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Learning Objectives
• Familiarity with some aspects of the Gītā’s modern history 

• Familiarity with some of the ways the Gītā has been 
interpreted and deployed within political contexts.  

• Familiarity with range of different translation projects 



British Colonialism Snapshot
• 1601 [British] East India Company charter 

• 1757 Battle of Plassey: British East India Company 

• 1857 Rebellion: British Crown  

• 1947 Partition & Independence



Warren Hastings
• 1772: British East India Company governor-general for Bengal 

• Plan to govern territories under laws of local residents rather 
than British law 

• Founding of Indology  
• Dharma śāstra 
• British administrators learn Sanskrit 
• Collaboration with brāhmaṇa Sanskritists



Gītā & Colonial Politics
• Hasting & Orientalists 
• Enthusiasm for Sanskrit products of South Asian culture 
• Purpose: support colonial initiative through reducing differences 

between ruling and the ruled 

• Orientalist opposition 
• Secular utilitarian James Mill: cultural evolution & backwardness of 

South Asians and Hinduism 
• Purpose: more comprehensive colonial intervention through emphasis 

on progress 



Charles Wilkens’ Translation
• 1770 Wilkens arrives to Calcutta at age of 21 as junior clerk for East 

India Company 

• 1783 Wilkens begins translating the Mahābhārata epic 
• 1784 relocates to Benares and focuses on Gītā under guidance of Kaśinatha 

Bhattacharya 

• 1785 Wilkens’ Gītā translation & its impact 
• Criticism of contemporary learned brāhmaṇas understanding of the text 
• preference for pre-modern texts to understand Hinduism over contemporary 

practice 
• German Romanticism 
• American transcendentalism: Emerson, Thoreau, etc.



Swami Vivekananda
• 1893 World Parliament of Religions 

• Universal truths in all religions & supremacy of Protestant Christianity as 
marked by its tolerance   
• Vivekananda: Hinduism as universal religion: accepts all religions as true 

• Bhagavad Gītā: foundation of Hinduism & most authoritative 
commentary on the Vedas 
• American application of Gītā 

• Multiple paths are valid 
• Non-attachment to fruits of action: temper materialistic gilded age 

• Indian application 
• Social activism & nationalism for independence



Indian Independence Movement
• Gītā’s doubleness 
• Hindu nationalism with Gītā as unifying text 
• Universal spiritual work that transcends Hinduism 

• Gītā’s wide distribution through inexpensive vernacular 
translations 

• Leaders & Institutions: political aims & textual interpretation 



Range of Gītā Interpretations
• Revolutionaries (ex. Anushilan Samiti): insurrectionary violence 

against British with ideology of righteous war 

• Extremists of National Congress Party: Lajpat Rai, Tilak, 
Aurobindo: prioritized Indian independence and emphasized 
Gītā’s karma yoga 

• Hindu Nationalists: Hedgewar & RSS



Lajpat Rai’s interpretation
• 1865-1928 

• Construction of historical Kṛṣṇa with emphasis on later life from 
Mahābhārata rather than Bhāgavata Purāṇa 

• Kṛṣṇa as human warrior who is later deified  

• Kṛṣṇa as model human being to emulate  

• Aim: Indian activism against British rule and materialism



Aurobindo’s early interpretation
• 1872-1950 

• Emphasizes action of the Gītā and criticizes Śankara and others who 
prioritize renunciation 

• Karma yoga as means for Indian independence and violence (as it is in the 
Gītā) is an acceptable means 

• Divinization of Indian nation: nation goddess. Goddess power emphasized 
rather than that of Kṛṣṇa 

• Vision to become the sthita-prajña of the Gītā



Tilak’s interpretation
• 1856-1920 
• Composed original Gītā commentary during 6 year prison 

sentence that was widely translated and influential  
• Emphasizes activist reading of text b/c interpretation must fit 

current context of reader 
• Accepts violence as outcome of righteous action 
• Duty is that of all Indian citizens 
• Mobilized people during Hindu religious festivals



Hedgewar’s interpretation
• 1889-1940, founder of RSS in 1925 

• Karma yoga with devotion to the divine mother living god that 
is the Hindu nation 

• Merge one’s ego with that of the nation   

• External British threat but also internal threats from Muslims, 
Christians, and secular elites



Gandhi’s interpretation
• Gītā as his “spiritual reference book” 
• First read text in London via Edwin Arnold’s poetic rendering 
• Interpreted as source of universal truth, not as specifically 

Indian nor Hindu 
• Gītā recitation at daily morning and evening prayer sessions at 

his ashram 
• Translated text into Gujarati and provided extensive 

commentary



Gandi’s interpretation cont.: personal and political 

• Karma yoga: activist 
• Non-violent: counter revolutionaries, extremists, and hindu nationalists 
• Allegorical: universal and thus not Indian nor Hindu nor violent 

• Objective: self realization 
• Means: renunciation of fruits of actions (non-violence is its corollary) 
• No boundary between worldly pursuit & pursuit of salvation 
• Critical of renouncers or devotees who shun work in the world 

• Sthita-prajña as ideal person and example 
• Assassination by Godse, former follower, member of RSS, follower of 

Gītā 



Aurobindo’s later interpretation
• Transformation after year of imprisonment beginning in 1908 
• Through Gītā realized “central truth of Hindu religion” and had a 

vision of Kṛṣṇa 
• Hinduism as only eternal religion, which embraces all others 
• Viewed Indian liberation movement as part of larger global spiritual 

mission 
•  retreated to French controlled Pondicherry where he lived as 

renunciate for forty years 
• Critical of pre-modern commentators as he emphasized Gītā as 

synthesizing work to catalyze spiritual experience: essential message 
for all of humanity  



Interpretative Themes
• Relevant to contemporary life but in very different ways 

• Representative of Hindu nation 

• Indian Independence movement  

• Universal spiritual message and vehicle for teachings of modern gurus



Translation questions & concerns
• Language skills of the translator 
• “No translation is transparent” 
• “Every translation involves judgement and tactical choices” 
• “What does the translator see as the most fundamental 

significance of the original work?” 
• “What aspects of the original work does the translator seek to 

convey, and what will one leave untranslated?” 
• “The greater the linguistic and cultural difference between the 

original and target languages, the wider is the gap that the 
translator must try to bridge”



Gītā in Translation by the #s
• 1,891 Translations in 75 Languages 

• 1,412 published translations in 34 Indian languages 

• 300+ published English translations



Strategic decisions of translation 
• Stylistic: align with Sanskrit in meter and verse or English 

literary rendering? 
• Pedagogical: Who is the audience?  
• Interpretive: deciphering meaning of the text in the time of its 

composition or a new significance in contemporary times? 
• Motivational: what are the personal motivations and subjective 

experience that the translator brings?



Sanskrit Professor & Textual Historian:  
J.A.B. van Buitenen

• Dutch born and educated under Jan Gonda 
• Professor of Sanskrit at U of Chicago 
• Contextual and historical interpretation  
• part of Mahābhārata epic 
• Political, social, religious context at time of composition  

• Prose paragraph rendering rather than isolated verses 
• Includes Sanskrit transliteration



Writer & Poet: Stephen Mitchell
• Prolific writer and translator of ancient literature 
• no Sanskrit language skills or specialized knowledge of South 

Asian history, philosophy, religion, literature 
• Frames Gītā as “instructional manual for spiritual practice and 

a guide to peace of the heart” 
• Locating text in perennial philosophy: text stimulates universal 

truths about how to live in each reader   
• Renders into metered individual verses  



Sanskritist, Devotee, & Guru: 
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada

• Emphasis of Kṛṣṇa: as speaker & ultimate god 
• Task is to illuminate authorial meaning of divine words: “Gita as it is” 

• Gauḍiya Vaiṣṇava renouncer and missionary 
• Modern Guru: founder of ISKCON 
• Verse presentation: Sanskrit Devanagri script, Roman 

transliteration, English translation, original commentary    
• Emphasized themes: bhakti yoga & Kṛṣṇa’s supremacy



Philosopher, Professor, & Stateman: 
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan

• Doubleness of all scripture:  
• contextual of the period in which it was composed 
• Universal in its message, which transcends time and space 

• Advocate of Advaita Vedānta, philosophy of Śankara 
• President of India; Spalding Professor of Eastern Religion and 

Ethics at Oxford 
• Presentation: Sanskrit transliteration, prose translation, brief 

commentary 
• Neo-Vedāntic frame: knowledge & spiritual realization, ethical 

action in the world, universal applicability 



Comparative Translation: 18.64-6
• J.A.B. Van Buitenen, 1981 
• A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, 1972 
• H.D. Gosvami (Howard Resnick), 2015 
• Barbara Stoler Miller, 1986 
• Swami Prabhavanada and Christopher Isherwood, 1944



18.64-6: van Buitenen
• Listen to one more final word of mine that embodies the 

greatest mystery of all.  I shall tell it for your own good, for 
you are profoundly dear to me.  Keep your mind on me, honor 
me with your devotion and sacrifice, and you shall come to me.  
Abandon all the Laws and instead seek shelter with me alone.  
Be unconcerned, I shall set you free from all evils. 



18.64-6: Bhaktivedanta Swami
• Because you are My very dear friend, I am speaking to you My 

supreme instruction, the most confidential knowledge of all.  
Hear this from Me, for it is for your benefit. 64 

• Always think of Me, become My devotee, worship Me and offer 
your homage to Me.  Thus you will come to Me without fail.  I 
promise you this because you are My very dear friend. 65 

• Abandon all varieties of religion and just surrender unto Me.  I 
shall deliver you from all sinful reactions.  Do not fear. 66



18.64-66: H.D. Gosvami*

•Once more, hear My supreme word, the most secret 
of all. You are very well loved by Me, so I shall speak 
for your good. 64  Be mindful of Me and devoted to 
Me, offer to Me, bow to Me.  You will come to Me 
alone.  I promise you this truly, for I love you. 65  
Giving up all dharmas , come to Me alone for shelter.  
I shall free you from all evils, do not worry. 66      

*Founder of Krishna West; Ph.D in Sanskrit and Indian Studies from Harvard University.



18.64-66: Barbara Stoler Miller*
Listen to my profound words,  
the deepest mystery of all,  
for you are precious to me 

and I tell you for your good. 64 

Keep your mind on me, 
be my devotee, sacrificing, bow to me— 

you will come to me, I promise, 
for you are dear to me. 65 

Relinquishing all sacred duties to me, 

make me your only refuge; 
do not grieve, 
for I shall free you from all evils. 66    
                                                                        *late Professor of Asian and Middle Eastern Cultures at Barnard College, Columbia University; Ph.D in Sanskrit and Indic Studies from University of 
Pennsylvania. 



18.64-66: Swami Prabhavananda and 
Christopher Isherwood*

These are the last words that I shall say to you, the deepest of all truths.  I speak for your own good.  You are the friend I chose and love.   

Give me your whole heart,  

Love and adore me, 

Worship me always,  

Bow to me only,  

And you shall find me: 

This is my promise 

Who love you dearly. 

Lay down all duties 

In me, your refuge. 

Fear no longer, 

For I will save you 

From sin and from bondage. 

 * Prabhavananda was founder of the Vedanta Society of Los Angeles; Isherwood was a popular writer and student of 
Prabhavananda 



Sthita prajña: person of stable insight
• Sthita prajña: ideal for Aurobindo & Gandi 
  
• 2.55-72: Description of person of stable insight (sthita prajña) 

who is fixed in meditative absorption


