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Two immediate conclusions result from a surVey of the secondary 

literature on tne Bhagavad-gita. The first is that there is a plethora 

of articles and rronographs by scholars and others on all natters of the 

book. The number of translations alone nakes it the rrost translated 

text ill lf.Drld, next to the Christian Bible. A second conclusion to 

which one con-es is that ill the =rent state of Gita scholarship the trend 

is that rrost often the authors of these secondary lf.Drks have not read, or 

at least have not :indicated that they have read, previous lf.Drk on the 

san-e subject. 1 In :introductory natters, on questions of authorship, 

date, and the Gita's genuineness as a part of the Mahiibi:LTI-ata, the great 

epic in which it is found, rrost often conclusions are asserted by authors 

without a m3rshalling of evidence or lack of it to support such decisions. 

There is currently no place to which one may turn which summarizes the 

=rent 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 =rent state of Gita 

scholarship in natters of introduction and to suggest conclusions on the 

basis of previous lf.Drk and the =rent, but slim, evidence. 'Yne difficulty 

of this tl1e low probability of resulting conclusions are hereby 

acknowledged. As S.K. De said about the attempt to date the Gita, "by 

nature of the problem it is alrrost an impossibility." 2 
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'll1e Gita and the Mahabharata 

'llle IIDSt obvious fact about the Gita is its current location as 

chapters twenty-three through forty of the sixth of eighteen books of the 

critical edition of the Mahabnarata the great Indian epic whose process of 

production is regularly dated from 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 mmata of 24,000 verses to the 

complete 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 Mah6bharata 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 haw the 

Gita 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 seldan 

supported by sustained argtU!E11t, possibly because the evidence is slim and 

many problems are insurllDuntable. 

The IIDSt popular theory is that the Gita was not originally a part 

of the Mahiilil1Mata, 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 of 
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the Epic and incorporated into it. The first reason, and the ITOst 

pursuasive to these scholars it seems, is the incredibility of the Gita's 

seriTOn-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 and the Kauravas, 

which have been feuding about the question of sovereignty over their 

ancestors' territory. Finally the king of the 

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

whole kingdcm is wagered. The loser is to remain in exile for thirteen 

years. the rightful heir of the kingdcm, loses to duryodhana, 

the leader of the evil half of the family who has been plotting and 

acting to eliminate the As a result the remain in 

exile for thirteen years. Upon returning to claim their kingdcm, they 

are rebuffed by Duryodhana and, that being the last straw, war is inevitable. 

Kp;;J;a Vasudeva is chosen to be the counsellor of the Pill}Q;ivas and the war 

is about to begin. It will rage for eighteen days and in it the Kauravas 

will be slain, kin will conmit suicide in a drunken brawl, and 

ITOst of the will be eliminated. Ho.vever, right before the 

battle is to begin, and actually even after the arrows have begun to fly 

(Gita 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 at the center of the battlefield, the Gita'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 tl<is ought to be less a 
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problem for those who are not concerned to show that the 

is actually recounting historical events. 5 There is no priori reason 

why an original writer could not have inclwed such a didactic v.ork at 

this p:>int in the Epic story, depending up:>n his purp:>ses. 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 "the author is uniformly eager to 

elaborate the principles of dharma whenever and wherever he finds an 

opp:>rtunity to do so." Thus, what better place to enphasize these 

teachings than at, "this critical juncture of the cat11Eilcenent of the 

great war when, to add p:>ignancy to the situation, Arjuna is placed against 

hiw own friends and relatives, elders and teacher. " 6 At this rrccrent 

the issue of dharma, of his duty as a rrerrber of the warrior class, is 

highlighted and the p:>int is enphatically brought hare. 

Upadhyaya rightly p:>ints out that behind the is the active 

life of the soldier, the class, whose duty it was to maintain 

the order of society, especially by enforcing the class, structure. 

'llie 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 daninate Arjuna and 

give rise to the Gita are most consistent with both the Gita and the whole 

7 The entire Epic leads up to the battle and the very 

predicament which results in Arjuna having to fiqht his awn 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 tl1e 

results of duty done, an attitude which the Gita will reject tl1roughout 
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its argument. 

Alone, then, this argument does not support the later edition of the 

GI ta to the Epic. The has regular didactic fX)rtions, as 

Zaehner notes in his assertion of the GI ta' s genuineness. 8 Alnost all 

of books t-lve and thirteen as -11 as major fX)rtions of books three 

and five contain such sections. The very regularity of such material 

might be taken by sare as an argument for the Gita' s original place in 

the 

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 

fX)rtions of the Malhlbttarata. 9 With the Gita the difference is rrost 

striking for the Gita's teaching as a whole is not completely consistent 

with either the larger epic or the other didactic works. Thus, though 

is proclairred IDrd of Lords in the Gita, this is soon forgotten in 

the remainder of the Epic, arrl in rrost of the remainder and the earlier 

fX)rtions is a hero and prince who, e.g., first flees in terror with 

the other V:r?J:liS fran Jarasadha or is out-maneuvered in battle, or crnmits 

various treacherous deeds. In these passage s he is clearly not the 

highest god as he is in the Gita, though in what appears to be a later 

passage he is also said to be a descent of the god Vi:;;Qu. Arjuna in Gita 

11 . 41-42 (cf. 18.73) in response to the vision of as the All in All, 

Lord of Lords, All-consuming God, and Divine Yogin, asks forgiveness for 

rashly thinking of as his canrade, calling him Yadava, 

Companion," and for treating him disrespectfully or as the object of 

sport. Yet soon this is all forgotten and is seen as Arjuna' s 

friend and canrade, his "buddy" again. 
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There are in all sixteen so-called gitas in the which we 

are calling didactic treatises. 10 In book fourteen, the Mvarredhika-

is found an example, the Anugicii, or "Gita Sumnarized." It has 

recently been suggested that the claim that it is a retelling of Gita be 

taken seriously. ll As an introduction to its teaching Arjuna nonchall-

antly infonns (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 Gita and, thus, must have them repeated. 

It is clear that the writer of the Gita never anticipated that Arjuna would 

forget its teachings of the place of as revealed in Gita chapter 

eleven, as Arjuna does regularly in the However, in the 

Anugicii, proceeds to teach Arjuna, after claiming that the previous 

teachings could not be restated. In doing so he neglects t o mention, 

even in passing, 12 what the Gita speaks of as its highest teachings 

(Gita 9.lff; lO.lff.; 11.1; 18.64-68): its t eachings about the place 

of the god and his relationship to the individual soul and the 

universe, and the response of devotion this is to engender in the devotee. 

Instead, the 1'\rmgicii treats of sorre matters that are peripheral to the 

Gita and, then, emphasizes only one element of the path to liberation 

stressed by the Gitii, jhana or "kno.vledge." Even at this point, however, 

the Anugita is s i lent about that most crucial e lement of kno.vledge in the 

Gita: kno.vledge of divinity and his relationship as Lord of Yoga 

to the universe. These central absences, also absent fran the other 

gitas in the form a crucial argurrent against the position 

that the Shagavad--gicii 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" 

spirit and, thus, that it belongs to the Epic. 13 This cannot be an 

argtlllEI1t for its genuiness in the Mahabharata for the Epic =ntains 

numerous passages which clearly promote the superiority of or Siva. 

It has also been shc:Mn that this claim, which is frequently made, lacks 

evidence when the Gita is studied historically. 14 But even if this 

an argtlllEI1t supported by the data, it would not be an argtlllEI1t for 

dating the Gita in the early because that depends upon the 

acceptance or rejection of develor:m=ntal theories, not upon 

solid evidence which =uld support assertions that the earliest religious 

thought and practice in India was non-sectarian. 

Upadhyaya argues that the Gita must be =nsidered genuine because the 

refers to Gita as a unit in Adi-parvan 1.2.56; 1.1.124; in 

Santi-pa.rvan 12.346.10; 348.8, 53; and in the Anugita (1\Svarredhika-pa.rvan 

14.15.9-]3). 15 This does not show that the Gita was originally a part 

of the Epic, but only that these portions of the .Ma!Ebtmata are later 

than the Gita's addition to it. These passages are, in fact, rrost likely 

same of the latest additions to the Epic, 16 and must have been written at 

a time when the Gita was well-known and held a prestige which caused later 

to try to claim its teachings as their own. 

Likewise, Telang and Upadhyaya argue that the use of words, language, 

versification, and sandhi in the Gita are comparable to that in the 

Tenns such as anta (Gita 2.16), bhBsa (2.54), and brahman 

as (14.3), as well as the suffix ha (2.9) are not used by later 

writers such as 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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syntactical constructions. 17 Sarma has indicated the correctnes of this 

observation with detailed lists of parallels between the Epic and the 

Gita which reflect non-standardized forms when compared with classical 

Sanskrit. He concludes that the Gita "errs with the Epic and rises 

with it." 18 It is clear, especially on the basis of rretre, that the 

Gita does not come from the classical period. Yet, as Roy correctly 

argued, if this argurrent is accepted, it proves similarity of origin and 
- - - - 19 not that the Gita is an original part of the 

Belvalkar, however, has produced the rrost solid evidence for the theory 

that the Gita is a later addition to the Malliilirmata , evidence that supports 

the contention that the Gita was added to the Epic in the midst of the 

process of its production. In 6. 55. 34-66, on the third day 

of ti-te battle that follows the Gita, the general of the Kauravas, 

has led such a valiant and successful fight that Arjuna and the 

had begun to r e treat.In anger Arjuna's charioteer who had promised 

both sides that he would not take part in the actual fighting (5. 7.17), 

rise s from the chaiot with discus in hand intent upon killing 

ArjLma, however, stops him and persuades him to return to the chariot with 

the promise that Arjuna and his men would fight more valiantly. They do 

this and the tide of the battle turns. As a r e sult, Duryodhana, the 

leader of the Kauravas, complains that is partial to the Pao9avas 

and responds by narrating a sermonic legend kn0o1111 as the 

VisvopBkhyana which does not affect the battle in any material sense but 

which contains a legend of and Arjuna as descents, avataras, respect-

ively of Narayana, the Suprerre 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 to fight with more resolve does not affect 

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 leetio faciliors in the text; 

(2) the preservation in the early portion of the ninth day's account of 

l<Fiil)a' s divine status by not indicating in it that wounded 

(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 Glta 18.73. 

Therefore, the Glta motiff was not introduced on the third day but 

only on the ninth. Belval.kar concludes that the best explanation of these 

observations is that the Glta was not a part of the Mahiibhiirata when the 

cnronologically earlier portion of the narrative of the third day was 

written but it was when the forrrer portion of the ninth day's account was 

added. 20 

Similarly Belvalkar suggests that Mahdbnarata 6.47.2-30, which 

resembles Gita 1.2-19, may belong to the pre-Gita 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 Gita passage. 21 Van 

Buitenen seems to agree that the Gita is most likely the latter of the two 

since the difficulties in Glta 1.10 and the corresponding difficulties of 

i•lhh. 6.47.6, its parallel, are best explained in this sequence. 22 
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Though rrore 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 Gita was added sarewhere in the 

middle of the process of production and was not, therefore, 

the earliest part of the Epic. Beyond this conclusion one cannot go, for 

the evidence is too slim. 

Roy, ho.-.oever, has argued that "the Gi.ta was originally an Upanisad 

which was later inserted in the by one of its Editors ." 23 

His argurrents are inconclusive. For example, he argues that the 

relationship of and Arjuna is the same as the teacher-pupil relation-

ship found in the but Dvianji identifies the discussion as 

"the epic and Pauranic form of a dialogue .. . " 24 One might also argue 

that there is not one form of discussion in either set of texts. Similarly, 

Roy argues that the Gita has been called an and that its teaching 

is assigned to an early period as is that of the early facts, 

however, which are true of other types of literature in India, especially 

later texts. The allusions and quotations fran the early to 

which he refers alsc do not argue that the Gita was an but that 

it was familiar with and even that they were old enough to 

have attained prestige by the time of the Gita 's writing. Thus, his 

attempt to be more specific about the relationship of the Gita to 

Mahiibhiirata lacks convincing evidence. At this stage of scholarship all 

one can say with any probability is that the Gita is an addition to the 

Epic as a part of its middle strata. 
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'fue Authorship of the Bhagavad-<Jita 

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 narre actually !lEans "editor, canpiler," 

and may symbolize the process of production or a school of poets. In fact, 

whoever authored the Gita referred to him as a kn= authority in Gita 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 tillE 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 s\itras which he is said --------
to have authored as well, 25 and the reference to "aphoristic verses of 

brahman," brahma-s\itra-pada, in Gita 13.4 which he understands as a reference 

to the vooanta siitras. Jlt:>st scholars agree that the Vooanta Sutras refer 

to the Gita when quoting smrti in a nunber of places. 26 However, there 

is also much agreement that the Gita reference does not refer to tne 

Vedanta Sutras but to the or, with Samkara, to verses about 

This makes the rrost sense because chapter 

thirteen of the Gita goes on to allude to and directly quote verses and 

partial verses fran the and speaks of these texts because they 

have sare repute, which a work by the sallE 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 

Gita is not the work of one hand but a composite production. Jlt:>st have 

asserted this on the basis of diversity of thought in the Gita and even 

apparent contradictions, though they have not always offered sustained 

argul!ETits. 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. 27 Weber believed that the poem was a 28 

and Holtzrrann suggested that there were a m.unber of redactions, making it 

a retelling of an original pantheistic or Vedanta poem, because 

he saw a contradiction between the teaching of an "world-soul" 
29 and a personal-realistic god, Hopkins, on the grounds of 

content and rretre, believed that it was "a Krishnaite version of an older 

Vishnuite poem," which was previously a late, non-sectarian upani$ad. 30 

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, 

a late product of "decadent Upanisadic thought. " 31 Jacobi believed the 

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

and that these verses were later elaborated upon by scholasts. 32 

F. otto Schrader argued that the original Gita came to an end at 2. 38, 

and belonged to a Mahiibh3rata." This was later taken by 

the Bhagavatas who made it the introduction to the present Gita. 33 

Rajararn Shasrxi Bhagwat suggested that the Gita passed through six stages 

fran an oriy.cnal sixty-verse fonn to its present text. His arg1.l!T'eflts 

were highly subjective. 34 Carpentier found the original Gita in chapter 

one and 2.1-ll, 31-38, rejecting passages on grounds such as the inappropriate-

ness of its teachings to the class and period in which it was originally 

ccrnposcrl, which begs the question. He also rejected later chapters 

because they contain tenns not regularly found in the earlier chapters, and 

because the earlier chapters do not speak of divinity. 35 Yet 

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

twc t:Ju:ough 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 Jreaning by the Gita. Similarly the names 

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

imply and clearly state it. 36 

'&o German scholars, however, are rrost well-known for their att.enpts 

to discern the original Git:d. Richard Garbe argued that the present Git:d 

=nsisted of t:\-.U redactions. The first, which he dated between 100-150 B.C., 

=nsisted of the imposition of eler.ents of the !<;!}¥ cult on a forrrer 

treatise. Kff?¥ was thereby identified with Visnu and the 

result was a theistic saiDkhya 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 ved.3nta 

school. These attempted to relate Kff}IJa the personal god to the 

impersonal absolute Brahman. 37 

The base s of this theory include philological argurrents which 

Belvalkar has shown are inadequate, 38 the belief that the tenns sartumya 

and refer to the early existence of dualistic systems like those 

found in later Indian thought, and the belief that two incarpatable 

philosophi ::al positions exist in the Gita, a theistic saiDkhya and a 

monistic Vedanta. Oldenberg criticised Garbe's belief that there existed 

- -· 39 an older atheistic saffikhya, though he posited an older theistic samkhya. 

Evidence for such a system is lacking but hints of the position are found 

Edgerton goes so far as to say that: 

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

tiire of the early Upani?ads and the Git:d. "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. 41 
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Edgerton also criticized Garbe for applying "rrodem, occidental and 

rationalistic principles" to the Gita, principles which cannot be applied 

to a "Hindu" work. 42 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. 43 Edgerton suggests that the Gita, 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 neaning: the atterrpt by the Gita 

to reconcile diverse doctrines which were in existence at its tine with 

devotional theism. 

interpretation. 44 
He does not follow this principle through in his 

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 absurt:llJll of the Garbe school, " 

yet without the expertise of his teacher. 45 Garbe believed that the 

original Gita, before the third century B.C., was an epic fragnent of 

133 stanzas without doctrinal passages, which were later insertions. 

In this early Gita did not proclaim a path to liberation, but attempted 

instead to render Arjuna "willing to undertake the special service of the 

Allnighty will of God who decides the fate of battles." 46 To SU!IIl1arize, 

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 saffikhya who placed little emphasis 

upon bhakta, a follower of theistic 
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Belvalkar, in a lengthy article, has docu!rented the many errors of 

textual understanding on the part of Garbe, 4 7 which Edgerton suggests are 

probably due to heavy reliance upon a poor German translation of the Gita: 

"He lacked Garbe's profound knOW"ledge of Sanskrit, and probably did not 

realize hOW" he manhandled the language". 48 

A final attempt to determine the strata of redaction was made by 

R. I>brton Smith with his use of statistical counting rrethods. 49 He 

determined the ratio of declined stems, naninal canpounds 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 some 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 

but 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 rrethodological sophistication in 

statistical methodology. He pranised 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. 50 HOW" should one weight the admitted 
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similarities between the authors, which are SCX!i2t.irres greater than the 

differences, against the differences? Since the Gita 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 pr=eeding, 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 rnore specific understanding of the Gita's 

author. Be understands him to be "a Bhargava Brahmin, most likely fran 

the region of Mathura." This is based upon the reference to as the 

subduer of Kafisa 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 iii.l.26. This reflects the popu-

larity of ti1e cult among the of that region. 51 

De Srret pictures the author as one who is taking up "a human hero, 

already legendary and revered among the to make him a teacher of 

dharma," and in so doing credits the Gita' s author as constructing most 

of a new religious position for found in the Bhagavad-g1ta. 52 

His suggestion makes much sense, but one wonders whether this places too 

much of a burden for creative construction on the author of ti1e text, who 

by all measures was quite gifted. It does not recognize in the nature of 

ti1e slim evidence ti1at Krsna himself is worshipped as a yod and ti1at 

probably supposes a history prior to the Gita's authorship. 53 In any 

case, either suggestion is quite speculative. However, ilie nighest of 

the low probability conclusions available may be the Mathuran auti1orship 

of the Gita. 
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In S1..11lll1illY, then in the current state of Gita studies, there is no 

solid evidence to show that the Gita is other than a basic unity. Nany 

have been able to understand the Gita in terms of a unity, !lOSt recently 

Edgerton, Zaehner, and myself. 54 As &!gerton puts it, "There seems to 

rre to oe no definite reason for any other assumption." 55 There is 

also, ha.Never, no clear evidence which enables one with probability to 

identify the Gita's autnor, but De Snet's suggestion that the Author is 

!lOSt likely fran the region of Mathura, where V«:>rship was popular, 

is quite intriguing even though the evidence is weak. 

'nle Date of the Bhagavad--gita 

lf the was in a process of production fran 400 B.C. to 

400 A.D., and the Gita was worked into that process after the earliest 

strata but early enough that later editors .held it in sufficient esteen1 to 

refer their teachings back to it, one might pin the Gita's date to satE-

where between 250 B.C. and 100 A.D., but with little supporting hard 

evidence. 

Mode= scholars have ranged widely in their suggestions. On the one 

hand Tilak has dated the Gita to before 500 B.C . , 56 Bhandarkar to before 

the beginning of the fourth century B.C., 57 and Radhakrishnan to the 

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

century A.D. 59 and wrinser to 500 A.D. 60 

wrinser argues for the late date on the basis of what he believes 

are borrowinys fran the Christian New Testarrent. He collected, in the 

appendix of his work, passages which he believed differed in expression 

from the New Testarrent but agreed in rreaning, 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 rreaning. 

A study of the similarities adduced, however, does not show that the 

ccmron elerrents are unique either tc the Gita or the New Testament as 

religious issues, nor in =ntext do they actually agree in expression and 

rreaning. For example, two passages which are understcod to agree both 

in expression and are Gita 9:31 ("No devotee of mine is lost.") 

and John 3.16 ("Whoever 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 tillE 

actually finding a religious text which does not make this claim in sare 

sense. But canpare the ca11plete verses in each case: Gita 9.31, 

"Quickly his self becanes 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, that whoever 

believes in him might not perish but have everlasting life." One might 

ccnpare the of the concepts at each point and find them different, 

even though the passages are supposed to agree in both expression and 

Canpare iq"91)a and the Son of God, or "devotee" with "whoever 

believes in him" in John. Similarly, given the number of ways one could 

express these =ncepts, 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 apppoach. 

Yet, even if one could agree to his suggestions, evidence is still needed 

tc show the fact and the direction of influence and not mere ly similarity 

of staterrents. 
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other att:enpts to argue for a date of the Gita have revolved around the 

use of external evidence in dating, !IU.lch 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 Vooanta Sutras, the date of which he accepts 

as the fifth or centuries B.C., requires llU.lCh further data in order 
- 61 to first date the Vedanta Sutras with any precision. If the Sutras 

are dated 200B.C. and 200 A.D., the Gita would have to be early in 

that period because of the references to the Gita as srn;-ti, in the Vooanta 

Sutras. Telang's attempts to place the Gita in the third century B.C. 

because that puts it before the "system-making age of Sanskrit philosophy, "62 

assurres 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 li-ttle !TDre than that the 

Gita•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 Gita does not appear to be relating to systematic treatises but only 

to the may call for a date before 700 A.D. 

Telang also argued that the Gita was written prior to the tirre when 

the caste system was hereditary, based upon Gita 4.13; 18.41-44. 63 

Yet it is debatable whether the system of Varl)as to which the Gita refers 

was ever not hereditary. Class, is based on inborn traits in the 

verses quoted above and, thus, and birth are directly related. 

Likewise, GI ta 9 . 32 assurres the idea of lower births in the class structure 

in order to transcend the resulting improbabilities of liberation: "If 

they take refuge in rre even those who may be of evil birth, wanen, 
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and Sudras too, even they go to the highest goal. " 

in fact, hereditary in the Gita. 64 
Class is, 

External evidence is difficult to judge because of the difficulty of 

dating comparative material. The first extant commentary is that of 

Samkara, who dates to the ninth century A.D. 65 who may be 

dated in the middle of the fifth century A.D., may have allusions to 

tne Gita in his work. 66 Similarly, the Vectanta Sutras as noted above 

refer to the Gita, yet their date is difficult to establish. 

ti1e earliest references to the Gita as a unity are in the later strata 

of the Mall.€ibhiirata itself, such as the Adi-pa.rvan {1.2.56). Thus, this 

fact alone compels one to place the Gita early in the middle strata of 

the production, early enough to allow the Gita to have becare 

prestigious and authoritative to the authors of such later works as the 

Mug Ita. 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 sarre way as the Gita reads its teachings back 

into the which it recognizes as authoritative. 

Fran internal evidence one is able to reconstruct saret,hing of the 

age in which the Gita was written. the problem with such recon-

structions is that they aid little in the placement of the text into a 

period in Indian history. The sarre 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. Historians 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 tenpted to use the historians' 

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

sarething of the period of the Gita. 
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First it is clear that the Gita was familiar with the 

It quotes fran 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. 

'lbe texts _are consciously used to provide support for the Gita's 

stance (13.4). 'lbus, the Gita IIUSt have been CXIllpOsed at a time when 

the gained authority. If they are dated between 600 and 

300 B.C., in order to allow time for their att.ain!rent of prestige the Gita 

is probably no earlier than 200 B.C. Yet, the Gita 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 

production because the acceptance of the fourth Veda took place before 

the later strata of the Epic. 67 

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 camentary that certain concepts 

reflect such influence, 68 and Upadhyaya, through recognizing that, "the 

Gita does :;.)t contain any direct and clear allusions to the Buddha or 

Buddhism," i:elieves that it does contain, "ideas, words, and expressions 

which are strikingly suggestive of Buddhism." 69 His suggestion that the 

criticism of those of a "daronic 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, is the 
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cause of the world (18.8), and yet they also sacrifice with wrong notives 

and not according to prescribed procedures (16.15.17). 

Upadhyaya also notes that the Gita uses terms which are not found in 

but in Buddhist literature and, one might add, the 

(Gita 2. 72; 5.24,25,26; 6.15), nirvaira (ll.55), 

maitra (12.13). Finally he notes that certain doctrines 

taught in the Gita are presented in sharp contrast to teachings of the 

Buddhists, probably as attempts to counteract their influence. 70 Thus 

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 nonks necessary to early Buddhists. For the Gita 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 sareone 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 tline. Though this 

is quite weak, for the concepts are not distinctively Buddhist, such could 

support a date for the Gita 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 canpeting devotional novarents. The Gita recognizes that others 

worship other gods than but supports the superiority of Kr!?l)a 

(7.20-23; 9.23-25), and speaks of those who oppose (9.11) and 
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misunderstand his nature (7.24). 71 The also reflects the 

clash of sectarian IIDV€IIlailts. 

Finally, the period of the Gita is one of canpeting paths to 

liberation and various dhannas 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 

cont ercp:lrary 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 e vi dence , therefore, =nstrains one fran placing 

too great a certainty upon one's =nclusions, but the period of the 

Gita probably centers around 150-100 B.C. This reflects its knowledge 

of the early 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 

canpetition of paths, and the fact that the Gita's relationship to the 

is probably addition to it in the early middle strata, 

allowing tine for it to gain an importance by the latter strata of the 

Epic production and before re=gnition of the four Vedas as authoritative. 

The evidence is weak, sanetines circumstantial, and the =nclusions are 

fragile and highly speculative. Yet, in order not to remain silent, the 

date of the Gita appears to center around 150-100 B.C., give or take 

100 years. 

Che !lOre specific suggestion is that of R. Smith, who believed 

that the Gita was caipJSed between 210-200 B.C. on the slim evidence that 

it mirrors the situation at Pat:aliputra on the death of Salisuka, the bandhu 

regent in 212 B.C. 72 However, if the Puranic legends are reliable, 
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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 Gita could mirror many situations, 

depending upon whicn elenEnts of the linage one selects as one looks in 

the mirror, and the e lenEnt which Smith chooses actually best fits the 

Malllibhill-ata, where the kin are killed and not the Gita which pictures 

Arjuna's r e luctance. The as a whole justifie s SalisUka. 

The Gita is 

Tentatively, b1e Gita may be dated to 150-100 B.C. with recognition 

that this is low probability. 

The History of the Gita' s Text 

The has been well preserved, with few variant readings 

and none serious. In contrast, the Ma.hiibharata as a whole has mnrerous 

variants with same yuite serious. '!'he number of stanzas ll1 the Gi ta 

is 700 and this number corresponds to that given by saffikura ll1 his 

ninth-century camentary. 

Sare concern has been expressed over the number of verses reflected 

li1 the Gj_!:a-prasasti in Mahiibharata 6. 43.4: "Kesava spoke 620 slokas, 

Arjuna fifty-seven, Samjaya sixty-seven, and one; such is the 

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

the one with the rrost verses has only 715. There has been same discussion 

of this discrepancy and attempts to reconcile the numbers, 73 but the passage 

is clearly a later wterpolation and Belvalkar has to explain its 

wclusion ll1 the Malliibhill-ata. 74 There is, therefore, no reason to doubt 

the extent of the Gita in the critical edition, which has 700 verses. 

Only recently has the history of the text transmission been prcbed. 

The critical edition of the Bhi!]OM-parvan speaks of a "Northern Recension" 
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consisting of KaSmira, Bengali, and other Devanagari manuscripts, 

and a "Southern Recension" of Telegu, Grantha, and Malayalam versions. 

The manuscripts of the &iracia-Kasmiri tradition are the best for the 

l'1ahiilihill:ata as a whole, including the Bbi!jliOa-parvan, yet they are late 

and secondary as far as the Gita is concerned, a fact which, as van 

Buitenen points out, nay be due to a larger and older appartus for the 

- - 75 Gita than for tne Epic as a whole. 

F. Otto Schraecter has argued for a Kashmir recension of the Gita 

wnich contains fourteen whole and four half stanzas not found in the 

"Vulgate" of s cOOilCJl.tary. It also lacks two stanzas of the 

"Vulgate," tJlaces one stanza in a different position, and has variant 

readings in sene 250 of the 700 verses. Schraeder believed this 

recension was closer to the original Gita than the "Vulgate." 76 

uelvalkar in an extensive study has shCMn that the variant readings 

of the Kashmir recension are secondary, and noted tnat in many places 

where Schraeder has reconstructed the Kashmir recension, extant Kashmir 

manuscrirts do not agree, but instead surport the "Vulgate." 77 

Recently van Buitenen has called attention to another set of readings 

which were accepted by the early crnmentator Blhlskara, who also knew the 

"Vulgate." 78 J:maskara' s text, where it is detenninable, is t->rol:labl y 

chronologically older, being distinctly sutJerior in terms of ti1e canons 

of textual criticism. 

Unfortunately, it is fragmentary, but it appears to be a prototype 

of the so-called Kashmir recension. 'I'hus, fran ti1e current state of 

textual studies of the Gita, van Buitenen' s reconstruction of the textual 

history swns up the evidence. From the "original" text, two branches 

have resulted; (l) the "Vulgate" of (2) the text of Bhiiskara. 

TI1e Kasmnir recension, then, is a further development out of Bhaskara's 
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Conclusions 

Little can be =ncluded with much probaoility about introductory 

matters of GI ta scholarship. However, as best one can determine, the 

Gita was added to the 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 =ntributors 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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