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Learning Objectives
• Understanding of karma yoga 

• Understanding of jñāna yoga 

• Recognition of social & historical context for Kṛṣṇa’s instructions relating 
to karma yoga and jñāna yoga 

• Familiarity with diverse interpretative possibility of Kṛṣṇa’s counsel   
• Śankara: knowledge & action for different persons. Liberation comes from 

knowledge alone through jñāna yoga 
• Rāmānuja: combination of knowledge & action for liberation throgh karma yoga



Lecture Structure
• Review Ch.2 : Sāṁkhya, guṇas, yoga as skill in action 

• Ch. 3: karma yoga 

• Ch. 4: knowledge 

• Ch. 5 renunciation of action



Sāṁkhya Metaphysics
• Dualism:  
• Puruṣa: person, ātman, self, consciousness 
• Prakṛti (matter) 

• Karma = action 
• Saṁsāra = mundane cycle of birth & death, transmigration 
• Mokṣa = liberation/release 
• Permanent release from the cycle of birth and death. 



Prakṛti’s Qualities (guṇas)
• Sattva: clarity, luminosity, peacefulness, steadiness, 

lightness 

• Rajas: energy, activity, consumption, passion, action, 
movement 

• Tamas: lethargy, heaviness, delusion, destruction, 
depression



Yoga in Ch. 2
• 2.47-50: Yoga defined 
• 47: act without attachment to outcomes 
• 48: yoga is evenness of mind 
• 49: buddhi yoga supersedes ordinary action 
• 50: yoga is skill in action  
• 51: Outcome: release from bondage of rebirth  

• This understanding of yoga (karma yoga) continues through 
chapter five



Ch. 3: Karma Yoga
• 1-2: difference between karma & jñāna 
• 4-29 performance of action to attain equanimity 

• 4-9: action superior to inaction 
• 17-18 one who is satisfied in the self has no duties 
• 19-26: supreme attainment & example 
• 27-9: play of the guṇas 

• 30-5 how to act  
• 35: better to do one’s own duty than that of another 

• 36-40: force of unrighteous action 
• 37: desire from raja guṇa 

• 41-3: transcend desire 



Arjuna’s Questions
• 3.1: If knowledge is better than action, why urge terrible 

action? 

• 3.2 You confuse my intelligence, tell me the one way to reach 
the highest good  



Kṛṣṇa: 2 paths
• Jñāna yoga for the followers of sāṁkhya 

• Karma yoga for the yogis 

• Both taught by Kṛṣṇa and not new 

• Commentary 
• R: 2 paths based on qualification (intelligence agitated by sense objects). 

Selfless action purifies and thus qualifies for knowledge 
• S: no combination of knowledge & action.  Knowledge only to be taken up by 

renunciates. 



Action Superior to Non-Action: 4-9
• 4 

• S: karma yoga leads to jñāna yoga.  There must be knowledge; renunciation 
alone is not sufficient 

• R: But acting without attachment and worship equate to success, not jñāna 
yoga.   

• 5 
• S: adds qualifier of “unenlightened” for interpretation. Karma yoga is only for 

them and not for those of knowledge 
• R: karma yoga is a required pre-requisite for jñāna yoga 

•  7: S: only applies to “unenlightened” 
• 8: R: knowledge of self is included in karma yoga so it is better than 

jñāna yoga, even for those qualified for jñāna yoga



One who is satisfied in the self has no duties: 17-18 

• S: This is not the case for Arjuna 

• R:  
• this one no longer depends on any means, thus thus no need for karma 

yoga nor jñāna yoga 
• Karma yoga is a better process for vision of ātma than jñāna yoga b/c 

it is: 
• Easy to perform 
• Secure from error 
• Knowledge of he self is included in the process 
• Minimum of activity is required even for the jñānī 



19-20: Karma yogī attains the supreme
• R:  
• one (ex. Janaka) attains the supreme by Karma Yoga itself; it is not a 

mere precursor 
• Karma yoga is the best means for vision of self, even for one who is 

qualified for jñāna yoga 

• S:  
• this leads to purification of the mind 
• Janaka and others are kṣatriyas who were either liberated already, 

were still being purified, or were unenlightened



Be an example: 20-6
• R: 

• 21: Person of wisdom should act based on social position and stage of life to 
set example 

• 22: Including Kṛṣṇa who is Lord of all, omniscient, and has nothing to achieve 
• 24: If Arjuna claims to be qualified for jñāna yoga, then others who are 

virtuous and unqualified will follow 
• 25: even those qualified for jñāna yoga should practice karma yoga to set 

example. Ignorant are those without complete knowledge of self.  
• 26: Ignorant are only qualified for karma yoga, which is independent means 

for vision of self  
• S:  

• 24: there is a duty for those with vision of the self to help others 
• 25: for knowers of the self (like Kṛṣṇa), the only duty is working for the 

welfare of the world



 
How is one attached to action:  

play of the guṇas: 27-9:  

• R 
• 27: the ignorant of the nature of the self think “I am the doer” of 

activities that are performed by the guṇas of prakṛti  
• 28: non-attachment to actions of guṇas from insight that “I am not the 

doer” 
• 29: the knower of the self should foster a love of karma yoga for the 

ignorant through his/her own example and thus follow karma yoga alone 

• S 
• 27: ahaṁkāra is self identification with aggregate of body and senses 

leading to thought that “I am the doer of those diverse activities” 
• 29: those deluded by the guṇas perform actions for results  



How to Act: 30-5
• R 
• 30: individual self constitutes the body of the Supreme Person, all 

action is worship of Kṛṣṇa so just perform karma yoga 
• 33: nature is the aggregate of subtle impressions from past actions 
• 34: these impressions cause desire/aversion—unconquerable foes to 

the jñānī—to experience sense objects 
• 35: conclusion: karma yoga is better than jñāna yoga.  

• S:  
• 30: idea that “I am an agent” but work for Kṛṣṇa as a servant 
• 33: how does this account for effort?  
• 34: control desire and aversion through discernment and then follow 

scriptural injunctions rather than one’s own nature



Force of unrighteous action: 36-40

• R: 
• 36: Frames question around those practicing jñāna yoga 
• 37: raja guṇa born from subtle impressions forms desire, which when 

hindered creates anger and then violence 
• 39: desire brings attachment for sense-objects and is insatiable  
• 40: senses, mind, and intellect are instruments for desire and they 

overwhelm self by covering up knowledge 

• S 
• 36: desire is the root of all evil and it leads to anger.  It arouses raja guṇa 
• 39: desire is the enemy of the wise and the temporary friend of the fool. 

It is insatiable. 



Transcend desire: 41-3  

• R 
• 41: practitioner of karma yoga and jñāna yoga must destroy desire, 

which destroys knowledge of the self and prevents discernment that is 
the means to knowledge of the self 
• 42: desire (originating from rajas) obstructs knowledge of the self by 

inducing the senses and mind to chase sense objects 

• S:  
• 41: learning is knowledge of the self from from a teacher and 

scripture and wisdom is the full experience of that.  These are the 
means to liberation and desire destroys them.  Thus renounce desire. 
• 43: establish self with help of purified mind



Ch.4: Knowledge 
• 1-4: Karma Yoga is old system that was lost 

• 5-15: Knowledge about Kṛṣṇa 
• 10-11: Take refuge in Kṛṣṇa 
• 15: Perform actions like the ancients who were seeking release 

• 16-34: Truth about action 

• 35-42: Knowledge



Karma Yoga as Ancient System: 1-4
• R: 
• 2: this is not new idea to create encouragement for war 
• 3: this is the most mysterious knowledge of Vedānta; an unchanged 

and ancient yoga now taught out of friendship 
• 4: Arjuna knows Kṛṣṇa as God but asks as if he does not 

• S: 
• 1: this ancient yoga ensured the protection of the brāhmaṇas by the 

kṣatriyas and the protection of the world requires the protection of 
these social classes 
• 4: Arjuna raises this question in anticipation of the doubts of fools as 

to Kṛṣṇa’s identity



Knowledge about Kṛṣṇa’s Birth: 5-9
• R:  

• 6: by his own free will rather than karma 
• 7: dharma according to four social orders and stages of life 
• 8: primary is worship for the dharmic; secondary is destruction of adharmic 
• 9: liberation for one with knowledge of, love for, and meditation on Kṛṣṇa 

• S 
• 6: appearance of becoming embodied, not birth like ordinary people 
• 7: dharma according to four social orders and stages of life 
• 9: knowledge of Kṛṣṇa culminatges in liberation



Refuge in Kṛṣṇa: 10-11
• R 
• 10: knowledge of Kṛṣṇa’s life and deeds purifies and many of become 

transformed in this manner.  
• 11: Kṛṣṇa reveals himself in whatever way one desires, not strictly in 

the form of gods and people 

• S 
• 10: knowledge does not depend upon any other austerity 
• 11: Kṛṣṇa provides material fruits to those desirous of that and 

knowledge to those desirous of liberation



Knowledge of Kṛṣṇa cont: 12-15
• R 
• 12: worldly people want perform rituals for rapid results rather than 

for liberation for which karma yoga is the process.  Karma yoga is 
worship of Kṛṣṇa 
• 14: karma is the material cause for creation and distinctions 
• 15: These ancients achieved liberation in this way 

• S 
• 12: eligibility for specific action is determined by social order and 

stage of life 
• 13: classification of social order and their respective duties in 

connection with guṇas



Truth about Action: 16-34
• R: 
• 16: I shall teach to you action that has knowledge embedded in it and 

which results in liberation 
• 18: non-action refers to knowledge of the self.  Point: no 

contradiction between knowledge and action for one who knows the 
self 
• 19: knowledge of the self is an integral part of karma yoga such that 

the mind does not identify with the guṇas 
• 23: knowledge of the self as different from prakṛti 

• Action as Sacrifice: 23-34



Knowledge: 35-42
• 35: S: realization of the identity of the individual self and God 

through knowledge 
• 36: S/R:  knowledge is the raft to cross the ocean of rebirth 
• S:  knowledge alone is the raft 

• 37: S: full enlightenment is the cause of making all actions 
impotent 
• 38: R: This knowledge is attained by practicing karma yoga 
• 41-2 yoga is karma yoga



Ch.5: Renunciation of Action
• 1-26: Which is better: karma yoga or renunciation of action? 
• 2: karma yoga, though both lead to the ultimate 
• 3: the equipoised one is liberated 
• 4-6: connection between sāṁkhya & karma yoga 
• 7-12: karma yoga 
• 13-26: knowledge & renunciation 

• 27-8 Meditation 

• 29: Know Kṛṣṇa



Which is better: karma yoga or renunciation of 
action?
• 2:  
• S: karma yoga is better than renunciation of action that is not based 

on knowledge 
• R: Karma yoga is preferable to Jñāna yoga 

• 3: karma yogī is always given to renunciation



Connection between sāṁkhya & karma yoga

• 4-6:  
• R & S sāṁkhya = jñāna yoga 
• S: Liberation is the result of both 
• R: vision of the self is the result of both paths 
• R: Jñāna yoga cannot be attained without karma yoga and its follower 

attains the self after a long period and with much difficulty



Karma Yoga: 7-12
• 7 

• R: Karma yoga is superior to jñāna yoga b/c it is more easily pursued and more rapidly 
efficacious in securing the fruits 

• 9 
• R: sense of agency comes from association of self with senses, which are rooted in karma  
• S: full enlightenment entails giving up all actions because of realization of their non-

existence like a person who knows an image of a lake is a mirage does not try to drink 
there 

• 11 
• R: karma yoga purifies 

• 12:  
• R: Yogī desires only the self. Non-yogi is inclined towards fruits other than the self 
• S: this peace is attained in stages after purification of heart, knowledge, renunciation of 

action, then steadfastness in knowledge 



knowledge & renunciation: 13-26:  

• 17: knowledge purifies and culminates in liberation 
• 18:  

• R: dissimilarity is in prakṛti only; the self though numerically distinct is the 
same in all beings 

• S: see the only and only unchanging Brahman 
• 21 

• R: Brahman as ātman 
• 22:  

• R/S: pain is the ultimate result because the pleasure is temporary 
• S: there are not even traces of happiness in the world 

• 23 
• R: there is no jivanmukta, only sthita-prajña



Meditation & its Goal: 27-9
• R:  
• Karma yoga culminates in process of meditation 
• Final goal: vision of self 
• Karma yoga as worship of Kṛṣṇa 
• Attains peace even while performing karma yoga


