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Chapter Three 

The Paradigm of Moral Action or Niṣkāma Karma in the Ethics of Bhagavadgītā 

3.1: Introduction 

The main objective of this Chapter is to explain and examine the paradigm of niṣkāma Karma 

with special reference to Bhagavadgītā. There are many śāstras in Hinduism such as the Vedas, 

the Upaniṣads, the Rāmāyaṇa, the Mahābhārata, the Purāṇas, and so on.  These are known as 

the foundations of Hinduism. Bhagavadgītā is also an important religious treatise as well as a 

philosophical treatise of the Hindus. There is nothing wrong to say that Bhagavadgītā is the most 

popular as well as the sacred book of the Hindus.  It is a part, chapters 23-40, of the Bhīṣma-

Parva of the Mahābhārata.  It contains eighteen chapters. There are eighteen parvas in the 

Mahābhārata. The Bhīṣma-Parva is the sixth out of eighteen parvas of the Mahābhārata.   The 

Mahābhārata is the greatest Sanskrit epic. It is regarded in India as the fifth Veda. The 

authorship of Bhagavadgītā is attributed to Veda Vyᾱsa, who is also known as the legendary 

compiler of the Mahābhārata. Its date may be assigned to the fifth century B.C.  Bhagavadgītā is 

meant ‗The God‘s Song‘, i.e., the philosophical advice of Lord Kṛṣṇa to seduce the reluctant 

Arjuna to perform his duties in the battlefield of righteousness. It is set in a narrative framework 

of dialogues between Lord Kṛṣṇa and his dearest friend Arjuna. 

Bhagavadgītā‟s teaching is not only presented as a metaphysical system. Many scholars regarded 

it as the essence of Upaniṣads.  It is also known as Gītopaniṣad. The spirit of it is mentioned in 

Bhagavadgītā itself.  The messages of Bhagavadgītā are simple and straightforward so that even 

common men, who have not any philosophical background, can grasp it. Bhagavadgītā aims to 

deliver mankind from ignorance of the material world.  Generally, we see that every man is in 
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dilemma in so many ways, as Arjuna was in dilemma in having to fight in kurukṣetra.  After 

getting a dilemma, Arjuna surrenders himself unto Lord Kṛṣṇa. As a result of that Bhagavadgītā 

was spoken. We also see that the general person easily gets worries or anxieties.  It is happened 

because of the material world.  Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to establish the real aim of life through 

Bhagavadgītā which was forgotten by men. He spoke Bhagavadgītā for the benefit of Arjuna 

and the future generation of human beings.  Thus, we can say that one can settle the mission of 

one‘s life with Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s instruction. It seems that Bhagavadgītā has been dealing with 

human problems in a human way.  It has inspired human beings in India as well as in the 

Western. It gives long term solutions with which any human being can face any situations in life 

at any time. These spiritual solutions teach us to look at life as a whole. Bhagavadgītā also 

teaches us how to lead a good life and how to implement it. It provides us with practical 

guidance. It also teaches us how to achieve harmony with God. Thus, we can say that it deals 

with ethics, metaphysics, and religion. It may be called the Gospel of Humanity. 

There are great philosophers like Saṁkarācārya, Rāmānujācārya, Madhvācārya, and so on in the 

past in India. They have been inspired by Bhagavadgītā.  There are also some great philosophers 

in the contemporary period like B.G.Tilak, M.K.Gāndhī, S. Radhakrishnan, Aurobindo, and so 

on in India. They have also been inspired by Bhagavadgītā. Thus, the philosophy of 

Bhagavadgītā is the way of life. It is the basis of life. Many things have been said in praise of 

Bhagavadgītā by Indian scholars. According to S. Radhakrishnan, ―The Bhagavadgītā which 

forms part of the Bhīṣma Parva of the Mahābhārata is the most popular religious poem of 

Sanskrit literature.‖
92

 Lokamānya Tilak calls it ‗ a most luminous and priceless gem which gives 

                                                             
92  Radhakrishnana, S., Indian Philosophy (second edition)- volume 1,  Oxford University Press, 2008, p.442. 
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peace to effected souls and makes us masters of spiritual wisdom.‘
93

  Another contemporary 

philosopher Mahātmā Gāndhī calls it ―The universal mother whose door is wide open to anyone 

who knocks.‖
94

  He further says, ―A true votary of the Gītā does not know what disappointment 

is. He ever dwells in perennial joy and peace that passeth understanding.‖
95

 

3.2: The Circumstances of the Righteous War and the Initiation of Bhagavadgītā 

The 1
st
 adhyāya (chapter) of Bhagavadgītā introduces the circumstances and the situations of 

righteous war. This war was held between the two clans of brothers- the Kauravas and the 

pāṇḍavas.   This war is known as dharmayudha. The field of war is known as kurukṣetra or field 

of righteousness. It is a ground for a moral struggle.  Before the beginning of the righteousness 

war, Arjuna had no desire to war with his brothers, cousin, and relatives. However, he was 

forced to go to the field of righteousness by Duryodhana‘s obstinacy. Duryodhana never 

accepted any peaceful negotiation with Arjuna. As a result of that Arjuna came in the field of 

righteousness to fight with Duryodhana and after that, he was in anxiety to see the leaders of the 

war. For this reason, in the field of righteousness, he requested Lord Kṛṣṇa to place his chariot 

between the two armies
96

 so that he can observe those who stand here with desire of war and can 

know with whom he has to fight.
97

 Here it would be noted that Arjuna wants to observe enemies 

before beginning the righteous war. It is not indicated that he has a motive for proposing peace 

negotiations with enemies. He just wants to see them for estimating the strength. He was quite 

confident of victory. The reason for that Lord Kṛṣṇa was sitting beside his side.  After Arjun‘s 

                                                             
93 Sharma, Chandradhar, A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, Matilal Banarshidass Publisher Privat 

Limited,delhi, 1987, P. 32 
94  Ibid., P. 32 
95  Ibid., P. 32.. 
96   Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda, A.C., Bhgavad-gītā, As It Is,Chapter-1, Śloka 21, Bhaktivedanta Book Trust, 

Hare Krishna land, Juhu, Mumbai 400049,India, 1972, P. 47. 
 
97    Ibid., Chapter 1, Śloka- 22, P. 47. 
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request, Lord Kṛṣṇa placed the chariot between the two armies and after that, he said to Arjuna 

that ―Just behold, Pārtha, all the kurūs assemble here (pārtha paśyaitān samavetān kurūn iti)‖
98

  

in front of Droṇa, Bhīṣma, and all the other warriors of the world.  It should be noted in this 

connection that the term ‗Kurū‟ is used for the sons of both Dhṛitarāshtra and pāṇḍu because they 

belong to the Kurū lineage.   It seems that here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to indicate that they are all 

one (all warriors are Arjuna‘s relatives), whether they are the opposite side or on his side 

(whether they are good or bad). After standing in the middle between two armies Ajuna saw his 

elders, cousins, teachers, friends, and well-wishers engaged as enemies in the battle. They were 

ready to fight to him.  In that situation, Arjuna said to Kṛṣṇa that when he sees his relatives eager 

to the fight to him then his limbs mope, his body trembles, his mouth goes dry, his skin is 

burning, and his bow slips from his hand. That is why he is unable to stand any longer here.
99

  

Thus, it seems that Arjuna wants to say that his mental strength has gone down. It shows his 

weakness and instability. 

 It should be noted that here Arjuna was frustrated with emotional upheavals. He accidentally 

started exhibiting several symptoms of disability both psychologically and physically. He 

pictured his physical symbols or sign in graphic terms. In conversation with Kṛṣṇa, Arjuna said 

that he does not see any good may come from killing his relatives in this war.  As a result of that 

Arjuna denies the desire for victory or kingdom or pleasure. In this regard, he goes on to say that 

he desires kingdom, enjoyments, and pleasure for those, who stand here in the battle for killing 

him. Despite having such a problem, he does not wish to kill them.   He then also claims that he 

does not agree to fight with them and kill them even for the kingdom of the three worlds because 
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    Ibid., Chapter-1, Śloka 25, P.50. 
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of sin, which will overcome him.   He then raises a question to Lord Kṛṣṇa that by killing the 

sons of Dhṛtarāṣṭra, what happiness could be ours?
100

 Soon after being confused, he concludes 

not to fight with his relatives. Thus, it appears that Arjuna was unwilled to kill his relatives. He 

thought that there would be no happiness in his life by killing his relatives. Hence, he did not 

want to fight. It may be noted in that situation that Arjun had an opportunity for gaining a realm 

or a kingdom (which lies in fighting with his relatives) and reclaiming the kingdom or realm 

which inherited from his father. But he did not do it. 

It may also be noted in this connection that Arjuna was not obsessed with fight or war. There he 

was not against a fight. In his life, he fought many wars. He was well trained by teachers as a 

Kṣatriya. His lifelong conditions were with all violence and wars.  Naturally, a question arises:  

why he turned his face against war? In that situation, it may also be noted that as charioteer, Lord 

Kṛṣṇa had to place the chariot between the two armies without uttering any words and it is also 

remarkable that Arjuna would see the assemble fighters anyway. However, Lord Kṛṣṇa 

intentionally used the words ‗the member of the kurū lineage is assembling here (samavetām 

kurūn)‘ to arouse attachment in Arjuna. It is the main reason of Arjuna‘s weakness.  His sense of 

attachment was aroused. He realized good in opposing to the fight and overwhelmed with 

sorrow. This is the main cause that changes the great courage of a hero into anxiety and worry. 

Here we have to realize this paradoxical condition very clearly because ‗this is the true seed for 

all the advice taken in Bhagavadgītā‟. There is nothing wrong to say that if this ironic situation 

had not been there then Bhagavadgītā might not have come into existence.  Dharma and Satya 

(truth) are at stake in the field of righteousness. Thus, preventing adharma from gaining success 

over dharma is the main purpose of Bhagavadgītā. For this reason, as a charioteer or a guider or 
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a good friend of Arjuna, Lord Kṛṣṇa had to do two things: First, he had to present the true nature 

of life to the world with the help of Arjuna, and secondly, he had to conquer the forces that 

threaten social as well as world orders. 

We have seen that at the beginning of the righteous war, warrior Arjuna was filled with sadness 

and compassion when he saw his relatives. After that, he manifested his unwillingness to war. 

Here it may be noted that Arjuna, as a Kṣatriya, was obliged to war for justice and righteous war. 

Arjuna did not think about his relatives before becoming to the dharmakṣetra or the field of 

righteousness. It should be noted in this connection that he had experiences of a large army. 

However, after observing his relatives, friends, and teachers, he thought about the result of the 

war and what good might come out of such a war.  Here his heart filled with sorrow and pity. He 

then became nervous and lost his power. He also overlooked his duty at that important time 

which was nothing but to fight. He saw himself in attachment with others as a grandson of 

Bhīṣma, as a student of Droṇa. In other words, he attached and identified himself with the sense 

of „my‟ ness and „I‟ ness. As a result of that, Arjuna wanted to retire from the war at that crucial 

time and surrendered himself to Lord Kṛṣṇa by saying that he was distracted from his duty. As a 

result of that, he had requested Kṛṣṇa to tell him what is well for him.  In reply, Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna that he should do his action in a desireless manner or non- attachment manner. 

Desireless action is called niṣkāma karma. In this chapter, we are primarily confined to discuss 

niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā as moral action of Bhagavadgītā.  

3.3: The Meaning of Niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā 

The concept of niṣkāma Karma is a composite concept. It is not a simple concept because it is 

compiled by two different concepts. These are niṣhkāma and karma. Here karma means action. It 
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is already mentioned that something is done by someone is called action. The concept of 

niṣhkāma is also not a simple concept rather it is a composite concept because it is compiled by 

two different concepts.  These are: ‗nih‟ and ‗kāma‟.  Here the concept of ‗nih‟ means negation 

or denial (of desire).
101

 The concept of ‗kāma‟ is generally used in the sense of sensuous desire 

as well as in the sense of the satisfaction of sensuous desire. Here the concept of ‗kāma‟ is used 

in the sense of sensuous desire. The concept of desire is linked with the concept of attachment. 

There is nothing wrong to say that desire always springs from the attachments to the objects of 

joy or pleasure.  Thus the etymological meaning of the concept of niṣhkāma karma is desireless 

action.  Here it seems that niṣhkāma is not an adjective of the karma or action though niṣhkāma 

qualifies karma. The concept of niṣhkāma is an adjective of the doer or kartā. The reason for that 

only doer could be said to be niṣhkāma or desireless and not the action.  Thus niṣhkāma karma is 

a kind of karma which is done by the kartā in niṣhkāma spirit or manner. An action that is done 

with desire is called desireful action or sakāma karma.  According to the sāstras, sakāma karma 

is the cause of bondage. Niṣkāma karma is moral action in Bhagavadgītā. 

Absolutely, desireless action is a kind of action that is completely devoid of any desire whether 

the desire is material or spiritual or secular or religious or egoistic or altruistic. However, in 

Bhagavadgītā, the term ‗niṣkāma‟ or ‗desireless‘ is not used in an absolute sense.  It is used in a 

relative sense. The reason for that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, every man should perform his action 

with ‗non-attachment, absence of clinging to son, wife, home and the like (asaktir 

anabhiṣvaṅgaḥ putra-dāra-gṛhādiṣu).‘
102

 Here it seems that when Lord Kṛṣṇa asserted that non-

attachment from son, wife, home then it does not mean that one must not have any feeling for 
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those rather one must have a feeling for those. However, when they are not helpful to divine 

progress or when they choose the path of injustice then one must not be attached to them.  It 

seems that they are natural perceptible objects of illusion. It is also said that when a man thinks 

that an object is mine, then the ideas of `Mine' ness is produced in his mind.  It happens because 

of his ignorance.  As a result of that, he identifies himself with that object, loves it, and turns 

attached to it.  Here non-attachment means the absence of such identification.  For 

Bhagavadgītā, we should keep the mind away from all such attachments. Lord Kṛṣṇa then 

instructed Arjuna that one who is forsaking false ego, anger, lust, false pride, arrogance, sense of 

possession, and tranquil in mind, he becomes worthy of the state of Brahma.
103

  It seems that 

according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one should perform one‘s action without egoistic desire. Thus, if one 

does one‘s action with egoistic desire or personal again then one‘s action is not treated as moral 

action. To understand the relation between action and desire for moral action, we can say about 

Durjadhan‘s actions. Durjhadhana was a cousin of Arjuna. He participated in a war against 

Arjuna. However, he performed his action as a kṣatriya with an egoistic desire for getting 

personal gain. He participated in the war for getting the hastenāpura kingdom. That is why, 

according to Bhagavadgītā, his action is not treated as moral or niṣkāma karma. For this reason, 

his action would not help him to attain Mokṣa.  It should also be mentioned in this connection 

that at the beginning of righteous war prince Arjuna did not want to fight with his relatives 

because he thought that if he participates in the war then his relatives would be killed by him. 

Here he thought that enemies or relatives were his.  It seems that he was not raised beyond the 

circle of ‗Mine‟ ness. In this connection, Lord Kṛṣṇa said that one, who acts without any sense of 

„I‟ ness or „Mine‟ ness and egotism, can achieve peace.
104

   Thus, one has to rise beyond the 
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circle of ‗Mine‟ and ‗Thine‟ for achieving divine bliss or higher spiritual goal. It appears that one 

should do one‘s prescribed duties without narrow egoistic desire. Thus, according to 

Bhagavadgītā, egoistic desire i.e., the senses of „I‟ and ‗Mine‘ should be eradicated for 

performing moral action.  An action with narrow egoistic desire is not treated as niṣkāma karma 

or moral action and such type of action is forbidden by Lord Kṛṣṇa. 

In Bhagavadgītā it also seems that an action may be treated as a niṣkāma even when an agent 

does it to promote public welfare. For Bhagavadgītā, kāma (desire) becomes an obstruction only 

when it is ego-centric. However, when it is enveloped with the welfare of a larger section of the 

society then it gathers ethical values. Thus, Arjuna was advised that he should fight as a kṣatriya 

for protecting the higher values without an egocentric desire to his enemies. According to 

Bhagavadgītā, an ignorant person acts zealously for his people or his pleasure, but wise people 

act with the same zeal for the welfare of the world.  The welfare of the world is called 

Lokasaṁgraha.
105

 

For Bhagavadgītā, everyone should act. However, we should not work for personal gain. This 

world was created by God and we should maintain the world‘s order by performing our works. 

In this world, everyone must work as willingly or unwillingly. There are two types of people in 

this world. They are wise and ignorant persons. For Bhagavadgītā, a wise person works in the 

world with the same effort and sincerity as an ignorant person of the community. However, there 

is a difference between their works. As the actions of the ignorant persons are always motivated 

by narrow egoistic desires and anxieties whereas a wise man works without a narrow egoistic 

desire for Lokasaṁgraha or the welfare of the world. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, 
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―As the unlearned act from attachment to their work, so should the learned also act, O Bhārata 

(Arjuna), but without any attachment, with the desire to maintain the world- order.‖
106

  Desire 

binds us when it is ego-centric. However, the desire for the welfare of the world can help us to 

get Mokṣa.  It implies that when we do any work with the motive of the welfare of a larger 

section of society then it gathers moral value.  It seems here that desire is acceptable in 

Bhagavadgītā when it is enveloped with the welfare of the world. 

For Lord Kṛṣṇa, a wise man should control his senses for removing sinful reactions of any 

action. As a result of that, he can know reality properly and can get peace or Mokṣa. As a result 

of that one engages automatically to do well for all beings after knowing the reality.   For some 

sāstras, those who are free from doubt they can easily engage themselves to the welfare of the 

world. As a result of that, they are free from all sinful reactions and can get Mokṣa. In this 

connection, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, ―Those who are beyond the dualities that arise from 

doubts, whose minds are engaged within, who are always busy working for the welfare of all 

living beings, and who are free from all sins achieve liberation in the supreme.”
107

 For Lord 

Kṛṣṇa, we are not asked to reject all the senses rather we are asked to restrain them. Thus, our 

senses are not to be rejected but restrained. According to Lord Kṛṣṇa, those who restrained their 

senses with being even-minded (Sama- buddhayaḥ) in all situations and engage in the welfare of 

all living creatures, they certainly come to Him. 
108

  Therefore, one should do actions with a view 
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to Lokasaṁgraha
109

  (the welfare of the world) for getting Mokṣa. It seems that such types of 

persons always ready to serve others and can get Mokṣa. 

Here it appears that Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that you belong to a warrior class. One 

as a warrior has the responsibility to protect one‘s people as well as this world by performing 

one‘s duties. One should act one‘s duties without running away from the war. One as a king has 

gotten a greater commitment towards this world.  We have seen that Arjuna is a prince of men. 

That is why people depend on him and his actions. Thus, it is his responsibility to keep his post. 

For this reason, he should discharge his action diligently. Thus, one should fight with one‘s 

enemy for achieving Lokasaṁgraha in spite of one‘s all risks.  It would help one for achieving 

Mokṣa. Here Lokasaṁgraha is used as a means for Mokṣa.  It would be noted here in this 

connection that the senses of ‗Me‟, ‗Mine,‟ and ‗I‘ are the origin for all evils (Pāpas) or 

bondages in this world.  The knowledge of Lokasaṁgraha introduces freedom as well as Mokṣa 

to the agent. Therefore, A wise person is the one who goes beyond the circle of ‗Mine‟ ness and 

‗I‟ ness and knows the secret of Lokasaṁgraha by which he can get Mokṣa from the circle of „I‟ 

ness and ‗Mine‟ ness.  Thus, when we remain selfish then we are caught in the trap of desire and 

the world. As a result of that, we are not able to realize our real nature.   Here, detachment is 

Mokṣa and attachment (in the narrower sense) is bondage.  Hence, Lokasaṁgraha stands for the 

union of the society and the inner connection of all living creatures. 

So, after discussion of Lokasaṁgraha, we can say that the ideal of niṣkāma karma is a counsel 

for enlarging one‘s look in which one does not feel his obligations only limited to father, son, 

wife, husband, etc., but to all, to the entire community or society, to the complete cosmos of 
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countless creatures. It entails that for getting a higher goal, one has to rise beyond the circle of 

‗Mine‟ and ‗Thine‟ and one has to work for the welfare of the world. For Bhagavadgītā, egoistic 

desire or kāma should be conquered. Egoism or the sense of ‗I‘ and ‗Mine‟ should be eradicated.  

Selfish desire ought to be sublimated. Altruistic desires ought to be cultivated. Universal love 

should be cultivated. Here it would be noted that through niṣkāma karma   Bhagavadgītā does 

not inculcation of all desires. It enjoins the sublimation of egoistic desires into altruistic desires. 

According to sāstras, acts done with egoistic passions are attached to action (sakāma karma). 

When someone does his action for only his father, mother, son, wife then his action must be 

treated as sakāma. As a result of that, he would not get peace, perfection, and Mokṣa. As a result 

of that, he will bound with the circle of birth and suffer in this world.  Thus, according to 

Bhagavadgītā, those actions do not concern with narrow egoistic ends, but refer to altruistic 

ends, are not to be interpreted as attached actions (sakāma karmas) even if there are some desires 

or kāmas behind them. Thus niṣkāma karma means, negatively, egoistic desireless action and 

positively, the action is done for the welfare of the others or Lokasaṁgraha. Let me explain, in 

Bhagavadgītā,  what is niṣkāma karma? 

3.4: The Concept of Niṣkāma Karma in Bhagavadgītā 

According to Bhagavadgītā, every one bound to do the action. Action is to be done. Anyone 

cannot remain a moment without acting because of his material mode of nature.
110

 Thus, the 

renunciation of action is not required. Here a question naturally arises as to what is required?  In 

reply, we can say that renunciation of narrow egoistic desire or kāma is required in action i.e., 

one is not to be engaged in the result of action in the sense of egoistic desire. For Bhagavadgītā, 

we should concern only on action and action alone, and never the egoistic result thereof. At the 
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time of counseling Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed to him that ‗one should do one‘s action, but should not 

concern or worry oneself with the fruits‘. It seems that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one has the right 

to do one‘s action; the result of one‘s action is not depended only upon one‘s endeavors. It is also 

depended on the place and the situation.  If one is worried about the fruits of one‘s action then 

one would experience worry. As a result of that, the fruits of one‘s action would not happen 

according to one‘s expectation.  Thus, one should give up a worry for the result of action and one 

should focus only on performing one‘s action. The fact is that when one is unworried about the 

result of the action then one can focus on one‘s efforts. As a result of that,   the fruit of action 

would be better than before.  After that Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna that ‗when one is working, one 

should give up kartritwābhimān.  It seems that never considers oneself as the cause of the fruits 

of one‘s actions. Here a question arises:  why should anyone not consider oneself as 

kartritwābhimān?  In reply, we can say through Bhagavadgītā that kartritwābhimān is a kind of 

egoistic desire. If an action is done with kartritwābhimān then it would not be treated as moral 

action. Lord Kṛṣṇa also warns that one should not be attached to inaction by thinking that there is 

no usage for performing works without expecting any results. Here ―inaction means not 

performing one‘s prescribed duties.‖
111

 The famous Bhagavadgītā in this regard says, ―You have 

a right to perform your prescribed duty, but you are not entitled to the fruits of action. Never 

consider yourself the cause of the results of your activities, and never be attached to not doing 

your duty.‖
112

  Thus, we can say that working without becoming egoistic attached to the fruits of 

action is called niṣkāma karma. Niṣkāma karma is a kind of action, which is done without 

egoistic attachment to the result thereof. In other words, we can say that having no egoistic desire 

for the fruit of action is called niṣkāma karma. 
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Therefore, for Bhagavadgītā, every action is not treated as niṣkāma karma.  Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna to do your activities without egoistic desire, which is called niṣkāma karma. 

However, niṣkāma karma was not the only plea by which Arjuna was invited for killing his 

enemies. It was mixed with the plea of svadharma.  Arjuna was being instructed to follow his 

svadharma or svakarma with an egoistic desireless manner.  Svadarma is varṇadharma. Every 

varṇa‟s duty is called varṇadharma. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there are four varṇas in society. They are 

created by Him based on the guṇas. 

 3.5: Guṇas and Their Impacts  

It should be noted that Arjuna surrendered himself to Lord Kṛṣṇa by saying that he is distracted 

from his action. As a result of that, he requests Lord Kṛṣṇa for telling him what is well for him? 

In reply, Lord Kṛṣṇa also instructed Arjuna that ―If indulging in self-conceit, thou thinkest ―I will 

not fight,‖ vain is this, thy resolve. Nature will compel thee.‖
113

 Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say 

to Arjuna that you are a kṣatriya, born with the nature of the warrior. Thus, your natural duty is 

to fight. You are bounded to do your actions helplessly against your will. 
114

 According to 

Bhagavadgītā, men are always under the influence of triple guṇas: sattva guṇas, raja guṇas, and 

tama guṇas. According to Sāṅkya philosophers, these three guṇas represent dormant 

potentialities of individuals.  

i) Sattva guṇa: Sattva literally means existence or real. Sattva guṇa is responsible for the 

exposition or the manifestation of objects in consciousness. It produces happiness. It 

is called goodness. It is light and bright. It is also buoyant and illuminating. The 

power of reflection, luminosity of light, pleasure, upward movement, happiness, bliss, 
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and contentment are its results. It‘s white. Thus, it is of the nature of happiness, light, 

illuminating, or bright. The power of reflection in a mirror is due to the operation of 

the element of sattva. 

ii) Raja guṇa:  Raja literally means foulness. Raja guṇa is the principle of movement. It 

produces restless activity. It also produces pain, feverish effort, and wild stimulation. 

These are its results. It is stimulating. It‘s red. Thus, it is the principle of the activity 

of bodies. It always moves and makes other bodies move.  It is on account of rajas 

that the wind blows and fire spreads. It is also the cause of painful experience. It is 

itself of the nature of duḥkha (pain). 

 

iii) Tama guṇa: Tama literally means darkness. Tama guṇa is the principle of inertia. It 

produces confusion, apathy and indifference, ignorance, passivity and negativity, and 

bewilderment.  These are its results. It‘s dark.  Thus it is the principle of negativity 

and passivity in bodies. It is the cause of confusion, ignorance, and darkness. 

These three guṇas constituted Prakṛti as well as our bodies. According to Bhagavadgītā, we 

always remain under the impact of these three guṇas when we are leading embodied lives. We 

cannot escape from these. For this reason, we cannot escape from actions. It seems that without 

karma our life must not be sustained. We cannot remain without any action even for a single 

time. Even if we remain inactive physically, our minds would always be active. Thus, we can say 

that living is also karma. Thinking is also an action. Action causes many effects. In this regard, 

Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed to Arjuna: ―Everyone is forced to act helplessly according to the qualities 

he has acquired from the modes of material nature; therefore no one can refrain from doing 
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something, not even for a moment.‖
115

 There is no creature either on the world or among the 

gods in the Sarga who is free from the impacts of these three guṇas.
116

 The play of these three 

guṇas is the very manifestation of Prakṛti. They, put together, are the expressions of māyā.  They 

make the individuals differ from each other. 

There are three types of karmas based on guṇas in Bhagavadgītā. These are sāttvika karma, 

rājasika karma, and tāmasika karma.  Sāttvika karma is a kind of karma or action that is done 

without any attachment. It is an obligatory duty towards society. Such type of action is 

performed without love or hate, and desire of reward of it.
117

 It seems that Sāttvika karma is 

performed spontaneously. It is not directed by like or dislike of the performer. It is an act of 

fulfillment in itself. It may be considered as moral action. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, an action ‗which is 

done in great strain by one who seeks to gratify his desires or is impelled by egoism, is said to be 

rājasika.‘
118

   It appears that rājasika karma is a kind of karma, which is scolded by kāma or 

egoistic desire and it is performed in a self- centered vainglorious attitude of ‗I‘ ness or ‗my‘ 

ness. Such type of action is undertaken to satisfy an agent‘s desire in a spirit of egoism, vanity, 

and arrogance. This type of action involves considerable efforts and strain. Tāmasika karma is a 

kind of karma, which is performed in an illusion without consideration of the consequences, loss, 

and injury. Such type of action is done without consideration of one‘s human capacity.
119

  It 

seems that such type of action is done without any consideration for the consequences. For this 

reason, such type of action brings trouble and sorrow to all including the doer. Thus, karma is 

necessary for every varṇa.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there are four varṇas in society. They are 
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brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas, and śūdras. They are created by Him based on the guṇas and 

karmas. 

3.6: Varṇa System in Bhagavadgītā 

The term varṇa generally means color, explanation, interpretation, caste, genus, etc.  In some 

Indian sāstras, the term varṇa is used as complexion, form, class, clan, color, etc. Sometimes the 

term is attached with groups of people having the skin of dark or fair color. Those who have dark 

skin are called Dāsas or Dasyus. Those who have white color skin are called Āryas.  Thus, 

according to some sāstras, there are two types of varṇas in a society based on skin color as 

Dasyus and Āryas. However, according to some sāstras, there are four social classes in society. 

These are brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas, and śūdras.  The four classes were found first in Ṛg. 

Veda itself. Besides the Dharmaśāstras and the Ṛg. Veda, Bhagavadgītā also discussed the 

varṇas system.  For Bhagavadgītā, there are four varṇas in society as brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, 

vaiśyas, and śūdras.  Here varṇas do not mean castes as we use in our day to day life rather 

varṇas means classes of society which are determined by guṇas and karmas.  According to Lord 

Kṛṣṇa, ―Brāhmaṇas, kṣatriyas, vaiśyas and śūdras are distinguished by the qualities born of their 

own natures in accordance with the material modes, O Chastiser of the enemy.‖
120

  It is also 

mentioned that four varṇas was created by Him according to the guṇas and karma 

(cāturvarṇyaṁ mayā sṛṣtaṁ guṇakarmavibhāgaśaḥ).
121

   The classification of varṇas by guṇas is 

as follows: brāhmaṇa who has mostly sattva guṇas with a little raja guṇas and very minimum 

tama guṇas.  It seems that in brāhmaṇa, Sattva guṇas (goodness, purity, etc.) predominates in 

action and thoughts. Kṣatriyas is a kind of varṇa who have mostly raja guṇas and some sattva 
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guṇas with very little tama guṇas. Thus, in kṣatriya, Rajas guṇas (valor, courage, etc.) 

predominate in actions and thought. Vaiśya is a kind of varṇa who has more rajas guṇas, very 

little sattva guṇas, and some tamas guṇas. It also appears that in vaiśya, rajas guṇas and tamas 

guṇas (ignorance, indolence, etc.) predominate. It is also said that śūdra who has mostly tamas 

guṇas, very little rajas guṇas, and negligible sattva guṇas, where tama guṇas alone 

predominates. Thus, all men are not the same because of these three guṇas.  Here we have also 

seen that the varṇa system was not based on birth. However, the term varṇa has been using as 

caste-based on birth in the present era.    It happened because of the misinterpretation of the term 

of varṇa. 

In this connection, it would be noted that Lord Kṛṣṇa is the creator of everything including man. 

Everything including man is born by Him. Everything is sustained by Him. Everything rests in 

Him after annihilation. Thus, He is the maker of the above four divisions of society.  According 

to Bhagavadgītā, everything including man is born by God though He is unborn. He is eternal by 

nature. His embodiment is not as true as the embodiment of other beings. He comes into being 

through His own māyā. He establishes himself in His own transcendental nature.
122

 For this 

reason, a created being in this world is under the control of māyā. God is the controller of māyā. 

The birth and death of the Lord or God depend upon His own will. The lord assumes 

embodiment by His own free will. According to Lord Kṛṣṇa, whenever there is a decline of 

dharma and the rise of adharma - at the time He expresses Himself.
123

  He also said to His friend 

that He is born from age to age for the destruction of adharmas, for a saving of the good, and the 

                                                             
122

  Ibid., Chapter- 4 Śloka,-6, P.199. 
 
 123  Ibid., Chapter-4, Śloka-7, P. 201.  



87 
 

establishment of dharma.
124

  He is the ultimate reality. According to Him, ―One who knows the 

transcendental nature of My appearance and activities does not, upon leaving the body, take his 

birth again in this material world, but attains My eternal abode, O Arjuna.‖
125

 As a result of that 

one is not born again. Accordingly, he transcends the birth and death of the sensible world and 

attains Brahman. 

Dhartmasāstras have pictured the duties of the varṇas in detail.  Varṇa system is based on both 

guṇas and the moral principle of karma. According to the theory of karma, every man is born in 

the present time with peculiar temperament, abilities, and leaning due to his past karmas. It is 

also believed that the future birth of one may be changed by practicing the duties of the present 

life. Thus, each varṇa are asked to follow his duties. The duties and privileges of varṇas occupy 

a great place in dharmasāstras. Varṇas‟ duties are called varṇadharmas.  Varṇadharma is 

known as svadharma. Here dharma is used in the sense of duty.  Let me explain in detail what 

does svadharma mean? 

3.7: The Concept of Varṇadharma or Svadharma in Bhagavadgītā 

Svadharma is nothing other than varṇadharma. ―Svadharma is ‗one‘s duty; what is dictated by 

one‘s own nature.‖
126

 For Bhagavadgītā, every varṇa is born with particular tendencies and 

predispositions. These tendencies constitute one‘s innate nature (svabhāva) and determine one‘s 

station in society. Every varṇa ought to perform his duties, which are known as svadharmas. It is 

also said that one must attain the Highest personal Good or Mokṣa and can contribute to the 
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social good by one‘s innate nature. The duties of four varṇas are enumerated in Bhagavadgītā. 

First, let me explain the duties of brahmaṇas. The duties of Brahmaṇas are as follow: 

i) Śamo (Serenity): Restraining the mind from running the world of contents in pursuit of 

sensual enjoyment, 

ii)  Damaḥ (self- control): Restraining the sense organ from carrying the external  

inspiration to the mind,  

iii)  Tapaḥ (Austerity): Concentrating to self for saving human energies from sense 

indulgence and directing such energies  towards spiritual  awakening,  

iv)  Śaucaṁ (Purity): Internal purity and external cleanliness,  

v)  Kṣāntiḥ (Tolerance or forgiveness): Forgiving  one  for wrong committing to  oneself 

and to be pure,  

vi)  Ārjavam (Honesty):  A quality that makes one straightforward in all one‘s actions. It 

makes one fearless,  

vii)    Jñānam (Knowledge): A brahmaṇa should know all sāstras, 

viii)   Vijñānam (wisdom): Personal experience of the education. It is kind of knowledge 

which is gained in this world by studies, 

ix)  Āstikyam (Faith):  Faith in religion and faith to live what one has understood from 

sāstras. For Kṛṣṇa, these are the dharmas or duties of the brāhmaṇa, born of his 

nature.
127

  Other dharmasāstras also enumerates some additional duties of a brāhmaṇa. 

These are; 

x)  Study of Veda: A brahmin should study the Veda. The study of Veda was considered as 

highest dharma of a brahmin, 
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xi)  Teaching the Veda: A brahmin should perform his duties as a teacher of Veda. It also 

mentions that a brahmin should not teach without any prior contact about payment,  

xii)  Officiating as a priest:  A brahmin can perform his duties as a priest.  A  brahmin can 

alone perform as a priest. It would be noted here that officiating as a priest was the 

privilege of a brahmin, 

xiii)   Receiving gifts: A brahmin was allowed to receive gifts from a wealthy person of the 

three higher varṇas for his livelihood.  Receiving a gift from a śūdra and unworthy 

person was worse.  For Bhagavadgītā, these are the duties of a kṣatriya, born of his 

nature.
128

 It was also said in Dharmashastras that a brahmin is to be teacher or guru, an 

object of honor to all varṇas by the simple fact of his innate nature. A brahmin should 

illustrate the duties of other varṇas to show to the proper conduct and means of 

livelihood. Brahmins are abided by their direction. A kṣatriya is to rule-following such 

direction.  A king is the ruler of all, except brahmin. It is also said that the rules of the 

roads are to favor of brahmin even as against the king.   A brahmin can remain without a 

kṣatriya or a king, but a king should not be without a brahmin. A brahmin is the half 

soul of a king. 

Some duties are enumerated for a kṣatriy in Bhagavadgītā. These are; i)  Śauryam (heroism): 

Great bravery, ii) Tejaḥ (vigour): Vigor to accept challenges in life, iii) Dhṛtiḥ (determination): 

Urgency and consistency of aim, iv) Dākṣyam (resourcefulness): Discretion and foresight, v) 

Yuddhe apalāyanam ( not fleeing from a  battle), vi) Dānam (generosity): Sympathy to those in 

need of help and vii) Īśvarabhāvaḥ ( leadership): Self-confidence in his own ability and leading 

capacity of his armies although a kṣatriya may not claim to be a spiritual leader.    Other 

                                                             
128   Radhakrishnan, S., The Bhagavadgītā, Chapter 18, Śloka 43, op. cit., P.366. 



90 
 

dharmasāstras enumerated some additional duties of a kṣatriya. These are; i) Protecting his 

people from internal disturbances and external aggressions, ii) A kṣatriya should govern on his 

people with peace and prosperity, iii)   Punishing the wicked, iv) Charity: a kṣatriya should help 

his people with money, land, cow. A kṣatriya should give a gift to brahmins for their livelihood. 

Bhagavadgītā also enumerated duties of vaiśya and śūdra. The duties of a vaiśya are i) Kṛṣi 

(agriculture) ii)  Gaurakṣya (cow protection): Breeding and rearing of cow, iii) Vāṇijyam ( 

trade): Buying, that is, procuring merchandises from others after paying their exact price and 

selling, that is, changing merchandises to others after realizing his legal price. These are the 

duties of a vaiśya, born of his nature (kṛṣigourakṣyavāṇijyaṁ vaiśyakarma svabhāvajam), and 

giving service was the duty of a śūdra (paricaryātmakaṁ karma śūdrasyā‟pi svabhāvajam). 
129

  

It seems that śūdras have to service to others (other three varṇas).  It is also said in 

Dharmasāstras that a śūdra was not permitted to study the sāstras. A śūdra was not permitted to 

perform the solemn sāstras sacrifices. A brahmin was not permitted to receive a gift from śūdras. 

It may be noted in this connection that men are divided into four classes in a society based on 

guṇas and karmas, where brahmins were given the highest position based on guṇas and karmas. 

For this reason, they were entrusted with maximum responsibilities. The main dharma of a 

brahmin is to preserve Dharma in society. The next social position was given to the kṣatriyas in 

the varṇas system. A kṣatriya is responsible for defending the society as well as the nation in 

situations of war. He is also responsible for administering laws and orders in the nation.   A 

King, as a kṣatriya, should provide social justice so that people can live peacefully.  It also seems 

that the next social position was given to the vaiśya in the varṇas system. The duties of a vaiśya 

are agriculture, trade, animal husbandry, etc. A śūdra is given the lowest social position along 
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with minimum responsibilities. Thus, brahmins and kṣatriyas are given with heavy 

responsibilities.  It would also be noted in this regard that whatever might be the discussion 

about the nature of a man, one thing has been accepted that a man is not a simple unit rather a 

man is a complex whole consisting of three guṇas. That is why we should act in the harmony of 

these three guṇas. Here, we see a balance among sattva, rajas, and tamas guṇas in 

Bhagavadgītā. For Bhagavadgītā, one should get his due. It means that one should get clear 

dealing in society.  One could be allowed to follow one‘s duties. One must be permitted to live a 

life according to oneself. However, it does not mean that one‘s freedom can be unlimited rather 

one should do one‘s action within the boundary of morality. It is a harmony between rights and 

duties. Thus, we can say that the varṇa system is the moral basis of Hindu society. There is 

nothing wrong to say that the varṇa system was based on scientific principles. Hence, 

Bhagavadgītā has laid down the duties of varṇas, where a brahmin is the most responsible and a 

śūdra is the freest. A brahmin, as a guru or guider, enjoys maximum social respect while no 

respect is shown towards śūdra 

We have seen that the second of the four orders of social class is gone to kṣatriya. A kṣatriya is 

trained for killing. Kṣatriya is trained for killing because hiṃsā is needed for the protection of 

religion. Every kṣatriya should perform his svadharma. Fighting is the natural dharma of a 

kṣatriya.  A kṣatriya‟s svadharma is to protect citizens from all kinds of difficulties.  His duties 

or svadharmas are to engage in war for upholding social order, law, righteousness, and justice.  

For a kṣatriya, nothing is more ennobling than a clear fight. Thus a kṣatriya should fight without 

hesitation and ought not to flee from his svadharma.  In this regard Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed 

Arjuna, ―Considering your specific duty as a Kṣatriya, you should know that there is no better 

engagement for you than fighting on religious principles; and so there is no need for 
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hesitation.‖
130

  After that Lord Kṛṣṇa also said to Arjuna that Kṣatriyas‟ happiness consists in 

fighting for the justice or right.  Such a fighting opportunity comes as unsought for opening the 

door to heaven. 
131

 If a kṣatriyas would die in the war, he would be attained svarga if he would 

win the war then he would enjoy the earthly kingdom. So get up with resolve to fight.
132

 It would 

be noted in this connection that one should perform one‘s svadharma with sincerely and 

enthusiastically. In every circumstance, one should perform one‘s svadharma with one's ability 

because sāstras demand it.   Thus, it (Performing svadharma) leads us to heaven.  It gives us 

peace. 

We know that no action is free from fault just as fire has smoke on top of it naturally. For 

example, we cannot breathe without spoiling thousands of microbes or if we cultivate land then 

we kill countless microorganisms or if we succeed against the competition in business then we 

deprive others of wealth or when we eat then we deprive of food. It seems that every action has 

some defects. For this reason, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, ―Every endeavor is covered by some 

fault, just as fire is covered by smoke. Therefore one should not give up the work born of his 

nature, O son of Kunti, even if such work is full of fault.‖
133

   Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say 

that every action is curtained by some defect, just as fire is curtained by smoke. So, one should 

not give up one‘s svadharma, which is suited to one‘s nature, even if one‘s svadharma is full of a 

defect.  At the time of counseling, Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed  Arjuna that if you would not perform 

your lawful battle then you would surely incur sins for insulting your svadharma. Thus, you lose 

your reputation as a warrior.
134

 It appears from this śloka that Arjuna was a famous warrior. He 
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earned fame by fighting with many great fighters or demigods. However, if he abandoned the 

war, he neglects his svadharma as well as he loses his fame and good name.   As a result of that 

people would always speak of his infamy, and for a warrior, dishonor is worse than death.
135

 

Here Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that if you leave the field of war before beginning the 

war then people will evoke you as a coward. You should not run away from war for fear; better 

to die in the war.  You should remember that ill fame is worse than death. So, you should die in 

the war as a kṣatriya than getting ill fame.  It also seems that Arjuna refuted to fight with his 

relatives, cousins, and enemies on the battlefield because he might think that by killing his 

enemy he would incur sin. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed Arjuna that does your war for 

the sake of war, without pleasure and pain, gain and loss, defeat, and victory. By doing so you 

may not commit any sin.
136

 He also said to Arjuna, ―Duties prescribed according to one‘s nature 

are never affected by sinful reactions (svabhāva-niyataṁ karma kurvan nāpnoti kilbiṣam)‖
137

 and 

―devoted each to his own duty man attains perfection (sve sve karmaṇy abhirataḥ saṁsiddhiṁ 

labhate naraḥ).‘
138

  It seems that one can attain Mokṣa by performing his svadharma. In other 

words, one can get freedom from bondage by discharging his svadharma. It leads that without 

performing svadharma one cannot get perfection as well as Mokṣa. 

Therefore, we can say that according to Bhagavadgītā, the social dharma of a varṇa is related to 

his innate nature or psychological make- up. Svabhāva or innate nature is the guiding principle of 

a varṇa. It implies that those who, act with innate nature, act spontaneously.  Spontaneity is the 
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fruit of totality. Innate nature gives justice to each part of a varṇa. As a result of that, he gets 

pleasure. Pleasure is the outcome of total satisfaction which involves satisfaction of each aspect. 

It implies that Svadharma should not be imposed from outside. There is nothing wrong to say 

that svadharma and svabhāva are the same. Every varṇa should perform his prescribed duty to 

establish social order. If any varṇa does not want to do his varṇadharma then his innate nature 

will force him to do. For Bhagavadgītā, if any varṇa would think that there are some faults in 

every action that is why he should not do his action then such type of thinking is wrong.  It is 

wrong because Lord Kṛṣṇa created four varṇa based on guṇas and karmas. It implies that man is 

born in particular varṇa due to Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s will. If any varṇa is not doing his prescribed duties 

then it means that he is violating Lord Kṛṣṇa‘s order.  Thus, if any varṇas does his svadharma 

then there is no sinful reaction. It means that one can achieve peace or perfection or Mokṣa by 

doing one‘s svadharma. There is said about Āpad Dharma in the context of varṇa dharma in 

Indian Ethics. Let me explain what is Āpad Dharma? 

3.8: Āpad Dharma 

According to some scholars, the varṇa system allows the redress in emergencies and exceptions. 

We have seen that every varṇa should perform his own prescribed dharma in a normal situation. 

However, some Darmasāstras prescribe dharma or duty in abnormal situations which is suitable 

for following in those situations. Such type of dharma is called Āpad Dharma.  Āpad means 

troublesome circumstances or distress.  Manusmṛti enumerates ten means for maintaining oneself 

in distress.   These are: i) service rearing cattle, ii) agriculture, iii) carrying out other orders, iv)  

contentment, money lending, v) alms, etc. It means that a brahmin or a kṣatriya should not 

engage with any above-mentioned service in normal situations. However, they are allowed for 

doing service, agriculture, rearing cattle, etc., in abnormal situations. It also appears here that a 
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vaiśya should not engage in teaching Veda, or in a war in normal situations. However, he can 

engage in war or teaching of Veda in abnormal situations. According to Sāstras, the brahmin 

alone may be a teacher of a brahmin. However, in distress or an abnormal situation, that is, in the 

absence of a brahmin as a teacher, a brahmin can learn from a kṣatriya or a vaiśya. However, 

after finishing his studies, the Brahmin can go in front of the kṣatriya or the vaiśya.  It would be 

noted in this connection that Āpad Dharma did not mean the license for doing anything at any 

time. It is also said that the concept of svadharma or varṇadharma is not same with the concept 

of sādhāraṇa-dharma in Indian ethics.  

3.09: The Concept of Sādhāraṇa-dharma 

We have seen that according to Bhagavadgītā, every man should perform his prescribed duties 

or svadharmas in a normal situation. Besides svadharma, there is also said about 

sādhāraṇadharma in Indian ethics. Here the term dharma is used as a duty.  Sādhāraṇa-dharma 

is a kind of dharma which is common to all varṇas. It is said that sādhāraṇa-dharmas are ―the 

common duties of man, the duties that are obligatory on all men equally, irrespective of 

individual capacity, social status, nationality, or creed‖ 
139

  It is a universal duty. It is obligatory 

to all men.  It means that every varṇa should perform sādhāraṇa-dharma whatever his capacity, 

social status, creed, etc. Thus, sādhāraṇa-dharma is a universal duty.  According to Indian ethics, 

every varṇa should pay off his debt to his particular varṇa in his way or his capacity. However, 

besides his varṇadharma, he is also indebted in general to mankind.   Thus, every varṇa should 

pay off this larger debt for seeking the common good which is distinguished from svadharma. 

This is the internal significance of the plan of sādhāraṇa-dharma. Furthermore, sādhāraṇa-

dharmas may be considered as the foundation of varṇadharmas. As brahmin should not look 
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another‘s a property for his own intention when he does his svadharma.   In this way, a brahmin 

can do his duties for his community as well as for mankind. It may be noted here that when a 

varṇa performs his svadharma, he performs for the universal good of humanity, which is known 

as sādhāraṇa-dharma. Thus sādhāraṇa-dharma is obligatory to all varṇa, irrespective of their 

capacity or social status.  Manusmṛti enumerates ten sādhāraṇa-dharmas. These are: (i) dhṛti 

(steadfastness), (ii) kṣamā (forgiveness), (iii) dama (application), (iv) indriya–nigraha 

(Repression of the Sensibilities and Sensuous appetites),(v) cauryā bhāva ( non-appropriation, 

i,e., avoidance of theft (vii) dhī (wisdom),(viii) vidyā (learning), (ix) Satya (veracity) and (x) 

akrodha (restraint of Anger).
140

  Sometimes sādhāraṇa-dharma is also known as sāmānya- 

dharma.  Praśastapāda adds some more common duties like (i) dharme-Śraddhā, dharme-

manaḥprasādaḥ (moral Earnestness, Regard for the Spiritual), (ii) ahiṃsā (refraining from injury 

to living beings) (iii) brahmacārya (sexual continence) (iv) asteya (refraining from theft) and so 

on.
141

 Therefore, we can say that svadharma is interrelated with sādhāraṇa-dharma. In the field 

of righteous war, Arjuna got a moral dilemma about svadharma and sādhāraṇa-dharma.  

3.10: Moral Dilemma of Arjuna in the Field of Righteous War 

We have seen that at the beginning of the righteous war or dharmajudha in the kurukṣetra Arjuna 

was not ready to fight against his enemies. He thinks that if he kills them then he would incur 

sin.
142

  It appears that he might think if he obeys his svadharma then he will violate sādhāraṇa-

dharma and if he obeys sādhāraṇa-dharma then he will violate his svadharma. In that situation, 

generally many questions arise: what should he do?  Should he obey his svadharma? Or should 
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he obey sādhāraṇa-dharma? In this way, Arjuna is involved in a moral dilemma. To resolve this 

moral dilemma Lord Kṛṣṇa instructed him that he is bound to do his duty because of his essential 

nature. He is a kṣatriya and as a kṣatriya, he should perform his prescribed duty.  If he does not 

perform his duty then he would incur sin. As a result of that, he would go hell. For Kṛṣṇa, there 

is no better engagement than fighting for upholding justice for a kṣatriya.  It seems that it is the 

highest dharma for a kṣatriya.  It is not bad for a kṣatriya to kill a relative who has performed a 

grave injustice to him or who has taken the side of injustice. We know that in Ramāyāna, Lord 

Rāma killed Rāvaṇa by performing His kṣatriya dharma.  Lord Kṛṣṇa also reminded Arjuna that 

four varṇa was created by His will
143

 and He is the father of this universe, the mother, the 

grandsire, and the supporter of this universe.
144

 It implies that varṇas were divinely determined. 

Varṇa‟s division becomes unalterable and inviolable. It entails that every varṇa should perform 

his varṇadharma. Thus, we can say that varṇadharma was a divine ordered and if a varṇa kills 

someone by performing his svadharma then he would not incur sin. He would go haven because 

he helped to maintained divine order. It would be noted in this connection that Lord Kṛṣṇa 

instructed Arjuna for resorting hiṃsā for the sake of varṇadharma without hesitation. It is the 

appropriate dharma for a kṣatriya for upholding justice in a battlefield. Here in that way, the 

place of sādhāraṇa-dharma is lower than the varṇadharma though in general spirit the universal 

duty or sādhāraṇa-dharma seems to prevail over the svadharma or varṇadharma.  Thus, 

according to Bhagavadgītā, every varṇa should give preference to his svadharma at the time of 

conflicting between sādhāraṇa-dharma and svadharma. Hence, svadharma is to prevail over the 

sādhāraṇa-dharma at the time of conflict between them.  It also seems that if there is no conflict 
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between them then every varṇa should obey sādhāraṇa-dharma.  Thus, an action may be 

regarded as right in one situation and it may be regarded as wrong in another situation. 

Svadharma implies action which may be ordinarily taken as morally wrong. Hence, 

Bhagavadgītā lays the ultimate emphasis on svadharma. According to Bhagavadgītā, any varṇa 

should not act other varṇa‟s prescribe duty. To act against one‘s innate nature is to act in terms 

of paradharma. 

3.11: The Concept of Paradharma in Bhagavadgītā 

We have seen that Arjuna wanted to take the occupation of a brahmin i.e., begging. For Arjuna, 

begging is better than killing his relatives.
145

 In this context, Lord Kṛṣṇa warned Arjuna that your 

svadharma is to fight for justice and not receiving alms.  You should perform your svadharma 

with your own innate nature even though you may do it imperfectly. It is the right way for your 

inner development or Mokṣa. It is dangerous to subdue one‘s own innate nature and emulate the 

duties of others, however admirable they might be. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, there is more pleasure in 

performing one‘s dharma even without excellence than in performing another‘s dharma with 

excellence.  Dharma of other varṇa is known as paradharma. We must perform our dharma 

bravely.  It would be great or small. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, ―It is far better to discharge one‘s 

prescribed duties, even though faultily, than another‘s duties perfectly. Destruction in the course 

of performing one‘s own duty is better than engaging in another‘s duties, for to follow another‘s 

path is dangerous.‖
146

  It seems that a kṣatriya can do hiṃsā for killing his enemy. Such hiṃsā or 

violence is permitted in Bhagavadgītā. However, a Kṣatriya must not think that his engagement 

for killing the enemy is compulsory and for this reason, he must give up his svadharma and 
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follow the paradharmas or the dharmas of others.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, performing paradharma is a 

danger to the doer and society.  Thus, performing svadharma is better for a kṣatriya and the 

universe.  For Lord Kṛṣṇa, if any kṣatriya by engaging his svadharma kills his enemy then there 

is no sinful reaction. Every action is covered by some faults.  Every activity contains some 

defects. Thus, doing paradharma as well as svadharma would also be defective. However, for 

Bhagavadgītā, paradharma may be fear-yielding while performing svadharma may not be fear-

yielding.  It seems that in performing svadharma has extra advantages than performing 

paradharma. Thus it is granted that by performing svadharma one cannot incur sin and he will 

get peace, perfection, and liberation. 

Therefore, every varṇa should not perform paradharma, because one cannot get perfection and 

Mokṣa by performing it. Furthermore, one cannot perform moral action, which is the pathway for 

getting Mokṣa, by performing paradharma.  It should also be noted that to understand niṣkāma 

karma properly, one has to understand svadharma, varṇadharma, paradharma properly. In other 

words, one cannot understand moral action or niṣkāma karma properly without understanding 

the distinction between svadharma and paradharma. The reason for that svadharma is an 

integral part of an action. Thus, for Bhagavadgītā, working to the best of one‘s svabhāva without 

becoming egoistic attached to the fruit of action is called niṣkāma karma. In other words, when a 

varṇa performs his prescribe action (svadharma) without an egoistic desire to the fruit of his 

action then his action is treated as niṣkāma or moral; otherwise, his action remains as sakāma 

karma. Sakāma karma will not help the doer to get Mokṣa. Sakāma karma is the cause of 

bondage. Any varṇa can get peace by performing his prescribed duty with an egoistic desireless 

manner.  In Bhagavadgītā desire is accepted. However, narrow egoistic desire is not accepted. 

There is nothing wrong to say that niṣkāma karma is an ideal action. A truly wise person can 
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perform niṣkāma karma.  Niṣkāma karma can help the doer to get a pure heart. After getting pure 

heart the doer can get Mokṣa. Mokṣa is a kind of puruṣārtha in Indian ethics. 

3.12:  The Concept of Puruṣārtha in Indian Ethics 

The concept of puruṣārtha like niṣkāma karma is a composite concept because it is made up of 

two different concepts. These are puruṣa and artha.   Here puruṣa means either God or a human 

being. The concept of puruṣa does not mean male in the general sense, but it means any 

individual soul. Thus, the concept of puruṣārtha applies equally to both men and women. The 

concept of artha means purpose or an object. Thus, puruṣārtha literally means the purpose of an 

individual or God. There are four puruṣārthas in Indian ethics. These are dharma, artha, kāma, 

and Mokṣa The first three puruṣārthas (artha, kāma, and Mokṣa) put together are known as 

trivarga and all four puruṣārthas put together are known as caturvarga. The puruṣārthas are the 

fundamental value system in Indian ethics. 

3.12.1: The Concept of Dharma as a Puruṣārtha 

The first of the four puruṣārtha is dharma. The term dharma comes from the oral root dhṛ. It 

means ‗to hold‘ or ‗to sustain‟ or ‗to support‟. It is said that dharma‟s connotation extends from 

individual objects to the whole universe. Here we can say that dharma is the inner principle that 

holds together the whole universe. In a sense, dharma comes very close to Ṛta. Ṛta is called 

cosmic order. However, besides the cosmic dimension like Ṛta, it has also a moral dimension. 

There is nothing wrong to say that dharma is the moral base of the universe and without which 

the universe would fall apart. Thus in this sense, dharma implies moral virtues or duties, laws, 

the whole set of customs, rules, religious beliefs, rituals, divine law, a path of righteousness,  

natural harmony, and practices recognized as settled in the community for people to follow. 
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Dharma is difficult to translate into English. The term ‗dharma‟ is used in Indian ethics in a very 

broad sense.  Dharma is defined in Tattvārthasūtra, which is a Jaina text penned in Sanskrit, as 

highest forbearance, purity, austerity, etc. It has multiple meanings in Hinduism.  Sometimes it 

would be treated as a set of duties or virtues that man must follow. In a general sense, dharma is 

meant obligations or duties towards human beings and the Godhead.  There is nothing wrong to 

say that under the Indian concept of morality, dharma includes both personal and social morality. 

Dharmas understood in the sense of duty to be carried out by human being, and are divided into 

two sections as sādhārana-dharma and varṇāśrama- dharma. Varṇāśrama- dharma is a kind of 

dharma which is performed according to the social class of varṇa and four āśramas (stages in 

life). There are four āśramas in Indian ethics. These are Brahmacārya, Gṛahastha, Vānaprastha, 

and Sannyāsa. Hinduism divided every varṇa‟s life span into four stages or āśramas except 

śūdra varṇa. We have seen that sādhāraṇa-dharma is universal dharma. It is obligatory to all 

varṇa and varṇadharma is a kind of dharma which is obligatory to an individual varṇa.  

In Indian Tradition ‗Dharma‟ has been taken as merit that one earns due to one‘s good duties. In 

this sense, it refers to the saṇskᾱras that one deposit due to one‘s actions which are ultimately 

liable for one‘s rebirth. In Indian ethics, dharma is given a very eminent place in the scheme of 

puruṣārthas. It is given the utmost place. However, dharma is generally considered as a means of 

Mokṣa. Thus, we can say that dharma is the foundation of human society or the universe. It is 

strengthened by every human being‘s observance of his own dharma with sincerely and 

honestly.  If dharma is suffered then everything is destroyed. Hence, its role is very significant 

for pursuing the purpose of artha and kāma puruṣārthas. 
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3.12.2: The Concept of Artha as a Puruṣārtha 

The second puruṣārtha is known as artha. Artha literally means material wealth. It was placed 

as a puruṣārtha in Indian ethics because it is an important purpose of every normal human being. 

Artha is regarded as puruṣārtha because human beings aim at it.  Hinduism understood the 

importance of artha for the overall pleasure in an individual life e.g., a householder needs artha 

for performing his duties towards his family and for upholding his dharma towards society. For 

this reason, Hinduism supports austerity, detachment, and simplicity, but does not glorify about 

poverty.  In Indian ethics, artha is not an obstacle to Mokṣa, but a selfish desire to artha is an 

obstacle to Mokṣa. It seems here that the desire of artha is different from greed for artha. Here it 

would be noted that artha takes an important place in Indian ethics but it is not an end in itself. 

We can say that it is a means of morality or dharma, which leads to Mokṣa. 

3.12.3: The Concept of Kāma as a Puruṣārtha 

The third of the four puruṣārthas is kāma.  Kāma, in a broad sense, means desire and in a narrow 

sense, it means sexual desire. However, in the scheme of puruṣārthas kāma is used in a narrow 

sense. There is permission for sexual activity up to a limit in Hinduism. Kāma is not conflicted 

with the principle of dharma. It is used for procreation and for maintaining social order within 

the boundaries, which is established by sāstras, society, and tradition. Kāma is a part of the 

obligatory duty. According to sāstras, if anyone uses it for his enjoyment then it would lead him 

to delusion and bondage. It seems that sexual relationship is not permitted outside marriage. 

However, it is permitted in exceptional cases as laid down in the sāstras. The married couple 

symbolizes the eternal pair of Śiva and Śakti in Hinduism. In other words, it symbolizes the 

eternal pair of God and His creative power.  For sāstras, Kāma experienced in married life paves 
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the path towards God or divine love. The reason for that God is love and love is God and to love 

mankind is to love Divine. It leads that if a man who does not experience human love, who 

would not sacrifice his self-interest for his partner. As a result of that, he would not love the 

divine or God. Accordingly, he would not get Mokṣa. In this sense, Kāma is a kind of 

puruṣārtha. It would be noted here in this connection that Kāma is an indirect means for 

attaining Mokṣa.  It is also a means of dharma, that leads to Mokṣa. It is not end in itself. 

3.12.04: The Concept of Mokṣa as a Puruṣārtha 

Mokṣa is considered as the highest puruṣārtha. In other words, Mokṣa is the highest purpose or 

goal of human beings. This is the goal that ought to be purposed by every human being. 

However, in normal life, anybody hardly thinks about this purpose. We have seen that dharma, 

artha, and kāma are regarded as puruṣārthas, but they are not ends in themselves. They are 

means to Mokṣa. Mokṣa is an end in itself.  They (dharma, artha, and kāma) are allowed to help 

human beings to develop normal lives so that human beings may prepare themselves with sound 

bodies and minds for Mokṣa. It would be noted in this regard that for the above reason, artha and 

kāma are advised to be pursued always under the yoke of morality or dharma. It seems that 

following artha and kāma under the yoke of dharma a human being prepares himself for getting 

Mokṣa. Thus, the observance of dharma leads Mokṣa. Mokṣa is the highest goal. We get rid of 

the cycle of birth and rebirth or we get rid of all kinds of sufferings after attainment of Mokṣa. 

By attainment of Mokṣa, we become free from all sorts of desires and passions which bind us. It 

is a negative conception of Mokṣa as freedom from suffering or freedom from the cycle of birth 

and rebirth. However, it is also a positive concept as eternal peace, bliss, etc. In the theory of 

trivarga, dharma is given as the highest place and in the theory of caturvarga, Mokṣa is given as 

the highest place. Mokṣa is known by the various names as Nirvāṇa, Kaivalya, Apavarga, Self- 
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realization, Spiritual freedom, etc. Almost all the Indian schools of philosophy recognize Mokṣa 

as the highest goal of life. However, Cārvāka does not recognize Mokṣa as the highest goal 

because the Cārvāka system is the materialistic system.  There are some general points of view 

about the nature of Mokṣa in Indian philosophical tradition. There are mainly nine schools of 

philosophy in Indian Philosophy. These are the Cārvāka School of Philosophy, the Jaina School 

Philosophy, the Buddha School of Philosophy, the Nyāya School of Philosophy, the Vaiśeṣika 

School of Philosophy, the Sāṅkhya School of philosophy, the Mīmāṁsā School of Philosophy, 

and the Vedānta School of Philosophy. Let me explain the nature of Mokṣa with the help of 

Indian schools of philosophy.  

3.13: The Concept of Mokṣa in Indian Schools of Philosophy and Bhagavadgītā 

We have seen that Mokṣa is a negative concept as freedom from the cycle of birth and death and 

it is also a positive concept as eternal bliss. There are some general points mentioned about the 

nature of liberation in Indian tradition.  To understand the nature of Mokṣa, we need a brief 

survey about the concept of Mokṣa concerning Indian schools of philosophy and Bhagavadgītā. 

Let me discuss the nature of Mokṣa one by one.  

3.13.1: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Jaina Philosophy 

Mokṣa is a positive concept in Jainism. According to the Joina philosophy, a soul realizes its 

nature after getting Mokṣa. The soul possesses fourfold perfection (ananda catuṣttaya), namely 

infinite faith, infinite bliss, infinite power, and infinite knowledge.  In Jainism, Mokṣa means 

―the complete dissociation of the soul from matter.‖
147

   For the Jaina, a suffering individual is a 

jiva or conscious substance. Jiva is called a soul.  This soul is perfect (inherently). The soul falls 
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in bondage only due to its association with the matter.  Thus, the soul is not only free from the 

circle of birth and death, but the soul also achieves its inherent nature after getting Mokṣa. There 

are three gems in Jainism. These are the right faith, right knowledge, and right conduct. These 

three put together are called Triratna in Jaina ethics. These three gems lead to Mokṣa. 

3.13.2: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Bauddha Philosophy 

 Mokṣa is called nirvāṇa in Buddhism. Buddhism is generally known as having a negative 

concept of nirvāṇa though it is a very controversial issue in Buddhism.  Nirvāṇa literally means 

‗blowing out‘. ―Nibbāna is said to be a negative cessation of all earthly miseries.‖
148

  According 

to some Buddhists, nirvāṇa is the cessation of all suffering and all activities. Here, we can say 

that nirvāṇa is a negative concept as a cessation of all suffering. However, according to some 

Buddhists, nirvāṇa is a positive concept as it is identified with positive ānanda or bliss. It is said 

that Nirvāṇa is the highest bliss and the highest state. The highest state is an indestructible state. 

3.13.3: The Concept of Mokṣa in the Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika Schools of Philosophy 

In Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika philosophy, Mokṣa is a negative concept as ―the cessation of all life, all 

consciousness, all bliss, together with all pain and all qualities.‖
149

 According to Nyāya-

Vaiśeṣika, an individual soul is an eternal substance, knower, a real active agent, and a real 

enjoyer. It is distinct from the mind, the senses, and the body. The individual soul falls in 

bondage due to ignorance and karmas. To get Mokṣa from bondage the individual soul must stop 

actions‘ results through knowledge. The individual soul knows nothing, does nothing, and feels 
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nothing after getting Mokṣa. Here we can say that it is a state of the negation of all pains. Thus, 

according to the Nyāya- Vaiśeṣika, no positive bliss is attained in Mokṣa. 

3.13.4: The Concept of Mokṣa in Sāṅkya Philosophy 

In Sāṅkya Philosophy, Mokṣa is also a negative concept as ―liberation (Mukti) is just the 

absolute and complete cessation of all pains without a possibility of return.”
150

 It is the summum 

bonum. It is the highest end of our lives (Puruṣārtha). There are three types of duḥkha or pain in 

the Sāṅkhya philosophy. These are ādhyātmika duḥkha, ādhibhautika duḥkha, and ādhidaivika 

duḥkha.  The ādhyātmika pain or duḥkha is due to intra-organic psychophysical cause. It is 

included all bodily and mental sufferings. The ādhibhautika duḥkha or pain is due to extra-

organic natural causes like birds, men, beasts, etc.  The ādhidaivika duḥkha or pain is due to 

supernatural kāraṇas or causes like ghosts, the planets, elemental agencies, demons, etc. For 

Sāṅkya, Mokṣa is absolute freedom from these three kinds of duḥkhas or pains. For Sāṅkya, Soul 

or Puruṣa is always free, pure consciousness, inactive, and indifferent.  It has neither bondage 

nor Mokṣa.  Due to ignorance, it identifies itself wrongly with prakṛti (the intellect, the mind, 

and the ego). It is called bondage. For Sāṅkya, with the help of true knowledge, the soul can 

realize its real nature and in that state, there is no scope of ignorance. Here true Knowledge 

means the knowledge about Puruṣa and prakṛti. Thus the puruṣa a attains its pure consciousness 

after attaining Liberation.   
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3.13.5: The Concept of Mokṣa in Mīmāṁsā Darśana 

In Mīmāṁsā Philosophy, the notion of Mokṣa is a little bit ambiguous and obscure because there 

are many opinions about the exact nature of Liberation in Mīmāṁsā Philosophy. According to 

the Kumārila school of Mīmāṁsā, Liberation is complete freedom from merit- demerit, pleasure-

pain, etc. It is a state of eternal. Thus, we can say that it is a negative concept according to 

Kumarila‘s supporters. On the other hand, according to Pārthasārathi Mishra, Mokṣa is a state in 

which the soul persists in its potency to the existence, cognize, etc.  In other words, it is a state in 

which the freed self abides in it or it is restored to its primitive condition.  For this reason, the 

feeling of pleasure or pain is also absented in it. In Prabhākara school of Mīmāṁsā, Mokṣa is a 

negative concept. For them, Mokṣa is the finale riddance from future births. 

3.13.06: The Concept of Mokṣa in Vedānta Philosophy (Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja) 

In Śaṅkara philosophy, Mokṣa is a positive concept. The reason for that, according to Śaṅkara, 

Mokṣa is the attainment of a positive state of pure existence, pure consciousness, and pure bliss. 

According to Śaṅkara, the ultimate reality is Brahman. Brahman is pure Consciousness. 

Brahman is devoided of all attributes and all categories of the intellect. For this reason, it is 

called nirguṇa and nirvishesa. For him, it is the only Reality. Śaṅkara used the terms real and 

unreal as absolute senses.  Here real means real for all time. In this sense Brahman alone is real. 

Mokṣa is eternal truth, the transcendental truth, part less of the future. Mokṣa is the status of 

identity with Brahman. True knowledge removes ignorance. As a result of that Ātman gets 

Mokṣa. Mokṣa is the Ātman‟s essential nature.  The Ātman is eternal, unchangeable omnipresent, 

disembodied, and non- temporal. However, it is covered by the Māyā and when the Māyā is 

removed by true knowledge, Mokṣa is realized. The liberated Self attains eternal peace and 
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becomes Brahman. Mokṣa is the extinction of the liberated self in the absolute. For Śaṅkara, 

individuality is due to Māyā. However, when Māyā is destroyed by true knowledge, the 

individual feels oneness with Brahman and realizes its absolute nature and intrinsic 

transcendental nature. Ultimate reality must neither be asserted nor be denied by true knowledge. 

Knowledge just removes Māyā which is also called ignorance. Śāstras only generate true 

knowledge.  Liberation is not produced. It is the essential nature of the Ātman. For Śaṅkara, 

liberation does not mean the cessation of the body, but the extinction of Māyā. For this reason, 

he believed in Mokṣa even while living. It is called Jīvanmukti. For him, the final release is 

obtained after the death of the body. It is called Videhmukti.
151

 

 Mokṣa is also a positive concept in Rāmānuja‘s philosophy. The reason for that according to 

Rāmānuja, the soul is a part of Brahman. The soul in the state of Mokṣa attains its pure 

consciousness and bliss. The soul can realize its real mode and it becomes like Brahman by 

attaining Mokṣa. For him, the soul after Mokṣa maintains a separate identity because it becomes 

only similar to Brahman after getting Mokṣa. 
152

   Now, let‘s see, the nature of Mokṣa in 

Bhagavadgītā.  

3.13.07: The Concept of Mokṣa in Bhagavadgītā 

The main purpose of Bhagavadgītā is to explain the paths and means for attaining Mokṣa from 

bondage. For Bhagavadgītā, bondage is caused by the conjunction of the soul with a material 

body. Bondage is beginningless (anādi), but it has an end.  It is said that when the soul is 
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attached to the body then it gets bondage.  As a result of that, it gets the circle of birth for 

suffering the results of its actions. Considering the nature of the Mokṣa, Lord Kṛṣṇa mentions 

that Mokṣa is the state of eternal and indestructible (śāśvataṁ padam avyayam).
 153

 According to 

him, it is a state of Supreme abode. Those who reach this Supreme abode never return to the 

physical world. 
154

  Here it seems that if once this eternal state is attained by the seeker then it is 

assured by Lord Kṛṣṇa that there is no chance of gliding back to the world of material.  In 

connection with the Supreme abode, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―From the highest planet in the material 

world down to the lower, all are places of misery wherein repeated birth and death take place. 

But one who attains to My abode, O son of kuntī, never takes birth again.”
155

 

Having reached the supreme abode, the individual self loses contact with the matters of the 

senses and comes into contact with Absolute Being. As a result of that, the individual self 

experiences infinite bliss of contact with Brahman (brahmasaṁsparśam atyantaṁ 

sukham).
156

Consequently, the individual becomes one with Brahman (brahmabhūtaḥ).
157

 In 

connection with the nature of Mokṣa, we can say after Bhagavdgita that Mokṣa is the attainment 

of Lord Kṛṣṇa or the Supreme Being.  In other words, the ultimate goal or Mokṣa is the union of 

the individual self with the Supreme Being.  Thus, one can get freedom from bondage by 

attaining the Supreme Being.  There is nothing wrong to say that Mokṣa is the realization of 

oneself as identical with the Absolute Being. Thus, the concept of Mokṣa is a positive concept in 

Bhagavadgītā.  Now a question arises how does a man get Mokṣa?  In reply to the question, 

Bhagavadgītā mentioned mainly three different ways. These are Karma-yoga, Jñāna-yoga, and 
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Bhakti-yoga.  When karma (niṣkāma karma) is adopted as the means to Mokṣa then it is known 

as Karma-yoga. It is also known as the pathway of niṣkāma karma.  If knowledge or Jñāna is 

adopted as the means to Mokṣa then it is known as Jñāna-yoga.  It is also known as the pathway 

of knowledge. If Bhakti is adopted as the means to achieve the Lord Kṛṣṇa who is the Supreme 

goal, then it is known as Bhakti-yoga. Bhakti-yoga is also known as the pathway of devotion.  

Here yoga is used as a means or a upāya for attaining Mokṣa. Yoga stands here for spiritual 

discipline. In Bhgavadgītᾱ yoga is also used as karmasu kauśalam (the art of all activities)
158

 and 

as samatvaṁ (equanimity of mind). 
159

 It may be claimed that the ways for the attainment of 

Mokṣa are not the same, but the ultimate end is the same. It is nothing but the Mokṣa. Now we 

have to discuss that how does moral action or niṣkāma karma lead Mokṣa? Let me answer it.  

3.14:  The Pathway of Niṣkāma Karma (Karma-yoga) for Getting Mokṣa 

We have seen that when karma is performed for Liberation, it is known as Karma- yoga. Action 

is performed to attain personal gain such as prosperity, wealth, progeny and heavenly enjoyment 

is called sakāma karma. Sakāma karma does not lead to Mokṣa from Bondage. On the contrary, 

for Bhagavadgītā, only those actions as advised by Lord Kṛṣṇa are helpful to overcome the 

bondage and they come under the purview of Karma-yoga. According to Bhagavadgītā, one 

should fulfill some conditions for getting Mokṣa through Karma-yoga or the pathway of niṣkāma 

karma. 

 The first and foremost condition for getting Mokṣa through karma-yoga is that a karma-yogin 

should perform his svadharma. A  Karma-yogin is one who is devoted to the path of action. We 
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have seen that one can become perfect by performing one‘s svadharma. We are advised to 

perform svadharma for getting Mokṣa because it is out of defects. One can get spontaneity and 

smoothness in one‘s works by performing svadharmas. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna, 

―King such as Janaka attained perfection solely by performance of prescribed duties. Therefore, 

just for the sake of educating the people in general, you should perform your work.‖
160

 It seems 

that King Janaka attained perfection and Mokṣa through the performance of his karmas. That is 

why he is known as a karma yogin. Karma becomes worship by aligning the mind through 

svadharma. For Bhagavadgītā, men are advised to worship Lord by their dharmas or duties. In 

this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―He from whom all the beings arise and by whom all this is 

pervaded- by worshipping Him through the performance of his own duty does man attain 

perfection.‖
161

 According to Bhagavadgītā, a varṇa in devotional worship rids himself from both 

bad and good reaction. It can happen even in existing life. Thus, Bhgavadgita advised us to strive 

for yoga. Here yoga means arts of actions (karma kauśalya).  In connection with devotional 

service, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to him ―A man engaged in devotional service rids himself of both good 

and bad reaction even in this life. Therefore, strive for yoga, which is the art of all work.‖
162

 ―By 

thus engaging in devotional service to the Lord, great sages or devotees free themselves from the 

results of works in the material world. In this way, they become free from the cycle of birth and 

death and attain the state beyond all miseries (by going back to Godhead).‖
163

 

The second condition for getting Mokṣa through the Karma-yoga is that karma –yogin should not 

develop any egoistic desires or attachments to the fruits of his actions. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, those 
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who have to attain Mokṣa, they should not attach with an egoistic desire to the results of their 

actions.  We have seen that one‘s actions without expectation for egoistic rewards are called 

niṣkāma karmas. In connection with the fruits of action, Lord Kṛṣṇa said, ―Better indeed is 

knowledge than the practice (of concentration); better than knowledge is meditation; better than 

meditation is the renunciation of the fruit of action; on renunciation (follow) immediately 

peace.‖
164

  Here it seems that if anyone acts with the egoistic desire to the fruits of action then he 

can get easily anxieties. Anxiety about fruits of action creates agitation in the mind. As a result 

of that, the performer does not perform spiritual practice, cannot get proper knowledge, and 

cannot meditate on spiritual things.  So, renunciation of the fruits of actions is required for 

getting inner calm, perfection, and peace.  We have also seen that a varṇa is bound to do work 

because of its inner- nature.  Thus, total renunciation of action is not possible of a varṇa. In this 

regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa said to Arjuna that it is indeed not possible for an embodied person to give up 

all karmas. However, he who renounces the fruits of karmas is called ‗a man of renunciation‘. 
165

 

It may be noted here that those who have abandoned all egoistic concerns for karmas and have 

also renounced all their egoistic attachments to the results of their actions are called perfect 

yogins.  When we are pre-occupied with the expected results of karmas then we are not freed of 

worries. For this reason, we are advised to act for Lokasaṁgraha by sacrificing the egoistic fruits 

of our karmas.  Hence, if we work without attachment to the fruits of actions then we can 

become anxiety free.  It means that we should avoid egoistic attachment to our actions.  There is 

nothing wrong to say that a common man depends on the egoistic results of karmas for his 

livelihood. However, in the case of karma yogin, he has expected no egoistic result of his action, 

and his every action is by itself a reward for him. It seems that a karma-yogin depends on 
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nothing. In connection with attachment, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated to Arjuna: ―Having abandoned 

attachment to the fruit of works, ever content, without any kind of dependence, he does nothing 

though he is ever engaged in work.‖
166

 In another context, He said that when one does one‘s 

prescribed karma only because it ought to be performed, and renounces all attachment to the 

results, one‘s renunciation (tyāgaḥ) is said sāttvikaḥ (in the mode of goodness).
167

  He further 

advised to Arjuna that the yogis (men of action), abandoning attachment, perform works with 

bodies, minds, and intelligence or merely with senses, only for the purification of their souls.
168

  

Therefore, a karma-yogi should perform his action as a matter of duty without any egoistic 

attachment to the results of his actions for attaining the Supreme.
169

 

The third condition for getting Mokṣa through the Karma-yoga is that karma- yogin should offer 

the fruits of his actions to the Supreme Lord. It entails that a karma-yogin should offer the fruits 

of his actions to Lord Kṛṣṇa. In this regard, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated to Arjuna, ―Resigning all thy 

works to Me, with thy consciousness fixed in the self, being free from desire and egoism, fight, 

delivered from thy fever.‖
170

 Here resigning from all actions does not mean inaction or inactivity. 

However, it means acting without egoistic attachment. It indicates that we should give up the 

wrong intention behind our karmas. The above verse also indicates that purification of our mind 

is possible only when our mind is made to concentrate on the self.  We have also seen that for 

Bhagavadgītā, a karma-yogin should give up kartritwābhimān. However, it is difficult to give up 

the sense of kartritwābhimān as a human being. It seems that the total renunciation of attachment 
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is not possible for the human mind because the human being is created with three guṇas.  It 

implies that a human mind has to attach itself with something. Generally attaching with 

something is the human mind‘s nature. In this connection, Arjuna was advised by Lord Kṛṣṇa 

that he should perform his karmas without egoistic attachment to the fruits of his actions and 

should surrender the fruits of his actions unto the Lord Kṛṣṇa for unaffecting by the sinful 

reaction. For Lord Kṛṣṇa, one, who does his karma without attachment and surrenders the fruit of 

his action unto the Supreme Lord, is not affected by sinful karma, as a lotus leaf is not touched 

by water. 
171

  It appears that Lord Kṛṣṇa wanted to say to Arjuna that, one who disassociates 

one‘s mind from unreal, attaches one‘s mind to the real, performs one‘s works as an agency of 

Lord Kṛṣṇa, performs one‘s actions without egoistic attachment to the results of one‘s actions 

and surrenders the fruits of one‘s actions unto Him,  can qualify for Mokṣa.  Having surrendered 

the fruit of action to Him, a karma- yogin can live in this material world as unaffected by sinful 

karma as a lotus leaf exists in the water without touching by water. It implies that in that 

situation the karma-yogin‘s mind is not affected by likes, dislikes, joys, sorrows, etc., of this 

material world.  As a result of that, the karma yogin becomes a sthitaprajña (stable in 

intelligence). 

For Lord Kṛṣṇa, when a man gives up all the desires of his mind and finds satisfaction in his self 

alone then he is called a sthitaprajña.
172

 Here giving up all the desires does not mean 

desirelessness in an absolute sense. However, it means we should give up all egoistic desires of 

our actions. For Bhagavadgītā, one who maintains equanimity in happiness and pain, and who is 

not disturbed in sorrow and joy, unattached, free from fear and anger is called a sage (muni).  In 
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connection with muni, Lord Kṛṣṇa stated: ―He whose mind is untroubled in the midst of sorrows 

and is free from anger desire amid pleasures, he from whom passion, fear, and rage have passed 

away, he is called a sage of settled intelligence.‖
173

 Here a sthitaprajña is treated as a sage. Thus, 

we have seen that a sthitaprajña is one who is ever satisfied in his self, who lives in ideal 

equanimity in happiness and pain, and who is free from egoistic attachment. In the verse, no 58, 

Chapter 2, Lord Kṛṣṇa also said to Arjuna regarding sthitaprajña that a sthitaprajña is capable to 

withdraw his senses from the objects of senses as a tortoise draws its limbs within its shell.
174

 For 

this reason, a sthitaprajña‟s intelligence is firmly fixed in wisdom. Thus, we can say that a 

sthitaprajña is one who has conquered the mind and the senses.  In this regard, we can say a 

sthitaprajña enjoys mental peace. He is not affected by sorrow and joy. He conquered egoistic 

desire and anger. It means that he is the perfect person to realize the Mokṣa.  In other words, he 

is the fittest person to follow Jñāna-yoga. 

Therefore, we as ordinary persons cannot easily get the true knowledge of the Supreme Being. 

For getting the true knowledge of the Supreme Being, we should perform our prescribed duties.  

In other words, for getting Mokṣa, we should purify our soul by performing niṣkāma karma. 

Here niṣkāma karma is used as a means for getting Mokṣa. Thus,   Mokṣa is not possible without 

getting the true knowledge of Lord Kṛṣṇa. It is said that one can attain the true knowledge of the 

Supreme Lord by performing his svadharma. One can realize oneness with the Supreme Being 

by performing his prescribed actions in a spirit of niṣkāma manner. Hence, we can say that 

niṣkāma karma is not a direct means to the Mokṣa. It implies that niṣkāma karma does not 
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directly lead to the Supreme Lord. Now generally a question arises; Is the concept of niṣkāma 

karma deontological or teleological?   

3.15: The Concept of Niṣkāma Karma: Deotological or Teleological? 

First, let me explain why is the concept of niṣkāma karma not deontological? According to 

Kantian deontological theory, if an action is done for the sake of duty alone then it has moral 

worth. If an action is done with a desire for getting something then it would not be treated as 

moral action. If an action is done with the desire to the fruit of action, love and sympathy then it 

is not a moral action. An action with love or sympathy has no moral worth though it may be 

considered as good in our social life. Thus, there is no place for the desire which is altruistic or 

egoistic in Kantian deontological doctrine. On the other hand, niṣkāma karma is understood in an 

absolute sense as ‗having no kāma to the fruit of karma whatsoever‘. It implies that in an 

absolute sense, niṣkāma karma means complete niṣkāma to the fruits of karma of all kinds, 

negatively and positively. Some scholars interpret niṣkāma karma in the absolute sense. For this 

reason, they say that the concept of niṣkāma karma is a deontological concept like the Kantian 

concept of duty. However, we have seen that the term ‗niṣkāma‟ is used in a relative sense in 

Bhagavadgita, not in an absolute sense. All desires are not eradicated in Bhagavadgītā.  For 

Bhagavadgītā, if a desire is evolved with the welfare of the world by performing one‘s 

svadharma then it gathers moral values. It implies that selfish desire ought to be sublimated. 

Altruistic desire should be cultivated. Universal love should be cultivated. Thus, Bhagavadgītā 

did not eradicate all desires for doing niṣkāma karma. It does not suggest us to do an action for 

the sake of duty alone, but it suggested we should do our action for Lokasaṁgrah. We can 

achieve Mokṣa with the help of doing Lokasaṁgrah. It may also be noted in this connection that 

deontologist Kant did not say about Lokasaṁgrah. For this reason, we can say that those who 
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interpret the concept of niṣkāma karma in a deontological sense and compare it with the Kantian 

doctrine of duty, they do commit a great mistake. Thus, the concept of niṣkāma karma is not 

deontological. 

Let us see, why is the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā not teleological?  The ethics 

of teleology is opposed to the ethics of deontology.  It focuses mainly on the goal of an action. 

According to the doctrine of teleology, if the result of an action is considered to be benefited then 

that action is treated as morally good. Conversely, we can say that if the fruit of action causes 

harm then it is treated as morally wrong. Thus according to the doctrine of teleology, we should 

judge an action as moral or immoral based on consequences. Thus in teleological theory, an 

action can be treated as moral, if it is rested on some specific benefitted results.  In this 

connection, some scholars claim that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā is 

teleological because it is rested on some specific ends such as Lokasaṁgraha and Mokṣa. 

However, it is not enough to claim that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma is teleological.  The 

reason for that to understand the doctrine of niṣkāma karma, we must have to understand the 

concept of svadharma of Bhagavadgītā. There is nothing wrong to say that if we interpret the 

doctrine of niṣkāma karma only based on some specific ends then we commit a great mistake.  

According to Bhagavadgītā, if we do our actions for Lokasaṁgraha by performing paradharma 

then our actions are not treated as moral actions. To perform moral action, one should follow 

one‘s svadharma.  Svadharma is an integral part of karma. One can perform moral action by 

performing svadharma. Paradharma is bad for the doer as well as for society.  In this regard, we 

can say after Bhagavadgītā that moral action is purely backed up by the concept of svadharma 

and action can be treated as moral not only based on its specific ends. On the other hand in the 

teleological theory of western ethics, an action can be treated as moral only based on its specific 
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ends. However, the concept of svadharma or paradharma is completely foreign in western 

ethics. That is why we should not treat the doctrine of niṣkāma karma of Bhagavadgītā as 

teleological. Thus it is neither deontological nor teleological. The concept of niṣkāma karma is 

unique.  It has its own identity.  However, when Lord Krsna said to Arjuna that you are bound to 

do your prescribed actions then what does it mean?  Was Arjuna not free to do his actions? Let 

me make it clear. 

3.16: Freedom of Will and the Niṣkāma Karma of Bhagavadgītā 

Some scholars have claimed that according to Bhagavadgītā, human beings are not free for 

doing their actions. This is so because according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, everything belongs to Him and 

human beings are bound to do their actions helplessly by their innate nature. Thus, human beings 

should not be blamed for their bad actions or good actions. Here I want to say that those who 

claimed that human beings are not free for their actions; they have gone in the wrong direction in 

my understanding of the massage of Lord Kṛṣṇa. The reason behind it is that Bhagavadgītā deals 

with the problem of humans beings through niṣkāma karma. We have also seen that Arjuna‘s 

problems are practical problems and these types of problems we mostly face in our normal lives. 

When Arjuna got a practical problem, which is called a moral dilemma, then Lord Kṛṣṇa offered 

a solution for solving his problem. In this regard, we can say that Arjuna was a medium through 

which Lord Kṛṣṇa had circulated the concept of niṣkāma karma, which is nothing other than 

practical philosophy. By solving Arjuna‘s moral dilemma, Lord Krsna wanted to mention that 

humans are the makers of their own destinies. For Bhagavadgītā, past actions determine present 

life and present actions determine future life.  It is called a chain of karmic life, which is going 

on rotationally. It does not logically mean that Bhagavdgita rejects freedom of will of a human 

being within the realm of karma. We have seen that according to Lord Kṛṣṇa, one has a right to 
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perform one‘s prescribed duty consciously, and by performing one‘s prescribe duty one should 

offer the fruits of actions to the Supreme Being for getting Mokṣa. It means that He wanted to 

say that human beings are free to choose their actions. It implies that according to Him, we are 

free to do niṣkāma karma or sakāma karma. We have also seen that all actions are not treated as 

the causes of bondage. Only those karmas which are guided by egoistic desires are treated as the 

causes of bondage. According to Bhagavadgītā, Karmas which are done in the spirit of niṣkāma 

manner are not treated as the causes of bondage. The theory of niṣkāma karma teaches us 

renunciation in action. If we do sakāma karmas then we would definitely go to hell or get 

bondage. For Him, one can refrain oneself from the circle of bondage by doing niṣkāma karma. 

The reason for that doing niṣkāma karma is very much within one‘s power.  It means that one 

can choose the right action or bad action. It must be noted in this connection that in the war of 

righteousness Lord Kṛṣṇa never compels Arjuna to fight. Lord Kṛṣṇa allowed Arjuna to exercise 

his freedom to choose niṣkāma karma or sakāma karma in the war of righteousness.  He just 

enlightened Arjuna with the knowledge of what is niṣkāma karma and what is sakāma karma.   

Therefore, we can say that the doctrine of niṣkāma karma does not reject the freedom of will and 

moral responsibilities of a human being. It may be noted in this connection that for 

Bhagavadgītā, we are free to refrain from sakāma karma. We are free to start doing the action in 

the spirit of niṣkāma manner. As a result of that, we can get Mokṣa. Thus, Bhagavadgītā 

accepted the freedom of will of a human being otherwise the teaching of Bhagavadgītā about 

niṣkāma karma and sakāma karma is meaningless. 

 

 


