Caste Duties according to the Bhagavad Gita

In urging Arjuna to enter battle, Krishna pointed ont that Arjuna conld not harm the immortal
souls of his family and friends on the other side. Beyond that, however, Krishna emphasized the
dnty to fight that Arjuna inberited as a member of the kshatriya caste. Yet Krishna also
counseled Arjuna to perform his duty in a spirit of detachment, not caring for victory or defeat.
As a man, casting off old clothes, puts on others and new ones, so the embodied
self, casting off old bodies, goes to others and new ones. Weapons do not divide
the self into pieces; fire does not burn it; waters do not moisten it; the wind does
not dry it up. It is not divisible; it is not combustible; it is not to be moistened; it is
not to be dried up. It is everlasting, all-pervading, stable, firm, and eternal. It is
said to be unperceived, to be unthinkable, to be unchangeable. Therefore knowing
it to be such, you ought not to grieve. But even if you think that the self is
constantly born, and constantly dies, still, O you of mighty arms, you ought not to
grieve thus. For to one that is born, death is certain; and to one that dies, birth is

certain. Therefore about this unavoidable thing, you ought not to grieve. . . .

Having regard to your own duty, you ought not to falter, for there is nothing
better for a kshatriya than a righteous battle. Happy those kshatriyas who can find
such a battle—an open door to heaven! But if you will not fight this righteous
battle, then you will have abandoned your own duty and your fame, and you will
incur sin. All beings, too, will tell of your everlasting infamy; and to one who has
been honored, infamy is a greater evil than death. Warriors who are masters of
great chariots will think that you have abstained from the battle through fear, and
having been highly thought of by them, you will fall down to littleness. Your
enemies, too, decrying your power, will speak much about you that should not be
spoken. And what, indeed, could be more lamentable than that? Killed, you will

obtain heaven; victorious, you will enjoy the earth. Therefore arise, resolved to



engage in battle. Looking on pleasure and pain, on gain and loss, on victory and

defeat as the same, prepare for battle, and thus you will not incur sin. . . .

The state of mind that consists in firm understanding regarding steady
contemplation does not belong to those who are strongly attached to worldly
pleasures and power, and whose minds are drawn away by that flowery talk that is
tull of specific acts for the attainment of pleasures and power, and that promises
birth as the fruit of actions—that flowery talk uttered by unwise ones who are
enamored of Vedic words, who say there is nothing else, who are full of desires,

and whose goal is heaven. . . .

Your business is with action alone, not by any means with the fruit of the action.
Let not the fruit of action be your motive to action. Let not your attachment be
fixed on inaction. Having recourse to devotion, perform actions, casting off all

attachment, and being equable in success or ill success.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION How do these reflections on caste duties and detach-
ment in the Bhagavad Gita compare and contrast with the moral and ethical teachings of
Zarathustra and Con- fucius discussed in earlier chapters? SOURCE: The Bhagavad Gita.
Trans. by Kashinath Trimbak Telang. In F. Max Miiller, ed., The Sacred Books of the
East, vol. 8. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908, pp. 45—48. (Translation slightly modified.)



