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Two immediate conclusions result fram a survey of the secondary
literature on tne Blggavad:gita. The first is that there is a plethora
of articles and monographs by scholars and others on all matters of the
book. The number of translations alone makes it the most translated
text in the world, next to the Christian Bible. A second conclusion to
which one comes is that in the current state of C_;ﬁ scholarship the trend
is that most often the authors of these secondary works have not read, or
at least have not indicated that they have read, previous work on the
same subject. L In introductory matters, on questions of authorship,
date, and the Gita's genuineness as a part of the Mahabharata, the great
epic in which it is found, most often conclusions are asserted by authors
without a marshalling of evidence or lack of it to support such decisions.
There is currently no place to which one may turn which summarizes the
current state of scholarship on these matters, and this may be why many
others are writing without a firm foundation.

The purpose of this study is to summarize the current state of g-iig_
scholarship in matters of introduction and to suggest conclusions on the
basis of previous work and the current, but slim, evidence. The difficulty
of this and the low probability of resulting conclusions are hereby
acknowledged. As S.K. De said about the attempt to date the (Lte_l, "by

nature of the problem it is almost an impossibility." 2
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The Gita and the Mahabharata

The most obvious fact about the Gita is its current location as
chapters twenty-three through forty of the sixth of eighteen bocks of the
critical edition of the Mahabharata the great Indian epic whose process of
production is reqularly dated fram 400 B.C. to 400 A.D. This huge work
which is three and one-half times as long as the Christian Bible, is a
repository of tales, excurses, sectarian works, and didactic treatises, and
has thus been rightly called "the collective possession of generations of

bards." 3

The Epic itself tells its readers that it was produced by a
gradual process (Mbh. 1.1.62-3). Van Buitenen has reconstructed its
growth in four phases from the initial Bharata of 24,000 verses to the
camplete Epic of 100,000. There was, first, expansion from within;
second, mythologization of its characters and plots; third, brahmanization
of the Epic through the addition of didactic matters; fourth, addition,
even after the Epic was in written form, of new books. 4 As many have
pointed out, it is not for nothing that the Mahabharata says of itself:
"Whatever is here, on Dharma, on Profit, on Pleasure, and on Liberation,
that is found elsewhere. But what is not here is nowhere else." (1.56.34).

The first question over which scholars disagree, then, is how the
Gi_té fits into this process of epic production. They have suggested that
it is an original part of the Epic, or that it was added later or that it
was an earlier book worked into the Epic. These theories are seldom
supported by sustained argument, possibly because the evidence is slim and
many problems are insurmountable.

The most popular theory is that the 913? was not originally a part
of the Mahabharata, but was added to it, either as a later book added into

the text or an earlier book in existence at the time of the compilation of
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the Epic and incorporated into it. The first reason, and the most
pursuasive to these scholars it seems, is the incredibility of the Gita's
sermon-dialogue at such a juncture in the Epic's story. The whole Epic
has been leading up to a battle that is about to take place, a battle

which it pictures as involving the whole world. The two sides in the
battle are actually two sides of one family, the PEI}glavas and the Kauravas,
which have been feuding about the question of sovereignty over their
ancestors' territory. Finally Yudhisthira, the king of the Par_u.iavas,

the heros of the Epic, is challenged to a game of dice upon which the

whole kingdom is wagered. The loser is to remain in exile for thirteen
years. Yudhisthira, the rightful heir of the kingdom, loses to duryodhana,
the leader of the evil half of the family who has been plotting and

acting to eliminate the Pandavas. As a result the Pandavas remain in
exile for thirteen years. Upon returning to claim their kingdam, they

are rebuffed by Duryodhana and, that being the last straw, war is inevitable.
Krsna Vasudeva is chosen to be the counsellor of the Papdavas and the war
is about to begin. It will rage for eighteen days and in it the Kauravas
will be slain, Krspa's kin will commit suicide in a drunken brawl, and

most of the PEI}cjavas will be eliminated. However, right before the

battle is to begin, and actually even after the arrows have begun to fly
(GI_ta?_ 1.20), with the armies lined up for the fight, Arjuna, who previously
enthusiastically supported the battle, realizing again that those on the
other side are also relatives and teachers, loses his resolve. With
Arjuna and Krsna at the center of the battlefield, the @ 's private dialogue
goes on for eighteen chapters while the armies wait. This fact has been
too much for many scholars.

One must immediately note, however, that this ought to be less a
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problem for those who are not concerned to show that the Mahabharata
is actually recounting historical events. > There is no a priori reason
why an original writer could not have included such a didactic work at
this point in the Epic ;tory, depending upon his purposes. As an epic
tale, rather than a "historically true" account, the objection carries
little weight. K.N. Upadhyaya who accepts the genuiness of the Gita so
argues. Throughout the Mahabharata, "the author is uniformly eager to
elaborate the principles of dharma whenever and wherever he finds an
opportunity to do so." Thus, what better place to emphasize these
teachings than at, "this critical juncture of the cammencement of the
great war when, to add poignancy to the situation, Arjuna is placed against
hiw own friends and relatives, elders and teacher."” b At this mament
the issue of dharma, of his duty as a member of the warrior class, is
highlighted and the Mahabharata's point is emphatically brought hame.
Upadhyaya rightly points out that behind the Mahabharata is the active
life of the soldier, the ksatriya class, whose duty it was to maintain
the order of society, especially by enforcing the class, varna, structure.
The Epic is centered around battlefields and royal courts, not the
sacrificial altars and Vedic schools of the earlier Vedic literature.
Similarly Telang argued that the feelings which dominate Arjuna and
give rise to the @ are most consistent with both the % and the whole
Mahabharata. ¢ The entire Epic leads up to the battle and the very
predicament which results in Arjuna having to fight his own kin.
Arjuna's weakness of attitude (Gita 1.26-2.3) is poetically consistent.
He does not want to kill his kin, but he must because it is his duty.
His failure of nerve is based upon an attached attitude, attached to the

results of duty done, an attitude which the Gita will reject throughout
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its argument.

Alone, then, this argument does not support the later edition of the
Gita to the Epic. The Mahabharata has regular didactic portions, as
Zaehner notes in his assertion of the Gita's genuineness. °©  Almost all
of books twelve and thirteen as well as major pbrtions of books three
and five contain such sections. The very regularity of such material
might be taken by saome as an argument for the Cﬁg originai place in
the Mahabharata.

It is important to note with S.C. Roy, however, that these didactic
treatises are not consistent in their teachings on all matters and that
their very spirit does not always blend with that of the non-didactic
portions of the Mahabharata. % With the Gita the difference is most
striking for the @ teaching as a whole is not campletely consistent
with either the larger epic or the other didactic works. Thus, though
Krsna is proclaimed Lord of Lords in the Gita, this is soon forgotten in
the remainder of the Epic, and in most of the remainder and the earlier
portions Krgna is a hero and prince who, e.g., first flees in terror with
the other Vygnis fram Jarasadha or is out-maneuvered in battle, or cammits
various treacherous deeds. In these passages he is clearly not the
highest god as he is in the G_ié, though in what appears to be a later
passage he is also said to be a descent of the god Vispu. Arjuna in @
11.41-42 (cf. 18.73) in response to the vision of Krsna as the All in All,
Lord of Lords, All-Consuming God, and Divine Yogin, asks forgiveness for
rashly thinking of Krsna as his camrade, calling him "Krspa, Yadava,

Canpanion," and for treating him disrespectfully or as the object of
sport. Yet soon this is all forgotten and Krsna is seen as Arjuna's

friend and camrade, his "buddy" again.
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There are in all sixteen so-called gitas in the Mahabharata which we
are calling didactic treatises. 4 In book fourteen, the Aévamedhika-
parvan, is found an example, the Anugita, or "Gita Summarized." It has
recently been suggested that the claim that it is a retelling of Gita be
taken seriously. i As an introduction to its teaching Arjuna nonchall-
antly informs Krsna (who he does not remember had shown him the unforgettable
vision of himself as the Great Lord of Lords, in the Bhagavad-gita) that
he has forgotten the teachings of gi_é and, thus, must have them repeated.
It is clear that the writer of the (_SE never anticipated that Arjuna would
forget its teachings of the place of Krsna as revealed in @ chapter
eleven, as Arjuna does regularly in the Mahabharata. However, in the
An}gzté, Krsna proceeds to teach Arjuna, after claiming that the previous
teachings could not be restated. In doing so he neglects to mention,
even in passing, 1z what the G_Ié speaks of as its highest teachings
(Qté 9.1ff; 10.1ff.; 11.1; 18.64-68): its teachings about the place
of the god Krsna and his relationship to the individual soul and the
universe, and the response of devotion this is to engender in the devotee.
Instead, the Anugita treats of some matters that are peripheral to the
_GI_tE and, then, emphasizes only one element of the path to liberation
stressed by the gfi:a'_, J@@_ or "knowledge." Even at this point, however,
the Anugita is silent about that most crucial element of knowledge in the
gI_té: knowledge of Krsna's divinity and his relationship as Lord of Yoga
to the universe. These central absences, also absent fram the other
gi_t_é-ls_ in the Mahabharata, form a crucial argument against the position
that the Bhagavad-gita is an original part of the Epic. Even though the
Epic story might lack historical credence, one would expect an author to

maintain the same religious stance throughout, especially in what he
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claims to be the highest teachings in the Gita.
Telang also argues that the Gita lacks a "Brahmanizing" or “sectarian"

A This cannot be an

spirit and, thus, that it belongs to the Epic.
arqument for its genuiness in the Mahabharata for the Epic contains
numerous passages which clearly pramote the superiority of Vi.':‘.r}u or $iva.
It has also been shown that this claim, which is frequently made, lacks
evidence when the Gita is studied historically. 14 put even if this
were an argument supported by the data, it would not be an argument for
dating the Gita in the early Mahabharata because that depends upon the
acceptance or rejection of a priori developmental theories, not upon
solid evidence which could support assertions that the earliest religious

thought and practice in India was non-sectarian.

Upadhyaya argues that the Gita must be considered genuine because the

Mahabharata refers to the Gita as a unit in Adi-parvan 1.2.56; 1.1.124; in
Santi-parvan 12.346.10; 348.8, 53; and in the Anugita (Aévamedhika-parvan

14.15.9-13). 1°

This does not show that the Gita was originally a part
of the Epic, but only that these portions of the Mahabharata are later
than the Gita's addition to it. These passages are, in fact, most likely

16 and must have been written at

sare of the latest additions to the Epic,
a time when the Gita was well-known and held a prestige which caused later
authors to try to claim its teachings as their own.

Likewise, Telang and Upadhyaya argque that the use of words, language,
versification, and sandhi in the Gita are comparable to that in the
Mahabharata. Terms such as anta (Gita 2.16), bhasa (2.54), and brahman
as prakriti (14.3), as well as the suffix ha (2.9) are not used by later

writers such as Kalidasa in the senses of the Gita. Compounds are not

numerous and not long as in classical style and there are few involved
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L Sarma has indicated the correctnes of this

syntactical constructions.
observation with detailed lists of parallels between the Epic and the
GI_tE. which reflect non-standardized forms when compared with classical
Sanskrit. He concludes that the GI_tE "errs with the Epic and rises
with it." 13 It is clear, especially on the basis of metre, that the
GI_ta?_ does not come fram the classical period. Yet, as Roy correctly
argued, if this arqument is accepted, it proves similarity of origin and
not that the Gita is an original part of the Mahabharata.

Belvalkar, however, has produced the most solid evidence for the theory
that the C_;I_tg_ is a later addition to the Mahabharata, evidence that supports
the contention that the Gita was added to the Epic in the midst of the
process of its production. In Mahabharata 6.55.34-66, on the third day
of the battle that follows the G_Ié, Bhi?na, the general of the Kauravas,
has led such a valiant and successful fight that Arjuna and the PEr}c_lavas
had begun to retreat.In anger Krsna, Arjuna's charioteer who had promised
both sides that he would not take part in the actual fighting (5.7.17),
rises from the chaiot with discus in hand intent upon killing Bhisma.

Arjuna, however, stops him and persuades him to return to the chariot with
the praomise that Arjuna and his men would fight more valiantly. They do
this and the tide of the battle turms. As a result, Duryodhana, the
leader of the Kauravas, complains that Bh1§ma is partial to the Pandavas
and Bhigma responds by narrating a sermonic legend known as the
Viévopakhygna which does not affect the battle in any material sense but
which contains a legend of Kygpa and Arjuna as descents, avataras, respect-
ively of Narayana, the Supreme Being, and of the divine sage Nara. On

the ninth day of the battle (6.102.24-52) the same events take place with

a large number of verbally identical verses describing them, except that
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Arjuna's promise to Kygpa to fight with more resolve does not affect Bhigma's
mastery of the day.

The repetition of this incident is without apparent purpose and the
verbally identical stanzas clearly argue for the one being the copy of
the other. Belvalkar has shown that the first portion of the third day's
account and the latter portion of the ninth day's account are the earlier
productions based on: (1) the locations of lectio faciliors in the text;
(2) the preservation in the early portion of the ninth day's account of
Krsna's divine status by not indicating in it that Bhigma wounded Kyspa;

(3) the reference to Arjuna's boastful words on the third day that is
found in the ninth day's account; and (4) the change of the earlier
portion of the ninth day's account to explain how Arjuna would still be
hesitant to fight after the sermon and vision of the Bhagavadgita. In
the earlier portion of the ninth day's account Arjuna also repeats the
promise he had made in Gita 18.73.

Therefore, the @ motiff was not introduced on the third day but
only on the ninth. Belvalkar concludes that the best explanation of these
observations is that the Gita was not a part of the Mahabharata when the
cnronologically earlier portion of the narrative of the third day was
written but it was when the former portion of the ninth day's account was
added. 20

Similarly Belvalkar suggests that Mahabnarata 6.47.2-30, which
resembles @ 1.2-19, may belong to the pre—(it_é_ stage of the Epic. of
the forty-nine half-slokas in the former, nineteen correspond in whole or
in part to the thirty-six half-slokas in the GIﬁtE_ passage. & Van
Buitenen seems to agree that the Gi_té is most likely the latter of the two
since the difficulties in (ﬁ 1.10 and the corresponding difficulties of

Mhh. 6.47.6, its parallel, are best explained in this sequence. 22
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Though more textual studies are needed, and though the evidence is
still slim, these cases do provide the best available hard evidence we
currently possess, and they show that the Q_Ié was added somewhere in the
middle of the process of Mahabharata production and was not, therefore,
the earliest part of the Epic. Beyond this conclusion one cannot go, for
the evidence is too slim.

Roy, however, has argued that "the Gita was originally an Upanisad
which was later inserted in the Mahabharata by one of its Editors." 3
His arguments are inconclusive. For example, he argues that the
relationship of Krspa and Arjuna is the same as the teacher-pupil relation-
ship found in the Upanigads, but Dvianji identifies the discussion as

n 24 One might also argue

"the epic and Pauranic form of a dialogue...
that there is not one form of discussion in either set of texts. Similarly,
Roy argues that the Gita has been called an Upanigad and that its teaching
is assigned to an early period as is that of the early Upanisads, facts,
however, which are true of other types of literature in India, especially
later texts. The allusions and quotations from the early Upanisads to
which he refers also do not argue that the §_It~5 was an Upanigad but that

it was familiar with the Upanigads and even that they were old enough to
have attained prestige by the time of the g@_s. writing. Thus, his
attempt to be more specific about the relationship of the G_it_a: to the
Mahabharata lacks convincing evidence. At this stage of scholarship all
one can say with any probability is that the gié is an addition to the

Epic as a part of its middle strata.
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The Authorship of the Bhagavad-gita

Matters of authorship and date are, of course, intimately related but
the evidence bears on the former first. Traditionally the author is said to
be the sage Vyasa, a Vedic seer. His name actually means "editor, compiler,"
and may symbolize the process of production or a school of poets. In fact,
whoever authored the @ referred to him as a known authority in G_l_t5_ 10.13,
and it is, therefore, highly unlikely that he was the author, for such a
referent would lose all value without the benefit of time to give Vyasa an
authoritative reputation.

Upadhyaya has recently argued for reconsideration of Vyasa as author

on the basis of allusions to the Gita in the Vedanta Sutras which he is said

25

to have authored as well, and the reference to "aphoristic verses of

brahman," brahma-sutra-pada, in Gita 13.4 which he understands as a reference

to the Vedanta Sutras. Most scholars agree that the Vedanta Sutras refer

to the Gita when quoting smrti in a mumber of places. 26

However, there
is also much agreement that the Gita reference does not refer to the
Vedanta Sutras but to the Upanisads or, with $amkara, to verses about

brahman in the Upanigads. This makes the most sense because chapter

thirteen of the gf;a: goes on to allude to and directly quote verses and
partial verses from the Upanisads and speaks of these texts because they
have some repute, which a work by the same author would not yet have.
Therefore, the traditional view of authorship recently supported by
Upadhyaya is untenable.

Instead of the traditional view many scholars have argued that the
ilté is not the work of one hand but a composite production. Most have
asserted this on the basis of diversity of thought in the gg_té and even
apparent contradictions, though they have not always offered sustained

arguments.  Von Humboldt argued that the original Gita ended with the
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eleventh chapter added to which were 18.63-78, due to the differences he
saw in chapters 12-18. 24 Weber believed that the poem was a patchwork, 26
and Holtzmann suggested that there were a number of redactions, making it

a Visnuite retelling of an original pantheistic or Vedanta poem, because

he saw a contradiction between the teaching of an impersonal "world-soul"
and a personal-realistic god, Krsna-Visnu. < Hopkins, on the grounds of
content and metre, believed that it was "a Krishnaite version of an older
Vishnuite poem," which was previously a late, non-sectarian gan_isg_d_. =
Deussen saw it as a compilation of three equal parts: chapters one to

six as an ethical treatise, seven through twelve as a metaphysical treatise,
and thirteen through eighteen as a psychological work. It was, he said,

31

a late product of "decadent Upanisadic thought." Jacobi believed the

original po=m included chapter one and 2.1-6, 9-12, 18, 25-27; 18.73,

and that these verses were later elaborated upon by scholasts. i

F. Otto Schrader argued that the original @ came to an end at 2.38,
and belonged to a "pre-Vaisnavite Mahabharata." This was later taken by
the Bhagavatas who made it the introduction to the present @.33

Rajaram Shastri Bhagwat suggested that the GI__t:E passed through six stages

from an oriy.nal sixty-verse form to its present text. His arguments

were highly subjective. e Carpentier found the original GJ_._té in chapter

one and 2.1-11, 31-38, rejecting passages on grounds such as the inappropriate-
ness of its teachings to the class and period in which it was originally
composed, which begs the question. He also rejected later chapters

because they contain terms not regularly found in the earlier chapters, and
because the earlier chapters do not speak of Krsna's divinity. 5 Yet

only ksetra, "field," of all the terms he lists is not found in chapters

two through eleven, but it is also not found outside of chapter thirteen

either, for it is a reference to its usage in earlier literature
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with a reinterpretation of its meaning by the _G_-]-._fé Similarly the names

of Krsna in the earlier chapters speak of his divinity and many passages

imply and clearly state it. 5
Two German scholars, however, are most well-known for their attempts

to discern the original Gita. Richard Garbe argued that the present Gita

consisted of two redactions. The first, which he dated between 100-150 B.C.,

consisted of the imposition of elements of the Krsna cult on a former

Samkhya-Yoga treatise. Krsna was thereby identified with Visnu and the

result was a theistic Saikhya in a popular devotional text. The second

redaction was the addition to the text by brahmans in the second century

A.D. of passages which reflect the “"pantheism" of the later Vedanta

school. These attempted to relate Krsna the personal god to the

impersonal absolute Brahman. #
The bases of this theory include philological arguments which

Belvalkar has shown are inadequate, 38

the belief that the terms safikhya
and yoga refer to the early existence of dualistic systems like those
found in later Indian thought, and the belief that two incompatable
philosophizal positions exist in the Gita, a theistic Samkhya and a
monistic Vedanta. Oldenberg criticised Garbe's belief that there existed
an older atheistic sgfnkhxa, though he posited an older theistic sgﬁlkhza. =
Evidence for such a system is lacking but hints of the position are found
in the $vetadvatara Upanigad. Edgerton goes so far as to say that:

"The very notion of a philosophic 'system' did not exist in India in the

time of the early Upanisads and the Gita. 40

Similarly Oldenberg, Belvalkar,
Roy, and Edgerton, argued effectively that the verses rejected by Garbe often
destroyed the connection of ideas and led to further confusion in the

resulting reconstruction. e
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Edgerton also criticized Garbe for applying "modern, occidental and
rationalistic principles" to the &, principles which cannot be applied
to a "Hindu" work. 4 Though this objection is not uncammon, it is quest-—
ionable, for a "Hindu" work can be as rational as any other and must be
tested for such rationality in the midst of its mileu before assuming
that it is irrational. i Edgerton suggests that the 9&5_, which all
agree is not a systematic presentation of religious tnought, is not always
consistent. However, even he provides the key which resolves the
apparent inconsistencies, giving a consistent reason for their appearance
and a consistent explanation of their meaning: the attempt by the Eté
to reconcile diverse doctrines which were in existence at its time with
devotional theism. He does not follow this principle through in his
interpretation. L Yet, for philological, and historical reasons alone,
Garbe's theory has been rejected by most scholars.

Garbe's student, Rudolf Otto, took the discussion to what Edgerton

has said might be called "tne reductio ad absurdum of the Garbe school,"
45

yet without the expertise of his teacher. Garbe believed that the
original éé, before the third century B.C., was an epic fragment of

133 stanzas without doctrinal passages, which were later insertions.

In this early @ Krsna did not proclaim a path to liberation, but attempted
instead to render Arjuna "willing to undertake the special service of the
Almighty will of God who decides the fate of battles." 46 To summarize,

he found at least nine redactions, eight separate treatises added en bloc,
and numerous "interpolations."  The eighteen different authors he posited
included a dualist bhakta, a non-dualist bhakta, a non-dualist philosopher,

a mystic bhakta, a follower of theistic samkhya who placed little emphasis

upon bhakta, a follower of theistic yoga.
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Belvalkar, in a lengthy article, has documented the many errors of
textual understanding on the part of Garbe, o which Edgerton suggests are
probably due to heavy reliance upon a poor German translation of the Gita:
"He lacked Garbe's profound knowledge of Sanskrit, and probably did not
realize how he manhandled the language". 1%

A final attempt to determine the strata of redaction was made by
R. Morton Smith with his use of statistical counting methods. 1 He
determined the ratio of declined stems, nominal campounds and particles
to lines, and concluded that chapters one through twelve and 18.55-78
are original to the Gita, chapters thirteen through sixteen are by another
author, and chapters seventeen through 18.54 are by a third author. He
also suspected other interpolations and same tampering with chapter ten.
He found sixteen major differences out of thirty-eight tests between the
first and second authors, twenty-one out of thirty-eight between the first
and third authors, and fifteen out of thirty-eight between the second and
third authors. Smith admitted the inconclusive nature of his findings
put felt that these figures substantiated the probability of different
authors for the three units.

Smith was working in a relatively early period of statistical study in
which there was a lack of theoretical and methodological sophistication in
statistical methodology. He promised further results of this method and
indicated the tentative nature of his conclusions, but further work has
not been located by this author. The approach may have fallen by the
wayside for lack of sophistication as well as for the following questions
which have not been answered. Are the samples from each author large
enough to determine the average ratio for a writer? G.U. Yule, for example,
considered that as a basis for statistical study one needs samples of

about ten thousand words. = How should one weight the admitted
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similarities between the authors, which are sametimes greater than the
differences, against the differences? Since the Qt_e-i_ is poetry, how
might concerns for metre and sound affect the use of participles, particles,
and forms? What are the difficulties in doing such studies in the Sanskrit
language? A helpful methodological discussion with appropriate argument
would be required to answer these questions before proceeding, but these
questions remain unanswered. One wonders if their answers would
basicly involve subjective judgments.

Such attempts at determining strata in the Gita failing, De Smet
has most recently suggested a more specific understanding of the gié 's
author. e understands him to be "a Bhargava Brahmin, most likely from
the region of Mathura."” This is based upon the reference to Krsna as the
subduer of Kansa which formed the subject of dramatic representations
staged apparently in the Mathura region in about the second century B.C.
which is found in Patanjali on Papini iii.1.26. This reflects the popu-
larity of the VESudeva—KJ;;r)a cult among the Vrsnis of that region. al
De Smet pictures the author as one who is taking up "a human hero, Krsna,
already legendary and revered among the Vrsnis, to make him a teacher of
dharma," and in so doing credits the gﬁ‘s author as constructing most
of a new religious position for Krsna found in the B}mgavad:g-ité. =
His suggestion makes much sense, but one wonders whether this places too
much of a burden for creative construction on the author of the text, who
by all measures was yuite gifted. It does not recognize in the nature of
the slim evidence that Krsna himself is worshipped as a yod and that
probably supposes a history prior to the @'s authorship. 53 In any
case, eitner suggestion is quite speculative. However, the nighest of
the low probability conclusions available may be the Mathuran authorship

of the Gita.
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In sunmary, then in the current state of Gita studies, there is no
solid evidence to show that the Gita is other than a basic unity. Many
have been able to understand the Gita in terms of a unity, most recently

Edgerton, Zaehner, and myself. o As Edgerton puts it, "There seems to

53 There is

me to be no definite reason for any other assumption."
also, however, no clear evidence which enables one with probability to

identify the gi_té's autnor, but De Smet's suggestion that the Author is
most likely fram the region of Mathura, where Krsna Worship was popular,

is quite intriguing even though the evidence is weak.

The Date of the Bhagavad-gita

1f the Mahabharata was in a process of production fram 400 B.C. to
400 A.D., and the g;é was worked into that process after the earliest
strata but early enough that later editors held it in sufficient esteem to
refer their teachings back to it, one might pin the Gita's date to same-
where petween 250 B.C. and 100 A.D., but with little supporting hard
evidence.

Modern scholars have ranged widely in their suggestions. On the one
hand Tilak has dated the GItd to before 500 B.C., °° Bhandarkar to before

57

the beginning of the fourth century B.C., and Radhakrisinan to the

third century B.C. 58 On the other hand, Lassen dated it to the third

century A.D. 2 and Lorinser to 500 A.D. 60

Lorinser argues for the late date on the basis of what he believes
are borrowings fram the Christian New Testament. He collected, in the
appendix of his work, passages which he believed differed in expression

from the New Testament but agreed in meaning, passages which contain a
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cnaracteristic expression of the New Testament but with a different
application, and passages which agree both in expression and meaning.

A study of the similarities adduced, however, does not show that the
common elements are unique either to the Gita or the New Testament as
religious issues, nor in context do they actually agree in expression and
meaning. For example, two passages which are understood to agree both

in expression and meaning are _(E_té 9:31 ("No devotee of mine is lost.")
and John 3.16 ("wWhoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal
life.") Even if the claim of both these passages is that the devotee
will overcome the finality of death, one might have a difficult time
actually finding a religious text which does not make this claim in some
sense. But campare the complete verses in each case: gI_tE_ 9,31,

"Quickly his self becames righteous and he goes to eternal peace, Son

of Kunti; be sure of this -—- no devotee of mine is lost." John 3.16:

"For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, tnat whoever
believes in him might not perish but have everlasting life."  One might
compare the meanings of the concepts at each point and find them different,
even though the passages are supposed to agree in both expression and
meaning. Campare Krsna and the Son of God, or "devotee" with "whoever
believes in him" in John. Similarly, given the number of ways one could
express these concepts, are they identical in expression when one is in
the negative, "no devotee", and the other positive, '"whoever believes,"

or again the positive "is lost" with the negative "shall not perish."

Such an example is illustrative of the problem with Lorenser's approach.
Yet, even if one could agree to his suggestions, evidence is still needed
to show the fact and the direction of influence and not merely similarity

of statements.
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Other attempts to argue for a date of the Gita have revolved around the
use of external evidence in dating, much of which is itself difficult to
date with any probability. Upadhyaya's attempt to identify the author of
the Gita with the author of the Vedanta Sutras, the date of which he accepts
as the fifth or fourth centuries B.C., requires much further data in order
to first date the Vedanta Sutras with any precision. 6l e Sutras
are dated between 200B.C. and 200 A.D., the Gita would have to be early in
that period because of the references to the Gita as smrti, in the Vedanta
gﬁggg. Telang's attempts to place the Git_a_ in the third century B.C.
because that puts it before the "systemmaking age of Sanskrit philosophy,"62
assumes that one knows when this age had begun, and that once it had begun
all the literature reflected that fact. It is clear that the Gita is not
a systematic treatise and that it does not refer to other systems of
thought as systems, but does that indicate little more than that the
GI_tE_'s author did not believe a systematic presentation was the most
effective way to influence his audience? Certainly non-systematic works
are found in the age of systems, yet it is possible that the fact that
the @_ does not appear to be relating to systematic treatises but only
to the Upanisads may call for a date before 700 A.D.

Telang also argued that the % was written prior to the time when
the caste system was hereditary, based upon Gita 4.13; 18.41-44, ©3
Yet it is debatable whether the system of varpas to which the Gita refers
was ever not hereditary. Class, varna, is based on inborn traits in the
verses quoted above and, thus, varna and birth are directly related.
Likewise, (it_é 9.32 assumes the idea of lower births in the class structure
in order to transcend the resulting improbabilities of liberation: "If

they take refuge in me even those who may be of evil birth, wamen,

47



vaigyas and éﬁdr_as_ too, even they go to the highest goal." Class is,
in fact, hereditary in the Gita. ®*

External evidence is difficult to judge because of the difficulty of
dating comparative material. The first extant cammentary is that of

65

éamkara, who dates to the ninth century A.D. Kalidasa, who may be

dated in the middle of the fifth century A.D., may have allusions to
the GI_tE_ in his work. 58 Similarly, the Vedanta _S_Ggai as noted above
refer to the Gita, yet their date is difficult to establish. However,
the earliest references to the GI_tZ\ as a unity are in the later strata
of the Mahabharata itself, such as the Adi-parvan (1.2.56). Thus, this
fact alone compels one to place the QEE_ early in the middle strata of
the Mahabharata production, early enough to allow the Gita to have become
prestigious and authoritative to the authors of such later works as the
;\nugits. It had to have gained enough recognition for these authors to
find it necessary or desirable to relate their teachings as if they were
found in the Gita, in the same way as the Gita reads its teachings back
into the y&%, which it recognizes as authoritative.

From internal evidence one is able to reconstruct samething of the
age in which the it_g_ was written. However, the problem with such recon-
structions is that they aid little in the placement of the text into a
period in Indian history. The same texts which are being matched to an
age are the texts which historians have used to originally gain information
about an age. The procedure is circular. FEHistorians would appear to
be assuming the date of a text and using that to learn about an historical
period and students of the text might be tempted to use the historians'

reconstruction to place the text into an age. Yet, one can conclude

something of the period of the Gita.
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First it is clear that the Gita was familiar with the early Upanisads.
It quotes fram or alludes to at least thirteen of these texts, with
knowledge of their diverse teachings, even though it changes the under-
standings of these texts quoted to support its own religious position.

The texts are consciously used to provide support for the Gita's

stance (13.4). Thus, the Gita must have been camposed at a time when
the Upanisads had gained authority. If they are dated between 600 and
300 B.C., in order to allow time for their attainment of prestige the Gita
is probably no earlier than 200 B.C. Yet, the @ was also probably
written before all four Vedas were accepted as authoritative for it refers
only to three (9.17,20). This again places it early in the Mahabharata
production because the acceptance of the fourth Veda took place before
the later s&ata of the Epic. b7

Second, though the Gita may contain allusions to the teachings
preserved in the Buddhist Pali canon, there are no clear allusions to it.
R.C. Zaehner has suggested throughout his cammentary that certain concepts
k8 and Upadhyaya, through reéognizi.ng that, "the

Gita does not contain any direct and clear allusions to the Buddha or

reflect such influence,

Buddhism," believes that it does contain, “"ideas, words, and expressions

which are strikingly suggestive of Buddhism." 69

His suggestion that the
criticism of those of a "demonic destiny" in 16.8 is an "indirect allusion
to the views of Buddhism," in its denunciation of those who reject a
personal god and denounce the world as unsubstantial, is difficult to
substantiate. Chapter sixteen does not pinpoint a specific school of
thought or religious position, but is criticizing all who do not accept

the Gita's teaching, wherever they may fall in the religious-philosophical

spectrum. These are atheists who believe that only desire, kama, is the
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cause of the world (18.8), and yet they also sacrifice with wrong motives
and not according to prescribed procedures (16.15.17).

Upadnyaya also notes that the Gita uses terms which are not found in
the Upanigads but in Buddhist literature and, one might add, the

Mahabharata: nirvapa (Gita 2.72; 5.24,25,26; 6.15), nirvaira (11.55),

advesta karupa and maitra (12.13). Finally he notes that certain doctrines
taught in the Gita are presented in sharp oon::rast to teachings of the
Buddhists, probably as attempts to counteract their influence. 0 mus
the Gita's strong support of the caste structure (1.40-45; 2.31-33;
4.13; 18,40-48) may be against the threat of the Buddhists who rejected
the caste. The Gita defends the doing of one's duty (3.26,29, etc.) and
the importance of work in the world (3.5, 6, 16, 18: 6.3) and it rejects
renunciation (3.9; 5.1-12), all of which may be opposed to the order of
Buddhist monks necessary to early Buddhists. For the % actions are
in fact necessary for the maintenance of the world, the social thread of
society (3.10, 24-25), and one must even be cautious about teacning the
truth if it will cause sameone to cease his active duty (3.26, 29).
Upadhyaya concludes that for these reasons one must assume that Buddhist
ideas were circulating in the society of the Gita's time. Though this
is quite weak, for the concepts are not distinctively Buddhist, such could
support a date for the (& after 350 B.C. for the Buddha is usually dated
between 563-483 B.C. and "Second Buddhist Council" about 100 years after
his death.

Internal evidence also indicates that the age of the Gita is a period
of campeting devotional movements. The @ recognizes that others
worship other gods than Krsna, but supports the superiority of Krspa

(7.20-23; 9.23-25), and speaks of those who oppose Krsna (9.11) and
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misunderstand his nature (7.24). n

The Mahabharata also reflects the
clash of sectarian movements.

Finally, the period of the G;._tg is one of campeting paths to
liberation and various dharmas required of those who seek such. The
variety includes renunciation (eg. 18.3), devotion to other gods,
realization of an impersonal Absolute (6.21-23; 12.1-5), as well as
materialistic hedonists (16.5-15) and Vedic ritual (2.42-46; 3.10-14).
The types of sacrifice listed in 4.25-30, may suggest a variety of
contemporary paths available. It is in many ways, then, a period of
ferment and free thinking much like the period reflected in the Pali canon.

The nature of the evidence, therefore, constrains one fram placing
too great a certainty upon one's conclusions, but the period of the
GI_tE probably centers around 150-100 B.C. This reflects its knowledge
of the early Upanisads and its quotations and allusions to them as
authoritative, the probably affect of the early buddhist teachings on
the Gita, the fact that it suits a period of religious ferment and
campetition of paths, and the fact that the Qt_g_'s relationship to the
Mahabharata is probably addition to it in the early middle strata,
allowing time for it to gain an importance by the latter strata of the
Epic production and before recognition of the four Vedas as authoritative.
The evidence is weak, sometimes circumstantial, and the conclusions are
fragile and highly speculative. Yet, in order not to remain silent, the
date of the g’i_t_a_ appears to center around 150-100 B.C., give or take
100 years.

One more specific suggestion is that of R. Morton Smith, who believed
that the g_I_ta: was camposed between 210-200 B.C. on the slim evidence that
it mirrors the situation at Pataliputra on the death of $alibka, the bandhu
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regent in 212 B.C. However, if the Puranic legends are reliable, §3liduka
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was willing to kill his own kin and Arjuna was not, yet the evidence is
too slim for such precision. The ét_é could mirror many situations,
depending upon whicn elements of the image one selects as one looks in
tne mirror, and the element which Smith chooses actually best fits the
Mahabharata, where the kin are killed and not the Gita which pictures
Arjuna's reluctance. The Mahabharata as a whole justifies $alisuka.
The @ is unnecessary.
Tentatively, tne Gita may be dated to 150-100 B.C. with recognition

that this is low probability.

The History of the Gita's Text

The Bnagavadj'fta has been well preserved, with few variant readings
and none serious. In contrast, the Mahabharata as a whole has numerous
variants with some quite serious. The number of stanzas in the Gita
is 700 and this number corresponds to that given by Sankara in his
ninth-century camentary.

Same concern has been expressed over tne number of verses reflected

in the Gita-prasasti in Mahabharata 6.43.4: "KeSava spoke 620 §lokas,

Arjuna fifty-seven, Samjaya sixty-seven, and Dh).:ta.r5§t:_ra one; such is the

extent of the Gita." This totals 745 $lokas, and of the extant manuscripts

the one with the most verses has only 715. There has been some discussion
of this discrepancy and attempts to reconcile the numbers, L but the passage
is clearly a later interpolation and Belvalkar has attempted to explain its
relnsion fn the Mehabbeata, @ There is, therefore, no reason to doubt
the extent of the @ in the critical edition, which has 700 verses.

Only recently has the history of the text transmission been prcbed.
The critical edition of the Q)__I_sra—ga_rv__ an speaks of a "Northern Recension"
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consisting of $arada, Kaémira, Bengali, and other Devanagarl manuscripts,
and a "Southern Recension" of Telegu, Grantha, and Malayglam versions.
The manuscripts of the $arada-Kasmiri tradition are the best for the
Mahabharata as a whole, including the u_hx:gm-&an, yet they are late
and secondary as far as the Gi_tg is concerned, a fact which, as van
Buitenen points out, may be due to a larger and older appartus for the
été than for tne Epic as a whole. 13

F. Ottc Schraeder has argued for a Kashmir recension of the (ﬁ
winich contains fourteen whole and four half stanzas not found in the
"Vulgate" of Samkara's commentary. It also lacks two stanzas of the
"Vulgate," places one stanza in a different position, and has variant
readings in some 250 of the 700 verses. Schraeder believed this
recension was closer to the original _@ than the "Vulgate." 76

Belvalkar in an extensive study has shown that the variant readings
of the Kashmir recension are secondary, and noted that in many places
where Scinraeder has reconstructed the Kashmir recension, extant Kashmix
manuscripts do not agree, but instead support the "Vulgate." L

Recently van Buitenen has called attention to another set of readings
which were accepted by the early cammentator Bhaskara, who also knew the

78 Lnaskara's text, where it is determinable, is probably

"Vulgate. "
chronologically older, being distinctly superior in terms of the canons
of textual criticism.

Unfortunately, it is fragmentary, but it appears to be a prototype
of the so-called Kashmir recension. Thus, fram the current state of
textual studies of the G_It_é, van Buitenen's reconstruction of the textual
history sumns up tne evidence. From the "original" text, two branches
have resulted: (1) the "Vulgate" of $amkara; (2) the text of Bhaskara.
The Kashmir recension, then, is a further development out of Bhaskara's

-recension. 53



Conclusions

Little can be concluded with much probapility about introductory
matters of @ scholarship. However, as best one can determine, the
Gf_ta was added to the Mahabharata, written in by an editor early in its
middle strata at about the same time of its composition, around 150-100 B.C.
It is a basic unity whose authorship is unknown, but which became a unit
of tne Epic which held enough prestige to inspire later contributors to

the Epic to claim that the Gita actually taught wnat they espoused.

This claim has been regularly made since for almost every metaphysical

position espoused in India.
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