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Introduction
The Bhagavad-Gītā (referred to below as Gītā) is a religious, philosophical
poem made up of 18 chapters, that was incorporated into the ancient Indian epic
Mahābhārata. It is estimated that the archetype of this work was written around
BC 3–2 and it was compiled as it is today, after the 1st century. The Gītā has been
the most intensively read and highly respected poem for the Hindus for more than
2000 years. This explains why the Gītā was the first work of literature to be
translated into a European language from among many other ancient Indian works.
It was translated from Sanskrit into English by Charles Wilkins of the Asiatic
Society in Kolkata in 1785.
The story of the Gītā in Mahābhārata goes as follows: Arjuna, who is the third
son of Pandu tribe (Pandava) goes to fight with his uncle’s Kuru tribe (Kaurava) on
the battlefield of Kurukshetra. At this time Lord Krishna, who is the incarnation of
Lord Vishnu, was working as a charioteer for Arjuna in his human form, because
he was originally a good friend of Arjuna from childhood. However, when Arjuna
finds his teachers, friends and relatives in his enemy’s corps, he doubts the validity
of this battle, asking himself, “What kind of pleasure can we enjoy, if we have
killed those for whom we really long for success, pleasure and enjoyment? We
don’t know whether we should defeat them or they should defeat us.” He is
overwhelmed with thoughts of the affliction that would be caused by the loss of his
blood-relatives and puts away his weapons, sits down in the chariot and asks
Krishna if he should fight with his enemy. Krishna encourages Arjuna to fight by
preaching his own philosophy. In this way begins the dialogue of Krishna and
Arjuna. It is a rare characteristic of the Gītā that the most abstract, speculative
philosophy on the ultimate recognition of human beings is being developed at the
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very moment when the battle that has at stake their own lives and death, the rise
and fall of their tribes, is going to start right then.
Herder (1744–1803) compiled a collection of ancient Indian epigrams entitled
Gedanken einiger Bramanen and published it in Vierte Zerstreute Blätter in 1792.
It contains some excerpts from the Gītā which Herder translated from Wilkins’
English version into German.
Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835) tried to translate the Gītā from Sanskrit
into German prompted by the Latin translation of his friend, August Wilhelm
Schlegel of the Gītā in 1823. Humboldt published two essays on the Gītā, one is
called Ueber die unter dem Namen Bhagavad-Gītā bekannte Episode des
Mahā-bhārata, which was written on the basis of his own two lectures held on
30th, June 1825 and on 15th, July 1826. The other, entitled Ueber die
Bhagavad-Gītā. Mit Bezug auf die Beurteilung der Schlegelschen Ausgabe im
Pariser Asiatischen Journal, is Humboldt’s comment on the criticism by a Sanskrit
scholar named Alexandre Langlois of Schlegel’s Gītā translation. The original
manuscript is based on Humboldt’s letter to Schlegel written on 17th June 1825.
In this paper the understandings of the Gītā by Herder and Humboldt are
discussed on the basis of the material referred to above.
1. The understandings of the Gītā by Herder
1.1. India as a mythical image
For Herder India was the country of fertility, wisdom and miracles where the
Ganges, the holy river of paradise flows1. The sources Herder utilized to refer to
India are travel reports, personal experiences, and English translations from
Sanskrit, which were pioneered in 1785 by the Asiatic Society. The English
translations from original texts by the Society enabled Europeans to understand
what Indian cultural tradition actually brought into being, instead of continuing to
accept hearsay, received wisdom or the inferences of Europeans about Indian
culture. The descriptions of India, particularly from the last volume of Herder’s
work, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (referred to below as
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Ideen) and from Zerstreute Blätter are highly attributable to the translation
achievements of the Asiatic Society.
Herder’s interest in the peoples of the Orient is already clear in Die Abhandlung
über den Ursprung der Sprache (1772), in which the Orient is considered to be the
place where language first developed (Hd. V, 72)2. In Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit Herder says that the infancy of the human
race goes back to the Orient as the chosen land by God (Hd. V, 483) and
understands it therefore as a site of pure innocence and inexhaustible possibility:
“Dort Morgenland! Die Wiege des Menschengeschlechts, Menschlicher Neigungen
und aller Religion” (Hd. V, 562). In Ideen which has been said to be the summit of
his whole oeuvre, this idea is repeated in exultation: “All the peoples of Europe
originated in Asia” (Hd. XIII, 406).
Herder did not specify the site of the chosen land by God in the Orient, however,
we can imagine that what he meant by the Orient was actually India, when we read
the descriptions of India, particularly after he started to tackle Ideen3. Herder’s
comment on the ancient drama Shakuntalā by Kālidāsa (English translation by
William Jones in 1789, German translation by Georg Forster in 1791), which he
called “the flower of India” also testifies to his enthusiasm for India4. He found in
this drama peace and innocence of a paradise where all his aspirations, longings
and dreams are totally visualized, the mythical world where humans, nature and
Gods are in fundamental harmony with each other.
1.2. Herder’s view on translation
Herder had a talent for imbuing new ideas into existing literary works and giving
them a new vibrancy by reconstructing them anew. When it comes to translation,
he also showed his talent for re-creating the original text without damaging its
spirit. He thought that there was no need to translate the original text word for
word, but that adaptations and reconstructions were essential in order to transmit
and vitalize the spirit of the original text(Hd. II, 360). According to Herder, those
translators, being loyal to the original text, should be loyal to its ideas and
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creativity, not just to mere literary reproduction. They should re-create the original
text and transplant foreign flowers into German soil successfully. The translation of
the Gītā by Herder was done on the basis of this conviction.
What Herder wanted to learn from the Bible and classical literature was the
wisdom of the ancient peoples about their lives which was recorded as didactic and
aphoristic maxims or epigrams. Herder understood that ancient Indian literature has
the same kind of character; he thought that he could apply Sanskrit literature of this
kind to his own didactic intention. This explains how the work Gedanken einiger
Bramanen came into being.
Gedanken einiger Bramanen is made up of forty-six pieces of ancient Indian
poems, twenty-three pieces of which were taken out of the Hitopadesha (translated
into English by Charles Wilkins in 1787), sixteen pieces of which were taken out
of the Poems by Bhartrihari (translated into Dutch by Abraham Rogerius in 1651,
and into German in 1663) and only seven pieces were taken out of the Gītā. The
Hitopadesha deals with precepts for life in the form of fables. In the Poems by
Bhartrihari, the themes of Kāma Sūtra such as one’s social life, sex life, and
deliverance are poetized, whereas the Gītā is a purely philosophical poem in which
the way human beings come to a realization of the ultimate substance of the
universe is preached.
The fact that most of the translation of Gedanken einiger Bramanen is taken out
of the Hitopadesha and the Poems of Bhartrihari, demonstrates that it was
originally designed as the collection of aphorisms or epigrams, because the Gītā is,
as mentioned above, a philosophical poem and does not originally match the
framework of maxims. Therefore, Herder tried his best to include the Gītā as a part
of the collection of maxims by what he called “nachdichten”, i.e. by choosing a
number of verses of the Gītā, changing the original texts on a large scale and
giving a new title for each verse, in order that its contents would align with his
interpretations.
The teachings Herder learned from the Gītā will be observed below, by
following his seven pieces of translation from the Gītā in terms of 1) immortality
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of the soul, 2) the yoga of action, 3) the Gītā’s view on God, and 4) the
transmigration of the soul.
1.3. Herder’s Interpretation of the Gītā
1.3.1. Immortality of the soul
(11) “Die Verstorbenen”
Freund, du klagest um die, die keiner Klage bedürfen;
weder um Lebende klaget der Weise, noch um die Gestorbenen.
Fand in dieser Umhüllung die Seele Jugend und Alter,
wird sie es einst auch finden in jeder andern Umhüllung.
Kält’ und Hitze, Vergnügen und Schmerz sind Körper=Empfindung;
alle das kommt und geht, und hat nicht bleibende Dauer.
Trag’ es geduldig, o Bharats Sohn. Der Weise, den nichts stört,
dem Vergnügen und Schmerz Ein Ding ist, der ist unsterblich;
Was die Gestalten formt, ist unvergänglich und ewig.( Hd.XXVI, 408)
[Thou grievest for those who are unworthy to be lamented, whilst thy
sentiments are those of the wise men. The wise neither grieve for the dead nor
for the living. I myself never was not, nor thou, nor all the princes of the earth;
nor shall we ever hereafter cease to be. As the soul in this mortal frame findeth
infancy, youth, and old age; so, in some future frame, will it find the like. One
who is confirmed in this belief, is not disturbed by any thing that may come to
pass. The sensibility of the faculties giveth heat and cold, pleasure and pain;
which come and go, and are transient and inconstant. Bear them with patience,
O son of Bharat; for the wise man, whom these disturb not, and to whom pain
and pleasure are the same, is formed for immortality.] (II,11–15)5
This is the teaching based on what the holy Bhagavat, i.e. Krishna imparted to
Arjuna regarding the immortality of the soul. The soul exists permanently without
any beginning or end, whereas the body is merely temporary clothing that covers
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the soul. Bodies are worn out, taken off, and exchanged for new ones. The body is
limited and cannot avoid death6. Contradictory feelings such as cold and heat,
pleasure and pain, joy and sorrow come into being, when our bodily perception
comes in contact with material. Therefore, the wise are those who know that these
contradictions are originally one and the same by virtue of their ability to remain
unaffected by organs of perception.
The next poem of the Gītā translated by Herder refers to the result of the lives of
those who are caught up in sensory perception.
(38) “Herrschende Sinnlichkeit”:
Wer den Sinnen wird gefangen,
der gefällt sich in ihnen.
Aus Gefallen wird Begierde,
aus Begierden Angst und Thorheit.
Er verlieret das Gedächtniß,
die Vernunft, und mit ihr alles.
Wie der Sturm auf Meeres Wellen
mit dem schwachen Kahne spielet,
spielt Begierde mit Gedanken.
Glück und Ruhe sind verschwunden:
denn nur der, o Mensch, ist glücklich,
dem zufliessen die Gefühle,
wie ins stille Meer die Ströme. (Hd.XXVI, 414)
[The man who attendeth to the inclinations of the senses, in them hath a
concern; from this concern is created passion, from passion anger, from anger
is produced folly, from folly a depravation of the memory, from the loss of
memory the loss of reason, and from the loss of reason the loss of all! ... The
heart, which followeth the dictates of the moving passions, carrieth away his
reason, as the storm the bark in the raging ocean… The man whose passions
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enter his heart as waters run into the unswelling passive ocean, obtaineth
happiness; not he who lusteth in his lusts.] (II, 62–70)7
Those who are caught in the confines of their perceptive senses cannot attain
peace in their minds, and therefore, cannot grasp the ultimate recognition of the
reality of life. The metaphor of a boat being played by the storm and of the still
water into which the stream flows, follows that of the original text.
1.3.2. The yoga of action
(39) “Wissen und Thun”:
Kinder sprechen von Wissen und Thun als doppelten Dingen;
Beide werden nur Eins in des übenden Mannes Gemüthe,
Dessen Seele des Ewigen Sinn, die Seele der Welt ist.
Hören und Sehen, Gefühl und Bewegung, Essen und Trinken,
Schlaf und Wachen, Handeln und Ruhn, und welche Vermögen
Sonst er übe, sie trüben ihm nicht die Stille des Geistes,
Wie von der Meereswelle der Lotos nimmer befleckt wird. (Hd.XXVI, 414)
[Children only, and not the learned, speak of the speculative and practical
doctrines as two. They are but one, for both obtain the self-same end, and the
place which is gained by the followers of the one, is gained by the followers of
the other… The man who, employed in the practice of works, is of a purified
soul, a subdued spirit, and restrained passions, and whose soul is the universal
soul, is not affected by so being. The attentive man, who is acquainted with
the principles of things, in feeling, hearing, touching, smelling, eating,
moving, sleeping, breathing, talking, quitting, taking, opening and closing his
eyes, thinketh that he doeth nothing; but that the faculties are only employed
in their several objects. The man who, performing the duties of life, and
quitting all interest in them, placeth them upon Brahm, the Supreme, is not
tainted by sin; but remaineth like the leaf of the lotus unaffected by the
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waters.] (V,4–10)8
 An action always affects our mind by bringing about consequences. Therefore if
we want to set ourselves free from continuing to carry out an action, we have to
totally give up our social life which always requires action and retreat into an
isolated place such as a deep forest, to pursue a correct recognition of the whole
world and the truth of life. This is the way of “the yoga of knowledge”, or of
“sāmkhya” that the Gītā propounds. The Gītā asserts this as being the correct way,
but at the same time, says it is possible to attain the truth while acting in secular life
and mingling with others. If a man who lives in society acts with a particular
mental attitude, he could purify his soul and become one with the cosmic one; he
could attain the truth not by becoming a recluse and leading a purely contemplative
life, but alternatively by living in the secular world and continuing to take part in
secular life. Because every action caused by bodily desire mentioned above is
simply based on one’s nature, it does not affect one’s mind, just as “the lotus is
never stained by waves in the sea”.
What kind of action is it then that can be carried out without affecting our mind,
and that is equal to the knowledge (sāmkhya) which is originally only attained by
abandoning an action?
(33) ”Sache und Erfolg”:
Was Dich reget, sei die Sache,
die du thust, nicht ihre Folgen.
Elend wird, wer sie berechnet;
Weisheit ruhet in der Handlung. (Hd. XXVI, 413)
[Let the motive be in the deed, and not in the event. Be not one whose motive
for action is the hope of reward… Seek an asylum then in wisdom alone; for
the miserable and unhappy are so on account of the event of things.] (II,
47ff)9
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The action which doesn’t affect the mind and the doer considers to be done
when he does it with an attitude of: “I’m not doing any kind of action now”, is the
one which is naturally done without thinking about its consequences, so to speak,
the one which is done for the action itself, just like the actions which are caused by
above mentioned bodily desire. The Gītā calls it “karma-yoga” to devote oneself to
an action itself without giving any attachment to its consequences. Through the
teaching of karma-yoga the doer can follow the example of an ascetic monk who
has renounced the world to give up doing actions10.
1.3.3. Herder’s view on God
(44) “Andacht”:
Von Begieden frei und frei von Lohnsucht
thut der Weise Guts und weiss es selbst nicht.
Unbefangen vom Erfolg der Thaten
weiht er sie der Andacht reinem Feuer.
Gott ist seine Gabe, Gott das Opfer,
Gott des Alters Flamme, Gott der Opfrer,
und nur Gott kann seines Opfers Lohn seyn. (Hd.XXVI, 416)
[Wise men call him a Pandeet, whose every undertaking is free from the idea of
desire, and whose actions are consumed by the fire of wisdom. He abandoneth the
desire of a reward of his actions… God is the gift of charity; God is the offering;
God is in the fire of the alter; by God is the sacrifice performed; and God is to be
obtained by him who maketh God alone the object of his works.] (IV, 19–24)11

In the flame of prayer the wise give up fulfilling their desires, and dedicate their
actions to God by understanding Him as the only reward for having dedicated their
actions. The wise can rid themselves of the desire for success by providing his
action as his offering, and therefore are not restricted by those actions. At this time
God appears in the flame of the prayer, that is to say, God is immanent in the
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flame. This sentence signifies pantheism with which God exists in the things which
we perceive in the whole world. If God is in everything, that means everything is
one and the same as the expression of God.
It is considered that Herder shows here a guideline for an ethical deed that is in
accordance with pantheism. If God is immanent in everything, how should human
actions and freedom be understood? The answer is the idea of karma-yoga that an
action should not be motivated by one’s enthusiasm or specific intention. It is
believed that in pantheism there is no room for morality and ethics, because
pantheism abolishes the distinction between good and evil by declaring that
everything is one and the same. However, in the Gītā the recognition of God’s
immanence in things results in the restriction of human private desires and peace of
mind by giving up the consequences of an action and by offering the action itself to
God.
It is understandable that Herder wanted to object to the assault by orthodox
theologians on pantheism, who concluded that pantheism lacked ethics. Herder
accepted that the combination between the philosophy of the Gītā that God is
immanent in everything and the ethics that peace in the human mind is attained
through extinguishing the earthly desires by practicing karma-yoga. In other words,
he was convinced that human action, if guided by temperance and peace inevitably
meets the development of God’s power which is immanent in everything12.
(16) “Religion”:
Als in den alten Tagen der Herr der Schöpfungen Menschen
bildet’ und lehrete sie, die Götter verehren, da sprach er:
“Denkt der Götter, o Menschen, so werden sie Euer gedenken;
aber gedenkt auch Euer einander, und schaffet das Glück euch.
Wer von den Göttern Gaben erhält, und weihet der Gaben
Keine zum Danke zurück, der begeht an den himmlischen Diebstal.
Also wer nur für sich das Mahl bereitet, der isset
Brot der Sünde. Was lebt, empfing vom Brote das Leben,
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Brot erzeugte der Regen, den Regen gaben die Götter,
Huld der Götter erwarben der Menschen gütige Werke,
gütige Werke kommen von Gott; so lebet die Gottheit
allenthalben in Allem mit ewig=rollendem Kreise.
Wer dem göttlichen Kreise nicht folgt, der lebet vergeblich. (XXVI, 409ff)
[When in ancient days Brahma, the lord of the creation, had formed mankind,
and, at the same time, appointed his worship, he spoke and said: “… With this
remember the Gods, that the Gods may remember you. Remember one
another, and ye shall obtain supreme happiness… He who enjoyeth what hath
been given unto him by them, and offereth not a portion unto them, is even as
a thief… Those who dress their meat but for themselves, eat the bread of sin.
All things which have life are generated from the bread which they eat. Bread
is generated from rain; rain from divine worship; and divine worship from
good works. Know that good works come from Brahm, whose nature is
incorruptible; wherefore the omnipresent Brahm is present in the worship.”
The sinful mortal who … followeth not the wheel, thus revolving in the world,
liveth but in vain.] (III, 10–16)13
Here God is the creator that transcends every creature, but at the same time, he
exerts an influence on life in the nature circle, as a “permanently revolving wheel”.
Gods are those who represent various aspects of this formless, inexpressible
substance. God is transcendental and immanent at the same time. In this sense, both
monotheism and pantheism are shown here. Originally the Gītā has a universal
oneness that is immanent in everything, i.e. impersonal God “brahman”, and a
personal transcendental God “bhagavat”, i.e. Krishna at the same time. It has been
considered that the co-existence of both aspects of God comes down to the poet
who created the Gītā because of the intention to harmonize the idea of impersonal
brahman handed down in the tradition of the Upanishad, with his own personal
God14. The reason for this attempt to harmonize two aspects of God was that the
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brahman of the Upanishad was too speculative and abstract to attract ordinary
people. Instead they desired a more personal God who could listen to their
prayers15. The reason Herder translated this part of the Gītā in which both views
are shown, is that he honestly expressed the co-existence of both views of God of
his own.
1.3.4. Metempsychosis
As mentioned above, because the soul is immortal, it transmigrates to another
body through metempsychosis repeatedly, even when the body has perished. The
body is worn out, taken off and exchanged just like clothes, and it is at this point
that the soul transmigrates. The idea, which is based on the stream of facile
metamorphosis, is that life circulates and the soul continues transmigrations
repeatedly but finally attains peace and becomes one with brahman, which is a
central concept in Indian religion and culture. Herder, who summarized the
ultimate goal of human beings with the expression “Humanität”, understands
metempsychosis as the process of humans towards this goal through the repeated
rebirths.
(12) “Dreifacher Zustand”:
Was gebohren ward, muss sterben;
was da stirbt, wird neu gebohren.
Mensch, du weißt nicht, was du warest;
was du jetzt bist, lerne kennen;
und erwarte, was du seyn wirst.( Hd. XXVI, 408ff)
[Death is certain to all things which are subject to birth, and regeneration to all
things which are mortal… The former state of beings is unknown; the middle
state is evident, and their future state is not to be discovered.] (II, 27–28)16
 Here Herder agrees to the concept of metempsychosis. A living being is
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composed of three elements, i.e. birth, death and rebirth, or three steps, i.e. past
life, present life and future life. Metempsychosis is surely not a particularly new
idea for Europeans, but the reason Herder deals here with the theory, is that it
encapsulates the entire thoughts of Indian people so decisively and determines their
way of thinking so seriously, he might have felt that he needed to refer to the idea
and show his agreement with it, simply because he has been an aggressive
propounder of this theory.
Additionally, however, Herder was not completely satisfied with the theory as it
existed in India, but redefined it in the context of European thought. According to
the Gītā, it is desire, i.e. expectation of success or reward for an action, and the
attachment to the consequences of an action which causes rebirth and the
transmigration of the soul (II, 40). For Indians, metempsychosis signifies
atonement for the faults they have committed in their former life, and results in
their transmigration into animals or plants. When they are reborn, the soul has
another chance of making up for their sins by good deeds and sincere faith in their
Gods and of being finally re-unified with the universal soul “brahman”.
Herder understands in die Seelenwanderung (1791) the Indian concept of
metempsychosis as a product of immaturity in the human intellect which existed in
the infancy of human beings when the concept was conceived. Herder recognized
that the present world is no longer in its infancy and that it is now too sophisticated
to believe in this type of metempsychosis theory (Hd. XV, 298). In God’s eyes,
being reborn as an animal signifies perhaps an atonement for the sins one
committed in a former life. However, it doesn’t bring any ethical or spiritual
progress to the human soul, because in animals’ bodies the characteristics allowing
us to improve our soul have been removed beforehand. So, if a man is reborn with
an animal’s body, that means he is not given the chance to recover his dignity and
to achieve his goal. God does not impose this kind of ordeal on humans (Hd. XV,
298). For Herder, rebirth through the transmigration of the soul is destined to result
in progress toward the completion of “Humanität” as the ultimate goal of human
beings. Herder says: “Reinigung des Herzens, Veredlung der Seele mit allen ihren
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Trieben und Begierden, das dünkt mich, ist die wahre Palingenesie dieses Lebens,
nach der uns gewiß eine fröliche, höhere, aber uns unbekannte Metempsychose
bevorsteht” (Hd. XV, 303).
Each piece of Herder’s Gītā-translation in Gedanken einiger Bramanen has been
examined above.
2. The understandings of the Gītā by Humboldt
2.1. The study of Sanskrit
No other language attracted Humboldt more than Sanskrit in the 1820’s. At the
beginning of his study of Sanskrit he encountered the young comparative linguist,
Franz Bopp (1791–1867) in London in 1820 and subsequently embarked on an
intensive study of Sanskrit with him. Humboldt, who was deeply absorbed in the
language to the exclusion of anything else, came to the conclusion that the
grammatical forms of ancient and modern European languages derived from
Sanskrit. Since Sanskrit was the key to understanding the linguistics of the
European language family more comprehensively, he believed one had to obtain a
thorough knowledge of Sanskrit.
Moreover, Humboldt’s Sanskrit study led to his interest in the history and
philosophy of India. That is how his intensive struggle with the Gītā came about. In
this sense, his Gītā study delineates the peak of his interest in Sanskrit. In A.W.
Schlegel’s Latin translation of the Gītā, which prompted Humboldt to write his
essays on the Gītā, Schlegel could not replace each basic technical term in the
original Sanskrit text with a single Latin word, as we can see from the example that
he required more than 10 Latin words to translate the single term “yoga”, Langlois
criticized Schlegel for his need to use a lot of words to translate the term, saying
that only one single word of equivalent meaning should be given to the original
term.
Humboldt, however, approved of Schlegel’s basic attitude to translation and
argued against Langlois, saying that Langlois did not appreciate the difficulties in
translation that are inevitably caused by trying to bridge the gap of the structure
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and the meanings between two different languages and therefore that Langlois’s
criticism of Schlegel was unfair. On the other hand, Humboldt faced straight-ahead
on Langlois’s criticism by trying his best to analyze, define and comment on basic
technical terms such as “yoga”, “dharma” and “brahman” etc. which are crucial to
understand the Gītā. Humboldt’s effort to vindicate his friend Schlegel spurred his
Gītā research.
2.2. Humboldt’s view on translation
 At the beginning of Humboldt’s essay on the Gītā, he says that its purpose lies in
explaining the real concept of the Gītā and its philosophical system as concisely as
possible, in such a way that those who do not have an in-depth knowledge of
Indian literature can understand (Hm. V, 190)17. Just as it is understandable from
his idea that a good translator has to be able to recognize which equivalent word is
used in the original text when he sees each word in the translated language (Hm. V,
168), Humboldt tried his best to grasp the Gītā by going back to the original text
and attending to the precise translation from the text as the basis of proper
interpretation. In this sense, it can be said that Humboldt’s understanding of the
Gītā is a philological, hermeneutic one.
He recognized that the interpretation in general is originally destined to be
unfinished, because, although his Gītā interpretation is the first comprehensive
approach, he believes it is just a suggestion or a starting point for a better one, not a
perfect or definitive one. It is likely that he wanted each of his readers in the future
to judge his Gītā interpretation. Incidentally, the contemporary Gītā scholar, R.C.
Zaehner points out that it is very important to make an accurate translation and then
leave its interpretation to readers’ judgement in order to avoid the risks in
interpreting the Gītā18. That is what Humboldt actually tried to accomplish with his
Gītā interpretation.
2.3. The basic points of Humboldt’s Gītā interpretation
2.3.1. The immortality of the soul and the yoga of action
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When Humboldt explains the Gītā, first as its premise, he summarizes its
philosophical contents into the two following theses:
1) The spirit is single and immortal, and according to its entire nature, is totally
different from the compound and mortal body.
2) Those who make an effort to achieve completion have to carry out every action
without considering its consequences, and with total indifference toward them
(Hm. V, 192).
In both theses Humboldt finds the clue to overcome action and death, i.e. the
fundamental facts that all living beings have to face as long as they survive.
However, if death only has to do with the body and doesn’t have any effect on the
spirit, death is not deserving of fear. Regarding an action, whenever we decide
which action to take, we always have to choose one action above another.
Therefore, an action always restricts the spirit by subordinating it to actual
conditions. As far as we are alive, we cannot totally give up actions.
Is it possible that we can rid ourselves of restrictions imposed on us by our
actions while carrying them out? In what case is this possible? The answer the Gītā
submitted was, as already shown, that this is possible when an action is done just as
it is, without being motivated by a particular intention or purpose. An action not
based on one’s own interest is the same as a natural phenomenon that simply
embodies the principles of nature. Therefore there is no requirement to be
concerned about consequences because they can have no effect on the spirit (Hm.
V, 192). In short, if an action is taken for itself with indifference to its
consequences, its meaning and its value are recognized in itself, the action is
equivalent to a non-action, even though action has taken place.
Because it is ultimately possible, by restraining passion for success, by turning
away from all the objects that stimulate the perceptive organs, then the action
carried out without considering its consequences (“karma-yoga”) is the same as
“sāmkhya” i.e. “jñāna-yoga” (the yoga of knowledge) that aims at acquisition of
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the knowledge about the truth of humans and the universe in a philosophical,
speculative way by totally giving up actions in the secular world. To separate one’s
senses from the phenomenal world by controlling oneself and attaining the state of
brahman where one can realize contradictory things as one and the same, that is the
ultimate goal of ridding oneself of the restrictions of actions through yoga practice.
To do what one is supposed to do without any self-interest, that is the way to
salvation that the Gītā advocates. The practical aim of karma-yoga lies in providing
a ground to share salvation with ordinary secular people in ancient India as well,
not by making them sacrifice their economic household duty for priesthood, but by
allowing them to keep fulfilling their duty.
Humboldt understands that the both theses shown above are the reasons Krishna
encourages Arjuna to fight the battle.
“Die reine Scheidung des Geistigen von dem Körperlichen und die Vernichtung
der Handlungen führen beide, jene positiv durch die Einerleiheit alles rein
Geistigen, diese negativ durch die Entfernung der Störungen, in welche das
Handeln den Menschen verwickelt, zu der Erkenntnis und Anschauung der
Gottheit, aus welchen die höchste Vollendung hervorgeht” (Hm.V, 196).
That is to say, the reason Krishna persuades Arjuna to fight, is that the former
wants the latter to realize the truth of both these theses which are believed to
overcome death and action through the battle in which the seriousness of death and
action is most keenly experienced. Humboldt is sure that the foundation of the Gītā
system is placed on them and the highest recognition after which human beings
aspire is set by them.
Humboldt was particularly impressed with the second thesis, the idea of
“karma-yoga”. Because it gives a practical guide to human actions when they are
confronted with the question of what to do, it was highly original and astounding to
Humboldt and he considered it to be the most valuable idea in the Gītā, particularly
when he looked back on the relations between him and his official duties. He finds
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in it not only philosophical nobility, but aesthetic, “poetic effect” as well, when one
observes the contrast of Krishna’s talk, at one time about “the necessity of an
action”, and at another time about the “detachment from the consequences of an
action”.
“Auf die Notwendigkeit des Verzichtens auf die Früchte der Handlungen, und
des Gleichmuths, ja der Gleichgültigkeit über ihre Erfolge kommt der Dichter fast
in jedem Gesange in mehr als einer Stelle zurück, und verbunden mit dem eben so
oft wiederholten Dringen auf Handlung, bezeichnet sie unläugbar philosophisch
eine an das Erhabene gränzende Seelenstimmung, und bringt zugleich eine grosse
poetische Wirkung hervor” (Hm. V, 195).
2.3.2. Metempsychosis
Humboldt doesn’t directly talk about metempsychosis. However, since the Gītā
refers to duty in the caste system, it inevitably has to do with metempsychosis, as
this theory supports and rationalizes the caste system. It was already mentioned
that the teaching of “karma-yoga” lies in prompting one to carry out an action
without thinking of its consequences. This made an enormous impression on
Humboldt. On the other hand, however, when an action is carried out, the only
concrete rule the Gītā offers for what to do, is, just as Humboldt admits, the duty
based on the natural descent, i.e. the duty that has been determined by the caste
system.
“Eine andre Nothwendigkeit der Handlungen entsteht aus den verschieden
vertheilten Pflichten der Stände, welchen jeder, selbst wenn Schuld damit
verbunden wäre, getreu bleiben muss” (Hm. V, 194).
An action which is free from intention or enthusiasm is actually only possible in
the fulfillment of the duty of the professional status which has been fixed in the
caste system. Humboldt refers to this Indian concept on duty as “fatalism” (Hm. V,
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194). Metempsychosis is a theory that explains the relationship between the birth
of the present life and the previous birth in the past life. According to Hinduism,
the birth of a person of a particular caste status is determined through
metempsychosis as the result of the actions carried out in the past life. What the
present life accepts is what the past life has brought about and the quality of the
future life is dependent on whether one can fulfill the duties of the present life. A
man of good destiny, i.e. a man born to a high caste shows that he is qualified to
receive the reward of the good deeds he did in his previous life, whereas a man of
bad destiny, i.e. born to a low caste receives punishment for the sins committed in
his previous life to atone for them in this present life.
Humboldt seemingly has doubt about the reasoning of an action shown in the
Gītā when it says that the only righteous motivation of an action is attributed to
one’s own professional duty in the caste system, because the caste system is based
on the birth, i.e. on the natural fact, not on the ethical justification. When Arjuna’s
mind was swinging between the ethics to fulfill as a human being, i.e. that he
should not kill and his duty as Kshatriya (the warrior caste) that he should kill the
enemy in the battlefield, Krishna gave priority to Arjuna’s caste duty and told him:
“A man by following the duties which are appointed by his birth, doeth no wrong.
A man’s own calling, with all its faults, ought not to be forsaken. Every
undertaking is involved in its all faults, as the fire in its smoke.” (XVIII, 48).
Humboldt honestly expresses that this explanation of Krishna is “odd [auffallend]”
(Hm. V, 231). Humboldt, in another essay on the Gītā also says, it looks strange
that the saying in the Gītā that keeping ourselves well directed to God leads us
even from any condition to total perfection doesn’t apply to those who are destined
to have demonic destiny (Hm. V, 333).
Although Humboldt sometimes observes irrationality in the Gītā, while reading
it and following the way its teachings are applied, he reaches a conclusion on the
role of philosophy to solve the contradiction between destiny and freedom:
“Die Vereinigung der sittlichen Freiheit mit der Verkettung der sich gegenseitig
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bestimmenden Naturbegebenheiten und Handlungen ist in allen philosophischen
Systemen eine, genau gesprochen, unlösbare Aufgabe” (Hm. V, 231).
3. A comparison of Herder with Humboldt as to the Gītā understanding
The differences between Herder and Humboldt as to how they dealt with the
Gītā are shown below.
1) The motive which led Herder to deal with the Gītā, as already shown, derived
from the mythical image of India nurtured by the descriptions from travel books
and hearsay of personal experiences.
On the other hand, Humboldt was motivated by linguistic interest, i. e. his
recognition that Sanskrit, the language of ancient India is the origin of European
languages.
2) Herder picked out several sentences of Wilkins’ English version of the Gītā
and put them into German in Gedanken einiger Bramanen. For him translation
meant a re-creation of the spirit in the original text, not a replacement of each
original term by a foreign word. What was important for him was to transplant the
original spirit into German soil efficiently. He adopted the philosophical contents
of the Gītā in parts as short epigrams.
Humboldt believed that translation should always lean strictly on the original
text, since the role of translation is nothing but to arrive philologically as close as
possible to what the original text has to say, as shown by the fact that he
supplemented Schlegel’s insufficient translation of the key Sanskrit terms with
more suitable ones by tracing them back to the original text to scrutinize their
meanings.
3) Herder shows a close understanding of the two theses of the Gītā, i.e. the
immortality of the soul and the teaching of karma-yoga, that is, detachment from
the consequences of an action. Regarding the former, he considers the body to be
temporary clothing which covers the soul, to be worn out and taken off, whereas
the soul has no end. Therefore, the soul exchanges the body easily and repeats its
transmigration. Regarding the latter, Herder understands that whatever is attained
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by knowledge is also attainable by action as well, because actions, whose
consequences are not counted as important or desired do not exert an influence on
the spirit, just as the actions derived from natural desire do not exert an influence
either.
For Humboldt both theses sum up the Gītā philosophy in a straightforward way,
particularly the thesis of “karma-yoga” which shows not only philosophical
sublimity, but exerted a serious influence on his own life. Humboldt expresses the
significance of the Gītā for him in his letter to Schlegel on June 21st, 1823: “… ich
kann nicht abläugnen, daß mich während dieses Lesens ein paarmal das Gefühl
einer wahren Dankbarkeit gegen das Schicksal überrascht hat, das mir vergönnt
hat, diese Dichtung so gut, wie es mir nun jetzt eben damit geht, in der Ursprache
zu vernehmen. Es ist mir, als würde mir etwas recht Wesentliches gefehlt haben,
wenn ich, ohne das, hätte die Erde verlassen müssen”19.
4) What is characteristic about Herder’s view on the Gītā’s God is that he
combines its pantheism with its ethical, moral virtue to abandon expectations for
the consequences of an action and to find peace of mind through this abandonment.
On the other hand, Humboldt doesn’t mention the Gītā’s monotheism or
pantheism or the relationship between them. He once explained the reason for this:
“I will not pass judgement on the religion of the Bhagavad-Gītā. Rather I am
fascinated and attracted by the notion that we can accomplish an action as though
we weren’t acting”20.
5) Although Herder held prominent posts as a religious cleric in his diocese
during his life, he approved of the theory of metempsychosis which Christianity
does not allow its adherents to believe in as a creed. However, although it is not
shown in his translation of the Gītā, he expresses dissent with the Indian
interpretation of metempsychosis, such as rebirth as atonement for the sins
committed in the previous life and transmigration of the soul into animals or plants,
he only approves of the operation of metempsychosis as a rebirth on the way to
“Humanität”, the ultimate historical goal of human beings.
Humboldt doesn’t directly refer to metempsychosis. He finds philosophical
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nobility in the theory of “karma-yoga” in the Gītā that teaches detachment from a
desire for success of an action, but on the other hand, he expresses misgivings
about the action when it requires one to fulfill one’s professional duty based on the
caste system where birth into a particular caste is considered to be the result of the
actions done in the previous life routed through metempsychosis.
Conclusion
Now we understand that Herder accepted the Gītā’s teachings such as 1) the
immortality of the soul and indifference to the consequences of an action
(karma-yoga), 2) pantheism, 3) metempsychosis. As seen above, he highly valued
the idea of karma-yoga of the Gītā, but nevertheless he dealt with the translation of
the Gītā in Gedanken einiger Bramanen, as the same category as that of the
Hitopadesha and the Poems of Bhartrihari and not superior to these. Other than the
fact that the work was originally intended to collect Indian epigrams, the reasons
for his lesser evaluation of the Gītā might be those shown below:
Firstly, the Gītā is metaphysically very difficult to understand without a
commentary, just as Georg Forster pointed out in his letter to Herder21. Simply
because the Gītā’s author was not a philosopher who systematically dealt with
philosophical theses, but a poet who believed that he had achieved the true
realization about the ultimate substance of the universe and could not help but
speak to his listeners to share his inner enlightenment and spiritual awakening with
them. Each teaching is repeated again and again in various contexts and yet in a
disconnected way, so the Gītā as a whole can give us an impression that other poets
in later periods added their own pieces to the original text. It was not until
Humboldt’s philological, hermeneutical interpretation was given publicity that Gītā
readers got the first clue to grasp the general ideas of the Gītā.
Secondly, for Herder, when young, who was strongly under the influence of the
Enlightenment which held up reason and the universal progress of human beings as
its basic idea, the practice of karma-yoga must have been understood not as action
based on free, self-independent determination, but as a passive or even regressive
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one, since it requires only actions that are finally reduced to the laws of nature.
Herder who had sought the mythical image in India admired Shakuntalā as the
most valuable work of literature of ancient India, because it perfectly represented
his ideal of the relationship between humans, nature and Gods. The reason that
India appeared extremely attractive to him was that he identified the innocent,
honest Indians described in Shakuntalā with the Germans who could not compete
with the imperialistic British and French. He believed that the political weakness of
his country could boost Germany up to its cultural greatness22. Herder was the first
person who created an environment where the ancient literature of India including
the Gītā could be accepted, by shifting it from study as an instrument for the rule of
the colony, to one with a purely intellectual, academic motivation. Herder was the
one who decisively contributed to the development of the mythical image and the
deification of India as an archetypal site of romantic longing.
What most attracted Humboldt in the Gītā was, as seen above, the idea of
karma-yoga in which he found not only the philosophical sublimity, but the
philosophical as well as practical answers to the questions of his own life.
Humboldt maintained his admiration not only for the idea of karma-yoga, but also
for the concept of the “philosophical poem” (Hm. V, 334) in the Gītā which
straightforwardly expresses the relationship between poem and philosophy. In a
philosophical poem, philosophy and poem derive from the same soil, i.e. from the
most inner part of humans where supreme being resides, and there they also
combine organically with each other. That is to say, it is philosophy, but at the
same time, it is poem as well. However, a philosophical poem is totally different
from a philosophically didactic poem where an artificially devised art form rules.
Just as in karma-yoga action is transformed into non-action, in a philosophical
poem every sensory stimulation is dissolved into purely ideal meditation (Hm. V,
335). For this reason Humboldt called the Gītā as a poem a “perfect philosophical
system” and rated it highly as the synthesis of philosophy and poem.
Humboldt was the first European who interpreted the Gītā comprehensively on
the basis of the original Sanskrit Text. His understanding of the Gītā was an
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internal one in the sense of revealing it within itself with the method of linguistic,
philological interpretation23. This becomes clearer, when we compare Humboldt
with Hegel who lived in the same period as him and tried to recognize the
significance and value of history in his “Philosophy of History” from the
standpoint of the “self-realization of the absolute spirit” at the end of human
history, and positioned the Gītā in this schema in his own Gītā essay. The fact that
Hegel published his essay on the Gītā in the form of a book review just half a year
after Humboldt’s second Gītā lecture, shows that Humboldt’s Gītā essay became a
paradigm for the Gītā interpretation due to its internal understanding.
Notes
1 For more information about the mythical image of India, refer to A. Leslie Willson, A Mythical
Image: The ideal of India in German Romanticism, Durham 1964.
2 Herders Sämtliche Werke, hrsg. von Bernhard Suphan, 33 Bde, Berlin 1877–1913.
3 For example, refer to XIII, 222 XIII, 295 and XIV, 25ff.
4 In terms of Herder’s enthusiasm for India with the connection to Shakuntalā, refer to the preface
written by Herder to its second edition (Hd, XXIV, 577ff).
5 The Bhagavat-geeta or Dialogues of Kreeshna and Arjoon, transl. by Charles Wilkins, London
1785, 29.
6 “Thou grievest for those who are unworthy to be lamented, whilst thy sentiments are those of the
wise men. The wise neither grieve for the dead nor for the living. I myself never was not, nor thou,
nor all the princes of the earth; nor shall we ever hereafter cease to be.”(II,12)
7 Wilkins, 33ff.
8 Wilkins, 44ff.
9 Wilkins, 32.
10 “Let the motive be in the deed, and not in the event. Be not one whose motive for action is the
hope of reward. Let not thy life be spent in inaction. Depend upon application, perform thy duty,
abandon all thought of the consequence, and make the event equal, whether it terminate in good or
evil; for such an equality is called Yog.”(II, 47ff)
11 Wilkins, 41.
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12 Bradley H. Herling, German Gītā. Hermeneutics and Discipline in the German Reception
of Indian Thought, 1778–1831, New York 2006, 105f.
13 Wilkins, 36.
14 Jan Gonda, Indoshisoushi (History of Indian thoughts), Yoroi Jun(translation),
Chuoukouronsha, Tokyo, 1990, 161.
15 Franklin Edgerton, The Bhagavad Gītā, London 1972, 132.
16 Wilkins, 29.
17 Wilhelm von Humboldts Werke, Bd.5 1823–1826, hrsg. von Albert Leitzmann, Berlin
1906.
18 R.C. Zaehner, The Bhagavad-Gītā with a Commentary Based on the Original Sources. London
1969, 4.
19 W. von Humboldt und A. W. Schlegel, Briefwechsel zwischen Wilhelm von Humboldt und August
Wilhelm Schlegel – Primary Source Edition, Halle 1908, 158. Herder’s reply shown above was
sent to Schlegel immediately after he received the Gītā and read the first 10 chapters quickly.
These sentences show how Humboldt felt when he read it for the first time.
20 Briefe aus B.G.Niebuhrs Nachlass, Bd.1, in: Mitteilungen aus dem Literaturarchive in Berlin,
1894, Berlin: Literaturarchiv-Gesellschaft,1894, 17.
21 Forster says, he doesn’t think the Gītā will make Herder happy because of its metaphysical
difficulties, although the former is ready to send it to the latter. Georg Forsters Werke. Sämtliche
Schriften, Tagebücher, Briefe. Bd.16, Briefe 1790 bis 1791. Bearbeitet von Brigitte Leuschner u.a.
Berlin 1980, 390.
22 Nicholas A. Germana, The Orient of Europe: The Mythical Image of India and Competing Images
of German National Identity, New Castle 2009, 58.
23 Cf. Clemens Menze, “Das indische Altertum in der Sicht Wilhelm von Humboldts und
Hegels”, in: Hegel Studien Beiheft 27, Bonn 1986, 284.
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