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Chapter 2 

Hinduism, Theosophy, and the 
Bhagavad Gita within a Global Religious 

History of the Nineteenth Century 

Michael Bergunder 

The Bhagavad Gita is widely considered the most important and most 
popular scripture of Hinduism, both within and without India. Neverthe­
less, there is a widespread consensus within current scholarship that its 
present popularity owes itself to developments of the nineteenth century.1 

According to this understanding, the Bhagavad Gita was remarkably well 
received in Europe and North America in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, and then, beginning in the 1880s, in India also. What remains 
unclear is the connection between its international and Indian reception. 

The Austrian Indologist Agehananda Bharati (born Leopold Fischer) 
was among the first to suspect an interdependent relationship. He employs 
the metaphor of a "pizza effect":2 similar to the pizza in Italy, the Bhagavad 
Gita became popular in India only after having won acclaim in Europe and 
America. Eric Sharpe's foundational study of the Bhagavad Gita's reception 
shares this argument.3 Such a narrative fits well into debates on Oriental­
ism, which see today's Hinduism as a product of European imaginations 
during the time of colonialism. In this sense, the nineteenth-century 
reception of the Bhagavad Gita slots nicely into post-colonial debates,4 and 
the theory of the "pizza effect" remains unchallenged. However, current 
scholarship has failed to demonstrate how the "Western" preoccupation 
with the Bhagavad Gita is meant to have precisely influenced Indian dis­
course since the 1880s. It is perplexing that recent examinations of the 
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Bhagavad Gita's reception in the nineteenth century have entirely refrained 

from tracing the historical connections between its reception in India and 
within European Orientalism.5 

In the following, I argue that current scholarship has overestimated the 

"Western" interest in the Bhagavad Gita in the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The Indian reception of the Bhagavad Gita, which began in the 

1880s, is no simple consequence of preceding European and American 

appreciation of the text; rather, it arose as a direct result of nationalist 

protest against a certain appropriation of Indian tradition by European 

Orientalism. It was Indian Theosophists who played a decisive role in this 

process. They were instrumental in the Bhagavad Gita's eventual incor­

poration into Hindu reform movements, which subsequently caused its 
current popularity in India. 

1. Bhagavad Gita in Precolonial India 

Any appropriate evaluation of the developments of the nineteenth century 

necessitates a look at the preceding time period first. In precolonial India, 

the Bhagavad Gita was held in high esteem within the Brahmanical phi­

losophy of Vedanta, where it belonged to the three classic commentaries 

(Skt. prasthanatraya), together with the Upanishads and the Brahma 

Sutras. Vedanta philosophy was the domain of the Brahmans. Advaita 

Vedanta, which can be traced back to Shankara (around 800), was fos­

tered by Smarta Brahmans, in Brahmanical Shankara monasteries, and by 

followers of Dashanami asceticism.6 Besides Advaita Vedanta, there was 

the widespread Vaishnavite Vedanta, whose most important tributary, the 

Vishishtadvaita Vedanta, was and is cultivated by Brahmanical Shrivaish­

navas.7 Additionally, there were smaller Vaishnavite schools, such as the 

Dvaita Vedanta, all of which were also Brahmanical in orientation. 

Other than the highly elite Brahmanical Vedanta, the Bhagavad Gita 
seems to have had little or no significance until the nineteenth century.8 

Occasional references do not challenge this general picture. This is illustrated 

by the historical impact of a free-verse translation of the Bhagavad Gita 
with an extensive commentary into Marathi, undertaken in the thirteenth 

century by Nath-Yogi Jnandev.9 It was the Marathi devotional poet Eknath 

who in the sixteenth century revitalized and popularized the tradition of 

Jnandev. He penned a sort of critical edition of Jnandev's Bhagavad Gita 
translation, which has since been received as the standard text. 10 However, 
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th himself was not particularly interested in the Bhagavad Gita. His 

r work was a commentary in Marathi on the eleventh book of the 

'tlvata Purana. Though Eknath was influenced by Jnandev's translation 

the Bhagavad Gita, 11 he nonetheless chose a different text for his own 

Jor commentary. This is a clear indication that the Bhagavad Gita was 

lesser standing within the literary circles in which Eknath was active. 

On the other hand, the Bhagavata Purana was without a doubt an 

aceedingly popular text at the time. It also formed the basis for a Krishna 

bhakti, which began to make great inroads in India from sixteenth century 

onward.12 Even to these ardent worshipers of Krishna, the)3hagavad Gita 
played a secondary role. The only notable exception was the Pushtimarg, 

founded by Vallabha at the end of fifteenth century. It displayed strong 

:Brahmanical characteristics and, because of its Vedantic basis, counted the 

Bhagavad Gita among its central texts from the start. 13 Nevertheless, the 

Bhagavata Purana was the focus even within the Pushtimarg. Conversely, 

Gaudiya Vaishnavism, which also emerged in the sixteenth century and 

fostered a particularly intensive brand of Krishna bhakti, initially showed no 

interest in the Bhagavad Gita. 14 This remained the case until the eighteenth 

century, when Gaudiya Vaishnavism in Rajasthan underwent a massive 

Brahmanization, 15 over the course of which it came to align itself with 

the traditions of Vaishnavite Vedanta and refer to the Bhagavad Gita as 

one of the three classic Vedanta commentaries. 
Accordingly, it were two scholars of Gaudiya Vaishnavism who 

first compiled their own commentaries on the Bhagavad Gita. The first 

step was made by Vishvanatha Cakravarti at the start of the eighteenth 

century.16 With regard to the contents, however, he followed the Bhagav­
ata Purana, in accordance with the interpretive conventions of Gaudiya 

Vaishnavism.17 The second commentary to the Bhagavad Gita was drawn 

up by Baladeva Vidyabhushana in the mid-eighteenth century.18 He sought 

to tie the Bhagavad Gita back to Dvaita Vedanta, and, in this way, tried 

to present Gaudiya Vaishnavism as part of the Vaishnavite Vedanta. Nei­

ther commentary, however, indicated that the majority of the followers 

of Gaudiya Vaishnavism had ever turned toward the Bhagavad Gita or 

to Vaishnavite Vedanta. 
The central role played by the Bhagavad Gita in contemporary reform 

movements of Gaudiya Vaishnavism, such as the International Society for 

Krishna Consciousness (ISKON), is a recent development and presup­

poses the popularity of the text since the end of the nineteenth century. 

Even the first major publication in English by the ISKCON founder A. 
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C. Bhaktivedanta (1896-1977) was still a commentary on the Bhagavata 

Purana, the first volume of which first appeared in India in 1962. It was 

not until two years after his emigration to the United States, in 1968, that 

he published The Bhagavad Gita, As It Is. 19 

In short, according to current scholarship, the Bhagavad Gita was 

neither widely read nor particularly popular in precolonial India. At first 

glance, this would seem to confirm the thesis of Bharati and Sharpe that 

it was the Orientalist reception in Europe and America that allowed for 

the popularization of the Bhagavad Gita in India. 

2. Bhagavad Gita and Europe 

The 1785 English translation of the Bhagavad Gita by Charles Wilkins 

(1749-1836), who belonged to the circle of early Orientalists in Cakutta,20 

was the first Sanskrit text to be translated into a European language. 

There is ample reason to believe that the Bhagavad Gita was introduced 

to Wilkins as an expression of Vedanta philosophy by his Brahmanical 

informants in Banaras, and he himself mentions having partial access to 

a wide array of Sanskrit commentaries. 21 His statement that the Bhagavad 

Gita contains "all the grand mysteries of [the Brahman's] religion"22 is 

reminiscent of Shankara's well-known foreword to his commentary on 

the Bhagavad Gita, in which he describes the Bhagavad Gita as the "core 

essence of the meaning of the Vedas:'23 

Moreover, according to Wilkins, the central message of the Bhagavad 

Gita was to "unite all the prevailing modes of worship in those days;' to 

teach the "unity of the Godhead;' and "to bring about the downfall of 

Polytheism:'24 This characterization not only indicates a Vedantic frame 

of interpretation, but also suggests that Wilkins wanted to divorce the 

Bhagavad Gita from contemporary European criticism of idol worship 

and sacrifice in India at the time, because "the most learned Brahmans 

of the present times" were in truth "Unitarians;' and the Bhagavad Gita 

the "downfall of polytheism:'25 This stance was shared by the Orientalist 

Nathaniel Brassey Halhed (1751-1830), with whom Wilkins discussed his 

translation of the Bhagavad Gita.26 Wilkins paved the way for a European 

interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita that, in the spirit of European deism, 

understood it as an alternative to traditional Christian doctrines. 27 This 

understanding was well received, and Wilkins's translation soon became 

well known in Europe. After only two years, it appeared in French trans-
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and it is worth noting that it has been reprinted numerous times n, 
the near-century since. 

The Bhagavad Gita experienced a major reception in the German 

roantic philosophy, considerably advanced by its translation into Latin 

August Wilhelm Schlegel in 1823.28 This edition was rev~ewed exten­

ly in 1826 by Wilhelm von Humboldt, who once spoke ma letter of 

"thanks for the fortune [ ... ] that allowed me to live to encounter this 

: . ~rk."29 Humboldt stands as an example of the "Romantic consensus;' which 

w w a universal message of "oneness-with God and with nature" in the 

:hagavad Gita.30 In a way, this persp:ctive was re.inforced,by Hegel in his 

b1 hly critical response to Humboldt s essay. While Hegel s assessment of 

·· th: Bhagavad Gita was the opposite of Humboldt's, it employs the same 

.: framework of interpretation. For Hegel, too, the Bhagavad Gita was a 

typical representation of a~ Indian philosophy. of unity base~ on "yoga;' 

that is to say, "meditation. However, he considered the Indian concept 

of unity deficient, abstract, and indeterminate ("religion of substance") 

because it failed to relate back concretely to the particulars of the world 

by developing the concept of the person and the autonomous subject.31 

This assessment is to be understood not only as a general critique by 

Hegel of "Eastern" religions, but above all as a critique aimed at Roman­

tic philosophy. The Bhagavad Gita, as a supposedly typical example of a 

mysterious philosophy of unity, was thereby adapted to Em;opean debates. 

At the same time, its classification by Schlegel and Hegel confirmed its 

status as a Vedanta text. 
Nevertheless, the effects of the Romantic enthusiasm for the Bhagavad 

Gita should not be exaggerated, lest one overlook that it did not make 

any significant headway into early Indology. In 1855, a new English trans­

lation by John Cockburn Thomson (1834-1860) appeared, together with 

an edition of the Sanskrit text and an extensive introduction to Indian 

philosophy, but no particular value was placed on the importance of the 

text.32 Thompson did not adopt the Romantic interpretation. Instead of 

the "Romantic consensus;' wherein the Bhagavad Gita teaches a monistic 

philosophy of unity, Thomson attributed the text to a theistic version of 

Samkhya and Yoga, neither of which possesses a monistic basis. 33 It is 

notable that his edition barely resonated in Indology, even though he 

advanced his own supplementary textual edition. 34 

Renowned Indologist Emile-Louis Burnouf (1821-1907), for his part, 

released a transliterated Sanskrit text with French translation in prose 

in 1861. Although in his introduction he writes that the Bhagavad Gita 
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contains the "essence" of "Brahmanical philosophy" and offers certain 
access to the "knowledge of India;'35 he never gets any more specific. His 
edition was thought of as an exercise book for students, and he did not 
assign particular value to the text.36 In the Akademische Vorlesungen iiber 
indische Literaturgeschichte (1852,2 1876, French 1859, English 1878,2 1882,3 

1892) by Albrecht Weber, the Bhagavad Gita was dealt with simply as a 
part of the Mahabharata, just as it would be fifty years later in Arthur 
Anthony Macdonell's A History of Sanskrit Literature. 37 

If the "Romantic consensus" can be said to have experienced any 
progression, then it might be most dearly visible in the case of Max 
Muller. While on the one hand his characterization of the Bhagavad Gita 
as not very old and "a rather popular and esoteric exposition of Vedantic 
doctrines"38 indicates little particular interest on his part in the text, on the 
other hand he at least definitively classifies it as a Vedanta work. Further­
more, he allotted an entire volume to the Bhagavad Gita in Sacred Books 
of the East, although this volume seems to have been largely ignored by 
contemporary reviewers.39 What is also noteworthy is that this was the 
only volume for which an Indian translator, Kashinath Trimbak Telang 
(1850-1893) of Bombay, was employed. It would seem that none of the 
established European Indologists at the time were interested in taking 
over this task themselves. 

The reason that Telang, who was not only a Sanskritologist, but also 
an influential judge and social reformer, took a special interest in the 
Bhagavad Gita is explained in detail later, as it is of critical importance to 
the argument put forward in this chapter. For the moment, all that need 
concern us is that Telang, too, dealt with the Bhagavad Gita as a classic 
text in the style of an Upanishad, if one of a different age, and as a com­
mentary on Vedantic philosophy.40 The impression that emerges from these 
observations is that the Romantic enthusiasm for the Bhagavad Gita did 
not develop further in nineteenth-century European Indology. However, 
through Max Muller, the Romantic interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita 
as a Vedantic text was received and further established. 

3. Bhagavad Gita and the United States 

The Romantic interest in the Bhagavad Gita in Europe had a rough 
equivalent in the United States, where Transcendentalists referred to the 
text. Arthur Christy even judges that "no one Oriental volume [ ... ] was 
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re influential" there "than the Bhagavadgita:'41 This seems, however, 
•1ave been far too generous an assessment. With the benefit of hind­

and given the present awareness of the significance of the text, one 
caution against overstating the relevance of the Transcendentalist 

ception of the Bhagavad Gita. The Bhagavad Gita was simply one of 
re other "Eastern" primary and secondary sources of importance to 

d l. 42 Transcen enta ism. 
It was probably Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) who introduced 

the Bhagavad Gita to Transcendentalism. Many years later, in a letter to 
,Max Muller from 1873, he credited his discovery of it to the study of Victor 
cousin's Cours de Philosophie (1828, Engl. 1832), which he had read in 
the early 1830s.43 In this work, Cousin attempts, in an eclectic manner, to 
synthesize French Spiritism, in ~he vein of ~aine de Bir~n, and German 
Idealism, especially as charactenzed by Schelhng. He dedicated a separate 
segment to Asian philosophy, in which the Bhagavad Gita is mentioned. 
However, it was not until 1845 that Emerson had the opportunity to read 
and, shortly thereafter, acquire Wilkins's translation. Regarding this oppor­
tunity, he writes in a letter of "the much renowned book of Buddhism [as 
he saw it, M.B.], extracts of which I have often admired but never before 
held the book in my hands:'44 Emerson soon recommended and loaned 
the book to his friends (e.g., John Greenleaf Whittier, Moncure Conway).45 

Nonetheless, it would seem his enthusiasm was not without its bounds, 
because in response to a query from a publisher he advocated against an 
American reprint of the inaccessible work.46 Furthermore, one would be 
hard pressed to make a case for a deeper textual engagement with the 
Bhagavad Gita by Emerson. Instead, he concentrated on single verses, 
which he interpreted according to his own understanding. Hence, he copied 
to his journal verses 4-5 of the Bhagavad Gita, in which-according to 
Wilkins's translation-"the speculative doctrines and practical are one:'47 

Emerson, who admired great heroes and great thinkers alike, saw his 
belief, that the intellectual advance toward the "Over-Soul" and the active 
developing of individual perfection represent two equally valid methods 
of human aspiration, confirmed through these two verses.48 

Another great Transcendentalist, Henry David Thoreau ( 1817-1862), 
is known to have also quoted the Bhagavad Gita.49 During his time as a 
recluse at Lake Walden, he wrote: "In the morning I bathe my intellect 
in the stupendous and cosmological philosophy of the Bhagvat Geeta 
[sk]:'50 Yet he only dedicated a single longer passage to the Bhagavad 
Gita in his work A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers (written 
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1840-1844, published 1849). Therein the scripture is simply a stand-in 
for an East/West dichotomy by which the Christian scriptures stand for 
"pure morality;' and the Hindu for "pure intellectuality:'51 At that point, 
he considered the latter superior, an assessment that shifted considerably 
with his turn toward "civil disobedience:' The Bhagavad Gita served 
above all as a background foil for the Transcendentalist discourse of self­
realization. It was the "atmosphere, rather than the actual content"52 that 
caught Thoreau's interest. 

Bronson Alcott (1799-1888), a third great Transcendentalist, demon­
strated an interest in Asian religions, especially because of Emerson's 
influence in the 1840s. During this time, he read the Bhagavad Gita, 
discussed it with Emerson, and presented on it at public lectures.53 But 
in his published works, along with Asian texts in general, it is mentioned 
only tangentially. In 1846, Alcott advocated for the Bhagavad Gita to be 
included in a Bible for Mankind;54 however, in his actual manuscript for a 
spiritual Mankind Library some years later there is no explicit mention of 
it, neither in the extant unpublished drafts55 nor even in the publication 
project that Emerson later supported.56 It follows that not even Alcott 
could be considered an exceptional admirer of the Bhagavad Gita. 

Following the American Civil War, a second generation of Transcen­
dentalists formed, tightly enmeshed with Unitarian and liberal religious 
circles, in which there was renewed interest in non-Christian religions. In 
the 1870s, this climate resulted in, among other things, three influential 
works of religious comparison (Clarke, Johnson, Conway).57 These three 
works held a highly authoritative status at the time. In 1892, the evangel­
ical missionary theologian Frank F. Ellinwood names them as the most 
important comparative religious works in North America.58 

All three texts refer to the Bhagavad Gita, though in different ways. 
James Freeman Clarke (1810-1888) cites it in his explanation of the 
philosophy of Vedanta,59 as does Samuel Johnson (1822-1882), who was, 
incidentally, the only scholar who, in addition to the translation of Wilkins, 
also drew on the translation by Thomson, and who dedicated an entire 
chapter to the Bhagavad Gita. 60 Both thereby advanced its reception as a 
religious-philosophical Hindu text without privileging it in any way. In 
doing so, they found themselves in accord with European Indology, which 
also acknowledged the Bhagavad Gita as being above all a work of Vedanta. 

The third work set a slightly different tone. The Sacred Anthology by 
Moncure Conway (1832-1907) offered a thematically organized selection 
of texts from different religions. With it, Conway was in a way augmenting 
the aforementioned Transcendentalist project, the Bible for Mankind. He 
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not alone in this ambition: by that time, William Henry Channing 
1884) had also suggested something similar.61 It was clear to Chan-

that the Bhagavad Gita absolutely ought to be included in the Bible 
ankind, not least because he counted it among his daily devotional 
together with Confucius, Laozi, and the Dhammapada of the Pali 

n. Accordingly, the Bhagavad Gita was also given a place in Conway's 
We know from Conway that he learned of the Bhagavad Gita from 

rson, and that it "thenceforth became part of my canon:'62 Thus, in 
context of the Transcendentalist conception of a Bible for Mankind, 
Bhagavad Gita emerged as a central text of Hinduism. The cited pas­

however, seem to have been chosen arbitrarily, and with regard to 
duism, the Bhagavad Gita is neither the only nor the most cited text 

the Sacred Anthology.63 Thus, Conway cannot really be said to have 
'oritized the Bhagavad Gita either. 

4. Theosophy and the Bhagavad Gita 

From the evidence presented thus far, the following picture emerges. 
'!he reception of the Bhagavad Gita in Europe and the United States in 
the first half of the nineteenth century was indeed remarkable. However, 
it was nowhere near as far-reaching nor as clear-cut as has often been 
claimed. The enthusiasm of the European Romanticmovement for the text 
stagnated. After all, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, European 
Indology mostly viewed the Bhagavad Gita as a commentary of Vedanta, 
if a subordinate one, as, for instance, Max Mi.iller did. The second gen­
eration of Transcendentalists in the United States also reacted rather 
reservedly to the Bhagavad Gita. The project for a Bible for Mankind is 
something of an exception in that the Bhagavad Gita appears as a central 
text of Hinduism, albeit as one among many others. The "pizza effect;' as 
described by Bharati and Sharpe, becomes less plausible for this reason 
alone. Moreover, a closer historical analysis reveals a different instigator 
of Indian enthusiasm for the Bhagavad Gita. 

4.1. Christianity and the Bhagavad Gita 

Some European Indologists were receptive to theistic Vaishnavism. In 
the second half of the nineteenth century, there was discussion within 
these circles of the possibility of Christian influence on the formation of 
Krishna bhakti.64 In 1857, Albrecht Weber advanced the theory that the 
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Krishna cult might have been influenced by Christianity, or rather that 
it might constitute a misinterpretation of Christianity. 65 This idea was 
taken up by Franz Lorinser, a Catholic clergyman from Breslau, in the 
introduction to his 1869 verse translation of the Bhagavad Gita, wherein 
the Bhagavad Gita is described as a text influenced by Christianity. The 
possibility is discussed sympathetically, if tangentially, in a footnote to 
the second edition of Albrecht Weber's Akademische Vorlesungen iiber 
indische Literaturgeschichte (1876).66 Weber himself, to be sure, did not 
attach particular importance to the Bhagavad Gita. The discussion receded 
quickly in European Indology, as there was widespread consensus that the 
Bhagavad Gita predated Christianity and even Buddhism, and that any 
parallels therefore could not be conclusive evidence of any dependence.67 

Both Max Miiller68 and especially Richard Garbe69 had emphatically rejected 
the possibility early on. 

The same cannot be said of the debates in India. When Lorinser's 
theories became known there at the start of the 1870s, they unleashed a 
storm of outrage among nationalist-minded Hindu reformers. In 1874, 
none other than the aforementioned Kashinath Trimbak Telang held a 
lecture in front of the Students' Literary and Scientific Society to oppose 
Lorinser's view that the Bhagavad Gita derived from the Bible. In 1873, 
a condensed version of Lorinser's theories had appeared in English in 
the Indian Antiquary, and so had become easily accessible in India.70 In 
1875, Telang published his lecture as a comprehensive introduction to 
an English-verse translation of the Bhagavad Gita (Divine Lay, Bombay 
1875).71 One can assume that Telang's interest in the Bhagavad Gita. won 
widespread recognition among the English-speaking Indian elite because, 
as has been mentioned, he soon went on to produce an academic trans­
lation of the Bhagavad Gita for Max Muller's Sacred Books of the East, 
published in 1882. Telang was the only Indian academic to work on 
this project along with leading European Indologists and Orientalists. 
Telang's work demonstrates the way in which various discourses began 
to fuse together at the time on a global level, and he was no exception. 
The 49th volume of the Sacred Books of the East on Mahayana Buddhism 
was translated by the Japanese scholar Takakusu Junijir6. In addition to 
Telang, other Indian Indologists, such as R. G. Bhandarkar and Manilal 
Dvivedi, were well-known in Europe too. The influence of these Asian 
researchers on late nineteenth-century European Indology is still in need 
of closer investigation. 

Telang was not only an internationally recognized Sanskritist and 
Indologist, but he also advocated for political reform, and in 1885 he 
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among the founding members of the Indian National Congress.72 

ver, he was one of the important early reformers of Maharashtra, 
up concerned with revitalizing Hinduism. The latter is evident not 
in his translation of the Bhagavad Gita, but also in his involvement 
the Prarthana Samaj.73 In Telang's case it is, however, completely clear 
regardless of his involvement with the theistic Prarthana Samaj, he 
reted the Bhagavad Gita as a Vedanta text, and specifically as part of 

'ta Vedanta. Hence, his explanation in the foreword to his translation 
Sacred Books of the East: "My aim has been to make that translation as 

and literal a rendering as possible of the Git~, as interpreted by the 
annmentators Sankar~a, Sridharasv~in, and Madhusudana Sarasvati:'74 

At the time, such an Advaita Vedantic perspective was anything but 
a given. A contemporaneous translation of the Bhagavad Gita by John 
Davies sharply criticized any and all Vedantic interpretations;75 instead, he 

· .mnphasized Samkhya and Yoga in particular as the leading sources of the 
text. In doing so, Davies was, in a way, following Thomson's precedent. It 
ts significant, then, that Davies' translation, much like that of Thomson, 
did not receive much attention in India or Europe. 

4.2. Bhagavad Gita and "Eastern" Wisdom 

Telang maintained close contacts to the Theosophical Society. Even if it 
was without any apparent particular interest in their esoteric doctrine, 
this was critical to the Society's further development. In the first volume 
of The Theosophist (1879/80), Telang published a three-part article on the 
life of Shankara, which reiterated his special interest in Advaita Vedanta. 
In 1884, he took part in the annual meeting of the Theosophical Society 
in Adyar (Madras), possibly with the goal of leading preparatory dis­
cussions about the founding of the Indian National Congress.76 Telang's 
publications on the Bhagavad Gita therefore were well-known within the 
Theosophical Society when, in 1882/83, a disagreement with the English 
Spiritualist and Swedenborgian William Oxley took place inside the pages 
of The Theosophist. Indian Theosophists refuted "Western'' interpretations 
of Indian sources and took over Telang's argumentation. 

4.2.1. ''Busiris the Ancient" 

In 1881, William Oxley, who had close ties to the Theosophical Society 
and had even temporarily been a member,77 published a book in which 
he developed his Spiritualist-Theosophical theories explicitly relating to 
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the Bhagavad Gita, even including verses from Wilkins's translation.7s The 

Theosophists thought it necessary to respond to this work for several dif­

~erent re~sons. For Blavatsky, it was probably a matter of maintaining an 

mterpretlve monopoly in matters of Theosophical doctrine. Oxley's claim 

to have personally encountered Theosophical Mahatmas posed a threat 

to her control over these contacts. However, Damodar M. Mavalankar 

(1857-1885?), the young Indian Theosophist charged with ¥rritino- the 

review,79 took issue with entirely different matters. Oxley claimed that a 

spirit named "Busiris the Ancient" had revealed himself via a medium 

as the author of the Mahabharata. Here Mavalankar commented that "it 

requires but a moderate dose of [ ... ] national pride [ ... ] to view the 

venerable Busiris as a rival [ ... ] to a dignity already honourably occupied 
in India:'80 

Oxley tried to defend himself in a rebuttal,81 which immediately 

prompted a new, extensive review by another Indian Theosophist, T. Subba 

Row (1856-1890). 82 The arguments and discourses of legitimization put 

forward would warrant a separate study.83 In any case, it is clear that the 

young, Theosophical Brahmans had no wish to see the interpretation of 

their ~wn traditions usurped by the "Western" side, nor indeed by some­

body hke Oxley, who had not even mastered Sanskrit, as was emphasized 

time and again. Mavalankar drives the point home: 

Being but an humble pupil of Brahman-pundits learned in the 

esoteric interpretation of the Bhagavad-Gita, the "Reviewer" 

confesses to know little of the Western "School of Thought" 

[on which Oxley had built his case] which interprets our sacred 

Books it its own way. But, he is pretty sure of his facts when 

related to Eastern or Aryan esotericism.84 

As a result of the dispute, Indian Theosophists turned their attention on 

the Bhagavad Gita with renewed vigor and occupied themselves with its 
interpretation. 

4.2.2. Early Theosophy and Bhagavad Gita 

To understand the significance of this development, it is important to 

recall that the Theosophical Society had previously demonstrated no 

particular interest in the Bhagavad Gita. Founded by Helena P. Blavatsky 

(1831-1891) and Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) in 1875, it had relocated 

Hinduism, Theosophy, and the Bhagavad Gita 77 

headquarters to India in 1879. The position of the Theosophical Society 

regard to the existing religious scriptures was ambiguous. Theosophy 

to teach the ''.Ancient Wisdom" underlying all world religions, but 

atsky nonetheless emphasized that "the main body of the Doctrines 

n is found scattered throughout hundreds and thousands of Sanskrit 

some already translated-disfigured in their interpretations, as 

al'.-others still awaiting their turn;' whose study allowed for the "ver­

ctition" of 1heosophical doctrines.85 

To prove her case, Blavatsky endeavored to draw evidence as exten­

$fvely as possible from all sorts of Orientalist works, which, however, also 

tneans that her works do not privilege any specific work. This must be 

kept in mind when Blavatsky engages with the Bhagavad Gita in her first 

:major work, Isis Unveiled (1877). 1herein, she assumes an advanced age 

for the Bhagavad Gita and states, in reference to the foreword of Charles 

Wilkins's translation, that "the grandest mysteries of the Brahmanical 

religion are embraced within this magnificent poem:'86 However, neither 

here nor elsewhere in the early Theosophical Society can one discern a 

special focus on the Bhagavad Gita. This was to change in the 1880s, 

Indian members employed the Bhagavad Gita against the theory of 

:Busiris and the presumed superiority of "Western" wisdom. This process 

paralleled debates about the meaning and significance of yoga that were 

unfolding in the same context, which similarly revolved around questions 

of authority on ancient wisdom.87 

4.2.3. Theosophical Orientation toward the Bhagavad Gita 

In June of 1882, the first article devoted solely to the Bhagavad Gita 

appeared in The Theosophist. Bengali Theosophist and administrative officer 

Nobin K. Bannerji (d. 1885) was its author, and T. Subba Row provided 

additional commentary.88 In a footnote to the article, Blavatsky indicated 

that the significance of the Bhagavad Gita was as "a record of the ancient 

teachings during the Mysteries of Initiation:'89 

During this time, the Bhagavad Gita became the fixed reference 

within 1heosophy for "Hinduism;' in contrast to "esoteric Buddhism:' The 

latter played a central role for Blavatsky and Olcott, with both of them 

having officially converted to Buddhism in 1880 in Sri Lanka. In 1882, 

in response to the written recommendation of Mavalankar, American 

Theosophist William Quan Judge (1851-1896) read the Bhagavad Gita. 90 

The following year, the publisher of The Theosophist announced a new 
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series about "the hidden meaning of the Aryan Shastras;' which was to 

commence with a complete commentary on the "esoteric meaning" of the 

Bhagavad Gita.91 In this context, an "almost perfect identity between the 

concealed sense of this immortal epic and the Arhat Tibetan Doctrine"92 

is proposed. When William Quan Judge complained in The. Theosophist 
in 1884 that Alfred Percy Sinnett's Esoteric Buddhism (1883) failed to take 

into account that "nearly all the leading portions of the doctrine are to 

be found broadly stated in the Bhagavad-Gita;'93 Blavatsky emphatically 

agreed and wrote that "all the doctrines given in Esoteric Buddhism and 

far more yet untouched, are to be found in the Gita:' only to immediately 

add "and not only there but in a thousand more known or unknown MSS. 
of Hindu sacred writings."94 

After Judge returned to the United States at the end of 1884, he 

ambitiously expanded the American branch of the Theosophical Society. 

For that purpose, he formed reading groups focusing on the Bhagavad Gita 
and published passages and commentaries to the text in his magazine The 
Path, inaugurated in 1886.95 From the mid-1880s onward, the Bhagavad 
Gita got a privileged status worldwide within the Theosophical Society 

that grew even stronger in the subsequent years. At the same time, Indian 

Theosophists made an effort to bring English translations of the Bhagavad 
Gita to the Indian book market at a reasonable price. In 1885, Tukaram 

Tatya of Bombay undertook a new edition of the Wilkins translation, 

equipped with extensive introductory statements by Manilal N . .Dvivedi 

(1858-1898) and Nobin K. Bannerji. All three were Indian members of 
the Theosophical Society.96 

4.2.4. Theosophical Appropriation of the Arnold Translation of the 
Bhagavad Gita 

At exactly the same time, a verse translation of the Bhagavad Gita by 

Edwin Arnold (The Song Celestial, 1885) was released and immediately 

taken up with great enthusiasm in Theosophical circles. Edwin Arnold 

(1832-1904) was a journalist and successful Victorian writer, but had 

spent a number of years as a young man .as the principal of a school in 

lndia.97 The intersections of Victorian religious discourse are reflected in 

his person in a way that seems almost paradigmatic. While he was strongly 

anchored in the liberal Anglican Broad Church founded by his father, he 

also had close contact to Unitarian and liberal religious circles in England 

and the United States. It is worth mentioning that his second marriage 
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to the daughter of his friend, the American Transcendentalist William 

Channing.98 Channing helped promote Arnold's works in America, 

it is certainly conceivable that Arnold was incited or encouraged to 

plete a translation of the Bhagavad Gita by him. 
Arnold also had contacts in the Theosophical Society,99 and his 

ngest son is said to have later become a Theosophist himself.100 His 

as an author was owed to a poem about the life of the Buddha 

ht of Asia, 1879), which decisively advanced the burgeoning enthusiasm 

Buddhism in Europe and the United States, reaching sixty editions in 

and and eighty in America.101 Besides that, however, numerous other 

slations of religious verse stem from him. By 1875 he had already 

slated the Gita Govinda by Jayadeva, a Vaishnavite bhakti poem of 

e twelfth century that recounts the love affair of Krishna and Radha, 

they separated and then reunited, in twelve songs. In spite of the 

Her positive European reception of the Gita Govinda (for example, by 

ethe), 102 Arnold's translation remained comparatively unknown, as were 

er translations out of the Mahabharata (Indian Poetry, 1881; Indian 
Idylls, 1883) and his translation of the Katha Upanishads (The Secret of 
Death, 1885), although the latter actually should have fitted in well with 

the overall positive reception of Advaita Vedanta.103 He also produced a 

poetic translation with commentary on the ninety-nine names of God in 

Islam (Pearls of Faith, 1883, seven editions by 1896). 
Initially, the Bhagavad Gita seems not to have interested Arnold 

overmuch. He translated other passages of the Mahabharata, and beyond 

that he conceptualized a trilogy of three exemplary works of Hinduism, 

Buddhism, and Islam, respectively, which were composed of his translations 

of the Gita Govinda (note: not the Bhagavad Gita), the life of Buddha, 

and the ninety-nine names.104 It follows that the success of his Bhagavad 
Gita translation-though it could not compare with the popularity of 

his book on Buddha105-could not be traced back to a particular pref­

erence for the text by Arnold. 106 Rather, it was its enthusiastic reception 

in Theosophical circles that brought this about. How quickly Arnold's 

Bhagavad Gita gained popularity within Theosophy is illustrated by the 

will of Blavatsky written in the year of its publication. Blavatsky wrote 

that she wished that "yearly, on the anniversary of my death some of my 

friends should assemble at the Headquarters of the Theosophical Society 

and read a chapter of Edwin Arnold's Light of Asia and Bhagavad Gita 
[Song Celestial]:' 107 Following her wishes, after her death Olcott established 

White Lotus Day in 1892.108 



80 Michael Bergunder 

4.2.5. Interpretations of the Bhagavad Gita by 
Indian Theosophists 

Over the course of the 1880s, two Indian Theosophists produced com­

prehensive interpretations of the Bhagavad Gita. At the annual meeting 

of the Theosophical Society in 1886, T. Subba Row held four lectures on 

the Bhagavad Gita, which were published a year later.109 The interpretation 

of the Telugu Smarta Brahman, T. Subba Row, follows Advaita Vedanta. 

His reading is allegorical and spiritual in its treatment of the poem. The 

Pandavas are the higher, spiritual side of humanity, and their enemies the 

Kauravas, the lower side. It is concerned with the victory of the spiritual 

person and the attainment of immortality. Krishna is the "Logos;' who 

descends to the realm of souls to lend vital support. Popular Hinduism 

is criticized for contributing to the moral decadence of India. 110 Such 

commentary demonstrated the allegorical and spiritualized reading that 

was to become the standard interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita in India. 

In 1887, the commentary by T. Subba Row was backed by an English 

translation of Bengali Theosophist Mohini Mohun Chatterji ( 1858~ 1936). 

His translation followed T. Subba Row's allegorical interpretation,111 and 

in his case also the alignment with Advaita Vedanta is clear. Prior to his 

translation of the Bhagavad Gita, Chatterji had translated two clas~ic texts 

credited to Shankara into English (Atmanatmaviveka, 1884; Vivekacuda­
mani, 1885). 

5. Hinduism and the Bhagavad Gita 

Over the course of the 1880s, the Indian Theosophical interpretation of 

the Bhagavad Gita gained broader attention. This is particularly evident in 

the case of Vivekananda (1863-1902) and his followers, who propagated 

a new Hinduism, the central tenet of which they declared· to be Advaita 

Vedanta. Their reinterpretation of Advaita Vedanta had its origin in 

the Brahmo Samaj, a major Hindu reform movement in colonial India. 

Although the Bhagavad Gita is one of the three commentaries of Vedanta, 

the early Brahmo Samaj did not refer much to it. This is apparent in the 

case of Rammohan Roy (1772-1833), the founder of the Brahmo Samaj. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Roy advocated for the recon­

ception of Advaita Vedanta as a central philosophy of Hinduism. He was 

able to do quite well without any particular dependence on the Bhagavad 
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for this purpose. 112 It is only in the context of his argumentation 

st sati (immolation of widows) that he fell back on the Bhagavad 
among others, as an authoritative scripture ("Shastra'') in order to 
m the rejection of "acts based on desire such as concremation;' 

at is, sati, in the Hindu tradition.113 The Bhagavad Gita played no part 

his philosophical writings. Hence a popularization of the Bhagavad 
a did not happen during the reconceptualization of Advaita Vedanta 

the Brahmo Samaj. 
The Bhagavad Gita found its way to Vivekananda through Mohini 

Mohun Chatterji. Until the mid-1880s, Chatterji was among the most 

bnportant Indian Theosophists, and he was very close to Blavatsky and 
··Olcott. After a roughly one-year period of disagreement, in 1887, Chatterji 

left the Theosophical Society.114 His Bhagavad Gita translation of that same 

year was published by a non-Theosophical publisher in Boston, presumably 

thanks to his acquaintance with members of the Brahmo Samaj who were 

in close contact with in Unitarian and liberal religious circles there. It was 

likely through similar circles in England, where he had undertaken a very 

BUccessful lecture tour while still a Theosophist in 1884 and 1885, that 

the London edition of the following year was distributed. 
By the second half of the 1890s at the latest, Chatterji had become 

an official supporter and follower of Vivekananda.115 Although he quoted 

from it rather infrequently, Vivekananda referred to the Bhagavad Gita 
on prominent occasions, such as in his opening address to the World 

Parliament of Religions in 1893.116 He characterized the Bhagavad Gita as 

a text of Advaita Vedanta, as the "best authority on Vedanta;' and as "the 

only commentary, the authoritative commentary on the Vedas:'117 Evident 

throughout is an allegorical-spiritual interpretation of the text. Arjuna, to 

whom Krishan related his teachings in the Bhagavad Gita, was "under the 

control of his emotionalism;' but the "goal of man'' was to attain eternal 

consciousness, where there is no space for emotions, only "pure reason:' 

Arjuna "is not what he should be-a great self-controlled, enlightened 

sage working through the eternal light of reason:'118 For Vivekananda, this 

demand for deed without desire (Skt. ni$krima karman) is a rejection of 

"Western'' materialism and a materialist view of the world: "Religion is 

the realisation of spirit as spirit:'119 

In his North American lectures, it was of particular importance to 

Vivekananda to emphasize that religions were not to be understood as 

divisive doctrines, but as forms of individual realization that could be 

arrived at by various routes. 120 He had already made the latter point in 



82 Michael Bergunder 

his opening speech to the World Parliament of Religions in reference to 
the Bhagavad Gita. Many of his European and American followers also 
had a particular interest in the text. One can infer a correlation with the 
popularization of Theosophy in the 1880s. One notable case is that of Sarah 
Chapman Bull (1850-1911), one of the early and most socially influential 
followers of Vivekananda in the United States, who bequeathed a large 
amount of her fortune to the Ramakrishna Mission. She belonged to a 
circle of Unitarian, liberal religious-minded Bostonians. We know that 
her interest in Asian religions was piqued by a lecture by Mohini Mohun 
Chatterji, which was held in 1886 during a tour of the United States.121 

Another important early supporter of the Ramakrishna Mission was 
Josephine MacLeod (1858-1949), who was active in the same circles as 
Chatterji and Bull. We know of her that she had already read the Bhaga­
vad Gita in Boston, together with her sister Betty Sturges, before they 
met Vivekananda in the mid-1890s. 1he same is true for Laura Glenn 
(1867-1942), later known as Sister Devamata. She also became interested in 
Asian religions by reading the Bhagavad Gita. 122 Another example is Edward 
Toronto Sturdy (1860-1957), who likewise encountered Vivekananda in 
the second half of the 1890s. He previously had been a member of the 
Theosophical Society, where in the mid-1880s he purportedly had been 
deeply engaged in study of the Bhagavad Gita. 123 

The Theosophical mode of interpretation continued to influence the 
Hindu reformist appropriation of the Bhagavad Gita in the following years. 
Annie Besant (1847-1933), Blavatsky's successor in the leadership of the 
Theosophical Society and temporarily president of the Indian National 
Congress, carried on the tradition. Together with the young Indian The­
osophist and later politician Bhagavan Das (1869-1958), Besant published 
two editions of the Bhagavad Gita (1895, 1905) and personally wrote a 
commentary called Hints on the Study of the Bhagavad Gita ( 1906). Wholly 
in keeping with the spirit of the allegorical-spiritual interpretation, the 
central theme of the Bhagavad Gita was identified as the Internal victory 
of the spirit (Skt. manas) over desire (Skt. kama) in humanity. 124 

Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869-1948) represents a particularly memo­
rable example of the interplay between Theosophical and Hindu interpre­
tations of the Bhagavad Gita at the turn of the twentieth century. Gandhi 
himself reports that his first encounter with the Bhagavad Gita took place 
in a Theosophical context. In 1889, during his stay in London, he got to 
know two Theosophists, Bertram and Archibald Keightley, who asked 
him to read the Bhagavad Gita together with them. In his autobiography, 
Gandhi writes: 
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'They were reading Sir Edwin Arnold's translation-The Song 
Celestial-and they invited me to read the original with them. I 
felt ashamed, as I had read the divine poem neither in Samskrit 
nor in Gujarati. I was constrained to tell them that I had not 
read the Gita, but that I would gladly read it with them, [ ... ] 
l began reading the Gita with them. [ ... ] The book struck me 
as one of priceless worth. The impression has ever since been 
growing on me with the result that I regard it today as the 
book par excellence for the knowledge of Truth. 125 
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Theosophy was more formative an influence on Gandhi than he himself 
admitted afterward. 126 According to his own account, he began to study 
the Bhagavad Gita more intensively with "Theosophist friends" in South 
Africa around 1903.127 In 1905, he had Annie Besant's translation of the 
Bhagavad Gita reprinted for the purpose of instructing Indian youths in 
South Africa, with her portrait on the title page.128 When Besant protested 
against the use of her portrait, Gandhi apologized by saying it had hap­
pened out of "excessive reverence" for Besant.129 In terms of content, large 
sections of Gandhi's version of the Bhagavad Gita also run parallel to the 
allegorical-spiritual interpretation of Theosophy.13° Just as is in Theosophy, 
Gandhi formulated the Bhagavad Gita as the battle between humanity's 
higher and lower self, but does not justify the use of violence because the 
battlefield described is that of human nature. 

Starting in the early twentieth century, the Bhagavad Gita attained 
increasing popularity among the educated, mainly English-speaking Hindu 
elite because of the growing emphasis on the Bhagavad Gita. in Hindu 
reform movements. It was only then that it became considered one of 
the central texts of Hinduism, and the allegorical-spiritual interpretation 
the norm. Rai Bahadur Lala Baijnath wrote in the year 1908: "For the 
Hindu it is now the one book of books. [ ... ] 1he Gita is as fresh as ever 
and just as to the Christian is the Bible ... the Gita is to the Hindu:' 131 

At the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh, the missionary 
F. J. Western described "the widespread use of the Bhagavad-Gita as a book 
of theology and devotion'' and speaks of it as having been "re-discovered 
by English educated Hindus:' 132 C. F. Andrews, liberal missionary and an 
eventual colleague of Gandhi's, pointed out in 1912 that "the Bhagavad 
Gita, which a century ago was scarcely known outside the learned circles 
of the pandits, [ ... ] has been elevated from a position of comparative 
obscurity to that of a common and well-read scripture for the whole of 
educated India:' 133 
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:nie exclusive status of the Bhagavad Gita in India had been widely 
established by the late 1920s at the latest. So it was that in 1928 Gandhi 
spoke of how one could attain salvation after death if one carried the 
message of "Mother Gita'' always in one's heart,134 and that "no Hindu 
should let a single day pass without the study of[ ... ] Bhagavad Gita:'Bs 
Consequently, the popularity of the Bhagavad Gita has since been anach­
ronistically written back into history. In 1929, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 
(1888-1975), a leading Hindu thinker of his time and the second president 
of India, opined that "if the hold which a work has on the mind of man 
is any clue to its importance, then the Gita is the most influential work 
in Indian thought:' 136 

6. Political Bhagavad Gita 

The allegorical-spiritualized reading in accordance with Advaita Vedanta 
by Theosophists and Hindu reformers enjoys widespread acceptance in 
present-day Hinduism. In light of this, it is easy to forget that other con­
ventions for interpretation also emerged, which certainly remain relevant 
even today. They, too, most likely built on the popularization of Theosophy 
in the 1880s, but aimed for a more political-nationalist reading. 

6.1. Krishna as the "Ideal Man" 

A number of the Indian Theosophists who championed the Bhagavad Gita 
hailed from Bengal, and they may well have been the conduits through 
which Theosophical discussions of the Bhagavad Gita became well-known. 
In any case, Bengali reformers discovered the Bhagavad Gita for their cause 
contemporaneously. The Krishna bhakti was deeply anchored in Bengal 
because of Gaudiya Vaishnavism, and Vaishnavite theism experienced an 
upswing in the 1880s. At the same time, the reformers saw themselves 
confronted with Christian missionary criticism of the presumed immorality 
of young Krishna's love affair with Radha, which was the central motif of 
the Krishna bhakti in the Bhagavata Purana. 137 

This criticism resonated with the Victorian Indian colonial elite of 
Bengal. By alluding to the Bhagavad Gita, the reformers attempted to 
remodel the figure of Krishna. The Krishna of the Bhagavad Gita, a philo­
sophical debater little known to Christian missionaries at that point, 138 was 
henceforth declared the new standard. The Bengali poet Nabinchandra Sen 
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·. 47_1909) published the first volume of a trilogy to the Mahabharata 
8 g86, in which he recounts how Krishna had created a unified Indian 

dom that lasted for several thousand years before it was destroyed 
~rahmans. This kingdom was distinguished by its righteousness, and 
foundation was the Bhagavad Gita.139 Just how recent the reorientation 

the Bhagavad Gita still was at the time is evident in the fact that 
g.binchandra Sen had not yet set eyes on the Bhagavad Gita during the 

drafting of the first volume and only got hold of it ~erward, :'71t~ the res~:~ 
that he released a published and annotated Bengah translation m 1889 .. 

At the same time, over a period of two years (1886-1888), the Bengali 
oet Bankimchandra Chattopadhyaya (1838-1894) also began publishing 

~ commentary on the Bhagavad Gita in his magazine Pracar141 that in 
a way flanked his major work about the life of Krishna (Krishnacaritra, 
1886). Just as in Nabinchandra Sen's reading, the Bhagavad Gita served 
to characterize Krishna as a religious national hero, an "ideal man" who 
could serve as a Hindu equivalent to the figure of Christ. 142 However, even 
in this Bengali reinterpretation of the figure of Krishna, the Bhagavad 
Gita did not necessarily become a central Hindu text; rather, its recep­
tion remains embedded in an extensive rereading of Vaishnavite Puranic 
literature, including the Bhagavata Purana. 143 

6.2. Bhagavad Gita as a Call for Armed Resistance 

The nationalist interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita as first formulated in 
Bengal took on a radical edge in subsequent years. Starting with Maha­
rashtra, at the end of the nineteenth century, the Bhagavad Gita was made 
into the ideological armor of a militant wing of the anti-British resistance. 
Krishna's incitement of Arjuna to fight his relatives, with no regard for the 
consequences, to restore the dharma (Skt. ni~kama karman) was under­
stood as a justification for putting aside established moral values for the 
sake of the anti-colonial fight for freedom. Consequently, Bal Gangadhar 
Tilak (1856-1920) wrote in 1897: 

shrimat Krishna's teaching in the Bhagavad Gita is to kill even 
our teachers and our kinsmen. No blame attaches to any person 
if he is doing deeds without being motivated by a desire to 
reap the fruit of his deeds. [ ... ] Get out of the Penal Code, 
enter into the extremely high atmosphere of the Bhagavad Gita, 
ahd then consider the actions of great men. 144 
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Between 1910 and 1911, Tilak wrote a long commentary on the Bhagavad 
Gita in prison. In an explicit critique of one-sided Advaita Vedantic and 
allegorical-spiritual interpretations, he posited political independence as 
an indispensable condition for the restoration of religious order (Skt. 
dharma) .145 Following this interpretation, at the turn of the twentieth 
century, the Bhagavad Gita began to provide the legitimization in Maha­
rashtra and, to a lesser extent, in Bengal for an anti-colonial fight for 
independence that relied on assassination and bombings. 146 This political­
militant interpretation, the traces of which can be found even in the Hindu 
nationalism of today~ could not sustain majority support. Instead, it was 
the allegorical-spiritual interpretation that eventually pushed through in 
the early decades of the twentieth century. In the person of Autobindo 
Ghose (1872-1950), these developments are made visible: while at first 
he followed Tilak's interpretation, around 1910, his beliefs took a spiritual 
turn. 147 

6.3. Bhagavad Gita and the Ethics of Action 

This decidedly political-nationalist interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita 
shows again that it was hardly inevitable for the Bhagavad Gita to become 
one of the scriptural foundations of modern Hinduism. At the same time, 
political-nationalist and allegorical-spiritual interpretations were not entirely 
opposed to each other: not only did they share a common theoretical ori­
gin, but they also overlapped in practice. Vivekananda advanced not only 
spiritualistic but also nationalist interpretations.148 He saw a clear ethic of 
action laid out in the Bhagavad Gita, whereby "a man must be active in 
order to pass through activity to perfect calmness:' 149 He emphasizes this 
point particularly in regard to his Indian followers, and allows himself 
this dramatic utterance: 

You will understand the Gita better with your biceps, your 
muscles, a little stronger. You will understand the mighty 
genius and the mighty strength of Krishna better with a little 
of strong blood in you. 150 

Here the Bhagavad Gita becomes the basis for the masculine national 
awakening of India. To the later Indian-Theosophical interpretation, this 
aspect was not unknown either. Annie Besant and Bhagavan Das estab­
lished that the Bhagavad Gita had historical significance, drawing on the 
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of a "world logos;' whereby the unification of humankind and 
is made possible through outward effort. 151 Gandhi, too, understood 
hagavad Gita as a call to action: "He who gives up action falls. He 
gives up only the reward rise~:' 152 '?1ese int:r?ret~ti~ns promo~ing 

tion show how it is possible for nat10nal1st and Spmtuahst mterpretations 
mesh, However, this changes nothing of the result, which was that the 

Spiritualist reading was to push through in the end. 

7. Conclusion: Bhagavad Gita and Global Religious History 

'!he present popularity of the Bhagavad Gita in India can be traced back 
to 'Theosophical debates in the 1880s about the relationship between 
"Western" and "Eastern'' tradition. The context of its popular emergence 
was the nationalist protest of Indian Theosophists against European Ori­
entalist claims. However, there is no evidence for a "pizza effect;' whereby 
the positive reception in India is the result of the previous high regard 
held by the text in Europe and the United States. The historical findings 
as delineated in this chapter seem so self~evident that the question arises 
of why scholarship has overlooked the Theosophical connection thus 
far. The answer to this question can help us understand how theoretical 
presuppositions structure our view of the past. I contend that the Indian 
Theosophists who played the decisive role twice fell victim to common 
historiographical ignorance. 

First, there exists a conceptual flaw in the academic study of esoteri-
dsm, because it examines esoterkism as a purely "Western" phenomenon. 153 

Dissenting voices have not found much of an audience thus far, 154 Conse­
quently, Theosophy is usually examined only as an expression of "Western" 
esotericism, 155 and its Orientalist notions come under consideration only 
as a product of European imaginations.156 There is no conceptual room 
for questions regarding the possible contributions by Indian Theosophists 
to the doctrinal progression of the Theosophical Society. However, the 
Theosophical discussions about the Bhagavad Gita retraced in this article 
make it clear that such a narrow view is insufficient. Second, for a long 
time, the Orientalism debate neglected questions related to the Indian role 
in the conceptual formation of modern Hinduism under colonialism. 157 In 
the case of the Bhagavad Gita, this meant that the Indian reception was 
declared too hastily as nothing more than the adaptation of Orientalist 
patterns of interpretation from Europe and the United States, Thereby, the 
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active role of the colonized falls from view, and the far-reaching scope of 

the events in the 1880s outlined in this article is not recognized. 

As a result, the reception of the Bhagavad Gita raises fundamental 

questions. Its scholarly investigation necessitates a theoretical foundation 

that critically reflects and seeks to overcome the structural reasons for 

~urrent blind spots. Elsewhere I have argued that a global history approach 

is necessary to adequately study processes of religious transformation of 

~he nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 158 A global history approach 

is also helpful for a better understanding of the changing importance of 

the Bhagavad Gita. For one, it deliberately interrogates the role of the 

colonized within the discourse of colonial power. 159 It investigates the 

complex forms that assimilation of "Western knowledge" by the colonized 

takes, and does not simply assume an identical substitution. Colonial dis­

courses are no longer seen as monolithic or invariable; rather, it is their 

polyphonic and unstable character that comes into view. They exhibit 

a considerable dynamism and substantial potential for transformation 

and in their instability they can simultaneously express resistance. 16~ 
Rece~t pos~-colonial studies take particular interest in the entire range 

of articulations of the colonized. When applied to the reception of the 

~hagavad Git~, this means that the Indian reaction automatically falls 

mto the specific research focus and no longer runs the risk of being 

structurally erased. 

For another reason, the concept of a global religious history demands 

to understand colonial history as "entangled histories;' because "those 

entities that stand in relation with one another are themselves in part a 

product of their entanglements."161 Entangled histories follow the insight 

of recent post-colonial theories, whereby all articulations within a dis­

cours~ refer t~ each other as "citations:' This means that not even Europe 

expenenced history autonomously; rather, because of its "entanglements" 

with the colonies, the identity formation of Europe was "entangled" with 

tha~ ?f the colonies. Even though European knowledge had a hegemonic 

pos1t10n, European colonialism was also marked by entanglement. Within 

such a perspective, it is no longer necessary to conceive of a self-sustained 
"UT t • • "162 
vve~ em _esotenc1sm. Instead, the study of esotericism within religious 

studies will only benefit from recognizing its subject as a global one. 

. Fin~lly, global religious history rests on a genealogical approach 

m the vem of Foucault, who demanded a strict historicizing of research 

subjects. 163 In this historical sense, "precolonial" can only denote the time 

directly before the nineteenth century, rather than vaguely indicating 
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usand-year-old Indiai1 traditions, the continuity of which is simply 

supposed. 
1his chapter provides a concrete example of how fruitful a global 

spective is for the writing of religious history. From the perspective of 

bal religious history, however, at least three further central aspects of 

reception of the Bhagavad Gita that have thus far been insufficiently 

e.search~d come to light. It demonstrates a need for stricter historicizing 

f the connection between pre- and post-colonial understandings of the 

Bhagavad Gita. 1he role of the Bhagavad Gita in eighteenth-century India 

bears particular consideration. If indeed there is an Indian pre-colonial 

root for the colonial reception of the Bhagavad Gita, it must be located 

in this period. Past research has missed its chance to follow up on this 

question in depth. A fruitful point of departure would surely be the 

:Brahmanization of Krishna bhakti in Rajasthan in the eighteenth century, 

mentioned at the outset of this chapter. The related reorientation toward 

Vaishnavite Vedanta generated renewed interest in the Bhagavad Gita 

within the worship of Krishna. The effect of this development on colonial 

Hinduism has yet to be examined, even though it seems to have had a 

direct impact, for example, on Bharatendu Harishchandra (1850-1885).164 

Furthermore, the Indian reception of the Bhagavad Gita in colonial India 

would benefit from a more detailed examination of the various Bhagavad 

Gita commentaries that were published in the nineteenth and early twen -

tieth centuries in regional Indian languages. 165 

Finally, there is a need for future studies of Theosophy in line with 

a global history approach. If it is true that greater appreciation of the 

Bhagavad Gita within Theosophical circles in England and the United 

States developed as a result of discussions that took place in the 1880s 

in India, then this lays bare an entanglement, the implications of which 

for the ongoing development of Theosophical doctrine at the end of 

the nineteenth century must be taken into greater consideration. Future 

research must also strive to examine the Indian influence on Theo­

sophical discussions in Europe and the United States. In the broadest 

possible terms, it is a matter of recognizing Theosophy as having been a 

global phenomenon. The same is true of the question of tracing back the 

present-day popularity of the Bhagavad Gita in Europe and the United 

States. There is much to suggest that the European Romantic and Amer­

ican Transcendentalist preoccupation with the Bhagavad Gita did not, 

as is commonly assumed, play a decisive role. As shown, the influence 

of European Romanticism and American Transcendentalism has been 



90 Michael Bergunder 

overestimated. Is, then, the present-day popularity of the Bhagavad Git 
outside India instead a reaction to its Indian popularization since th a 
1880s? This would explain why the zenith of Indological research int e 
the Bhagavad Gita did not occur until after 1900 and continued for abou~ 
forty years thereafter. 166 In light of global entangled histories, it is to be 
assumed that the particular Indological interest in turn reinforced th Indi~n focus on the Bhagavad Gita. In any case, a thorough examinatio~ 
of this ~eb of complex questions would be worthwhile. To conclude, the 
perspective of global religious history generates unexplored avenues for 
the further investigation of colonial discourses. It is precisely herein that 
we find the reason for its relevance. 
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