious faculties 

in life-forms. It, like the purusa is eternal • 
• 
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Both material nature (pra.kt,~!) and the spirit {purusaJ, 
Know thou, are equally beg1nningless; • 

prakrt1~ puru~am cal 'va 
16 v1ddny anadi ubnav api. 

When th~! sp1r1 t enters into creation, therefore, 1 t enters 

ln the irarious forms of prakrti Once in this association, • 
purusa functions as the 'exper1encer' of pleasure and pain: 

' The spirit, 1n pleasure-and-pain's 
Experiencing is declared the cause. 

For the spirit, abiding in material 
Experiences the Strands (~una) born 
nature. • 

purueah sukhaduhkhanam 
bhoktrtve hetur·ucyate 

• 
pur~~~Q prakrt1s!ho hi _ 
bhuilRte prakrtijan gw:ian 17 

natu1•e, 
of material 

In its lower aspect the purusa is said to be the experiencer 
• 

of the polarities which characterize creation such as 'pleasure 

and pain' sukha. and duhkha. such •experience• ls aksara 
• • 

or impermanent and therefore characteristic of being in 

creation. In this form, purusa. is, subject to the powers wh1oh 
• 18 

operate in prakrt1, the 5unas. 

16 
13.19. 

18 

• • 

17 
lJ.20-21. 

AB it experiences the works 

It is not necessary for our purposes to consider the 
complex operations of the gunas as they are portrayed 1n the 
GI ta. Suffice it to say, praktti takes many forms w1 thin 
creation as a result of the inter-action of the powers or gunas. 
The powE1rs are called sa.ttva, ffiJas and tamas. 'Ihe sattva • 
power funot1ons to bring the ot er powers to rest and un1 ty 
with the~ eternal divine nature (14.5, 11,14). F.aja.s functions 
as pass1.on force and strength (14.7,12,15) ,Tumas functions 
as the power which pulls life downward. in subjegation to 
lowest faculties of life the senses and the need to fulfill 

(continued) 
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of those powers. the spirit forms attachments which per­

petuate its presence in the cycles of rebirth to which all 
19 

creation 1s subject. At the same time, the fact that 

purus! is never limited to its participation in creation 
• 

through prakrt1, means that it functions in fact in totally 
• 

pass1·ve and indifferent ways even as it experiences and is 

subjeict to the powers or 12rakrti. Characteristic of these 
• 

ways ,of functioning include the following: 

The onlooker and consenter, 
'.Ihe supporter, experiencer, great Lord, 
The supreme soul also is declared to be 
The highest spirit, in this body. 

upadra~~a ·~umant~ ca 
bharta bhokta mahesvara~ 
paramatme 'ti ca 'PY ukto 
dehe •smin purusah parab. 20 • • • 

/ 
In th'.ls passage, the mahesvara, param~~ and para purusa 

• 
are 11)cated 'in this body' (~ ~). Their functions are 

that c::>f an 'overseer• !!J?adrasta and consenter anumanta on 
•• 

------------------~~~----· 18 {continued) 
them (14.8,12,15). In addition each of these powers 1s 
1ndis,pensible to the functioning of lral;:rti in the creation 
of thE! panormic 0.1versi ty that const tu"tes all of creation. 
Yet each stands in a hierarchical relation to the other, in 
the same way in which the levels of spirit move hierarch­
ically from those which are found in creation to those which 
in theiir unity stand 1n transcendence of it. 

19 
lJ. 21. 

fg.22. 
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the one hand and bhart~ or •supporter• and bhokta, 

• experiencer• on the other. '!he function of overseer 

suggests a function totally apart from experiencing of 

pleas.ure and pain. While the other functions suggest the 

participation of purusa in creation, there is not however an 
• 

absolute division of forms of purusa • iihe unity of i6vara 
• 

as Lord of a.11 that is, is inseparable from the purusa 
• 

which participates in creation while standing apai.•t from it. 
-/ 

'!he Isvara which rules the cosmos, indeed, is the spirit 

111 thin which all beings and all creat1.on have existence and 

is the macrocosmic aspect of the purusa. It functions in 
• 

prakrt~ and its powers and yet rematns apart from them. .Purus a 
• • 

then, as we have depicted it here, is the trans la ti on of the 

Upanisad~ equation that Brahmanis atman: the principle 
• 

which :ls the source of all that is (Brahman) is also in 

creati•:>n as the soul or atman in all of life. 

With regard to the relation of eurusa and dharma, 
• 

1 t is useful for ou1• purpose to differentiate between those . 
references which specifically describe the purusa in 

• 
relati<>n to ~and those which refer d11•ectly to Krsna 

• • •• 
-/ 

in his unitary form as Isvara or Purusottama. '!here are 
• 

many references to Krsna•s dharma and we shall discuss 
••• 

them bE~low. W1 th regard to the :purusa, there 1s really only 
• 

one ru:~ reference 1n a verb form. 
• 

Krsna states : 
••• 
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But those who the imperishable, (aksara) undefinable, 
Unmanif est, revere, • 
The omnipresent and unthinkable, 
The immovable, unchanged, fixed (dhruvam) 

/ 
ye tv aksar am a.nirdesyam 
avyaktam.paryupasate 
sarvatragam ac1ntyam ca 
kUtasthara acalam dhruvam 21 

• • 
In th1a passage, the purusa is in its 'imperishable' form, that 

• 
1s.,1n a form which is in creation. It is the eternal 

spirit as distinguished from its polar opposite which is 

subject to 1mpercanence, k.Sara. The purusa is described as 
• • 

'fixed 11 (dhruva). 'lhis characteristic of the spirit is not 

explained in the context, though 1 t would seem to be 

approp1:-iate to see the fixed character of the aksara in terms 
• 

of the eternal1ty of spirit, ani in terms of its purpose in 

creatlc>n to be the 'onlooker' indifferent to the powers of 

prakrtt and to the experiences of pleasure and pain while 
• 

participating 1n all that ls. 'lhe force of this interpre­

tation will become clearer, as we examine the functions both 

of pra}~rti and of Iq"~~a, and see the necessity of a 'fixed' 
• 

spirit in the midst of the actions of prakrtL • 
• 

If the purusa is at once the unitary transcendent • 
spirit indifferent to creation and the pervader of that 

creat1c>n, E1•a.krt1 is the natural power which is the vehicle 
• 

of the spirit's presence in creation. Like the purusa, 
22 

l?rakrt1:. is eternal. 
• 

2I 
12.3. 

22 
13.19. 

• 
Parkrti is the 'cause• hetu of -• 



anythtng that concerns effect, instrument, or agent' 
23 

(karzak~ll'anakartrtva.) In essence this phrase is saying 
• • 

that wl thin creation all action is a p1•oduct of {?rakrti • 
• 
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'!he moHt important of prakrti 's actions is the creation of 
• 

the wh<>le cosmos. Prakrti is therefore to be understood a.s 

the •agent' ka1•tr in creation. 'Ihe instruments ka.rana 
• • 

which prakrti uses to create are called the guna or powers 
• • 

and it 1s the guna which realize effects karya, that is, 

23 
lJ.20. 

• 

We are in essential agreement with Franklin 
El:igerti:m on his interpretation of this phrase. He 
states: , 

(s] Sankara, [R] Ram.anuja explain k:ar;a as 
'ele~ental body,' which is an •effect in the later 
saip.khya sense, and ~arana. (B1l=aral)a) a.s the senses 
w1 th me.nas (and ahef~5.ra and bu,idhi, [S]) which are 
'causesT or'factors \productive elements) in that 
same sense. 'Ihese both are construed as depending 
on kartrtve, 1 1n the production of effects and 
cause§• i.e. of gross body and senses. Approximately 
so most mode1"?1s ( Telang, Ga.1•be, Sena.rt, Hill, and 
apparently Barnett). I find this very forced and 
and art1fical. Ihe only natural interpretation is 
to take karva, k9.1"~9a kartr as a three-member 
dvanda, maae into an: aostract by adding tho suffix­
tva. The three nouns derived from the root ~. 
TB:Ct• are meant to include all phases of actfon 
(cf. xv111. 18 for a very close parallel, where 
karman replaces karia): karya, 'thing to be done; 
karana 'means of doing it•; kartr, •doer, agent•; 
the add1 t1on of tva ma.lees the--;..inole compound mean 
approximately 'effcctuat1on, instrumentality and 
agency.• Prakrti a.lone 1s at the bottom of all 
that concerns all of these, that is all phases of 
action. So in xviii. 18 karana, karman, and 
kartr constitute the threefold•'complete summary' 
of a6t1on. Deussens comes very close to this by 
wrongly takes ~only with kartr • 

• 
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Prakrti as 'agent•, 'instruments' and 'effect' of 
• 

all that is, is made up of numerous elements. In chapter 

seven they are described in terms of two parkrtis which 
• 

parallel the two purusas, aksara and ksara. 
• • • 

Earth, water, fire, wind, 
Ether, thought-organ, and consciousness, 
And I-faculty: thus my 
Nature is divided eight-fold. 
This is my lower (nature). But other than this, 
My higher nature know: 
It is the Life (soul) great-armed one, 
By which this world is maintained. (dharyate) 

bhumir apo 'nalo vayuh . . 
kha~ mano buddhir eva ca 
ahamkara iti 'yam me 
bhinna prakritir astedha • • • 
apare 'yam itas tv anyam 
prakftim viddhi me param 
jivabhutam mahabaho . - . yaye 'dam dharyate Jagat 25 • 

The 'two prakrtis' like the two purusas discussed above, 
• • 

are not to be understood in any sense as separate entities. 

Rather one prakrti is understood to be a 'lower' aspect 
• 

bringing with it into creation 'lower' elements of material 

and conscious creation. The second or 'higher' 12rakrti 
• 

brings into cre~tion living being .;ivabhuta, 26that is to 

24 
cf. 18.18-28. 
While the focus in these passages is on the functioning 

of the~ in the individual, the identity of microcosm and 
Krsna's macrocosmic form makes them entirely applicable to 
the

0

cosmology of the text. 

25 
7.4-5. 
26 
Van Buitenen translates .iivakhnta as 'spiritual 

(continued) 
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say, .it brings the powers or forces which pervade creation 

and most important for our purposes, function to 'uphold' 

or 'maintain' it according to dharma. 

It is therefore evident that prakrti has an hier-
• 

archical pattern in this passage based upon its constituent 

elements. The hierarchy extends to a division of constituents 

which make up the 'lower' prakrti. There are the five 'material' 
• 

elemEmts - earth, water, fire, wind, and ether. Without these 

five elements creation as a material entity would be 

impossible. They represent the eternal material potential 

in ru~akrti. The second part of Krsna's lower prakrti is 
• • • • • 

made up of three faculties: the manas 27 or faculty of 

thought, the buddhi28which we shall call the 'faculty of 

26 (continued) 
being' however, we have chosen 'living being' to emphasize 
jiva or life in the compound. 

Van Buitenen (Op. cit., p. 100-101). 

27 
2.56,57,342,5.11. 
The man&~ in the hierarchy of faculties depicted in 

3.42,, is above the senses and below the buddhi, the faculty 
of integration. The point of ~ is to bring the senses 
under the control of the manas which in turn is focused by 
the ]mddhi on the embodied spirit or atman. The singularity 
of focus throughout the hierarchy of facu.l ties is the 
realization of non-attached Y..Qf!E:. in which the whole psycho­
phys:Lological system functions, yet is indifferent to what it 
does" 

28 
The interpretation of the buddhi as faculty of 

integration is based upon 2. 4·1 in which there are two modes 
of this faculty. The first mode is 'resolute' when yoked to 
~,, The second is 'irresolute' and lost to the powers of 
the rnanas as it serves the needs of the senses, Under the 
powe1:- of ~· the buddhi focuses the attention of the senses, 
the !nanas, faculty of thought and the ego or faculty of doing 
(aharnkara) on the soul ~tman • 

•• 
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29 
integration and the ahamkara or the faculty of 'ego' or 

• 
more llterally I-doer. '!he fact that the three faculties 

of consciousness are constituents of 1 lower 1 prakrti suggest 
• 

that they are to be understood. as inseparably related to 

the material base of creation made up of the five material 

elements. 

'lhese eight elements of prakrti must be understood 
• 

to be the basis for all of creation in its material aspects 

and thE~ capacity in life for thought, integrative functions 

and individuated action. Each of these are major topics of 

concern to understand prakrti. Suffice it to say here, 
• 

however, that the faculty of thought (manas). in the Ehagavad. 

GI ti is most concerned with the senses and their direction 

either for the purpose of achieving their objects or for 

controlling them in the practice of ~· The buddh1 

29 
'!he ahamkara, which we translate as 1 1-doer• is a 

comple:ic concept• on the Bhagavad G1 ta. On the one hand one 
must dlspense w1 th all sense of 11 1 11 as ego as the doer of 
anything 1n yoga and at the same time one must a.ct. The 
use by Kr~~a of aham throughout the text is particularly 
important in understanding ahaokara as I-doer. Krsna does 
all ancl knows that he does not•act and that is h1s"yog9.. 
The ahamkara therefore is the faculty of doing which when 
yoked to~ knows it does not act. 

'!his interpretation was arrived at with the 
pa1•ticular assistance of J. A. B. van Bui tenen in his 
b1•1lliant survey of the history of the concept of 
ahamkara • 

• 
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as the faculty of integration 1s such that it 1s dissipated 

when the senses subject thought to the necess1 ty of realizing 

satisfaction in sense objects. By way of cont1•ast, the 

buddh1_1s the faculty which focuses the attention of the 
/ senses and manas on the Isvara or Highest Spirit, purusotta~a, 

• 
when i·t is controlled by yoga. 'Ihe I-doer or ahrunk~ra 

• 
is one of the most important of the faculties mentioned in 

the Qlta. Krsna is the 'I-doer' of all that is done in 
••• 

creati1:m, but this aotion is always accomplished as a yoga 

with the buddhi integrating all the faculties to act with­

out attachment to ends. nu•oughout this discussion there is 

understood to be a direct correspondance between the 

anthropomorphic depiction of the divine and the human form. 

Both a:re pervaded by purusa and function through prakrti. 
• • 

Manas, buddhi and ahamkara therefore must be understood as 
• 

attributes both of Krsna as the cosmic spirit and as man ••• 
who functions within creation. 

Krsna's higher prakrti ls the Jivabhuta which . . . , . 
El:igerton translates as the 'Life (soul)•. More accurately 

11vabhuta is 1 11ving being'. Conveyed in this translation 

1s the fact that prakrt1 1s pervaded 1n all 1ts forms by the 
• 

purusa. '!he function of •living being' is to maintain 
• 

creation. We have already seen that 1n 12.J one of the 

characteristics of purusa 1n creation 1s that it 1s dhruvam 
• 

'fixed•. In the higher prakrti, however, the •fixed• dimension • 
of the spirit is maintained through an active manifestation 



of prakFti which upholds dharayate creation (Jagat) • 
• 

'Ihe exact way in which we are to understand the 

funotic•n of maintaining creation is not exactly clear in 

7.5. l~wever, there are several clues to what it could 

mean irL the next passage. 

Beings spring from it, 
All of them be assured. 
Of the whole world I am 
the origin and the dissolution. 

etadyoninl bhutani 
sarvanI 'ty upadharaya 
aham krtsnasyajagatah 
prabhavah pralayas tathi. 30 • 

In thi~: passage we are told that •it' (~)is the yon1 

or womb from which all beings (bhutani) come. Exactly 

269 

what the term 'etat' refers to is not directly evident. It 

could refer to the J,'ivabhuta simply 01~ it could i•efer to the 

total c.omplex of lower and highe1· prakrt1. 'Ihe consensus of 
• Jl 

comment;ators is that 1 etat 1 refers to prakrt1 as a whole • 
• 

Following that consensus, prakrt1 is to be understood as the 
• 

womb fI~m which all beings come. To emphasize this point, 

Krsna s:tates to Arjuna that he should be 'assured' (upadharaya) ... 
of this: fact. '-q>adharaya• is accurately represented as 'be 

assured.' however its more 11 teral meaning, based upon 1 ts dhr 

30 
7.6 

• 

31 ~ 
Eigerton points out that "Both (s] Sankara and (R] Bamfuuj ·a, 

followed. by Telang, Garbe, Deussen, Barnett ahd Hill, take 
this tc1 refer to both the •natures• of vrs. 4 and 5. ( Eligerton, 
p. 18.3. ) 
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root C!ln simply be that Arjuna must 'hold 1 onto this teaching 

in his consciousness or •meditate' upon th1s teaching. What 

Arjuna must understand and be certain of ls that Erakrti 
• 

1s the eternal basis for all action in creation. 

This essential teaching is made clear in the second 

half of the verse. There Krsna claims to be 'the origin 
••• 

and dissolution' of the whole world. 'lllis creative and 

destructive action ls the function of the '!:h!!.' the 1 1 1 

of the ahamkara in the lower prakrt1. Elsewhere this point 
• • 

1s described with the lQn1 being called Brahman and Krsna - ... 
as the ·~·. the fertilizer of the womb. 

For me great Brah.man is a womb 
Therein I plant the germ, 
The origin of all Beings 
Comes from that, son of 3harata 

In all wombs, son of Kunt1 
Whatsoever forms originate, 
Of them great Brahman ls the womb 
I am the father that furnishes the seed. 

mama yon1r mahad brahma 
tasmin garbham dadhamy aham 
sa~bhavah sarvabhutanam 
tato bhavati bharata • 

sarvayon1su kaunteya 
murtayati srupbhavant1 ya~ 
tasam brahma mahad yon1r 
aham.b!japradah pita 32 • 

Here t;he cre~tive act between Krsna as 'aham' and Brahman . . . 
as the womb which holds the foetus (garbha) fertilized by 

32 
14.J-4. 
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Kl.•sna's seed (b1Ja) is intended to convey the way 1n which ... 
12..E~ pervades all creation as its source and its enfolding 

• 
support. All creativity is Krsna•s function. 

• • • 
It is 

throu~;h prakrt!_ infused with purusa. that action is done. 
• • 

'Ibis creative function in which Krsna acts to con-... 
oe1ve creation out of his divine nature begins a process 

which ultimately brings all of creation into being. 

A part just of Me 1n the world_of the living 
Becomes the individual-soul (jivabhuta), the 
eternal; 
'lhe (f1ve) sense, with the thought-organ as sixth 
Which rest in material nature, it draws along. 

- / -mama1 •va •mso jivaloke 
jlvabhutah sanatanah 
manahsas~hanl 1 indriyan1 
prakr~isthani karsati • JJ • • 

Here we find that Krsna specifically identifies J1vabhuta ... 
as a fraction of himself. With it, the other constituents 

of IU:akrti are drawn into creation. The ~orld (~) 
• 

is the world of the Jiva and thefunct1on of the Jlva is 

to maintain creation. Indeed Krsna states this specifically 
••• 

in a subsequent passage of the same chapter: 

And enterilinto the earth, (all) beings 
I maintain dharayaraf\ by (My) power; 
And I nour1 all pia'fits 
Becoming the juicy soma •••• 

I,. becoming the (digestive) of all men, 
Dwelling in the body of (all) living beings, 
In union with the upper and nether breaths 
Cook (digest) their food of all four sorts. 



gam avi~ya ca bhutani 
dharayamy aham ojasa 
pusnami cau 'sadhih sarvah 
somo bhutva rasatmakah • . 

I - -aha.m vaisvanaro bhutva 
pranlnam deham asritah 
pra9apanasa.mayukta~ • 
pacamy annam caturv1dham 

• 
As the Jivabhuta which has entered 
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)4 

into creation, Krsna by 
• I e 

this f:l"action of himself, uses his power ojas, much in the 

same way that Indra did in the cosmology of the ~ Veda to 
• 

uphold all of life that is in creation. '!he function of this 

oJas 11s pervasive. It nourishes plant life and is the 

uncons·~1ous ac t1ons of diges t1on w1 thin the body of men. Both 

of the.se types of func t1ons, which take place 1n creation 

are thus accomplished by Krsna's actions • . . . 
Maintenance of creation is then a divine function. 

It must be understood as comprehensive of all action which 

is performed from the ve17 conception of creation itself to 

the biological process of all forms of life. Since Krsna 
••• 

must be understood as the doer of even the unconscious 

bodily activities as his dharma then all the more must he 

be understood as the doer of those actions which confront 

Arjuna. on the battlefield. What Arjuna must know is that 

in no sense does he act, but that it is ~~~a's prakrt1 
• 

which acts in him. \Vhat he must do is harmonize h1s 

knowledge and his actions, so that he knows the comprehen­

siveness of Krsna•s actions as the fulfillment of the 
••• 

meaning of dharma. '!hen he too will participate in the 

J4 
15.13-14. 
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cosmic task of maintaining all that is. 

Recognition of the comprehensiveness of Krsna•s 
••• 

functions in creation is critical to see continuity of the 

root meaning of dharma. We saw in the Rg Veda that the 
• 

gods functioned symbiotically to uphold creation. Krsna, 
••• 

as the name of the one god who conceives creation and 

maintains it by his power, constitutes a direct appropriation 

of a ma~lor dimension of the vast meaning of dharma. Creation 

requires: maintenance in the cosmology of both texts. Th.at 

t'unctior.t 1s fulfilled by 'living being• 01• higher prakrti 
• 

in the c~osmology of the Bhagavad GI ta. 

This function of maintenance according to ~ is 
• 

not a static act by prakrti but follows a pattern of motion • 
• 

The cosm.os moves through cyclical patterns of creation and 

dissolution which co1•respond to the day and night of Brahman. 

As far as the world of • • • Brahman, the worlds 
are subject to recurring existences, Arjuna; 
But having come to Me, son of Kunt1, 
no rebirth is found. 

As compassing a thousand world-ages 
When they know the day of Brahman, 
And the night (of Brahman) as sompassing a 
thousand ages, 
Those folk know what day and night are. 

From the unmanifest all manifestations 
Come forth at the coming of (Brahman's) day, 
And dissolve at the coming of night, 
In that same one, know as the unman1fest. 

The very same host of beings coming, 
Com1ng into existence over and over, ls dissolved 
At the approach of night, w1lly-n1lly, son of Prtha, 
And comes forth at the approach of day. • 



a brahmabhuvanal lokah 
punaravart1no •rjuna • 
mam upetya tu kaunteyg 
punarjanma na v1dyate 

sahasrayugaparyantam 
ahar yad brahmano v1duh 
ratr1m yugasahasar~n..tam 
te 'horatravido janah • • 
avyaktad vyaktay~Q sarvah 
pr~bh~vanty ah~ragame • 
~~tryagame pra~~yante 
tatrai •va •vyaktasamjn~ke 

• 
bhutagramah sa eva 'yam 
bhutva - bhutva praliyate 
ratrlagame 'vasah partha 
prabnavaty aharagame JS 

We find depicted here a portrait of the cycles of creation. 

'!hey move from conception in the womb of Brahman into created 

existenc~e and then to the night of Brahman, the mysterious 

phase of non-creation, only to emerge again at dawn. 

'!his cyclical pattern is characteristic not only of 

the cosmos as a whole but of life at the microcosmic level. 

Krsna•s first teaching to Arjuna after the warrior has ••• 
announce~ his intention not to fight was to announce that in 

eternity there was neve1• a time in ~hi ch He ( Krsna), nor ... 
all the warriors assembled on the battlefield, nor Arjuna 

36 
did not exist. 'lhe eternality of life is reflected in 

the recurring cycles which perpetuate life over and over 

again: 

As the embodied (soul) in this body 
Come childhood, youth, old age, 
So the coming to another body 
'!he wiseman is not confused herein. 

35 
8.16-19. 

36 
2.12. 



dehino •smin yathi dehe 
kaumarE:UP yauvena~ jara 
tatha dehantaraprapt1r 
dhlras tatra na muhyati 37 

This cycle of i-ebirth, however, 1s a •certainty• dhruva 

or is fixed 1n the eternal order of the cosmos. 
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For to one that is born death is cert~in. (dhl'Uvo) 
And birth is certain (dhruvam) for one that!ias-a-ied; 
Thereforei the thing being unAvoidable, 
'lhou shou dst not mourn. 

jatasya hi dhruvo mrtyur 
dhruvam j~nma mrtasya ca 
tasmad·aP.ariharye 1 rthe 
na tvam socltum arhasi J8 . 

At the level of the microcosm, that 1s the panoply of life 

within creation, the cyclical patterns of birth and rebirth 

are fixed. 'Ille pattern is a manifestation of the maintenance 

of creation performed by the '11 ving being• J'ivabhuta in 

prakrti.. 'lhat is, the 'living being' is an inherent constit-
• 

uent of Erakrt1 and its function is to uphold all beings • • 
The way in which the Jivabhuta or higher prakrti 

• 
functio,ns both in relation to 'lower' prakrti and in 

• 
relation to the purusa is nowhere made more clear than in 

• 
Chapter· Nine of the Glta. '!here Krsna is teaching Arjuna ... 
a 1 roya.l science• raJavidya and a 'royal mystery• raja~uhya. 

37 
2.13. 

JS 
2.27. 
While dhruvaw may only have a distant etymological 

relation to dhr in the Bhagavad Gl ta, since 1 t is a form 
which we_ saw 11i the B.g Vedi; It is useful to see 1 ts use 
in the Gita. • 
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This teaching 1s described at the very outset as related to 

dharma. It is called among other things 'righteous' 

(dharmayam) and subsequently 'religious truth 1 (dh9rmasia): 

In the 

.. 
A royal science, a royal mystery, 
a supreme purifier is thiE, 
Immediately comprehens1ble, righteous 
Easy to carry out, imperishable. 

Men who put no faith 
In this religious truth, scorcher of the foe, 
Do not attain Ma, and return 
On the path of the endless round of deaths. 

rajav1dya rajaguhyem 
pavitram 1dam uttamam 
pratyak~avagamam dharmyrun 
susukham kartum•avyayam • 

• 
a~raddadhanah purusa 
dhar~asya 1 sya paramtapa 
aprapya ma~ nivartante 
mrtyusamsaravartman1 39 

• • 
context of this portion of Krsna's teaching, the ... 

first subject of the dharri;.a which men (puru~) must give 
• I 

their faith (sraddha) is Krsna's relation to the cosmos ... 
through the purusa and the prakrt1 dimension of his nature • 

• • 
Krsna. states : 
••• 

By me is pervaded all this 
Universe, by Me in the form of the unmanifest. 
All beings rest in Me 
and I do not rest in them. 

And (yet) beings do not rest in Me: 
Behold¥~ divine mystery (or magic) 
Supporter of beings. and not resting in .Beings, 
Is my Self, that causes beings to ba. 

39 
9.2-J. 



maya tatam 1dam sarvam 
jagad avyaktam~rtina • 
matsthan1 sarvabhutan1 
na ca 'h~ te~v avasth1ta~ 

na,ca matsthani bhutani 
pasy& me yogam a1svarliI!l 
bhutabhrn na ca bhutastno 
mama •tma bhutabhavanah 40 • 

277 

Here Krsna states that 1n his unmanifest (avyakta) form he 
••• 

pervades all creation. 'lhe beings (bhutan1) in creation 
41 

•rest• 1:>r are in Krsna; Krsna is not 1n them. In the 
••• • •• 

distinction between the fact that beings are in Krsna and ... 
He is n•)t in them is to be seen the comprehensiveness of 

the 'sp~Lri t 1 • 'Th.at the macrocosm enfolds the microcosm of 

man or life in general, while not being •int it emphasizes 

the transcendence of Krsna beyond the fraction of himself 42 ••• 
which 1~~ creation. 

All of this would seem very straightforward on the 

basis of what we have already seen of the relation between the 

purusa and prakrti were it not for the fact that Krsna 
• • ... 

contradJ.cts the statements 1n 9.5. Krsna states that beings • •• 
do not rest in him and 1ns true ts Arjuna to see his yoga. 

I •I 
which he! calls 'aisvara. 1 or simply Isvara. 

40 
9.4-.5. 

41 
cf. 7.7. 
11 0n me all the (universe) is strung, 
like heaps of pearls on a string". 
may1 sarvam idam protam 
sutre manigana iva. • . . 
42 
cf. 10. 41-42. 
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'lhis cor.tradiction is intended to bring Arjuna to 
4J 

see (2J1s) or •behold' the he1rarchy of the divine form. 

Within creation and according to an either-or logic, beings 

must ellther •rest• in Krsna or Krsrta •rests• •in beings•. . . . . .. 
Che or the other ls true. However, as we have seen, within 

creati<>n experience is trapped in pols.ri ties such as 

•pleasure and pain', sukha and duhkha, or aksara. and Jrsara 
• • 

1 impe1~1anence 1 and •perma.~ence• of spirit. Y.rsna wants . . . 
Arjuna to •see' beyond the limitations of those polarities. 

,, 
Such seieing is based in faith 'sraddha.' in the certainty 

or 'ase:urance 1 of IC~sna• s own words about Himself. Those 
• • • 

words speak of His form which transcends all polarities and 
-/ _,, 

is called Isvara. In Isvs.ra he must see both that aspect 

which tranecends c1·eation and that which participates in 

creat1c1n. The relation between transcendence of and. _,, 
participation 1n is knowable in Kf~~a•s Isvara yoga. In that 

I 
connection, it will be recalled that Tsvara is one of the 

names of the purusa which is not 11m1 ted by the po1£lri ties 
• 

and contradictions of ksara and aksara. Here Arjuna must 
• 

see beyond a different set of polarities to see Krsna who is ... 
-I' 

also Isvara ard the way in which he act accordlng to yoga. 

'Ihe content of that yoga is first described in a 

very poetic way: 

43 
cf. ll.8,9. in which K1;~~a gives Arjuna a third eye 

with which to see his eternal nature. 



As constantly abides 1n the ether 
'Ibe great wind. that penetrates everywhere, 
So all beings 
Abide in Me; make sure of that (upadharaya). 

yatha 'kasasthito nityam 
vayuh sarva.trago roa.han • 
tathd sasvani bhutani 
matsthani 1 ty upadharaya 44 
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•I . 
The relationship of beings to f~~~a in the I svara ~ 1s 

compe.rable to the i-elat1onsh1p of the 'great wind' vayu and 

the •ether' which is the space within which the great wind 

blows. Both t~S wind anl the ethelj are constituents of the 

lower prakrti. As the wind blows in the ether so too, all 
• 

beings are to be understood as 1 abidj_ng in Me' ~matsthan1) 

or abiding in Krsna. To say that points to Krsna 1 s 
• • • • •• 

transcendence of the contradictory statements in 9.4 and 
-1 He resolves them in a higher synthesis of His rsvar~ loga. 

'Ihis resolution through transcendence is a certainty. Krsna ... 
states 'make sure of that' or 1 be assured' REadharaya as it 

lias pu.t in 7.6. In 7.6, Krsna. stated that "Beings spring 
• • • 46 

from 1.t (.prakrt1), All of them, be assured {.£padharaya) 

There is a direct parallelism in content between 7.6 and 9.6. 

9.6 the 

44 
9.6. 

45 
cf. 7.4. 
While in 7.~, kha is 
term is ~k~sa,·· they 

46 
7.6. 

the term for 1 ether 1 and in 
are synonyms. 
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'!he root .,/9hr conveys the assurance' that K1z~i:a•s word.s are 
• 

true and emphasizes how beings are part of His l£akrt1. All 
• 

beings are contained within His nature and maintained through 

His -I !svara yoga. Krsna states: . . . 
All beings, son of KuntI, 
Pass into My material nature 
At the end of a world-eon; them ega1n 
I send forth at the beginning of a (new) word-eon. 

Taking as base My own material-nature 
I send forth again and again 
This whole host of beings, 
Which is po~erless, by the power of (My) material 
nature. 

And me these actions do not 
Bind, Dhana~jaya, -
S1tt1ng 1n ls one s1tt1ng out 
1nd1 fferent , 
Unattached o these actions. 

(participating as one 

With Me as overseer, material nature 
Brings forth (the world of) mov1r-g and unmoving (beings}; 
By this motive-force~ son of KuntI 
'Ihe world goes arouna .• 

sarvabhutani kaunteya 
prakrtlm yanti mam1kam 
kalpaksaye punas tani 
kalpadau v1srjamy aham 

• 
prakrtim svam avast~bhya 
v1srJamf pun~h-PUDa~ 
bhQ~agrArnam lOam Kr~sham 
ava~am prakrter·vasat • • 
na ca ~am tani karman1 
n1ba.dhnant1 dha.namjaya 
udaslnavad asinam· 
asaktalil tesu karmasu . . 
maya 'dhyaksena pr~krt1h 
suyate sacarficaram • • 
hetuna•nena kaunteya 
jagad v1par1vartate 47 

47 
9.7-10. 



281 

-, 
At the specific description of his rsvara yoga, K!~~a first 

shows that prakrt1 1s the agent by which beings are taken 
• 

into his form at the end of one aeon and it is also the 

agent which sends them forth at the beginning of another. 
I 

He goes on to point out that beings are avasa or •powerless• 
I 

in themselves and it is only the power (vasa } which is 

~rakrti ,(natural powe~ which brings beings into existence 
• 

and maintains them within all the cycles. All this 1.s 

•certain' within the orderliness of creation. 

'Dlat prakrti functions to do all of this creating 
• 

and maintaining 1n the basis for all action performed within 

creation. The true nature of all action is however a yoga, 

for that is how Krsna transcends and maintains all creation. 
• • • 

'Ille way in which this divine yoga is to be understood is 

that while E_.rakrt1 functions to create beings and empower 
• 
~ 

them, Krsna or Isvara is in no way affected by those actions • 
• • • 

such actions (karma) do not 'bind' Krsna. 
••• 

R9.then the image 

of Krsna is one who is "sitting in as one sitting out" • • • 
(udasinavad asinam). 'lhat is to say the purusa enters into 

a 

pre.krti • s forms. 'Ihus purusa. is 'si tt1ng in'. But the 
• • 

purusa is also totally transcendent of the forms and act,.ve 
---;---

powers of prakrti. The contradiction is resolved in the 
• -.,.. 

'higher' fo1"ID.s of the purusa the integral forms of Isvara, 
• 

Krsna and Purusottoma. 'lhe consequence is that Krsna is 
• • • • ••• 

'unattached' (asakta) to all action. Such is certainty of th.~· 
-/ 
Isvara yoga. Such is the •royal science and royal mystery 



which is 'righteous• (dharmayam)and •religious truth' 

(~rmasya) 
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In terms of the root meaning of dharma, the content 

of the teaching in chapter nine which is twice called dharma 

and speaks of the •certainty• of the teaching conveys several 

important points. '!he orderly cyclical motion of the cosmos 

suggests the orderliness of all motion or action. The cosmos 

moves in and out of existence according to a regular pattern. 

'!hat pattern is transmitted to the forms of life in creation 

which exist within the ordered certainty of birth, death 

and re-birth. 

'Ibe comprehensiveness of Kl.•sna•s action according 
••• 

-~ to his Isvera yoga also has important implications for the 

continuity Of the i·oot meaning. We have see!l that Krsna 
48 ••• 

maintains all creation by His ojas or power. Krsna's . .. 
o.jas is used in Kf~~a's yoga. Krsna•s divine • •• function 

is fulfilled by his prakrti which is pervaded by spirit or 
• 

purusa. Yet Krsna•s yoga also means that only a fraction .. . --• -.... of his nature is in prakrti. He is Isvara which transcends 
• 

all that is in creation. This latter is .Krsna's higher form. . . . 
This 'higher• and •lower• form is comprehensive of all that is. 

'!he principle by which the integral unity of Krsna•s higher 
• • • 

and lower nature is expressed is dharma. 

'Ibis principle of dharma in the cosmology is, then, 

the term which articulates the comprehensiveness of Krsna•s action 
• • • 

and the orderliness of those actions. Most important in 

48 
15.lJ. 
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the comprehensiveness and orderliness, we find Krsna ... 
upholding all that ls. While all of this is framed in a 

different conception of what orderliness is like or what 

creative action ls like when compared to the gods' functions 

in the ,!!Lleda, that fact does not 1n any way contradict 
• 

the continuity of purpose expressed in dharma•s root 

meaning. 



CHAPTER III 

pHARMA, KRSNA AND YOGA 
••• 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In our s tud.y of dharma in the gg Veda we looked 
• 

first at the cosmology and how the gods functioned according 

to 2J:!.!. to express the truth (satla) as dharma. As a 
• 

parallel to that study we have looked at the cosmology of 

the Bhagavad Gl ta and seen that, while the structure of the 

cosmology is substantially changed, in continuity with the 

root meaning the functions of Krsna expressed by 
• • • ~ remain 

• 
to uphold the orderly relatedness of all that is. In the 

fulfillment of his dharma he pervades the cosmos as its 

creator, maintainer and destroyer and he embodies the 

totality of all that is to be k: .m. All of Krsna•s functions 
• •• 

are an expression, then, of His tr:.<. th which is His dharma. 

subsequent to our study of the cosmology of the 

Rg Veda we examined the theme of the sacrifice, yajna • 
• 
We saw that it was the creation of thegods and the ritual 

form by which man was integrated into the comprehensive 

task of upholding the orderly relatedness of all that is. 

'!he sacrifice was the very basis of the relatedness between 

the gods and man. 'Ihe parallel to that study in an 

examination of dharma in the Ehagavad G!ta is z.2M• At 

the very outset of this section of our study of dharma, 

284 
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therefore, we are confronted with a etr1king change. The 

sacr1f1cc is no longer the fundamental basis of relatedness 

but it is the object of substantial criticism within Krsna•s 
••• 

teaching. It 1s important for us, therefore~ to confront this 

transformation directly and to examine its implications for 

the continuity of the root meaning of dharma. 

'!he problem raised by the criticism of the sacrifice 

is further complicated by another, 1n some ways~even more 

confusing criticism. On the one hand we shall see that 

dharma is yoga and yet many forms of yoga are criticized as 

severely as is the sacrifice. Establishing the exact meaning 

of yoga in the Cffta is1 therefore~ a fundamental task in our 

study. It is only on the basis of the fundamental meening 

of~ that we can establish how it is an expression of 

dharma and whether that expression continues the root 

meaning. 

With regard to these issues, it is our contention that 

the shift from describing religious action 1n terms of 

sacrifice to describing it in terms of yoga was only possible 

because of an underlying continuity based on the continuing 

root meaning of dharca • We shall show that ~ is to be 

understood in terms of dharma and that yoga represents the 

un1versal1z1ng of sacrifice so that all action becomes a 

form of sacrifice and an expression of dharma. FUrthermore, 

we shall show that the ~ taught by K-t~~a 1s a universalizing 

of the yogic exercises so that all action becomes a ~ and 
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an expression of dharma. In consequence, it is our basic 

contention that yoga as the content of dharma in the 

Bhagavad Cffta 1s not only 1n direct continuity with the root 

meaning of the term established in the .B$_ Veda but the very 
• 

change from yajna to yoga is based upon that continuity. 

In order to show this continuity of the root meaning 

of dharma we will first examine Kf~qa's role as a teacher, 
_, 

a function which is a manifest example of Kf~~~s Isvara ~· 

We shall then turn to the content of the teaching on yoga 

in order to show that Krsna's yoga is the paradigm for all ... 
yogas and that in every case yoga is the expression of 

dharma and its root meaning. 

2. KRSNA: THE TEA.CHER OF DHARNA 
••• 

'lhus far we have surveyed Krsna' s eternal nature and 
••• 

seen that dharma is the principle which expresses his orderly 

an4 comprehensive action 
-; 

through his Isvara yoga. cne or 
the most important of Krsna's functions in creation is his 

••• 

teaching and while it is not in any sense fundamentally 

separate from his creating and maintaining actions, it is a 

particularly important expression of that yoga. We have 

therefore set it apart for special consideration in this 

context because the central expression of Kf~~a's teaching 

about dharma is yoga.. 
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There are several references to the fact that Krsna . . . 
considers the main subject of his discourse with Arjuna 

to be dharma. He refers to their discussion as a •colloquy 
1 

On dharmn behteen US twO I \ dharmayam SllffiVadaffi aVayoh); he . . . 
refers to the discussion of the 'royal science• rajnv1dya 

2 
as having dharma as its subject and1 of course, we have 

already referred to the fact that Krsna understands that • • . J 
his purpose in creation is to rescue dharma._ ~~~a's teaching) 

then,has dharma as its main subject and ~· as we shall 

show, is the content of what dharma means in Krsna•s teaching • . . . 
Yoga has 1 ts point and purpose w1 thin the framework of the 

meaning of dharma as a fundamental principle of creation. 

'!hat Krsna comes tnto creation to teacn the meaning ... 
of dharma is an expression of his love for his creation. 'Ihat 

--, 
Kf~:tla can love his creation and fulfill his Isvara yoga which 

requires non-attached action in all that he doe~ at the same 

time reflects the subtlty of the meaning of yoga. 
4 

knows that he acts and yet does nothing at all. 

Krsna ... 
He can 

therefore claim to le and do many thin8s in creation which 

1 
18.70. 

2 
9.2. J. 

J 
4 • 7. 8 •cf. our discussion of Arjuna's di lemma above and 

the way that he sees dhqrma as the central issue at stake, 
pp. 230 -242. 

4 
4.13. 
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appear at first to be patently contradictory. For example, 

Krsna can cla1m to be kama or passionate desire 1n 7.11 . . . -----
while at the same time teaching that ka~ ls a major power 

which threatens the possibility of acting according to yoga. 

For example, ~ is one of the three powers of the emotions 

which destroys the integrity of the conscious faculties and 
5 

perpetuates beings in the eternal, 'certain' cycles of 

rebirth. However, when Krsna claims to be kama or desire, he ... --
claims to be~ consistent with dharma: 

Mighty ot the mighty am I, too 
(Such as is) fre~ from desire and passion!· 
(So far as it is) not inconsistent with r ght 
in creatures 

[dharm~ 
I am desire, O best of Bharatas. 

balam balavata~ ca 'ham 
kamaragav1varjitam • 
dharmtiviruddho bhutesu 
kamo 'smi bharatarsaoha 6 • 

The point of Krsna being desire, aside from the fact that ... 
he 1s all things 1n creation, is to further demonstrate 

his yoga. 'llle very power which can be in opposition to yoga 

can be transformed into Krsna•s affection for all beings in 8 •.• 
creation. 'Ibis friendship is most deeply expressed in the 

teacher-pupil relationship of Krsna and Arjuna. In that ... 

5 
2.27. 

6 
7.11. 

1 
kima: eg. 2.62-64. 

8 
5.19. 

7 
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9 
relationship, Krsna is the source and object of all knowledge. 

. .. 10 
The purpose of this teaching function 1s to 'rescue' dharma 

when, in the cycles of creation, its meaning has become 

obscure and lost. H1s teaching about £.harma is the trans-

formation of kfuna into devotbn for the beings strung out by 
11 -

prakrt1 in creation. Krsna comes into that creation as a . .. • 
teacher of dharma and 'Savior' •samuddhar~' or the man who 

is his devotee. 

For them I the Sav1orfsamuddhartal 
From the sea of th'e rdtmd ofCfeatfis 
Become right soon, son of Prtha, 
When they have made their thoughts enter into Me. 

tesim aham samuddharta 
mrtyusams!ras~garat 
bnavami'nac1rat partha 
mayy avesitacetasam 12 

Here Krsna's action in creation for h1s devotee 1s to be the . . • 13 
power which literally lifts him out of {sam-ud-dhr ) of the - - ---.,.._, • 

iJ.l-18. 
10 
4. 7-8. 

11 
7.7. 
12 ' 
12.7. 

13 
'!be root"'a.m-ud-dhi which constitutes the basis for 

the term 'savior' has an important meaning when used in an 
ablative form. Monier-Williams illustrates its meanings as 
"to rescue, save, deliver from"• Other forms of the compound 
such as 'sam.uddhara• mean 'drawing out•, a meaning deeply 
connected to the whole notion of •maintaining' or ~phold1ng'. 

(con tlnued ) 
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cycles of rec1rth and death. 'Ille means by which Krsna ls • • • 14 
encountered as the savior (h£!!_) by men ls through yoga 

ln its many possible forms. Krsna, out of the power or yoga, . .. 
is the real source however, of the forms of yoga in creation 

and therefore 1 t is h1s saving action wh1c-h is expressed 1n 

the performance of any yoga at the human level. 

It is our contention then that K.r~~a, being ~ or 

desire consistent with dharma~1s the expression of prak:tt•s 

power in creation, in teaching and saving mankind. 'Ihe 

teaching is expressed by the whole Bha5avad Gita and the 

saving culminates in the vision or Krsna' s eternal nature ... 
depicted in chapter eleven of the text. ESsential to the 

present teaching, is the fact that Krsna's dhru.~mJ!. as a ... 
teacher is a function which he has performed throughout 

the cycles of time, and hence from the very beginning of the 
I 
sruti trad.1 ti on. 'lhe whole or Krsna' s teaching 1 s therefore ... 
set in a theology or tradition intended to show the eternality 

of all knowledge revealed 1n ~~d~ and continued in smrt! • 
• 

'!here are numerous ways in whioh this eternal teach~pg 

function is presented in the text. 'llle most important is 

lJ (continued) 
'!hat the root can also mean to destroy locates the conceptual 
i•elation to Krsna.•s eternal form and the cycles of creation 
which move fraii:concept1on through destruction and re-creation. 
'!hat these functions are part of Krsna•s dharma realized by 
his yoga emphasizes the nature of K:f~~s's-lordsh1p as har1. 

14 
12.8-19. 



round in Chapter Four, the yoga of knowledge .J.lifu:!ayoga. 

Krsna traces the history or his teaching: 
••• 

'lllls d1sc1pl1ne to V1vasvant 
I proclaimed; •tis eternal; 
V1vasvant told 1t to J~nu, 
Jt.ia.nu spake 1 t to IksvB.ku 

• 
'Ihus received 1n line of succession, 
The royal seers knew 1t, 
In a long covxse of time in this world this 
Discipline became lost, scorcher of the roe. 
This very same by Me to thee today 
This ancient discipline, is proclaimed. 

imam v1vasvate yogam 
proitavan aham avyayam 
v1vasvan manave praha 
manur iksvakave 'bravit 

• 
evam paramparapraptam 
imam rajar~ayo viduh 
sa ialene ha mah~t~ 
yogo nastah paramtapa 

• • • • 
sa eva yam maya te •dya 
yoga.I} proktati puratana!J 1.5 
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Here ~~~a calls his teaching yoga and claims that this 

subject has been taught by a lineage of ~ from Vivasvant 
• • 

through Ma.nu and Iksv§ku. This lineage of teachers Arjur.la . 
finds confusing, for he does not recognize that Krsna in his 

••• 

eternality is no different from the truth which is his t6ach-
16 

ing. Both are eternal (avysya) • K:~~a like Arjuna has 

passed through many births as have royal seers (raJarsala) • 
• 

15 
4.1-J. cf. 10.6, 10.lJ, lJ.4. 
16 
4.1, cf. lJ.1-17. 
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What d1st1ngu1shes Krsna from Arjuna is that he knows all • .. 17 
of his births ard knows that he is eternal. Arjuna must be 

18 
taught that eterna11ty. In presenting that teaching Krsna 

• •• 

connects the functions of his prakrt1 with the teaching of 
• 

dharma 1n creation: 

'lho unborn, tho My self 1s eternal, 
The lord of Beings 
Res ort1ng to My own material nature 
I come into being by My own mysterious power. 

For whatever Of the right rdharmasy~ 
A languishing appears, son L-Of- Ena.ra ta, 
A rising up of unright f ~~harmasyaJ 
'!hen I send Y.iYself fortff. 

For protec t1on of the good, 
And for destruction of evil-do~rs, 
To make a firm footing for the right [dharm~ 
I come into being 1n age after age. 

ajo •pi s~nn avyayatama 
bhutanam Isvaro 'pi san 
prakrtim svam adhisthaya 
sambnavfuny atmamayaya 

• 
yada - yada hi dharmasya 
glanir bhavati bharata 
abhyutthanam adharmasya 
tada 1 tmanam srjfuny aham . . 
part tranaya sM.hiinam 
v1nasaya ca duskrtain 
dharmasamsthapanirthaya 
sa~bhavam1 yuge-yuge 19 

--~----~--~~------~----
17 
of. 7.26-JO, 6.J-8, 7.18-23, lJ.17. 

18 
4.5. 

19 
4. 6-8. 
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- I 
Krsna•s eternality is focused in his atman which is Isvara • 

• • • 
'lhrough his ~rakrt1 and by the mysterious power of illusion • 
(mala). iq·~~a•s atman or soul becomes being (bhuta). 'Ihe 

condition which calls forth Krsna•s manifestation as an 
••• 

itman in creation is the decline of dharma and the 'rising up• 

of adharma. 'Ihen •·re or Krsna, sends himself forth .... 
into creation, •to make a firm footing for the right' 

(dharmasaibsthap~narthaya) • 
• 

'!here are many levels at which these references to 

dharma can be interpreted. At one level it is clear that 

the rising up of adharma refers directly to ArJuna•s description 
20 

of the confusion in his mind. It also refers to the battle 
21 

which must be fought because it is a battle about dharma. 

Arjuna's confusion cannot penetrate the mystery of how the 

battle can be in the service of dharma when it brings w1th 

it such pervasive destruction. What Arjuna needs to grasp 

is that even as the cosmos follows a cyclical pattern and 

life moves through the cycles of births, so too does 

knowledge of dharma. Dharma then refers to the whole teaching 

of the Vedas as Krsna•s own teaching in previous ages. Dharma, ••• 

as the divine revelation of Veda, follows a cycle in creation 

from clarity to confusion and renewal in the minds of men. 

21 
2.33. 



While the meaning of dharma is eternal in that it is 14"~~a, 

the source ard teacher of 1ts meaning, that eternal meaning 

1s not always perce1 ved am known. Some sa&s and men know 

dharma more olearly than others. Whether 1t is known or 

not does not change dharma's eternal presence 1n creation. 

Thus the most important level of meaning for dharma 1n these 

passages 1s to eA'J>ress the eternal1ty and hence continuity of 

dharma as part of' creation and as the symbol for the whole 

of Kf~~a's teaching from the SaII1.b1tas forwa1'd. , 
This last level of meaning 1s not without its roots 

in the P.g Veda, though there 1a clearly a new dimension to • 
its meaning. Agni brings the mantra into creation and his 

actions transmit to the ~both satya as truth and its 
•• 

•function' as dharma. That Krsna can then appropriate . . . 
dharma as a term to refer canprehensively to His truth and 

its function 1n creation is entirely consistent with earli~r 

usage. While the satya of Agni does not seem to look back 

to a previous age and revelation, in the theology of tradition 

of the Bhaaavag_ Gita we find this looking back 1s a necessity. 

EVen though this regard for earlier teachings constitutes a 

change and with it comes the shift of focus frcm sacrifice to 

~as the expression of divine and human action, those changes 

do not constitute a change in the root meaning of dharma. 
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Krsna•s insistence on the continuity of dhanna is based., not 
••• 

upon the changes in usage, but upon the purpose of H1s own 

functions in creation. Krsna•s prakrti,pervaded and trans-• . . . 
cended by purusa, functions to uphold the orderly relatedness 

• 
of all that is. Within that continuing purpose, Krsna moves ... 
into cr&ation, into that realm of contradictions and polarities 

where his truth is veiled in maya or illusion. '!here he can even 

be desire (kama) that is consistent with dharma. In doing 

so Krsna functions to maintain creation by teaching the • • • 
meaning of dharma anew when it is obscure and confusing. .Al3 

such he is the savior of all life enmeshed in the eternal 

cycles or the cosmos. This above all is Krsna•s dha.rma, ... 
His maintenance in a •fixed' form of the relatedness of all 

that is. 

J. DHARMA, KRS NA_ AND XQQ! 
••• 

'!be expressions of Krsna•s functions to teach the 
••• 

Truth which is Himself within creation are many and varied. 

To read the text and simply note each reference to 'aham' 22 ~~ • 
I I• • as it refers to Krsna•s depictions of what He does, is . .. 
to see His infinite poss1b111ties throughout eternity and 

throughout creation. Krsna states for example: 
••• 

22 
eg. J.22-24, 7.a-15, 9.16-20, 10.19-38, ll.J2, 15.13-15. 



I am the soul. Gudakesa, 
That abides in the heart of all beings; 
I am the beginning and the middle 
Of beings, and the very end too. 

Of the Adi tyas I am Visnu, 
Of lights the radiant sun. 
Of Maruts I am (the11· chief) Marlc1, 
Of stars I am the moon. 

Of Vedas I am the Eall}a Veda 
Of gods I am Vasava l Indra) 
Of sense-organs I am the thought organ, 
Of beings I am the intellect. 

aham atma gudakesa 
sarvabhutas·ayas thi tr:th 
aham adis oa madhyam·oa 
bhutanam anta eva ca 
adityanam ahaJ.!l v1~~ur 
jyot1sam t•avir ansuman 
mar!cir·marutam asm1 
naksatranam aham sa.SI . . . 
vedanam samavedo •smi 
dev'5.ns::1 ri.smi v:\s;:i.vah 
1ndr1y~n5D. mana~ ca·•smi 
bhutanam asm1 cetana. 23 

In this list of things which Krsna claims to be, he is the ... 
soul Atmau in be1ngs and he claims to have been many of the 

important deities which were encountered in our study of 

dharma in the ~ Veda. Krsna is Visnu of the Adityas; the . . . . . • 
sun, one of the important manifestations of Agni, and the 

Ma.ruts• chief. In each case Krsna is claiming to be the most ... 
important aspect. whether 1t be of a group of gods such as the 

Maruts,or the Adityas
1 

or the most important of the celestial 

stars, the sun. Similarly Krsna claims to be the Sa.mh1ta 
• • • 

23 
10.20-22. 

• 
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which is the distilled essence of the Bg Veda, the sama Veda • 
• 

latfJr in Chapter Ten, Krsna expands upon his many manifest ... 
forms as knowledge: 

or creations the beginning and the end, 
And the middle too am I, Arjuna; 
Of knowledges the knowledge of the over-soul 
I am spesich of them that speak. 

Of syllables (letters) I am the letter A, 
And the dvanda of compounds, 
None but I am immortal Time, 
I am the ordainer {creator) with faces 1n all directions. 

I am death that carries off all, 
And the origin of things that are to be; 
Of feminine entities I am Fame, FOrtune, Speech, 
Memory, Wisdom, stead.fastness, [d~tl_J Patience. 
sarganam ad1r antas ca 
madhyam cai 'va 'ham arjuna 
adhyatmavidya vidyanam 
vadah pravadatam aham. 0 

• 
ak~aranam akaro •smi 
dvandvah samasikas1a ca 
aham ev~ 'ksayah kalo 
dhata 1 ham v1svatomukhah. 

• • 
I 

mrtyuQ ~arvaharas ca_ 1 ham 
udbhavas ca bhav1syatam 
klrtih srir va.k ca narlnam 
smrt1r medha dhrit1h ksama 24 . . . . 

After claiming to be creation in all of its stages fran the 

beginning to its dissolution we find contained in Krsna•s ... 
eternal na.t.ire all knowledge and speach (vac). Krsna takes the -- ... 
form of language as letters and words. He continues in 10.J5, 

to claim to be both the sacrifical chants and the meter which 

conveys the rhythm of those chants. In essence Krsna claims 

24 
10.)2-34. 

... 
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to be all knot'4ledge that has ever been revealed and language, 

the means by which knowledge is expressed within creation. 

He is therefore both the content of revelation and the forms 

of its expression. It 1s not surprising therefore to see 

that Krsna 1s dharma • . . . 
Dharma in Krsna•s nature 1s formulated in this . . . 

instance in the context of his cla.im to be all 'feminine 

en ti ties•. As such he is fame {k1rti) and fortune {srir). -
Both of these constituents of Kr~~a•s eternal nature are very 

important both in the !Y> Veda and in the Mahabharata. In 
• 

the former, we saw that the gods bring wealth to the 

community which offers the sacrifice and fame to those great 

heros, rsls and warriors alike. In the }lahabherata the issue -.-.-
at stake is whether wealth and fortune can be achieved. by 

the use of force or whether it is realized by actions 1n 

harmony with dharma. '!hat Krsna claims to be these two ends • •• 

of human action suggests that dharma is the key to realization 

of both. 

In addition to fame s.nd for tune, Kf~??-a is Speech CyfulJ, 
the goddess in the R.g Veda 

• 
who reveals to her beloved rsi 

~ 

the -!!lntras for use in the sacrifice. '!hat Krsna. ls the ... 
revealer of truth in speeoh in the Bhagavad Gita reflects 

the continuity of this function of the goddess. '!hat continuity 

is given explict confirmation in the fact that Krsna is • smrti •, . . . 
• 
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the recollection of the original revelation made known by the 

goddess. 

In addition, Krsna is intelligence or •wisdom• (medha), ... 
dhrt1 or •steadfastness• and finally 'patience' (ksama). '!hat 

• 
K.rsna•s wisdom produces both speech and recollection as manifest ... 
forms or that Krsna is •patient' as the cycles of the cosmos . . . 
and life follow their eternal motion seem to be entirely 

obvious aspects of Krsna 1 snature. What is important for our . . . 
concern however, is that Krsna is 1 steadfast 1 dhrti, 

• • • 
and 

• 
that this usage of the root yl'dhr is a man1fes t form of his 

• 
existence in creation. 

Ihrti is one of the more frequently used forms of 
• 

the root /'d~ in the Bh~~ad GI ta. We find> for example, 

that it is used in chapter thirteen as a constituent of the 

'field' (k~etrJ. 
'!he gross elements, the I-faculty, 
The consciousness, and the unmanifast, 
The senses ten and one, 
And the five objects on which the senses (of perception) 
play, 

Desire, loathing, pleasure, pain 
Association, intellect, steadfastness, rdhrt~ 
This in brief as the Field \..: • 
Is described, with its modifications. 

ma.habhutany ahamkaro 
buddhir avyaktam eva ca 
1ndr1yani dasa1 'ka.m ca 
panca ce 'ndr1yagocarah 

• 



1cchi dv~~a~ sukha~ du~kha~ 
samghatas c~tana dhrt1h 
etat ksetram samasena. • 
savikaram udahrtam 25 • 

The 'field' described 1n verso 13.5 includes the major 
26 
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constituents of lower, and higher e£_~rt1. In lJ.6, we find 
• 

reference to the •mod1ficat1ons•, savikara. 'lhe 'mod.1ficat1ons• 
27 

are •experiences• caused by the purusa as it pervades prakrti. 
• • 

Thus the experiences of desire and loathing, or pleasure and 

pain modify faculties of prakrt1 and their capacity to know 
• 

the true nature of things. In particular these modifications 

obscure the patterns of 'association' {samghata~ or the . 
relatedness of all of the constitutents of Erakrti with the 

• 
result that the £!.1 or 'intellect• cannot discriminate 

between, for example, desire or ~ and desire wh,_ch is 

consistent with dharma. Finally, the •modifications• can 

obscure the meaning or knowledge of •dhrti• or •steadfastness•. 

Dhrt1 as pa.rt of the 'field• and the modifications, is a 
• 

constituent of Erakrti. It is not clear however, 1n this 
• 

context,what role ~h~t1 plays 1n the •field• or body and the 

•modifications' which occUl• in experience. 

our contention 1s that dhrti refers to the capacity 
• 

for and the experience of yoga. It 1s one of the •feminine 

entities• which are pal.•t of Krsna•s eternal nature and a ... 
23 
lJ. 5-6. 

26 
of. lJ.19. 
27 
cf. 13.20. 
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constituent of Kr~~a's prakrti. It is one fundamental 
• 

characteristic of Krsna•s mode of being within creation ... 
~ 

through his Isvara ~· For example, Krsna describes the 
••• 

•agent•-(kartr)wh1ch functions in creation pervaded by the 

power (guna) of sa.ttva as •steadfast•: 
• 

Free fran attachment, not talking of himself, 
Full of steadfastness [d~rffl and energy, 
Unchanged in success or ta ure, 
Such an agent is called one of goodness. 

mukta sango •naha.qivadl 
dhrtyutsahasamanv1taQ 
siddhyas1ddhyor nirvikarab 
karta sAttvika ucyate 28 

Dhrti refers to the. capacity to act in such a way that one 
• 

is free fran attachment. Such an action is knowable in that 

there is no •self' which is known to be the 'agent' performing 

the action. Therefore whatever the results of the action, the 

agent remains •unchanged•. This depiction of the 'agent' in 
-, 

action corresponds to the description both of the Isvara 

yoga by which Krsna maintains the cosmos and of the way in - ... 
which action must be done by persons according to~ within 

creation. More important than other characteristics of yoga 

is the fact that it 1s the form of acting 1n creation which 

is the expression of dharma and, consequently, the expression 

of harmony w1 th the di vine yogi , 14"~~a. 

28 
18.26. cf. 18.26-27 for the ta.mas and rajas 

forms of dhrti. 
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our task then must be to analyze the way in which 

these usages of dhr 
--;-

connect the r6va.ra ~ of Kf~r:a and 

the performance of action according to yoga on the part of 

persons within c1•eation. 

Kl.·sna first introduces his discussion of yoga by . . . 
distir.gu1sh1ng it as a topic from tte first theme of his 

29 
teaching, the eternality of the soul, called samkhya. 

Simkhya in the flhag~ad Glta seems to refer to the essential 
I 

knowledge which the faculty of integration, the buddhi 

requires 1n order to know the true nai:ul:19 of the divine. Yoga 

1s to be understood as the compliment of that knowledge in the 

form of action, and is equally essential in order for the 

buddh1 to know the di vine. 

'lhis has been declared to thee (that is found) 
in Reason - method, 
'Ih1.s mental attitude: but hear this in Discipline -
method, 
Disciplined with which mantal attitude, son of Prtha 
'lhou shalt get rid of the bondage to action. • 

e~a te bh1h1ta sa~hy~ 
buddhir yoge tv imam srnu 
buddhya yukto yaya partha 
karma. bcindham prahasyas1. JO 

• 
The combination of s~hya and m appropriated by the 

faculty of integration (buddn1) ls the basis, assures Krsna, 
••• 

for the throwing off of the •bondage to action• karma b.andha. 

29 
cf. lJ.19. 

JO 
2.39. 
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'!his assertion of the power of knowledge and ~ is 

emphasized in the next verse, in the context of which) yoga 

1s 1dent1f1ed as dharma: 

In it there la no loss of a start once made, 
Nor does any reverse occur; 
Even a 11 ttle of this duty cdharmasy~ 
Saves from grea. t danger. 

ne 'ha 'bh1kramana~o •st1 
pratyavayo na vidyate 
svalpam apy asya dharmasya 
trayate mahato bhayat Jl 

The power of dharma as yoga 1s great. Ch the one hand the 

yok1ng of the faculty of integration (buddhl!, illkto) is such 

that it gets 1 r1d of the bondage to action' and on the other 

hand it •saves from great danger•. The exact meaning of these 

two expressions of the power of dharma as yoga is not made 

clear in these two references, though the faculty which ls 

critical 1n the realization of the effects - the buddh1 - ls 

indicated and 1n the next verse descr1bod in its two modes. 

The two modes of the buddh1 or the faculty of integration 

are 1 ts na. ture when yoked (l_u..lcta) by yoga or 1 ts nature when 

not yoked. 

The mental attitude [bfddhij whose nature is resolution 
Is but one in this wor d, son of Kuru; 
For mall.)"-branched and endless 
Are the mental attitudes [puddh~ of the 1rresolutee 

vyavasayatmika buddhir 
eke 'ha kurunandana 
bahusakha hy anantas oa 
buddhayo •vyavasayinam 32 

31 
2.40. 

32 
2.41. 
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When the faculty of integration ls •resolute• (yyavasayatm1kal 

then its mode is singular, eka. 'Ihis 1s the characteristic --
of a yoked ~ddh~. By way of contrast, when the buddh1 1s 

•11.•1•esolute• (avravasiiyina) it 1s 1 Iila.ny branched and endless' 

(bahu~akha tiz ananta~ £!!.)• This corresponds to the unyoked 

faculty. 

The 'irresolute• mode of the buddh1 1s dominated by 

kama or desire which is not in harmony with dharma. '!he 

expression of this mode of the buddhi 1s the quest to 
33 

achieve goals. By way of contrast, in the •resolute• or 

yoked mode of the buddhi the connection is severed between 

an act and its consequence: 

Cl1 action alone be thy interest, 
1-;ever on its fru1 ts; 
Let not the fruits of action be thy motive, 
Nor be thy attachment to inaction. 

karmany eva 1 dhikaras te 
ma phalesu kadacana 
ma karma

0

phalahetur bhur 
ma te sailgo •stv akarmani 34 • 

The severance of the connection between actions and the •fruits• 

or goals of action is an essential characteristic of yoga and 

the oneness of the buddhi. 
-, 

'!his is reflected in Krsna's Isvara 
• •• 

yoga. v,•sna acts through his nrakrt1 and yet knows himself .""'. • 35 .c..:... • 

not to act at all. As such Krsna is dhrt1 or steadfast • 

33 
2.4J. 

~~47 
35 
cf. 5.8-9, 4.13-14. 

. . . 
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Similarly. the emphasis in the yoga of the buddh1 is that 
J6 

action is imperative. No person can live and not act. 

'!he focus or attention therefore must be simply on the per­

formance of action without thought for the goals or fruits 

of action. in order to embody the •steadfastness' characteristic 

of Krsna • • • • 
'lhe locus for this realization of •steadfastness' 

through yoga is the buddhi. According to the three powers - --
of IU:akrti, or ~unas. sattva. rajas and tam.as, the buddhi 

• 7 • 
has three types of existence. Of those,sattva is yoked 

through yoga and is therefore 1 dhrti' or •steafast' while 

lower on the scale of steadfastness are the two modes of the 

unyoked or •irresolute• buddhi. 

'lhe distinction of intelligence [buddh!J and of 
firmness [dhrt~, also, 
'Ihreefold acco1:cling to the Strands, hear 
Fully expounded 
In their several forms, Dhanamjaya • 

• 
Activity and cessation from it, 
'lh1ngs to be done and not to be done, danger and 
security, 
Bondage and release, that which knows these 
Is the intelligence that 1s of goodness ~attv~ 
son of Prtha • 

• 
Whereby right and unright [dharman adha.rmam\ 
.And things to be done and not to be done, --:I 
AJ.•e understood incorrectly, 
That intelligence [buddhtj son of f!tha is of passion. 

Right as unr1ght what ~dh.9.rmam dharmamJ 
Conceives. obscured by arltnes~, 
.And all things contrary (to the truth), 
'lba t intelligence ~uddh~ son of Prtha, is of darkness. 

j~5 
37 
cf. Note 18 in "Dharma, Krsna ani the Cosmos" above 

for a d1souss1on of each gun1!_, above' p.260, ~lso 230-242 
• 



I 
buddher bhedam dhrtes ca1 •va . . " gunatas tr1v1dham srnu 

• - I • • • procyaman9.ID. ase~e~a 
prthaktvena dhanamjaya 

• • 

pravrtt1m ca n1vrtt1m ca 
karyru..arye bhayabhaye 
bandham moksam ca ya vetti 
buddh1n sa partha sattv1kI 

• 

yaya dharmam adharmam ca 
karyam ca'karyam eva"ca 
ayathivat prajanati _ 
buddhih Sa partha rajasi 

• 
adharmam dharmam 1 t1 ya 
manyate"tamasa'vrta / 
sarvar.than vipa.i-1 tams ca 
buddhih sa partha tamas! 38 . 
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In this account, the modes of the buddhi under the classific­

ations (bheda) of the three 6unas are outlined showing the 
• 

effects of each ~ on the •steadfastness• dhrti of the 
• • 

faculty of integration. In the sattv_!! classification, the 

buddhi is ~teadfast and therefore •resolute•. In th1s state 
39 

of •oneness• (ek2} , the buddh1 can discriminate between the 

polarities of "activity and cessation", nthings to be done 

and not to be done, danger and security, bondage and release". 

Buch discrimination corresponds to the ability outlined 1n 

2.47 to act without concern for the fruits of action. It 

also corresponds to the assertion that to act according to 
40 

yoga saves from the 'danger' of rebirth and the ~ondage to 

)B 
18.29-)2. 

39 
cf. 2.41. 
40 
2.40. 
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41 
action• • Most important, in its sattva mode the faculty 

of integration discr1mnates between that which leads to 

'bond.age• (bandha) and that which le~ds to moksa or release 
• 

from bondage. E9sentially. this last discrimination refers 

to the knowledge that Krsna does all action through Erakrt1 
• • • • ,,, 

and Isvai·a yoga. such knowledge is oneness of the buddh1 in 

the atman which is Kr~na. . . . 
'!his capacity to discriminate between the polar1t1es 

of experience rests upon the discipline of yoga as the means 

to realize •steadfastness•: 

'!he firmness @.hrtyaj with which one holds fast \ghar-
ay:ateJ • 
'lhe activities of the mind. life-breaths, and senses, 
And which 1s unswerving in discipline, 
'!hat firmness is of goodness. son of Prtha • 

dhrtya yaya dh.8.rayate 
manahpranendriyakriyah 
yogena ivyabhicarinya 
dhrtih sa partha sattv1kl 42 . . 

• 

Here dhrti is described as the holding fast (dharayate) 
• 

of the functions of the mind, prana or breath and the senses 
• 

according to yoga. The two uses 1n 18.JJ of ~ emphasizes 
• 

the connection between the buddhi, its capacity to be 

singular (eka} in the face of the multitude of act1v1t1ec and 

experiences of the mind and senses. '!hat capac1 ty for oneness 

is realized by yoga and the consummation of being and acting 

in harmony w1 th dherraa. and 1'rs.na • . . 
41 
2.39. 

42 
18.JJ. 



'lhe fact that puddh1 yoga 1s the performance of 

dharma is elaborated further in the description of rnJas 

JOB 

and ~.~ effects on the buddh1. In both instances the buddhi 

is incapable of discriminating what action is consistent wlth 

dharma and what is not. In the case of each e;~m, there is 
• 

a hierarchy of knowledge and powers to effect the state of 

the buddhi. Sa ttva is the highest in that 1 t establishes 

the harmony of the person w1th the dharma and yoga of Krsna. -- ... 
Below it is rajas and below that is ta.mas, ·each of which 

is 1 lower 1 on the scale of knowledge and capacity for 

integration. 'Ihus, the buddhi when it is dominated by the 

power of £a.J.a~ cannot distinguish what is dha.rma and what is 

not dharma correctly. Therefore it is impossible to know 

what 1s to be done and what is not to be done. As a result, 

action is performed with goals or 'fruits' in mind. Buch 

'fruits• can even include dharma: 

But when to re11gion rdharm~~1ove ckamii}and wealthI:arth~ 
With firmness he hold§: fast dharaya~ Arjuna 
With attachment, desirous of he fruits, 
'Iha t firmness [ dh!·t1J is of passion, son of P;tha. 

yaya tu dhexmakamarthan 
dhrtya dharayate 'rjuna 
prasangena phalakanksi 
dhrtih sa partha raJasl 43 . . 
43 
18.34. 
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Dharma here has two levels of meaning. en the one 

hand there is the dharma which is yoga. the highest form of 

action realized by a ~9Jl!. which is sattva. lhis ~~ 

integrates the yogi into the eternal nature of Krsna • • • 

because he knows that all action is accomplished by Krsna•s ... 
prakrti and not by a self. A second level of meaning for 

• 
dharma is the performance of actions - including dharma acts -

but not as a yoga. This refers to the performance of the 
44 

sacrifice according to the Sa.m.hitas or to the performance 
45 • 

of tapas, or forms of yogic action with a view to achieving 

results. An illustration of such actions ls the necessity 
46 

to perform one's birth-determined varna dh~ • !hese 
• 

actions however can be performed either as a yoga or as a 

simple duty. Without yoga all of these actions are 

performed under the power of raJa.s and therefore do not sav·e 

the actor from continued existence in the cycles of rebirth. 

Both the dh~ performed under the power of sattva 

and the dharma. performed under raja.s >however> are understood 

to be forms of dharma. Actions performed by the buddhi of 

a!:akrt1 when dominated by the power of tam.as however, are 
• 

44 
9.21. 

45 
17.18. 

46 
cf. 2.31,33,3.35. 18.40-45. 



steadfast 1n their opposition to <!h.~· Dharma becomes 

adharma. and dhrti or steadfastness is lost 1n confusion: 
• 

Whereby sleep, fear, sorrow, 
Despondency, and pride, 
'Ihe foolish man does not let go, 
'lhat firmness is of darkness, son of Prtha. 

yaya svapnam bhayam sokam ... . . . 
visadam madam eva ca . . ... 
na v1mun.cati durmedha 
dhrt1h sa partha tamasl 47 • • 
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Here there rematns a form of •steadfastness' or firmness, but 
48 

1t 1s such that vi~ada or despondency and arrogance (~) 
• 

among other things result in actions 1'hich are positively 

opposed to dhe.rma, hence are called adharma. --
The hierarchical structure of the relationships 

between the faculty of integration (buddh1) and yoga as 

dharma is critical in order to understand Krsna's crit1c1sms . . . 
of the sacrifice and yoga exercise or ascetic practices like 

tapas. In the case of each of these types of action, Krsna . .. 
is critical, not of the forms of action as sueh, but of the 

motivation which lies behind the performance of the act. 'Ille 

buddhi functions in human consciousness to integrate know­

ledge and action. Buddhi yoga is a form of knowledge (srumthy~, 
• 

and action, yoga, which· yokes the buddhi so that lt is 

singular {~) in its focus and can therefore function 1n 

action while knowing that no action is really done outside 

7 
18.35. 

48 
Arjuna•s depress1on(v1slda)in 1.28. 

• 
cf. 
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of :erakrti • The meaning of this yoga is therefore not 
• 

limited to any specific act such as the sacrifice, yoga 

Bather, Krsna is establishing a ... 
meaning for yoga and hence dharma which is modeled on his 
-~ Isvara yoga. This yoga as dharma is universal in its 

implications for it comprehends all action done in creation. 

Within the universal yoga as dharma. all actions are 

accomplished without thought for the fruits or results of 

the action performed. If therefore the sacrifioe is enacted 

with a view to achieving certain forms of merit then it is 

not an act accomplished by a yoked faculty of integration 

under the power of the sattva guna. It is confused ful-
• 

fillment of dharrua, subject to rajas or tam~s. 

Consider for example the fact that dharma is used 

as the name for the complex of the vedlc literature and the 

sacrificial ritual in the Gita. 'Ihis use of dharma is 

entirely consistent with K.t·sna•s own claims to be both the 
••• 

source and object of all knowledge and all action. Vedic 

knowledge and sacrificial action are characteristic of 

created existence and a product of Krsna's prakrti. The 
• • • • 

sacrifice is therefore an expression of dharma irrespective 

of whether or not 1t is fulfilled as a yoga. 

Because the sacrifice and the Sa.mhitas are Krsna 1 s 
• ... 

creation and because they are dharma. the sacrifice and Veda 
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are always powerful. When the sacrifice is performed under 

the power of the raj~ auna it still produces limited 
• 

results, but those results must be interpreted in the h1er8.l~chy 

of dharma and its relation to yoga. 

'Jhe three-Veda-men, soma-drinkers, purified of sin, Me 
With ri tua.l worship worDhipp1ng, seek to go to heaven; 
They, attaining the mer1 torious world of the I.ol'd of 
the gods (Indra), 
Taste ln the sky the divine enjoyments of tne gods. 

'!hey, after enjoying the expansive world of heaven, 
When their merit 1s exhausted, enter the world of 
mortals, 
'!hus confonning to the religion dharma. of the 
three Vedas, 
Men who lust after desires get that which comes and 
goes. 

traividya mam somapah putapapa 
yajnair istv~ svargatim prarthayante 
te pu~yam·~sadya surendralokam 
a6nant1 divyan div1 devabhogan 

te_t~ bhuktva svargalokaip.,vl~ala.1!1 
ksine punye martyaloka.m visant1 evam tray!dharmam anuprapa.nna 
gat~gatam kamakama labhante 49 

• 

Here, the sacrifice as ~~produces as its fruit, 'the 

meritorious world of the lord of the gods 1
1 because the 

sacrificer offers the rite under the influence of kam.a., or 

desire. 'Ih1s 1s not the kama which is consistent with 

dharma noted above,though, on the other hand, it 1s not an 

act which is positively adha.rmwl!. or against dharma. 

49 
9.20-21. 
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'!he offering of the sacrifice is consistent with 

dharma, but 1 t 1s not the highest expression of dharma 

because the rite is offered with a view to achieving results. 

Such motivation locks the actor in the cycles of the cosmos 

and rebirth. By contrast, as we have already seena dharma 

as buddh1 yoga under the sattva guna results in actions which 
• 

bring releas~ from the cycles and eternal union with Krsna 
••• 

because the karma-yogi knows that only Krsna acts. ... 
It is clear therefore that the sacrifice remains an 

entirely legitimate ritual act within Krsna•s teaching. It 
' . . . 

remains, however, 1n two forms. First 1t is the sacrificial 

r1te, which, as a form of action, remains rooted 1n prakr~ 
• 

and the power of the guna~. thder the powers of both ~!.£. 
• 

and rajas. the sacrifice remains dharma even though, when 

performed under the power of rajas guna, the sacr1f ice brings 
• 

results which remain within the cyclical movements of creation. 

More important however, for our purposes, is the 

second form 111 which the sacrifice remains an integral and 

fundamental part or the teaching of Krsna. '!he sacrificial ... 
rite is the symbol of non-attached action. It is therefore 

the basis for the universal yoga. The sacrifice, as we saw 

1t in our study of the .fig Veda, was grounded in dharm~ and 
• 

clearly separated. the necessity of action and the •fruits• 

which came to the comm.unity. The sacrifice called the gods 
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to the rite, offered them Soma the sacr1f1c1al food and in 

return the gods brought to the vedic community offspi•ing, 

wealth, power and great heroes. The results of action were 

understood as gifts from the gods and in no sense were they 

seen to ar1s~ simply from human action. At the symbolic level 

within the §hagavad Gita, therefore, this basic separation 

of act and results is extended to apply to all action. Every 

act becomes a sacrifice in the fulfillment ot dharma as yoga. 

our interest is primarily 1n the way in which this 

second dimension of sacrifice is developed in Krsna•s 
••• 

teaching. It constitutes a significant change in the 

meaning of the sacrifice. The change involves a movement 

from ritual pattern of action which was performed by the 

Vedic comIDunity among other actions, to an interpretation of 

all action as a sacrifice. In the vedic context the sacrif1ce 

was the pattern of actions which established the ved1c community 

in the framework of dha.rma. We must now see whether the 

symbolic meaning of the sacrifice performs the same function 

w1 thin the teaching of the £hagavad GI ta. 
The principle of the sacrifice and the way in which 

it is universalized is outlined in Krsna•s account of the origin ... 
and nature of the sacrifice. Krsna states that the sacrif.1ce 

••• 

was begun by Prajapati, the lord of Creatures, a god who is a 
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.so 
manifestation of Krsna in previous times. 'Ihe fact that 

••• 
the sacrifice was founded by a god is consistent with the 

principle which we saw in our study of the founding of the 

sacrifice in the Rg Veda. Another expression of continuity 
• 

is the fact that the gods who receive the sacrifice when it 

1s offered are responsible for bringing the results of the 

sacrifice. Kf~qa quotes Prajapati as he describes these facets 

of the sacrifice: 

After creating creatures along with (rites of) worship, 
Prajapat1 (the Creator) said of old: 
By this ye shall procreai:Byourselves­
I.et this be you1• Cow-of-wishes. 

With this prosper ye the gods, 
And let the gods prosper you: 
(Thus) prospering one the other, 
Ye shall attain the highest welfare. 

For desired enjoyments to you the go:is 
Will give, prospered by worship: 
Without giving to them, their gifts 
Who so enjoys, is nothing but a thief. 

sahayajna~ praja~ sr~tva 
puro'vaca prajapatih 
anena prasavi~yadhvam 
esa vo •stv istakamadhuk . . . 
devan bhavayata 'nena 
te deva bhavayantu va~ 
P.arasparam bhavayantah " . . 
sreya~ param avapsyatha 

1~~an bhogan h1 vo deva 
dasyante yajnabhavitah 
ta1r dattan apradayai.'bhyo 
yo bhunkte stena eva sah 51 

• 

.50 
ll.J9. 

j710-12. 
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Prajapat1 is the creator of creatures and the sacrifice. 

By the sacrifice, Prajapati states, creatures can procreate 

themselves. F\lrthermore, the sacrifice is the means to 

realize all wishes or purposes. By worshiping the gods through 

the sacrifice the gods will bring prosperity and the 1 highest 

welfare'. 

'!he point is that the sacrifice and the gods are 

depicted as the means by which procreation, and prosperity 

are achieved. It is not just the individual act of sexual 

union which results in offspring. Nor is it jus~ for another 

example, the act of the warrior who conquors enemies and gains 

their possessions. With those actions ~ the sacr1f1ce, 

it is the gods who bring results. It is not a reflection 

of the lack of knowledge that sexual union is requ1~ed for 

procreation or th~t a warrior must conquor enemies by his 

skill in battle, that lies behind this conception of the 

purpose of the sacrifice. Rather it 1s a reflection of a 

knowledge about the limited capacity of human actions to 

bring desired results. Actions can have many kinds of results. 

Sexual union need not bring offspring. Battles can be lost~ 

In either case, the realization of results is not a direct 

consequence of the act(s) performed and the motive which 

inspires them. Bather, consequences of actions are understood 

in the Bg Veda as gifts from the gods based upon the performance 
• 
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or the sacrifice. 

Similarly not to perform the dharma of the sacrifice 

is to believe that human actions and skills are sufficient to 

achieve results. According to Prajapati - Krsna, such a 
• • • 

belief makes one a thief who steals the gifts of the gods in 

creation. A thief is, in the hierarchy of dharma as yoga, 

the man who acts under the power of tamas against dharma 

because he arrogantly assumes that he, not the gods or Krsna, 
••• 

accomplishes all that he does and receives. 

'!be essential point about the sacrifice is, therefore, 

that an act or a skill is rut onefactor 1n bringing about desired 

results. '!he sacrifice mediates human motives and desires to 

the gods who are responsible for bringing wealth, power and 

conquest, ·to mention only a few of the gifts, to those who 

offer the rite. '!he sacrifice was the sign of harmony with 

the powers of the cosmos in its truth (satya) and its function­

ing (dharmal, exactly as it was in the &; Veda • 
• 

At the very heart of this depiction of sacrificial 

action is a profound conceptual continuity from the Bg Veda • 
• 

Just as the god-s and the sacrifice were understood to mediate 

between the sacrifice and its results in the fig Veda 1 so too, 
• 

in the Bhagavad Gita, it is Krsna who, in the performance of 
••• 

-I' 
his Isvara yoga and dharma, accomplishes all action and brings 

52 
all results. To know that ls to see Krsna as Prajapati, to 

• • • 
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53 
see that Krsna 1s the Veda and the sacrifice, ... -- and to see 

54 
that it 1s Krsna who will act to destroy the Kauravas • • • • 
To know this is also to know that Krsna is the one who, . . . 
according to his dharma and dhrti, steadfastness, does not 

• 
act at all. 

_, 
Such is I(f~~a's Isvara yoga and his dharma as 

the upholder of the orderly relatedness of all that is. 

is the essence of the In doing this dharma, Krsna 55 -- ••• 
sacr1f1c~ adh1vaJna, and he is also 

, 56 
the •recipient and lord' 

of 1 all acts of worship' • As Brahman, Krsna is all aspects 
••• 

of the sacrifice: 

The (sacrificial) presentation ls Brahman; Brahman 1s 
the oblation; 
In the (sacrificial) fire of Brahman it 1s poured by 
Brahman; 
Just to Bl0ahman must he go, 
Being concentrated. upon the (sacrificial) action 
that is B1•ahman. 

brahma •rpanam brahma hav1r 
trah!llagnau orahmana hutam 
brahl!'l.a1 'va tena gantavyam 
brahmakarmasamadh1na 57• 

53 
10.32.35. 

54 
11.26-27. 

55 
8.4. 

56 
9.24. 

57 
4.24. 
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While being all of these aspects of the sacrifice, iq·~~a 

knows that he does not act at all. Thus as Krsna developes 
••• 

the essential separation of motive and action established in 

the Rg Vedic conception of the sacrifice, it 1s transformed. 
• 

into the universal form of action performed by his E,!akrti • 
• 

As Krsna is the source of creation and the doer of all action • • • 
within creation he accomplishes all of that without any 

attachment to his action. Krsna knows that Erakr!l and the 
• • • • 

gunas do all that is done while he does no act at all. Krsna 
• ... 

therefore embodies the essential prine1ple of the sacrifice 

and universalizes that principle into yoga. 

Within this un1versal1zation of the sacrifice into 

yoga, we find that the basis of both the original conception 

from the Hg Veda and the universal sacrifice is based upon 
• 

the continuity of the root meaning of dharma. 
•1 

In the Isvara 

yoga of iq·~~a we find the complement of the function of the 

gods according to dharma. The gods established the sacrifice, 

travelled to it and accepted the offering of the sacrificers. 

In response to the offering the gods moved along the orderly 

pathways of rta to sustain the cosmos, bring offspring to all .---
forms of life, or bring wealth, power, conquest and great 

heroes to the community. All of this exp1·essed 'the manifold 

forms of upholding the orQerly relatedness of all th!it1s. K.rsna 
••• 

now does all that the vedic gods did through the inherent 
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necessity of Erakrti to act to create all that is and sustain 
• 

1t in its orderly cyclical patterns. Krsna is the teacher 
••• 

who reveals knowledge, which is P~s nature, to his friends in 

creation. In doing all of this. he fulfills his dharma, the 

essential purpose of which is to uphold the orderly relatedness 

Of all the. t is. 

ih.c continuity of the root meaning of dharma is expressed 

1n Krsna•s teaching about the sacrifice in two forms. First, 
••• 

1t is expressed at the level of purpose. 'Ihe universalizatlon 

of sacrifice into yoga remains the mode by which men part!ci­

pa te in the truth or knowledge of the divine through their 

actions. 'Ihe extension of the fulfillment of that purpose from 

the performance of ritual acts to all action in no way alters 

the meaning of either the sacrifice or of~~ All action 

is to uphold the orderly relatedness of all that is. 'Illus 

while there is the change of meaning from the specific ritual 

act as dharma to the cooiprehensi veness , of all ac t1on as a 

sacrifice, the change is based upon an essential underlying 

continuity of meaning both of the sacrifice and dharma. 

Within the discussion of the sacrifice the central 

focus 1s on karma or action. 'Ihe sacrifice, yajna,_is karma, 

an act. In the universalization of the sacrifice the ritual, 

as a specific set of act1ons)becomes a symbol for all action 

done as a yoga. This emphasis on action is characteristic 

of the discussion of the sacrifice and is crucial to understand 
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buddh1 yoga as dhar.ma. In the yog1 who has withdrawn from 

society and from the sacrifice, who sits rapt in meditation 

and who 1s the embodiment of stillness and inaction, we have 

an important image which complements the emphasis on karma 

from the discussion of the sacrifice. 

L1.ke the sacrific~. yoga can be done in such a way 

that it is thought to be renunciation of all action or 1t 

can be done as a form of buddh1 ~· To think that 1t 1s 

poss1 ble to renounce all a.ction is a delusion comparable to 

thinking that no sacrifice 1s necessary. In the same way 

that it 1s necessary to know that all action is a sacr1r1ce, 

it is necessary to know that one does not act: 

'I am (1n ?ffeQt) doing noth1~ ' - so 
The d1sc1p11neu. man should think, knowing tha t1•uth, 
When he Fe.es,- hears, touches, smells, 
ea ts, walks , brea. thes, 

Talks, evacuates, grasps, 
Opens and shuts his eyes; 
'The senses (only) on the objects of the sense 
Are operating' - holding fast to this thought ~hara~~· 
nai •va kimcit karoml •ti 
yukto manycta tattvav1t 

I ~ ' I - 1 pasyau srnvan sprsan j ghrann 
I • • • "" / asnan gacchrui svapan svasan 

pralapan v1srjan grhnann 
um1san n1m1sann api • 
ind.r1yan1 'i1driyarthesu 
vartanta 1ti dharayan· 58 

In this passage, the root '9,hr, conveys the necessity to 
• 

'hold (ingJ fast to this thought' ~haraia~, that one does 

nothing in the midst of all of the activities of the body. 

5 
5.8-9. 
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'lhe ,;1og1 rapt 1n meditation stands as the image of 'doing 

nothing• and the sacrifice stands as the image of the necessity 

to contin~e to actft Together the two images combine to convey 

the essential meaning of buddhi ~ and hence the content 

of~~· 

Within the context of the double necessity to act and 

yet know that one does not act at all, the ~ embodies 

the principle of the knowledge of inaction: 

~t the disciplined man ever discipline 
Himself, abiding in a secret place, 
Solitary, restraining his thoughts and soul, 
Free from aspirations and without possessions. 

In a clean place establishing 
A steady seat for himself, 
Taat is neither too high nor too low, 
covered with a cloth, a skin, and kusa-grass, 

There fixing the thought-organ on a s1r1gle object, 
Restraining the activity of his mind and senses, 
Sitting of the seat, let him practise 
Discipline unto self-purification. 

Even body, head, and neck 
holding (dharayann) motionless, (keeping himself) steady, 
Gazing at the tip of his own nose, 
And not looking in any direction, 

With tranquil soul, rid of fear, 
Abiding 1n the vow of chastity, 
Controlling the m1nd, his thoughts on Me, 
I.et him s! t d.1sc1pl1ne d, absorbed 1n Me. 

yogI yunJ1ta satatam 
atmanam rahas1 sth1tah 
eka.kl yat~cittatma • 
niraslr apar1grahah 

• 



iucau de~e pratisthapya 
sthiram asanam atmanah 
na •tyucchritam na'tinicam 
oailaj1nakusottaram • 

tatra1 'kagra.m manah krtva 
yatacittendr1yakriyah • 

1 "' - ... a.d upav sya •sane yunjya 
yogam a tmav1~ud.dhaye 

I -samam kayas1rogrivam 
dharayann acalrup sthlrah 
SalJlJ);ek~ya nasikagram SVain 
d1sa~ cB>navalokayan• • 

prasantatma v1gatabhir 
brahmacarivrate sth1t!'lh 
manah samyamya maco1tto 
yukta as1ta matparah 59 • 

In this dep1ct1on of the yogi in the midst of meditation 
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we find that the root ~hr is used to convey the way in which 
• 

he must hold his body motionless 1n the midst of concentrated 

m~ditation. At the same time, in the stillness of conte~plat1on 

which brings tranquility of soul (prasantitma), the liberation 

from fear (vi.gatabhlr), and control of the mind {manas ), we 

find this yogic meditation ultimately brings union with Krsna. . . . 
'!he though ts of the yogi are c oncen tra ted on K:~:r:a and he is 

yoked (zuktva.) and •absorbed in Y.ie• (asita mate~). The 

image of the motionlessness of the yogi 1s the expression 1n 
-1 creation of Krsna•s self-knowledgo in which, by his Isvara 

••• 

yoga, he knows that he acts to maintain all beings while the 

purusa knows that no action is done. '!he yoga exercise 1s 
• 

therefore both the image of the purusa's pervasive presence 

59 
6.10-14. 

• 



in creation and an 1nd1spens1ble expression of an action 

consistent with dharma. Possessing the knowledge of the 

itman or soul in harmony with iq-~i:a, ~~as yoga is 

established, so that one is motionless in action. 

Yoga exercise is therefore a pattern or acting 

entirely consistent with buddhiyoga and dharma. '!his is 

not to suggest, however, that yoga exercises cannot be a 

324 

formof delusion for. understanding action. Illustrative of the 

potential for delusion in such exercises is the analysis of 

tapas m en extreme :ftrm of asceticism. Such exercises are 

conditioned in their appropriaten~ss by the state of the 

buddhi which controls the motivation for doing action. Thus, 

under the power of each of the gune.s, taEas can have varying 
• 

forms of appropriateness: 

With the highest faith performed, 
This threefold austerity, by men 
Not seeking fruits and disciplined, 
They call (austerity) of goodness. 

With a view to respect, honour and reverence, 
And with sheer hypocrisy, what austerity 
Is performed, that is called in this world 
(Austerity) of passion; 1 t 1s insecure (~ - ~!!'..~) 
and impermammt. 

If with deluded notions, or with self­
Torture, austerity is performed, 
Or 1n order to destroy another, 
1.hat is declared to be of darkness. 

~raddhaya paraya taptam 
tapas tat trividham nara1h 
aphal8.kaiiksibh1r yUkta1h • 
sattv1kam par1caksate • 

• • 



sa tka.ramanapujartham 
• 

ta.po da.mbhena. c .ai 'va yat 
kr1yate tad iha. proktam 
rajasam calam adhruvam· 

• 
mudha.grahena •tmano yat 
pldaya kriyate tapah 
parasyo •tsadanartham va 
tat tamasam udahrtam· 60 

• 

325 

Here, tf!Pas is a form of~ which 1s performed in faith 

(~ra.ddha) and not seeking 'fruits• or results from the act. 

'lhis is tapas under the power of the aattva auna. By way 
• 

of contrast, the tap~ which has goals such as the gaining 

of •respect, honour• and reverence• is done under the power 

of ra,Jas. It :i3 specifically described as adhruvam, which can 

best be put as 'not fixed', in order to accent the contrast 

with the way in which buddhiyoga brings with 1t •steadfastness• 

(dhrti) and release from the cycles of rebirth. Finally, the 
• 

tapas done under the power of tamas 1s action based upon 

delusion and is destructive not only of the actor but 

potentially of others. 

Within this hierarchy there is no sense in which 

ta.pas is excluded from action consistent with dharma. It is 

presented simply so that the focus is not what is done, but 

whether it is done under a motive which seeks results. This 

is precisely the distinction which characterized the sacrificial 

60 
17.17-19. 
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rite and yoga exercises. Ea.ch has its power not in the act 

itself but in the state of the buddh1 or faculty of integration 

and uhether it is yoked yoga. 

Thus, what emerges from this hierarchical presentation 

of tapas is that asceticism must be understood as a form of 

action even when its purpose is to establish motionlessness 

and stillness. When it is known as an act, it is known that 

its power arises from Krsna•s prakrti. In that knowledge 
• • • • 

comes the realization of yoga as dharma in union with Kl•sna • 
• • • 

'Ihus the yogi becomes the one whose buddhi is 'held with 

firmness' dhrtigrh1taya and is one with Krsna: 
• • •• 

The desirESthat spring from purposes 
Abandoning, all without remainder, 
W1th the thought-organ alone the throng of senses 
Res training altogether, 

Little by little let him come to rest 
'Ihru t~e co::~ciousness [buddh!J held w1 th firmness 
[~hrtig1 hi ta,y ~:n 
Keeping the tnought-organ fixed in the self 
He should think on nothing at all. 

Who sees Me in all, 
And sees all in Me, 
For h1m I am not lost, 
And he is not lost for Me. 

samkalpaprabhavan kamams 
ty9.ktva sarvan ~sesatan . -. man&sai •ve 'ndriyagramam 
v1niyrunys samantatah w 

• 
I I 
sanaih-sanair uparamed 
buddhya dhrt1grh1taya 
atmasamstham manah krtva . . . . 
na k1mo1d api cintayet 

• 



yo mam pa6yati sarvatra 
sarvam ca mayi pasy~ti 
tasya: 'ham na. prana.syami 
Sa C& me na prana~yati 61 

• 

J27 

'!he yogi holds the senses in restraint by the faculty of 

thought, the manas. In doing so, the buddhi, the faculty 

of integration 1s steadfast(dhrti)and the manas is fixed in 
• 

the soul (a tma.tj. In this state of fixed meditation on the 

itman or soul which is Krsna there is no thought, for thougt ... 
~tself is part of parkrti and an action. The soul, as Krsna, . .. • 
knows it does not act. Thus, the absence of thought reflects 

the fullness of knowledge that it is Krsna who is in all and • • • 
does all. In this knowledge is the fullness of yoga as 

dharma. 

'lhe consumation of this teaching comes with Krsna•s . . . 
self-revelation of his eternal na.1ure in Chapter Eleven of 

the Gl ta. '!here, through the gift of a third eye, Arjuna 

is given the capacity to see Krsna•s eternal nature. In . . . 
the midst of that vision Arjuna sees the comprehensiveness 

of Krsna both as the doer of all that is done and as the one ••• 

who eternally does not act at all. For our purposes it is 

most important that Arjuna sees Krsna as the source and basis 
••• 

of dharm~ 

'Ihou art the Imperishable, the supreme Object of 
Knowledge; 
'Ihou art the ultimate resting-place of this universe; 
'Ihou art the immortal guardian of the eternal right 

rB'a.s va tadharma.gop t~ 
'Thou art the everiast1ng Spirit, I hold. 

61 
6.24-25,30. 



tvam ak~a~a' pare.marp. veditavyar:a 
tvam asya visvasya param n1dhanam 
tvs.m avyayah sesvatadhai-magopta 
sanatanas tvam puruso mato me. 62 

• • 
Krsna 1s celebrated as the •Imperishable•, (~~), 

••• • 
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the 

•supreme object of knowledge• and •the ultimate resting­

place of this universe•. In each of these three epithets, 

we find emphatically stated the comprehensiveness of the 

eternal natu.re of Krsna. What 1s. is Krsna. As such, he . . . . .. 
is the •immortal gcard1an of the eternal right 1 (sasvatadh~rma-

gopte). Krsna•s ~rus~ is the aksara which pervades all that 
• • • • • 

prakrti does 1n creation. '!hat Krsna brings all that is into 
• ••• 

creation, ani is the sum total of all that is to be known 

by men 1n croation, constitutes the full expression of the 

meaning of dharma. In all that Krsna does, therefore, he is . . . 
the guardian, gopta, of dharma. 

'!he meaning of this guardianship, however, is 

exceedingly difficult for Arjuna to grasp. Even in the midst 

of the vision of Krsna•s eternal nature Arjuna sees that . . . 
among the manifestations of Krsna•s guardianship of dharma ••• 

is the very destruction of the cosmos as the last of the four 

ages of Brahman comes to an end. Krsna•s guardianship involves 
••• 

a destruct1ve~t the sight of which so shakes Arjuna's soul 

that he finds no dhrti •steadfastness• in what he sees • 

62 
11.18 

• 
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Thy great form, of many mouths and eyes, 
O great-armed one, of many arms, thighs, and feet, 
Of many bellies, terrible with many tusks, -
Seeing it the worlds tremble, and l too. 

Touching the sky, aflame, of many colours, 
With yawning mouths and flaming enormous eyes 
Verily seeing Thee (so), my inmost soul is shaken 
And I find no steadiness Ldhrtij nor peace, 0 Vis nu . 
rupam mahat te bahuvaktranetram 
mahabaho bahubahurunadam • 
bahudaram bahudamstrakaralam 
drstva lokah pra.Y,jathitas tatha 'ham .. - . 

I ,. 
nabhahsprsam dintam anekavarnam 
vyat-cinanam diptavisalanetram • 

- • 41 -- - -drstva hi tvam nravyathitantaratma 
dhrtim na vindami ~amam ca visno 63 • • • • • 

Krsna's response to Arjuna's terror and his lack of dhrti 
• • • • 

at the sight of his destructive form is to acknowledge in 

speech that he is the destroyer of all that is, includir..g 

those who face the warrior Arjuna across the battlefield. 

Kt~l)3. is the doer of all that is done and that is the only 

basis for knowing dhrti, steadfastness • 
• 

The Blessed One said: 

I am Time (death), cause of destruction of the 
worlds, •matured 
And set out to gather in the worlds here. 
Even without thee (thy action), all shall cease 
to exist, 
The warriors that are drawn up in the opposing 
ranks. 

Therefore arise thou, win glory, 
Conquer thine enemies and enjoy prospered kingship, 
Be Me Myself they have alr8ady been slain long ago; 
Be thou the mere instrument, left-handed archer: 

3 
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Drona and Bh1~ma and Jayadrath~. 
Karna too, and the other ~arrior-heroes as well, 
Do thou sl~y, (since) they are already slain by Me; 
do not hesitate! 
F1ghtl Thou shalt conquer thy rivals in battle. 

~rlbhagavan uvaca 

kalo 1 smi lokaksayakrt pravrddho 
lokan samahartum 1ha.pravrtta~ 
rte 1 p1 tvam na bhav1sya.nt1 sa.rve 
ye •vasthit~h pratyanfkesu yodhah • • 

tasmat,tvam uttis~ha ya~o labhasva 
j1tva satrun bhurtksva rajyrun samrddham 
maya1 •va1 •te nihatah pUrvam eva 
n1mm1ttamatrrun bhava savyasacin 

• 
dronrun ca bh1smam ca jayadratham ca 
karnain tatha fny~n ap1 zodhavir~n 
maV1i natams tv~ jahl ma vyath1stha 
yuahyasva•jetasr rane sapatnan ··64 . 

E.Ven in the midst of the vision. Arjuna cannot see that dhrtt 
65 • 

cannot be established upon fear even of Krsna • Rather it 
••• 

1s founded upon the revelation of Krsna and his eternal 
••• 

m.ture in its oomprehensi veness. That His nature is express('!d 

both in the fo1'Dl of friendship and in a terrifying aspect is 

not a matter of choice for Arjuna but a matter of acceptance 

of what he sees and hears from Krsna. Krsna 1 s imperative, . . . . .. 
'fight' (.yudhyasva} 1s a.n 1mpera.t1ve which a.rises f1•om the 

necessity tor Arjuna to conform his actions with what he 

has seen of Krsna•s actions. He has seen that it 1s . . . 
Krsna who kills the enemies in his eternal function as the 
••• 

guardian of dhe1•ma.. To accept that knowledge and to act 

through yoga in harmony with it. is Arjuna's dharma as yoga. 

This integration of knowledge and action, of knower 

64 
ll.J2-J4. 
65 
ll.35. 



and the object of knowledge 1s the highest expression of 

dharma. It 1s participation 1n Krsna•s cosmic duty to . .. 
guard dharma. With such participation comes complete --
integration with dharre~ ar..d. Krsna. 

, ... 
Quickly his soul becomes righteous (dharmatmaJ, 
And he goes to eternal peace. 
Son of KuntI, make sure of this: 
No devotee of mine is lost. 

ks1pram bhavati dharmatma 
sasvacchant1m nigacchat1 
kaunteya pratijanlh~ 
na me bhaktah pranasyati 66 • • 
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The power of this immortal dharma functions as the Savior which 

is Krsna and lifts his devotee out of the recui·ring cycles 
••• 

of life and death. 'Ihe same point is made in chapter 14. 

'Ihere Krsna states that this knowledge brings his devotee to 
••• 

a •state oflikeness with me• 

Having resorted to this knowledge, 
Come to a state of likeness with Me, (sadha!:!!!,yam) 
Even at a world-creation they do not come to birth, 
Nor at a d1ssolut1on are they disturbed. 

1dam jnanam upa~ritya 
mama sadharmyam agata~ 
sarge 'pi no •pajayB.nte 
pralaye na vyathant1 ca. 67 

For the soul{~tmaD)to become one with dh~rma is the same 

thing as to come to a state of likeness w1 th Krsna. The 
• • • 

sou 1 in 1 ts knowledge, knows Krsna and is one with 1 t in ... 
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dharma. S1milai•ly, Krsna is later called in chapter 14, the 
• • • 

foundation of dharrna. 

For I am the foundation of Brahman, 
The immortal and the imperishable, 
And of the eternal right (dharmqsy~). 
And of qbsolute bliss. 

brahm9no hi prat1stha 'ham 
amrtasya 'vyayasya·ca 
I y sasvatasya ca dharmasya 
sukhasya1 •kantikasya ca 68 

Krsna•s function as knowledge in creation as the savior and 
••• 

teacher is~ then, intended to bring the soul of all beings into 

harmony or oneness with his own nature. In all that Krsna . .. 
does 1n creation from the very beginning of the conception 

of creation through his m!my existences as teacher. rsi- .a.nd 
.• 

all beings, Krsna represents the me~ning and expression of 
• • • 

dhe.rm~ .• 

Nowhere is the suprema.cy of this knowledge expressed 

more clearly than in Krsn~'s final words to Arjuna. 'Ihere 
••• 

he urges Ar,'juna to reqlize the highest dhgrm~ which 1s 

integration with Him and his dh~rma: 

Abandoning qll (other) duties, 
Go to Me ·as thy sole refuge; 
From all evils I thee 
Shall rescue: be not grieved! 

sarvadha~an psr1tyajya 
mam ekam saran~m vr~ja 
ah~~ tv~ s~rv~E~pebhyo 
moksay1syfuni m~ suc~h 69 

• • • 

68 
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To ~bandon dh~rmq as qll fo.nns of ritual, yoga or varna -...-
duty in order to know .Krsn~ ls to reqlize the dharma th~t 

••• 

1s Krsn~ who 1s ~nd does qll. Such knowledge is the ... 
release from Arjunq's depression and the freedom to qct 

qnd fight 1n the cqttle which faces fu"juna without fear of 

the consequences of such actions. This is Ai~juna's highest 

dharma. 

By way of summ~y, the highest meaning of dh~rmq 

would seem to have grea.t s1gn1f1cq_nce for our concern to 

show the root meqning of dh9rm~ and its continuity. We have 

seen, for ex~mple, th~t the universql yog9 ~s dh9.rmq is 

the key to the cosmology 1n tha Gita ~nd the wqy in which the 
-/ 

cosmos is upheld by Krsnq's Isv~ra yoga. In the reqlm of . . . 
religious prqctice, the universal yoga estqblishes the 

possibility of integrql unity w1th the divine Krsn~ qnd ... 
consequently with his dhqrm.q. U.l action becomes a sacrifice 

performed as a yoga. Rqther th~n just the sacrifice, qll 

qct1on becomes the basis for integr~tion with Krsna. While ... 
this is q chqnge !t ls one in direct continuity with the 

Hg Vedq qnd. is b~sed upon the root me~n1ng of dh~rmq: to 
• 
uphold the orderly rel~tedness of ~11 th~t is. 



CHAPTER IV 

DHARMA, KRSNA AND COMMUNITY 
••• 

In our discusslon of dharrna in the Rg Veda our con-
• 

cern was to show simply that the cosmic and sacrificial themes 

in the root meaning of dharma had important implications for 

the community which preserved the Rg Veda and the other 
• 

Samhi tas • Within the creation which began as a Golden Foetus 
• 

there emerged an orderly cosmos upheld by the symbiotic 

functions of the gods. The human community participated 

in the gods' upholding task through the sacrifice. From the 

performance of the sacrifice the gods ensured such things 

as food, long life, offspring, wealth and power, the justice 

of Varuna., and heroic rsis for the community. 
• • • 
In turning to the implications of dharma and its root 

meaning within the Bhagavad Gita we find that many of the 

implications which came to the community from the sacrifice 

remain within the framework of the universal sacrifice called 

yo~. There is however, one important change. Dharma as 

yoga functions at two levels of meaning for the community. First, 

it functions as the continuing basis for the integration of 

the community into the divine order. At this level, the 

consequences of dharma remain the gift of creation as the basis 

for human sustenance, offspring ani all the other gifts 

334 
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of the gods. 

At another level, higher in significance, 

dharma involves the integration of individual human knowledge 

and experience into the cosmic function of ~F?l}B- to uphold 

the whole of creation. At this level, d.harma is buddhi ~ 

which brings the yogi into integral unity with the divine, 

eternal nature. Thereby, the yogi gains release from the 

eternal cycles of the four ages of the cosmos and the cycles 

of rebirth which function within them In essence, integration 

into the divine nature is the consummation of' dharma. This 

consummation, while it is a significant change in the content 

of dharrna fundamentally continues the root meaning established 

in the R~ Veda • • 
These two levels of usage of dha.rrna have important 

implications for the conception of community. One can speak 

of the community which preserved the ~g Veda as a sacrificing 
• 

community. because of the central and indispensable role the 

sacrifice played. In the Bha_gavad Git1 we have the universal­

ization of the idea of sacrifice as~ and with that comes 

the sacralization of the whole of the community, and of all 

life which is framed by the structures of that community. This 

conception of a universal sacral community is again a change 

in the implications of dharma from those which we saw in the 

Rg Veda • 
• 

That change is founded upon the continuity of the root 

meaning of dharma.Society as a whole is structured around the 
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normative, hierarchical varna system. That system comprehends 
• 

all people in society and provides the framework within which 

there is a division of labour which sustains the society. The 

laws and customs which elaborate the normative division of 

labour are however seen to be the framework in which individuals 

can realize the fullness of knowledge and ultimate release from 

the necessities imposed by the structures of society. That 

release, moksa,is union with Krsna. The lower and higher 
• • •• 

meanings of dharma therefore correspond to the two purposes 

inherent in the varna structure of community. The same structure 
• 

has a functional and a sacral meaning, corresponding to the 

division of labour and the human goal of ultimate release from 

rebirth. The fact that we can ref er to the whole society as 

a sacral community and to the universalization of dharma as the 

basis for the socialization of community rests upon the fact 

that the whole of creation including human community is 

metaphysically grounded in Krsna•s creative action according 
••• 

to dharma, 
-/ 

Through his Isvara ~ and according to his dharma, 

Krsna creates the structuresof the community • 
• • • 

The four-caste system was created by Me 
With distinction of Strands and actions 
(appropriate to each); 
Altho I am the doer of this, 
Know Me as one that eterrally does not act. 



caturvarlJ.Yarn maya srstam . . . - / . . . . 
gunakarmavibhagasah 
tasya kartaram api

0 mam 
viddhy akartaram avyayam 1 

The.!..~ system is Kr~z:a's creation in the same way in 
• 
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which, within the B.g Veda, we find the Puru~a as the source 
• 

of the varna order. 2 The structure of Krsna's community in 
• • •• 

which there are priests warriors, tradesmen/agriculturalists, 

and workers, constitutes the normative division of labour 

within society. Each level of the hierarchy has its own 

basic characteristicsa 

Of brahmans, warriors, ani artisans, 
And of serfs, scorcher of the foe, 
The actions are distinguished 
Accordi~ to the Strands that spring 
from their innate nature. 

Calm, (self-) control, austerities, purity, 
Patience and uprightness, 
Theoretical and practical knowledge, and 
religioua faith, 
Are the mtureal-born actions of brahmans. 

Heroism, majesty, firmness \dhrt:hl skill, 
And not fleeing in battle afso; 
Generosity, a.nd lordly nature, 
Are the ~turaJ. born actions of warriors. 

Agriculture, cattle-tending, arxl commerce 
Are the natural-born actions of artisans; 
Action that consists of service 
Is likewise natural-born to a serf. 

brahmanaksatriyavi£am 
sudra~m ca para~tapa 
karmard

0

pravibhaktani 
svabhdvaprabhavair gunaih • • 

1 
4.13. 

2 
Rg Veda 
• 



/ ~ samo damas tapah saucam 
ksantir arjavam·eva ca· 
jfianam vijilii.nam astikyam 
brahmakarma svabhavajam· 

~auryam tejo dhrtir daksyam 
yuddhe

0

c~ 'PY apalayanam • 
danam isvarabhavas ca 
ksatram karma svabhavajam 

• • 

krsigauraksyavaIJijya~ 
val~yakarma svabhavajam 
paricaryatmakam karma 
sudrasya 'pi svabhavajam J 
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Within the division of labour of the varna system and the 
• 

general characteristics which are normative for each particular 

varna.,Brahmans are described as possessors of 'knowledge•, 
• 

•purity'and 'patience'. The normative aspect of these 

characteristics is manifest in the fact that in each case the 

Brahman must come to know these characteristics, ana., 

through buddhi yoga, integrate them so that they become the 

natural expression of dharma and yoga in daily existence.4 

The warrior must come to know and naturally embody "heroism, 

majesty, firmness dhrti and skill", all of which are normative 
• 

characteristics of the varna, into which Arjuna was born • 
• 

Because the normative characteristics of each varna 
• 

must be learned an:l embodied through yoga, no aspect of the 

varna order is closer or further from potential realization of 
• 

J 
18.41-44. 

4 
18.45-54. 
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• 
which, for example, we have seen is a manifestation of dharma 

as yoga, in the same way in which he must come to know the 

skills which a warrior must possess. No part of the 

yarna order is further from the possibility of realizing 
• 

dharma as ~oga in union with Kr~~· 

To know yoga as dharma is to know Krsna am. that is a . . . 
universal human possibility irrespective of varna. The power 

of this yoga is universally applicable• 

Even if a very evil doer 
Reveres Me with single devotion, 
He must be regarded as righteous [~adhy_\ 
in spite of all; 
For he has the right resolution. 

• 

Quicltly his soul becomes ri.gh teous \ftharma tn~ , 
And he goes to eternal peace. 
Son of Kuntt, make sure of this 1 

No devotee of Mine is lost. 

For if thoy take refuee in Me, son of Prtha, 
Even those who may be of base origin, • 
Women, men of the artisan caste, and serfs too, 
Even they go to the highest goal. 

How much more virtuous brahmans, 
And devout royal seers, tool 
A fleeting and joyless world 
Thisi having attained, devote thyself to Me. 

api eet suduracaro 
bhajate mam ananyabhak 
sadhur eva sa mantavya~ 
samyag vyavasito hi sah 

• 

5 
18.43. 



ksi_pram bhavati dharmatma 
sasvacchanti~ nigacchati 
kaunteya pratijanlhi 
na me bhaktah pranasya ti 

• • 

mam hi partha vyapa~ritya 
ye"'pi syuh papayonayah 
striyo vaisyas tatha sudras 
te 'pi yanti para~ gatim 

kim punar brahmanah nu?)Ya 
bhakta rajarsayas tath~ 
anityam asukham lokam 
imam prapya bhajasva m8.m 6 

• 
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The power of yoga outlined in this account in which one act 

of devotion is sufficient to know Krsna makes clear that such 
••• 

knowledge is a human potential irrespective of varna. Within 
• 

the cycles of rebirth, there may be a greater potential, based 

upon the training from birth, that a Brahman or Ksatriya will 
• 

know dharma as yoga. That fact is acknowledged by Krsna. 
• •• 

This conception of society is therefore sacral in 

purpose because it provides the orderly framework within 

which persons can move toward enlightenment and release from 

rebirth. "Sacral" however does not imply that the society is 

to be understood as in any sense sacred in itself. Rather it 
7 

is "a fleeting and joyless world". Therefore, at best it is 

to be used as the framework within which persons can come to 

know the eternal divine natw:e and act in harmony with the 

9.30-33. 
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knowledge according to dharma as ~ to attain release 

from it, The sacral dimension of society therefore 
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corresponds to the sacral dimension of the cosmos as a whole. 

All that is, is a divine creation, 

Within this sacral purpose of society, the realization 

of knowledge of yoga and of Kf~l]B. in no sense alters the 

fact that the knower is in creation and in community, In 

no sense therefore does the realization of the 'higher dharma• 

of enlightenment involve release from the structures and duties 

of the community. Dharma remains a unitary conception having 

higher and lower forms of meaning. Thus the enlightened man 

knows that he acts through Krsna•s l2.r.!L~~~.1 and in that knowledge 
••• • 

functions in conf'ormi ty with dhs.r.ma to do his yarna duty, per~ 
• 

form the sacrifice or yoga. It is clear however, that the 

same act of vo.rnq duty can also be performed outside the 
• 

context of yoga, and such an act is accomplished under the 

power of the rajas ~· Rebirth in the cycles of rebirth 
• 

is the fruit of 1,ower dharma. However, both such acts 

according to varna duty are dharma, with the first as a 
• 

yoga being the higher. By way of contrast, Arjuna's threat 

not to fight constitues adharma, an act against dharrna. 

For the community then it becomes possible to define 

those actions which are dharma and adharma and thereby establish 
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a vast normative system of law and custom which defines the 

proper order for a sacral society. However, this is not a 

social framework which leads to enlightenment. It is a 

framework within which enlightenment and release are 

potentially possible for all men who know the highest meaning 

of dharma as yoga. It is therefore within the context of 

the hierarchical meani~g of dharma that we must interpret 

Krsna•s imperative to Arjuna to fight the battle against 
••• 

the Kauravas. At a minimal level, Arjuna must fight because 

it is his yarna duty to do so. To refuse is adharma • 
• 

Furthermore, to fight the battle in the knowledge of Krsna's ... 
revelation of his eternal nature which showed Arjuna that it 

is K~~~.a who kills those who die, is to fight as a yogi and 

fulfill the highest dharmJiL 

Likewise having regard for thine own (c~ste) duty 
Thou shouldst not tremblet 
For another, better thing than a fight required of 
duty 
Exists not for a warrior. 

Presented by mere luck, 
An open door of heaven -
Happy the warriors, son of 
That get such a fightt 

Prtha, 
• 

Now, if thou this duty-required 
Conf'lict wilt not perform, 
Then thine own duty and glory 
Abandoning, thou shalt get thee evil. 

Either slain thou shalt gain heaven, 
Or conquoring thou shalt enjoy the ear th. 
Therefore arise, son of KuntI, 
Unto battle, making a firm resolve. 



svadharmam api ca •veksya 
na vikampitum arhasi • 
dharmay~d dhi yuddhac chreyo •nyat 
ksa.triyasya na vidya te • 

yadrcchaya co 'papanna.m 
svargadvaram apavrtam • 
sukhinah ksatriyan partha . . .. ; 
labhante yuddham Idrsam 

• 
atha cet tvam imam dharmyam 
samgramam na karisyasi • 
tatah svadharmam ~irtim ca 
hitva papam avapsyasi· 

hato va prapsysai svargaip 
jitva va bhoksyase mahim 
tasmad uttistha kaunteya 
yuddhaya kr~aniscayah. 8 

• • 

J43 

Because varna dharma is simply consistent with.the totality 
• 

of dharma•o meaning, it ia legitimate that Arjuna should be 

riducled if he refuses to fight. Performance of one's 

dharma is the only way to act which brings good for himself, 

the community and the cosmos. Not to act according to ~.!:D.a 

dharma is adharma and constitutes disharmony in the 

interrelated structures of creation. 

• 

If Arjuna performs his dharma as a warrior, he will 

at most be killed in the battle and thereby attain heaven. 

Not to fulfill his dhsrma will bring ridicule from his allies 

and his enemies arxl positive evil in future existences. Should 

Arjuna fight with his brothers and win, he will gain 'power•, 

8 
2.31-33, 371 cf. 18.47, 3.35. 
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•wealth' and 'fame• in the world. Krsna affirms that all of 
• • • 

these ends are entirely legitimate fruits arising from the 

performance of dharma for in the midst of Krsna's self-
• • • 

revealation to Arjuna, Krsna statesa 
••• 

Therefore arise thou, win glory, 
Conquer thine enemies and enjoy prospered kingship; 
By Me Myself' they have already been slain long ago, 
Be thou the mere instrument, left-handed archer. 

tasmat tvam uttistha yaso labhasva 
jitva satrun bhuAk~va rajyatp samrddham 
mayai •vai •te nihatah ptl.rvam eva 
nimittamatram bhava savyas~cin 9 

6 

Arjuna must be the •mere instrument• of Krsna•s pra1crti 
• • • • 

in the cataclysmic battle and in the performance of dharma 

both as yosa: and as varna dharma. Krsna has determined that . . .. 
the Kaurava-Pandava war concerns dharma10 as much as his 

•• 

teaching to Arjuna concerns dharma. In action it is 

necessary to conform to dharma and in lcnowledge it is 

necessary to know Krsna. The union of action and knowledge • • • 
in Arjuna is his performance of varna dharma as Krsna's 

• • • • 
'instrument•. When he acts as Krsna.•s yogi the battle can , ... 
be fought and won, the material fruits of the battle -

conquest, wealth, power - can be realized. In addition, if 

in the performance of dmrma, Arjuna acts through yoga, then, 

in addition to all else, Krsna brings him into his own nature • • • 

and gives release from the cycles of rebirth. 

9 
11.JJ. 



The necessity to fight illustrates the general theory 

of action applicable to the whole of the varna system: 
• 

Taking delight in his own special kind of action, 
A man attains perfection1 
Delighting in one's own special action, success 
How one reaches, that hear: 

Whence comas the activity of beings, 
By whom this all is pervaded, -
Him worshipping by (doing) one's own appropriate 
action, 
A man attains perfection. 

Better one's own duty, (even) imperfect, 
Than another's duty well performed 
Action pertaining to his own estate 
Performing, he incurs no guilt. 

sve-sve karmalJY abhiratah 
samsiddhi~ labhate narah· 
svakarmaniratah siddhim· 
yatha vindati tac chrnu 

• • 

yatah pravrttir bhutanam . . . . 
yena sarvam 1da~ tatam 
svakarmal}2. tam abhyarcya 
siddhim vindati manavah • • 

~reyan svadharmo vigunaQ 
paradharmat svanusthitat 
svabhavaniyataT- karma 
kurvan na •pnoti kilbisam 11 

• 

11 
18.45-47. cf. 3.35. 
Better one's own dutylsvadhar~(tho)imperfect, 
Than another's duty [n::i:c'."'.dharn1~ ~ well ~=rformeds 
Better death in (doini) one's own duty \!yadharm~ 
Another• s duty@aradharmg} 

~reyan svadharmo vigunah 
paradharmat svanusthit~t· 
svadharme nidhanam·sreyah 
paradharmo thay~vahah • 

• 
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The special duty of all men is dharma, That dharm~ ranges 

from birth-given duties according to var!]! to the highest 
• 

dharma as yoga. All such action is pravrtti;2 action that 
• 

must be done. According to Krsna all 'beings• are in prakrti 
• • • • 

and find their fulfillment in the •maintenance' of all that 

is,13 Thus action according to dharma, both in its higher 

and lower forms, participates in the •maintenance' of all 

creation. In this unity of function according to dharma, 

we have the metaphysical basis for the sacral meaning of 

community and a direct example of the way in which dharma 

retains its root or core meaning. 

The concern of the Bhagavad Gita is not however, to 

rolate the details of all that dharma means. Rather the 

intent is to convey the metaphysical ground for the sacral 

meaning of action and community, The details of normative 

types of dharma actionare to be found in the Sastras. 
,4 

to which Krsna makes reference.-
• • • 

Therefore let the lawr sastrcil be thy authority 
In determin.ing what Should and should not be done. 
Knowing (action) laid down in the law's injunctions, 
Thou shouldst do such action in this world. 

tasmac chastram pramanam te 
karyakaryavyavasthitau • 
jnatva sastravidhanoktam 
karma kartum iha 'rhasi' 15 

12 
cf. 18.30 and the fact that the steadfast buddhi 

knows the distinction of pravrtti and nivrtti • 
• • 

13 
7.5, 15.7 

14 
16.24, 17.1. 
15 
16.24. The usual translation of •lastra• is 'sacred text•. 



On the basis of performing the actions required by the ~astras 

Krsna brings to the community and to individuals the 'fruits' 
• • • 

of acting in harmony with dharma. As the gods had brc•ught 

the gifts of creation to those who offered the sacrifice, 

Krsna brings to men the 'fixed' fruits of dharma: 
••• 

Where j_s Kf~l)B. the Lord of discipline _ 
And where is the Bowman, the son of Prtha 
There fortune, victory~ prosperi~ • 
And statecraft are firmly fixed L£hruv~I ween. 

/ 
yatra y~gesvara~ kf~~o 
yatra P,artho dhanurdharah 
tatra srir vijayo bhutir· 
dhruva ni tir ma tir mama. 16 

As the Gita ends on the note which recalls that Krsna is ... 
the 'lord of yoga' yoge£vara and that Arjuna has acceded 

to his teaching about dharma17 and commits himself to 

fight the war, we find the affirmation that the consequences 

of dharma are fixed for those who know dharma and act in 

harmony with it. 

In the unity of Krsna's eternal nature comprehending 
••• 

all that is and all that is done, we find the continuity 

of the root meaning of dharma as the upholding of the orderly 

relatedness of all that is. 

l 
18.78. 

17 
18.73. 



CHAPTER V 

DHAR~A AND THE THEOLOGY OF TRADITION IN 

THE BHAGA VAD GITA 

We have examined dharma in three contexts - Cosmology, 

Yoga and Community. In our discussion of the origin and 

structure of the cosmos we saw that all creation had its 

source in Krsna and was structured within and by his prakrti • . . . • 
Krsna was the source, the maintainer and destroyer of creation. . . . 
Within creation He maintained all creatures including man by -his prakrti. He functioned through Itvara-~ according to 

dharma. Indeed the whole structure of the created order and 

all motion in the cosmos was possible because it was upheld 

by Krsna • . . . 
Important to Krsna's maintenance of creation was his . . . 

function as a teacher. He claimed to be all of the great 

rsis who had seen the vision of reality and translated that -.-.-
vision into the mantra. In continuity with that function, 

Krsna returned to his creation in embodied form to continue ... 
to teach dharma. In this teaching, Krsna universalizes . .. 
~ and the vedic sacrifice to express the meaning of 

dharma. All action must become a sacrifice and a ~ in 

order to express the highest meaning of dharma. Krsna . . . 



therefore explicity claims a continuity for ctharma and 

specifically for dharma as ~· 

In this teaching there is a hierarchy of meanings 

for dharma. Below the universal yoga, the highest meaning 

of dharma, are those forms of action which, like the 

sacrifice or varna dharma, can be enacted simply out of a 
• 

recognition that such action is religiously required. While 

such acts are dharma they are motivated by the desire for 

results of one kind of another. As a consequence such action 

binds the actor in the recurring cyclicial movements of 

creation and re-birth. By contrast, in the universal Y.S2JlE:. 

all desire is Krsna and is in harmony with dharma. All . . . 
action is known to be Krsna' s action and that knowledge, . . . 
which itself is dharma and Krsna, brings release from the ... 
recurring cycles of creation and eternal union with Krsna • 

• • • 
The purpose of our discussion of dharma in the 

Bhagavad Gita was to see if all of the particular meanings 

of dharma had, as in the Rg Veda, an underlying coherence . 
which we called a root or core meaning. In particular we 

wanted to know if such a core meaning was the same as that 

in the Rg Veda. If it was the same, there would be grounds 

to claim that we had validated for our understanding the 

continuity of dharma from the ~ruti text, the Rg Veda, to 
• 
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the smrti text, the Ehagavad Gita • . -· . 
In the Rg Veda we saw that the root meaning was based 

• 
upon the symbiotic functions of the gods which individually 

contributed specific functions and aspects to creation. 

Agni made the light and the mantra manifest in creations 

Indra brought the waters through his power. The Adityas 

brought orderly motion and Soma nourished both the gods and 

men with the sacred food for the sacrifice. In each of 

these manifestations we found functions of the gods expressed 

through forms of~dhr. It was particularly important for 
• 

the formation of the root meaning that each of the powers 

and each aspect of creation was inseparably tied together 

in the necessity to act according to dharma in order that 

the whole creation could be upheld. Each part of creation 

contributed to the total function of upholding arrl in 

doing so expressed the orderliness and indispensable 

relatedness of each aspect of creation. Dharma was found 

to be, then, the conceptual expression of the upholding of 

orderly relatedness in all that is. 

~-In the Bhagavad Gita, the meanings of dharma were 

concentrated in the divine nature of Krsna. All of the ••• 

functions fulfilled by the diverse powers of the Rg Veda 
• 

are taken up by Krsna and, most important for our concern, . . . 
are understood to express his functions according to dharma. 
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Krsna created and maintained all beings and taught Arjuna . . . 
-,,,. 

because such actions, accomplished through his Isvara-yoga, 

were manifestations of dharma. Krsna not only appropriated 
••• 

the forms of dharma articulated in Veda but articulated in 

his teaching of ~· changes in the content of dharma 

which can only be understood in the light of an underlying 

continuity and coherence of the root meaning first seen in 

the Rg Veda • 
• 

To articulate the continuity of dharma's root meaning 

in its setting in Krsna's teaching, we stated that dharma 
• • • 

was the central term in a theology of tradition. The use of 

the term 'theology' was intended to convey the coherence of 

Krsna's teaching as a whole. The term 'tradition' articulated ... 
the way in which Krsna saw his teaching as consciously related ... 
to the revelation of mantra to the vedic rsis. Both the .. 
coherence and the relation to the vedic mantra were based 

upon the root meaning of dharma. 

Dharma is central to the coherence of Krsna's teaching . . . 
as its main theme. Dharma is the problem about which Arjuna 

expresses his confusion. Dharma's hierarchical pattern of 

meanings from dharma as ~. through dharma as many forms of 

action - varna-dharma, sacrifices, yogic meditation, to name 
• 

but a few - provide the framework within which Krsna's 
••• 

teaching as whole can be understood. The criticisms of both 
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yoga exercises and the sacrifice find their rationale within 

the hierarchy, Dharma as ~ becomes the expression of the 

knowledge that one does not act, only Krsna's prakrti acts. 
• • • • 

The sacrifice expresses the necessity 1Q. act but does so in 

the knowledge that only Krsna acts. The paradox of inaction . .. . 
in action is the highest dharma...r.. the key to uiuock the 

coherence of all Krsna's teaching. 
• • • 

Coherence alone is not, however, a theology of tradition. 

Krsna's teaching about dharma draws upon the established 
• - a 

core meaning of dharm~ to show that the vision of the vedic 

poets remains the authoritative source for all that follows. 

Two main points can illustrate the raditional dimension of the 

theology and its basis in the core meaning of dharma. First, 

Krsna upholds the cosmos • . . .. While, the gods of the Rg Veda 
• 

acted symbiotically to uphold the cosmos, Krsna uses the 
• • • 

many powers of prakrti to accomplish the same end. All 
• 

creation holds together in Krsna' s nature. While Krsna may 
• • • • •• 

not be a god in the Rg Veda, what is essential, is that He 
• 

embodies the principle that creation is upheld in each of its 

manifold aspeets and as a unitary whole. 

Secondly, Krsna's yoga as dharma is tied intimately 
••• 

to the sacrifice. The sacrifice, as it was established by 

the gods in the Rg Veda, was the key to integration of the 
• 
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vedic community into the harmony of the cosmos. In the Gita, 

the sacrifice is~ and all action, not just a ritual, 

becomes the basis for integration of the community into the 

sacral order. 

The ultimate expression of integration in the Gita 

is union with Krsna. Whether it be integration into the ... 
sacral order or with Krsna, dharma conveys the underlying 

• • • 

principle of upholding through~ in the same way that it 

did in the sacrifice in the Rg Veda. The point of action as 
• 

dharma was to be at one with the satya, the truth which 

functions in creation as dharma. Similarly, in the Bhagavad 

Glta 1 the point is to know Krsna and function through the 

hierarchy of dharma's meaning. While the detailed actions 

may be altered, the principle of dharma expressed in its 

root meaning remains the same. 

In sunur.ary, dharma, as part of a Theology of Tradition 

does not refer to a strict identity of particular divine or 

human functions. Rather, it refers to an interpretation of 

a god, such as Krsna or a religious practice such as yoga in ... 
terms of the basic presupposition which we have called dharma's 

root or core meaning. The 'newness' of Krsna as a god when . . . 
compared to Agni or Indra is an important change in the 

Tradition. However, the key point is that we are talking 

about a change taking place - in a tradition. To be divine 
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Krsna must uphold the cosmos, for dharma is an inherent 
••• 

principle in the cosmos. It is inconceivable that Krsna's 

eternal rature could be seen devoid of that principle. 

Krsna's divine nature then is only comprehensible because its 
••• 

manifestation in the Glta is based on Veda, the records of 

the rsis who saw the inherent principle of dharma as the 

upholding of the orderly relatedness of all that is. Such 

a vision underlies and shapes the vision of dharma in the 

divine nature of Krsna. Such a vision underlies the critical . . . 
absorption of the sacrifice into dharma as the universal 

yoga. 

Dharma then demonstrates a continuity from the Rg Veda 
• 

to the Bhagavad Gita. Having shown that continuity, our 

task now is to see the implications of that fact for the 

problem of continuity posed by western scholarship. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE LOTUS AND THE CHARIOT 

The centrality of the notion of dharma led us to seek 

to validate the claim made in the Tradition that dharma can 

be known most authoritatively in the ~ruti literature. The 

textual basis for validation was located in the Rg Veda a:::-id then . 
in the Bhagavad Gita. The question asked in these texts was 

whether there was a roo~ or core meaning of dharma which 

could support the diverse types of meanings which occur in 

various contexts. The Rg Veda was examined to establish the 
• 

root meaning; the Bhagavad Gita was examined to determine 

whether there was continuity of the root meaning. 

Having surveyed dharma in these texts, we have 

argued that indeed dharma can be understood to have a 

core or root meaning and that despite certain types of 

char.ges in the Tradition, the concept of dharma has a 

demonstrable continuity. In the diverse usages and meanings 

of the term there is an underlying conceptual coherence 

which we have expressed as: to uphold the orderly relatedness 

of all that is. Amidst all that stands for change in the 

specific content of dharma, there remains continuous 

revelation in the Tradition that creation is an interrelated 

whole, orderly in its movements which is upheld and maintained. 

355 



356 

The task of upholding in the Rg Veda is comprehensive, 
• 

incorporating all the gods, all of creation, and all of life. 

In the Bhagavad Gita, that comprehensiveness is depicted in 

the eterr~l nature of Krsna. At one level, thatnature is ... 
manifest as Krsna. Beyond that anthropomorphic manifestation . . . 
is an Absolute which transcends all images and all language. 

In both the gods of the Rg Veda and in Krsna, dharma 
••• • 

expresses the principle of truth as it functions in creation. 

The gods act to upholdj Krsna upholds. . . . In the Rg Veda, the 
• 

rsis envisaged the true dharma (satyadharma): in the .. 
same language of "seeing", Krsna enabled Arjuna to see that ... 
He was both the Truth and the expression dharma which upholds 

Truth. In essence, then, dharrna's root meaning - the 

upholding of the orderly relatedness of all that is - is 

the principle that emerges in sat, Being or 'what is'> as its 

mirror image in the realm of function. 

1. DHARl\i:A AND THE CONTif\lJITY OF TRADITION 

Affirmation that there is a root meaning of the term 

dharma which has a demonstrable continuity in the Rg Veda 
• 

and the Bhagavad Gita can serve as a basis for a brief 

reflection on the scholarly question of continuity and 

change in the Indian Tradition. 1 For the most part, the 

1 
It would be a major undertaking to survey even the 

(continued) 
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questioning of the claim for continuity has been pressed 

1 (continued) 
most recent literature on continuity and change in the Indian 
Tradition. We propose with the exception of a brief reference 
to one of the earliest advocates of discontinuity in the 
Tradition, to make reference only to Louis Renou, one of the 
most vigorous and articulate advocates of discontinuity. 

There is however important literature on the theme of 
continuity and change which we cannot consider in detail. There 
is W. Norman Brown's work, Man In the Universe; Some Continuities 
in Indian Thou~ht (Berkeley, 1966); Paul Younger, The Indian 
Religious Tradition, (Varanasi, 1970); Jan Gonda, ChaDge 
and Continuity In Indian Religion, (The Hague, 1965). 

Brown's work focuses on the metaphysical symbols 
of c0ntinuity and without detailed arguement, briefly 
relates the symbols to current anthropological thinking 
on the question, such as: Robert Redfield, The Little 
Community: Vie·.rnoint for the Study of the Hurr.an ,fool.§J.. 
(Chicaao, 1955); fu. N. Srinivas, Social Change in Nodern 
India {Berkeley, 1968); Mil ton Singer, 'w'/hen a Great 'l'radi tion 
Modernizes, (New York, 1972). 

Younger's provocative work sets out to view the 
Indian Tradition in terms of 'periods': the 'Background 
Period'; the periods of 'Formulation•, 'Consolidation' and 
'Survivial'. Younger emphasizes the seminal role of Buddhism 
in the period of 'Formulation' and sees as a result an 
ambigious (at best) relation between the Formulated Tradition 
and the 'Background Period' which includes both the Rg Veda 
and the Indus Valley civilization. While Younger docs not 
see an absolute discontinuity, he does see limited continuity 
from the Samhitas to the Bhagavad Gita • 

• 

Gonda's work, ,9hange and Continuity is with Louis Renou's 
works, the most sustained writing on the question. He 
contributes a major essay that surveys the issues at stake by 
way of introduction and then presents the reader with a 
series of essays which illustrate the complexity of the issue 
at stake. Gonda's position is not absolutely clear on the 
question of continuity. On the one hand he subscribes to the 
basic arguments of Louis Renou. He is prepared to say: 
"There is every reason for the contention that India had a 

(continued) 
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from two broad perspectives: the historical and literary 

1 (continued) 
very inadequate and incomplete knowledge of the Veda before 
it was discovered by Europeon scholarship"~ (p. lJ). 
Furthermore, Gonda displays a clear insensitivity to the 
theological dimension of the claim for continuity in the 
Tradition. He goes so far as to state: 

There is of course room for the observation that this 
consciousness of continuity on the part of the 
Hindus themselves is not based on scientific 
research and insight • • • • This consciousness of 
continuity is on the contrary based on ~ere 
traditions and religious convictions. and it .is 
utterly improbable that a tradition-ridden communit'-3 
which has unshalcabl e belief in pre-historic 'revealed' 
origin of its views, institutions and way of life 
would think of anything like an interruption of the 
tradition by which they feel themselves to be 
connected with that 'revelation'. (p. 14, emphasis 
added). 

In spite of these statements, Gonda wishes to express 
caution and the need for further research on the complex 
questions involved. Immediately following the above 
statements he continues with an affirmative view of continuity: 

•• , from an objective point of view there are 
many arguments for the thesis that the Indian culture 
which is expressed and reflected by the uninterrupted 
literary production from the ~g Veda onward is an 
unmistabable continum which while transforming and 
rejuvenating itself has always been subject of 
processes of adaptation and assimilation, that -
to express myself otherwise - there is in many 
respects no occasion whatever to deny the Hinduist 
traits of culture have developed from Vedic 
beginnings: e.g. the respect for and sanctity of 
the cow, the 'magic power', attributed to an appeal 
to truth which appearing already in the Rg Veda 
underlies later conceptions of the power

0

of truth, 
including Gandhi's theory about satyagraha -; the 
eager desire to be freed from the impending dange:n·­
of death and other worldly ills, a desire already 
before the early Upanisads known to Vedic man. '· · :1 

• (continue 
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approaches to the texts of the Indian Tradition. Generally 

speaking the historical approach has sought out the 

descriptive evidence which texts like the Rg Veda and 
• 

the Bhagavad Gita can provide into social conditions, 

ritual patterns, the history of ideas and religious life. 

The literary approach has dealt with such issues as the 

relation of Sanskrit to the Indo-Europeon family of languages 

and literature, and more specifically, the history of Sanskrit 

language and literature. Both approaches have led to general 

1 (continued) 
the much repeated statement that Hinduism in its 
consciousness of cultural continuity and homo­
geneity regarded, contrary to historical fact, 
many non-vedic ideas and beliefs in connections with 
samsara, karman, moksa and the principle of ahimsa, 
as.Vedic does not settle the qu"estion~: here also 
matters are much more complicated than the formula: 
"non-vedic and therefore to be considered as borrowed 

from the substratum, "would have us believe. 

In essence, Gonda's position can at best be described as 
sympathetic to the indig.ienous claims of the Indian 'l'radi tion, 
but insistant that those claims must meet the test of 
scientific inquiry into the claims. 

While our own project can be viewed in the context 
of Gonda's position, in that we are seeking to verify the 
claim made about dharma that it is known authoritatively 
in the Veda, we are less confident than Gonda of ,a 12riori 
methodologies as the means to verify the claim (cf. footnote 
5·below, for some literature on the encounter of scientific 
methodologies and non-western societies). 
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conclusions about the question of the continuity and change. 

Those conclusions have often been at odds with the claims 

made by the Indian Tradition itself for continuity. 

Illustrative of the type of conclusions reached 

through nn historical approach to the literature is an 

oft-quoted passage by M. Winternitz which describes the 

changes reflected in the literature concerning the world­

view of the vedic people: 

In the Vedas we find an active, joyful, warlike 
people, of simple, and still partly savage habits. 
Singers implore the gods for help against the 
enemy, victory, glory and booty, wealth, god, 
cattle, rain children and long life. As yet we 
do not find in the songs of the Rg Veda that 
effeminate, ascetic, and pessimi~tic trait of the 
Indian character which we shall meet again and 
again in Indian literature. 2 

The descriptions of the change from •active•, 'joyful' and 

•warlike' to 'effeminate', 'ascetic' and 'pessimistic' are 

changes accurately reflected in the literature in a descriptive 

sense. However, the question we would address to Winternitz 

is whether it is adequate to view the Rg Veda just as an 
• 

historical source when the literature itself does not function 

in the Indian Tradition as such? This question is especially 

important when the evidence leads Winternitz to conclusions 

2 
M. Winternitz, History of Indian Literature, Vol. 1, 

(Calcutta, 1962), p. 73. 



361 

which portray the changes in the Tradition in terms of a 

basic discontinuity. 

The limitation in the historical enterprise is 

not unrelated to that of the study of Sanskrit literature. 

The s~udy of the Sanskrit texts as literature, rather than 

as religious literature embodying and conveying the fundamental 

presuppositions of a religious Tradition, brings much the same 

result as the historical enterprise on the question of 

continuity. For example, Louis Renou has argued that the 

Veda stands as little more than a 'symbol' in the smrti 
• 

tradition, 

La smriti (qui se poursuit au-dela du Veda par la 
Dharmasastra classique) introduit une formulation 
directe une pensee rationaliste, purrait - on 
dire, qu'il s'agisse de tex~es erudits ou de textes 
(pre)-scientifiques; la ~ruti, tout au contraire 
est d'essence symbolique, se fondant sur une 
semantique indirecte et "seconde", J 

Here Renou argues that the substance of the change between 

sruti and smrti literature is a move from 'symbolic' language 

to rational language. Renou does not explain what he means 

either by 'symbolic' or •rational' in the context, That 

distinction, however, is not the key issue for our purposes, 

so it is unimportant that he is unclear on such questions, 

3 
E, V, P., Vol, 6, P• 27. 
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Rather, the main point is that Renou sees in the character 

of the language of druti and smrti a significant and 
• 

fundamental change. The change he sees in the language 

brings with it conclusions which portray the ~tages of the 

Tradition in fundamental discontinuity. Renou states, for 

example: 

The Vedic contribution to Hinduism, especially to 
Hindu cult - practice and speculation, is not a 
large one; Vedic influence on mythology is rather 
stronger, though here also there has been a pro­
found regeneration. Religious terminology is 
almost completely transformed between the Veda and the 
Epic or Puranas, a fact which has not been sufficiently 
emphasized; •the old terms have disappeared or have 
so changed in meaning that they are hardly recogniz­
able; a new terminology comes into being. 4 

Renou finds the differences between the language of the 

Rg Veda and the later smrti literature deep and profound and 
• • 
argues that there is, in consequence, a fundamental discon-

tinuity in the Tradition between 'Vedism' and 'Hinduism'. 

By way of contrast with Winternitz and Renou, to 

investigate the fundamental presuppositions of the Tradition 

by seeking to validate indigenous claims leads one to quite 

different insights into the question of continuity. We 

discovered an underlying conceptual continuity in the uses of 

L. Renou, Religions of Ancient India, (New York, 1968), 
p. 47. 
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dharma in the R£T Veda and the Bhagavad Gita. On the basis 
• 

of that we can appreciate the claim that dharma is known 

authoritatively in the Rg Veda. The validity of that 
• 

claim in turn provides a basis to acknowledge the more 

general claim for continuity. 

The difference between the conclusions we have 

reached and those of Winternitz arises from differing 

methodological concerns. Winternitz generally speaking 

formulates his approach to the Indian literature in terms 

of the Nineteenth Century presuppositions on the nature of 

religion and cultural evolution. The validity of such 

presuppositions has been challenged5 by much of modern 

scholarship. Our thesis can be seen to add weight to that 

challenge by suggesting that what is important for outsiders 

to know is how the Indian Tradition formulates its self-

understanding on the questions of continuity and change and 

5 cf. Bryan R, Wilson (ed.), Rationali\}i• (New York- 1970). 
Particularly important on this TSS1.iel:s e debate ·~' 

between Peter Winch, author of "The Idea of a Social 
Science" and "Understanding a Prirni ti ve Society" over 
against Alasdair Macintyre, author of "Is Understanding 
Religion Compatible with Believing" and "The Idea of a 
Social Science". Important reflection on the relation of 
the positivist account of rationality and the social sciences 
is Eric Voeglin's The New Science of Politics, (Chicago, 
1952) and a fundamental philosophical reflection on the 
foundation of the whole issue is Leo Strauss, Natural Right 
and Historv, (Chicago, 1953). 



what the evidence is fer that self-understanding. Such 

an approach can acknowledge the accuracy of Winternitz's 

description of change in the Tradition, but seek to know 
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how that change is understood in the context of the Indian 

Tradition. 

Similarly, our point is not to dispute Renou's 

assertation that there are profound changes in language 

between the Rg Ved~ and smrti literature. Indeed throughout . -
our study of the Bhagavad Gita we acknowledged many changes 

between the two texts we considered in this study. Our 

point is to suggest however, that the Tradition has its 

own assumptions which assert the continuity of the Tl:aditon 

and provide a framework within which change can be understood 

and ackncwledged, For example, one could refer to the account 

of time in the Indian Tradition which, unlike the western 

linear conception is based upon a cyclical pattern. In the 

cycles, the perfect.age is at the beginning and subsequent 

ages reflect the slow decline of creation until its 

destruction and reabsorbtion into the cosmic waters. In this 

account of time, change ls a matter of decline. The revelato~y 

visions an:i mantras of the Rg Veda do not look back to a 
• 

previous age, but represent the literary remnants of the first 

age. Smrti, of which the Gita is a part, is dependent upon 
• 
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sruti for its knowledge, but it is a recollection of it, 

not the knowledge itself. The change is a matter of decline 

in relationship to the fullness of knowledge of ~, but it 

is a decline which is comprehensible only within a framework 

of continuity with the original vision of mantraand Veda. 

Thus, throughout the Gita, Krsna looks back to Veda as the -- ... 
manifestation of his own na.ture in another age, Veda and 

Krsna are coeval with creation. Within Veda, dharrna is 
••• 

present from the very beginning as a fundamental principle 

in creation. We have expressed that principle in terms of a 

root or core meaning of dharma: to uphold the orderly 

relatedness of all that is. This core meaning underlies the 

diverse forms of upholding carried out by the gods in the 

Rg Veda and by Krsna in the Gita. There are changes in 
• • •• 
dharma's meaning in the world view and in linguistic use, 

as Winternitz and Renou state, but the changes are part of a 

framework of continuity tied to the original revelation to 

the vedic rsis and Agni's mantra • 
• • 

In essence, we are arguing that, to discuss the 

question of continuity in the Indian Religious Tradition 

without reference to Tradition's own conception of 

continuity is to miss the core of the Tradition. This study 

has been an attempt to grasp something of that core or root 

through a study of dharma. 



APPENDIX OUE 

References to the noun dhar'nn. in the !?P.: Veda: 

1.12.7. 
1.22.18. 
1.55.J. 
1.134.5. 
1.159.3. 
1.160.1. 
1.164.43,50. 
1.187.1. 

2.13.7. 

3.3.1. 
3.17.1,5. 
3.38.2. 
3.60.6 

4.53.3,4,5. 

5.15.2. 
5.26.6. 
5.63.1,7. 
5.72.2. 
5.81.4 

6.70.1,3. 

7.89.5. 

8.6.20. 
8.27.3,5,16. 
8.35.13. 
8. 4 3. 21..i.. 
8.93 .1. (Griffith,8.87.1) 

• 
9.7.7,1. 
9.25.2. 
9.35.6. 
9.63.22. 
9.64.1,11. 
9.86.5,9. 
9.97.12,23. 
9.107.15, 2lt-. 
9.110.4. 

10.16.J. 
10.20.2,3. 
10.21.3. 
10.44.1,5,8. 
10.50.6 
10.56.3,5. 
10.63.13. 
10.65.5. 
10.88.1. 
10.90.16. 
10.92.2. 
10.149.3. 
10.167.3. 
10.170.2. 
10.175.1-4. 
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APPENDIX TWO 

References to the root dhr in used in this study: 
--r 

GRIFFITH 
1.15.6. 5.15.1.2,5. 8.68.19 ( 8. 57 .19) 
1.20.18. 5.27.6. 8.70.2. (8.59.2) 
1.22.18. 5.29.1. 8.77.6,8. (8.65.6.8) 
1.25.6,8,10. 5.34.7. 8.93.13. (8.82.13) 
1.30.22. 5.62.1,3,5. 8.94.2. (8.8J.2.) 
1.37.7. 5.69.1. 8.95.8,15(8.84.8,15.) 
1.44.14. 5.72.2. 8.97.11. (8.86.llo) 
1.48.J. 5.86.6. 8.100.1. (8.89.1.) 
1. 51. 4. 
1.52.8. 

6.8.6. 
9.12.9. 

1.62.7,9. 9.22.7. 
1.66.3. 6.17.7,16. 9.35.6. 
1.67.5. 6.19.5. 9.44.2. 
1.96.1-7. 6.30.2. 9.47.4. 
1.103.1,2. 6.36.l. 9.63.1,14,30, 
1.134. 5. 6.44.24. 9.74.2. 
1.139,8,10. 6.47.4. 9.86.6,7. 
1.141.9. 6.51.8. 9.105.4. 
1.156. 4. 6.67.6. 9.107.4,23. 

6.68.10. 
2.1.4. 6.74.1. 10.12.3.7. 
2.13.7. 10.18.13. 
2.17.5. 10.19.1,3. 
2.27.4,8,9. 7.64.4. 10.20.2. 
2.29.1. 7.66.2. 10.24.1. 

7.85.3 10.25.4. 
3.2.7,10. 7.99.2,3. 10.44.8. 
3.3.1. 7.104.13. 10.48.8. 
3.32.8. 10.49. 9, 10. 
3.38.2. 10.59.5 
J.44.J. 8.12.30. 10.60.5,8,9. 
J. 59.1. 8.13.12. 10.66.5,8. 

8.15.2. 10.70.5. 
4.1.18. 8.17.13. 10.73.4 
4.2.12. 8.25.2,B. 10.81.4. 
4.3.4. 8.27.3. 10.92.10. 
4.L~.8. 8. 32. 25. 10.111.4. 
4.42.2.3,4. 8.36.l. 10.121.1. 
4. 53 .4. 8.41.10. 10.144.6. 
4. 154.4. 8 .44. 2 5. 10.170.2 
4. 58. 2. 10.173,2,3,5. 
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