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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The purpose of this research is to investigate how the following prominent Hindu
philosophers, Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva understood Nishkama Karma and

how their understandings of the concept can contribute to social cohesion.

Nishkama Karma is understood as a Hindu concept of selflessness and a strong
advocator for the practice of desireless action. As such, the researcher was intrigued
with this Hindu notion of selflessness and sought to explore the contribution that
Nishkama Karma makes to society. Through the process of understanding Nishkama
Karma’s contribution to society, the question of Nishkama Karma’s contribution to

social cohesion developed.

Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva are regarded as three of the greatest Hindu
philosophers. In considering the contribution that Nishkama Karma may make to social
cohesion, the researcher is of the understanding that Nishkama Karma within the
philosophies of Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva may further establish Nishkama
Karma as a socially cohesive concept. As a result, the fundamental question that
initiated this research was: did Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva understand

Nishkama Karma as a socially cohesive concept?

This chapter briefly introduces some important themes that will be discussed further
in this research. Nishkama Karma, Social cohesion, and the rationale behind the three

acharyas are explained in this chapter before engaging the research questions.

Important to note, that Nishkama Karma is a concept within Karma Yoga! and is an
important practice in Hindu philosophy. This thesis explores the concept of Nishkama
Karma as expressed by the Hindu (Vedantic) scholars Shankara, Ramanuja, and
Madhva, toward understanding the contribution that Nishkama Karma makes to social

cohesion.

1 See chapter 3.3.3, Paths to Moksha
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teachers than contributed to Vedanta philosophy. Vedanata's philosophy
focuses on studying the philosophical concepts found in the Upanishads that
relate to understanding the relationship between the human Atman and the

ultimate principal Brahman.

Reflecting on Pruthi (2004:69) and Sukdaven (2013:53-68) the different astika schools
view the Vedas, Upanishads, Brahma Sutras, and Bhagavad Gita differently. They
interpret, understand, and teach different concepts that are derived from the

abovementioned texts.

As this research explores the position of Nishkama Karma within the philosophies of
Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva, Nishkama Karma is studied within the Hindu

school of Vedanta.
1.2 Introducing Nishkama Karma

On the word ‘Nishkama Karma’, Datta (2019:18) explains that the term NishKama is
derived from two terms in the Sanksrit language: “nih” meaning denial and “Kama”
meaning desire. Karma means action. Therefore, Nishkama Karma’s literal translation

is “desireless action”.

From the literal translation of “desireless action”, Nishkama Karma developed as a
concept that was applied to Hindu philosophy. The application of Nishkama Karma to
Hindu philosophy led to the development of principles that are strongly associated with
it, even though these principles are not the literal translation of the term “Nishkama

Karma”.

Singh (1999:25) defines Nishkama Karma as desireless action inspired by the idea of

detachment and responsibility.

Nishkama Karma as central teaching to Karma Yoga is understood as the practice of
emotionally detaching oneself from the emotional connections to a task. When
performing a task, a Nishkama Karma Yogi is to be oblivious to the effects of their task
and any reward that completion of the task may hold. Sivananda (2001:5) explains
that the practice of Nishkama Karma is necessary for the attainment of Moksha. The

problem then is that one would have to desire to attain no desire to attain Moksha.

9 See chapter 2.3
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This research defines Nishkama Karma as desireless action (Pal, 2001:26), selfless
action (Pathak, 2015:129), and detached action (Gowda, 2001:86).

1.3 Defining social cohesion

Social cohesion refers to the process where all members of society unite in
contribution to a more peaceful and harmonious society (Braak, 2015:1). Social
cohesion has been recognised as an important concept by governments across the
world. According to Burns (2018:2-3), social cohesion is important as it contributes

toward:

1) Stable democracies — by advancing social participation in policy development
and implementation.

2) Productivity and growth — in contributing to a stable economy with sustainable
growth and opportunities.

3) Inclusivity and tolerance — by accommodating people from diverse traditions.

4) Conflict management and resolution — promoting unity across political, racial,
cultural, and religious divides.

5) Better health outcomes — in promoting equal access to quality health care and

social support systems.

According to Jenson (2010:3) and Mekoa (2018:108), there is a unique relationship
between social cohesion and social development!!. Without social cohesion,
development stagnates. The European Committee for Social Cohesion (Council of
Europe, 2004:10) states:

Economic growth makes it easier to achieve social cohesion... and ... since the
Johannesburg Summit, it has been increasingly recognised that sustainable
economic development depends on sustainable social development as well as a
sustainable environment. For these reasons, economic policy and social policy

need to be brought into a much closer relationship with one another...

Social cohesion rests on the development of other sectors (such as economic and
environmental). Social cohesion as a concept that aims to reduce wealth disparities

and create an equal, peaceful society rests on social development. Markus (2021:72)

11 within the context of Jenson (2010:3) and Mekoa (2018:108), social development pertains to economic
development (employment opportunities and standard of living), cultural development (individualism verses
communalism and cultural identity), and political development (politics of identity and racialism).
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Pratap (2009:45) explains that whilst Bhakti yoga has the largest number of followers,
there is a significantly large number of Hindus that choose to follow Karma yoga.
Nishkama Karma is a fundamental principle that guides the practitioners of Karma
yoga to moksha. Therefore, understanding the concept of Nishkama Karma
contributes to comprehending how the practitioners of Karma Yoga envision the

attainment of moksha.

To understand and apply Nishkama Karma contextually, it is important to investigate
(1) the historical meaning of the concept, (2) when it was first conceptualised, and (3)
how it developed. The result of this investigation could determine how the concept of
Nishkama Karma can contribute to social cohesion and how it aids in the

understanding of the contribution that Hinduism makes to ethical behaviour.
2.3 Principles of Nishkama Karma

The term ‘Nishkama Karma’ is rarely explicitly mentioned in the sacred texts (Vedas,
Upanishads, Brahma Sutras, and Bhagavad Gita). As a result, the principles that
pertain to Nishkama Karma are engaged in Hindu texts to form an understanding of
this concept.

For example, Vijayaraghavan (2018) says:

The Bhagwad Gita tells us, “You have right only to action, never to the fruits.”
Nishkama karma or karma yoga, working without expecting results, is mentioned

in several verses of the Gita.

The verse mentioned by Vijayaraghavan (2018) is Gita 2.47. Prabhupada (1989:134)
provides a transliteration and translation of Gita 2.471°:

Karmany evadhikaras te
Ma phalesu kadacana
Ma karma-phala-hetur bhur
Ma te sango ‘stv akarmani

Translation: You have a right to perform your prescribed duty, but you are not
entitled to the fruits of action. Never consider yourself the cause of the results of

your activities, and never be attached to not doing your duty.

19 Also see Mukundananda (2014) for a similar transliteration and translation of Gita 2.47

20
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necessary. Although the translations may be regarded as ‘old’ sources, members of
the Hindu community regard them as authentic translations resulting in few recent
translations by credible sources. These translations are consulted due to their
relevance in studying Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva’s understanding of
Nishkama Karma — as found in their commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi. A
comprehensive reference list of the translations consulted is attached to the

bibliography.
2.5 Research Gap

The research gap of this thesis refers to the investigation of Nishkama Karma, in the
philosophies of Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva, in contributing to social cohesion.
Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva, as prominent Hindu philosophers have
extensively been researched. Social cohesion, as an important concept for nation-
building, has also been researched extensively by academic and governmental

institutions.

Reflecting on the literature review, the concept of Nishkama Karma, in the
philosophies of the three acharyas, and its relation to social cohesion is a gap that has
not been researched before. This was identified when studying the existing literature
on the three acharyas concerning social cohesion and Nishkama Karma. The principle
of selflessness in Nishkama Karma, although well-articulated, was not identified as an
altruistic principle in the philosophies of the three acharyas that may contribute to
social cohesion. Nishkama Karma is an important concept that contributes to the
Hindu belief in salvation. Through its principle of selflessness, Nishkama Karma also
contributes to altruistic, pro-social behaviour. As a result, investigating Nishkama
Karma, in the philosophies of the three acharyas contributes to research on Hindu
philosophy and its contribution to social cohesion. This research is also relevant to
interfaith platforms on social cohesion as the research gap outlines the connection

between Nishkama Karma, three prominent Hindu philosophers, and social cohesion.

As a result, this research contributes to the research gap in understanding Nishkama

Karma, the philosophies of the three acharyas, and its contribution to social cohesion.

2.6 Hypothesis
According to Kilby (2014:1), violence in society continues to grow each day with people

across the globe being subject to crime, hate speech, murder, and rape. To address

26
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the problem identified by Kilby (2014:1), Sharma (2018:51) proposes that
professionalism in the workplace can address the issue of violence in society. To
enhance professionalism Sharma (2018:51) refers to selfless action as found in

Nishkama Karma in the Bhagavad Gita.

The argument set out by Sharma (2018:51) identifies Nishkama Karma as the solution
to violence and therefore an advocator for social cohesion. This research seeks to
explore the phenomenon of Nishkama Karma in the philosophies of Shankara,
Ramanuja, and Madhva to understand the desireless desire and how desireless desire

can contribute to social cohesion.

Ultimately this research aims to uncover the original understanding of Nishkama
Karma and track how it was understood and used by different communities over time
to promote a more cohesive society. In doing so this research aims to provide a new
approach to understanding and practising Nishkama Karma, to promote a more
peaceful and cohesive society. The hypothesis suggests that an understanding of
Nishkama Karma in the philosophies of Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva advances

social cohesion.

2.7 Research questions

This research aims to deduce Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva’s understanding of
Nishkama Karma and how their understanding of Nishkama Karma contributes to
social cohesion. To ensure that the focus of this research maintains relevance to the
topic, the major problem that this research aims to investigate is: How can Nishkama
Karma advance social cohesion? The subsidiary questions will be:

I.  What is Nishkama Karma?
[I.  How did Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva understand Nishkama Karma?
lll.  Has the understanding of Nishkama Karma undergone a metamorphosis over
time?
IV. How does Nishkama Karma relate to altruism and empathy in enhancing and

contributing to social cohesion in a global community?

27
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Chapter 3: What is Nishkama Karma?

3.1 Introduction
This chapter aims to provide a concise understanding of Nishkama Karma before
investigating the historical development of Nishkama Karma and how the three

acharyas understood it.

The Hindu understanding of Nishkama Karma is embedded within the understanding
of Moksha (“salvation”) and Nirvana (“heaven”). The concept of Nishkama Karma falls
under the branch of Karma Yoga, which is one of three paths that one can follow to
attain Moksha and attain Nirvana.

To capture the essence of Nishkama Karma and provide a brief definition of it,
understanding Moksha and Nirvana as the ultimate purpose of nishKama are
imperative. Hindu philosophers (in addition to Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva)
agree that the practice of Nishkama Karma leads one to Moksha and Nirvana. The
three acharyas that this research reflects on agree that Nishkama Karma is a liberative
practice that leads one to Moksha and Nirvana. Therefore, Moksha and Nirvana are
essential concepts in the investigation of Nishkama karma. In the quest to know what
Nishkama karma is, this section delves deeper into these liberative concepts as

understood in Hinduism.
3.2 Nirvana

The belief that death is not the end, and that the human soul transcends above and
beyond the material world to a paradise of joy, peace and rest is found in many
different religious groups across the world. The most common term for this paradise
of eternal bliss is heaven.

According to Butchvarov (2006:2), immortality is one of the greatest spiritual needs of
man, the need to live forever, to make a lasting impact that gives them a sense of
purpose and belonging. Death and the process of losing someone dear to you is a
painful process that can take people years to deal with, Stanislav (2002:2) explains
that death is one of the most personal and catastrophic events in the life of an

individual which impacts their mental, physical, and social wellbeing.

38
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into a deep sense of devotion and love for Brahman (Bhakti) and one is no longer
attached to the outcome of the action (Karma) due to the knowledge that has been

attained.

Bhakti yoga teaches that because of deep devotion to Brahman, one acquires true
knowledge (Jnana) and is no longer attached to their work (Karma). Karma Yoga
teaches that through indifference regarding the outcome of work one attains
knowledge (Jnana) and through knowledge develops devotion and love (Bhakti) for
Brahman. Raja yoga as a new inclusion includes the other paths by teaching that
through mastering one’s mind and being able to focus on one object, an individual
receives knowledge (Jnana) resulting in them being indifferent to their actions (Karma)
and developing love and devotion (Bhakti) for Brahman. Sivananda (2001:ix)
acknowledges that the paths do not exclude one another by stating: “Karma Yoga

leads to Bhakti Yoga which in its turn leads to Raja Yoga. Raja Yoda Jnana”.

Despite the different paths acknowledging the importance of each Marga, each one
believes itself to be the fulfilment of all. Nishkama karma as a practice of Karma yoga
is viewed as fulfilling yoga, the path that other paths (Jnana, Bhakti, and Raja) lead to.
Understanding the different paths to moksha concludes this section on studying the
purpose and motivation of practising Nishkama karma. Additionally, many great Hindu
teachers have proposed different practices that guide one to the attainment of moksha.
An example of this is found in the latter chapters of this research, where Madhva

proposes a ‘hybrid’ version of Nishkama Karma that unites the different marga’s.

3.4 Nishkama Karma
In explaining Karma Yoga Yogeshwar (1994:262) states:

Karma Yoga teaches us how to work for work’s sake, unattached, without caring
who is helped, and what for. The Karma Yogi works because it is his nature,

because he feels that it is good for him to do so and he has no object beyond that.

The notion of being indifferent to one’s actions is a central theme in Karma Yoga. The
unattached approach to action is known as Nishkama Karma. Mulla (2006:26) claims

that there are 2 ways in which Nishkama Karma can be approached:

1) Performing one’s duty to society.

2) the absence of desire for rewards

48
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As the central theme of Karma Yoga, Nishkama Karma teaches that one should
understand their role in society and perform that responsibility to the best of their
ability, irrespective of what the task may be and what reward or outcome the task may

have.

In defining Nishkama Karma, it is important to investigate the Hindu understanding of
desire and attachment, as these two qualities are central to Karma Yoga and the

practice of Nishkama Karma.

3.4.1 Desire and Attachment

The Sanskrit term for desire is “Kama”, this term can also mean “to wish for”, “too long
for” and “to deeply crave”. It has also been used to refer to love and pleasure. The
term “Kama” as defined in this research refers to (1) romantic desire (such as love)??,
(2) materialistic desire (such as wealth), and (3) the state of being without (romantic
and materialistic) desire. In the Hindu faith, the Bhagavad Gita is recognised as
providing explanatory texts delving deep into the nature of desire. The position of
desire in the Gita is the root cause of suffering, chapter 2 (text 16) illustrates this:

dhyayatah visayan pumsah
sangas tesupajayate
sangat sanjayate Kamah
Kamat krodho ‘bhijayate
Literal translation (Prabhupada, 1989:151):
In contemplating the objects of the senses
A person develops attachments for them

From such attachment lust/desire develops

32 Although Kama as romantic desire constitutes materialistic desire (as it ceases to exist upon the attainment
of moksha), it is important to note that the usage of kama as romantic desire is often distinguished from that
of materialistic desire. Simply, the desire for romance and the desire for wealth have different positions in
Hindu philosophy. Furthermore, the focus of this research is on the state of desireless-ness in the philosophies
of the three acharyas and the contribution thereof to social cohesion. As a result, in this thesis, little attention
is given to the usage of kama as a romantic term. Although it should be noted that the position and usage of
‘nishkama’ refers to the state of utter and complete desireless-ness for things of the material world (which
includes the desire for romance and materialistic gain). The differentiation of desire and the desire which is
qualified in Nishkama Karma, as deduced from the commentaries of the three acharyas, is discussed later in
chapter 8.3 and 8.4.
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Jone’s (2019:17) Nishkama Karma is the strong emphasis on performing one’s duty
without desire for the reward however the attitude and approach to performing one’s
duty are also important (as completion of the task should reflect the individual’s interest

and joy in performing the task).

Nishkama Karma is built on two pillars: performing one’s duty and expecting no
reward. In this sense Nishkama Karma is desireless action, without any sense of
emotion or regard for the task one is about to perform or the consequences of that

action the task must be completed.

3.4.2 Sakam Karma

Contrary to NishKama is Sakam Karma derived from “sah” which is to accept’ and
‘Kama” meaning desire (Datta, 2019:18). Therefore, Sakam Karma is often
understood as the opposite of Nishkama Karma as it refers to working for selfish

purposes — performing actions for the fruits of actions.

According to Chakraborty (2014:194), Sakam Karma is performing work with the result
in mind. Sakam Karma is best understood as people performing tasks to receive the
fruit of that task, working, and completing one’s duty for the sole purpose of the benefit
and reward waiting at the end of the task. Chakraborty (2014:194) claims that Sakam
Karma “...binds us to the wheel of death and rebirth” as a result of attachment to
“Material desires, expectations, emotions...” and that most work performed by humans

is Sakam Karma.

Sakam Karma is best understood as an attachment to the fruits of action. Under the
system of Karma Yoga, detachment is of utmost importance to attain Moksha. Sakam
Karma, as the opposite of Nishkama Karma, is the Karma (or action) performed by
individuals who work for the reward, this includes fulfilling one’s duty to society. A
gardener may fulfil his task of keeping the neighbourhood gardens neat and clean
however if he performs this task focusing on the reward accompanying successful

completion then he has performed Sakam Karma.

Karma Yoga teaches three main categories of action: (1) sattva — the path of pureness,
(2) rajasika — the path of self-indulgent and (3) vikarma — bad, wicked, evil action.
Whilst rajasika (selfish path) is frowned upon it is deemed a lesser evil in comparison
to vikarma which refers to violent and destructive actions such as theft, kidnapping,

murder, and rape.
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Sakam Karma falls under the rajasika path whereas Nishkama Karma falls under the
sattva path. The path of vikarma is reserved for the worst of criminals as most Hindus
are followers of the rajasika path due to their selfish desires. Sakam Karma, by
bringing self-pleasure is discouraged in Hindu sacred texts, this is evident in the
proposal of Nishkama Karma as the preferred course of action. As a result, Nishkama
Karma counters the selfish nature of Sakam Karma by teaching people to fulfil their

duties without any attachment to the reward or effect of their actions.

3.4.3 The major challenges of Nishkama Karma

Nishkama Karma literally translates to desireless action®*. As a result, two important
principles of Nishkama Karma3® are desireless-ness and selflessness. The state of
being without desire and performing actions selflessly is seemingly contradictory.
Furthermore, being without desire and performing actions selflessly, has been the
topic of several scholarly debates. The two major questions that challenge the
principles of Nishkama Karma are (1) Is it possible to be without any desire? and (2)
are selfless actions truly selfless?

This section presents these challenges to Nishkama Karma before investigating the
three acharyas contribution to Nishkama Karma in their commentaries of the
Prasthanatrayi. Thereafter, chapter 8.3 (on desireless-ness) and 9.2.1 (on
selflessness), reflect on these challenges considering the comments of the three

acharyas that allude to Nishkama Karma.

3.4.3.1 The problem of desireless-ness

Nishkama Karma is mostly translated as desireless action however delving into the
philosophical nature of Nishkama Karma it is seen as a state of no desire, upon which
Moksha is then attained. For this reason, Nishkama Karma has popularly been

referred to as “desireless desire”; the desire to reach a state of no desire.

34 See chapter 1.2
35 See chapter 2.3
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contribute to social cohesion. On the problem of desireless-ness, contemporary social
science scholars challenge the idea of being without any selfish motives. Selflessness,
being a principle of Nishkama Karma, is then challenged and questioned from a social
scientific perspective. The following section explores Nishkama Karma’s usage in the
contemporary era along with the tension that exists between social scientists and the
three acharyas on the notion of selflessness.

3.4.3.2 Current social science trends on selflessness - tensions with the three
acharyas

Nishkama Karma is an important concept in the current era, it influences and inspires
world leaders toward cultural heritage and effective community development on a
global scale. According to lans (2020)%, on the International Day of Yoga (21 June
2020), Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi said the following on Nishkama Karma:

Nishkama Karma — serving everyone without any selfish motive — has also been
called in our tradition [that is Hinduism] as Karma Yoga. This Indian thought,
embedded in our culture, has been experienced by the whole world whenever in

need.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi displays an important aspect of Nishkama Karma which
is the relevance of Nishkama Karma in the contemporary era. Despite the ancient
roots of Nishkama Karma, it remains a relevant concept that continues to shape the

global community.

Websites such as ‘INDIAFREENOTES™®’ and ‘wellnessbuddhainfo’® define Nishkama
Karma as selfless and desireless action, in stating that Nishkama Karma teaches one
to live within the present, unaffected by the mistakes of the past or the uncertainty of
the future. Vivekavani (2020) agrees that Nishkama Karma is selfless and desireless
action by adding that it promotes a harmonious lifestyle where individuals have a

sense of fulfilment rather than constant longing.

Reflecting on the above-mentioned sources, the position of Nishkama Karma in the
contemporary era is one of adding value and a sense of fulfilment to an individual's

life. Lessons on Nishkama Karma (such as Gita 2.47) are referred to in promoting

36 See https://www.sify.com/news/yoga-helps-confidently-negotiate-challenges-madi-round-up-news-
national-ugvd4wihadjdd.html

37 See https://indiafreenotes.com/karma-meaning-importance-of-karma-to-managers-nishkama-karma/
38 https://www.wellnessbuddhainfo.com/karma-yoga-helps-you-to-lead-a-stress-free-life/748.html
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The objective of this chapter was to provide a general understanding of Nishkama
Karma before looking at its conception, initial understanding, and development over

the years.
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Based on the above verses it is evident that the Bhagavad Gita** teaches NK to be
the completion of one prescribed duty (with devotion) without any regard for a reward

or the outcome of the task.

Comparing Rig 5.46.1 and BG 2:47/48 it is evident that the BG is more explanatory in
its teachings of NK than the Vedas. Reflecting on Crocker (2017:314) selfish behaviour
as hazardous to communal life meant that selfless behaviour became the favoured

characteristic amongst early human civilisations.

Rig 5.46.1 is then a verse that encourages one to perform their duty without regard for
the reward or outcome instead they are to trust that the one leading them will guide
the individual so that the task is completed. It is then highly possible that the concept
of selfless action existed in ancient India before the writing of the Vedas and was part
of the Vedic oral tradition as selfless action in the Vedas and Hindu philosophy is a

virtuous quality.

NK as selfless action is first mentioned in the Rigveda around 1500 BCE, since its
initial writing, it then developed into the path to Moksha mentioned in the BG. The next
section provides more clarity on the development of NK through the Prasthanatrayi,

reflecting on how it developed since its first mention in Rig 5.46.1.

4.3 Nishkama Karma in the Upanishads

The Upanishads?*® are the oldest of the Prasthanatrayi and were written to elaborate
on concepts found in the Vedas. According to Warrier (2006:8), the Upanishads are
often seen as a part of the Vedas as they have the sole purpose of explaining and
elaborating concepts found within the Vedas.

The Upanishads are believed to have been written between 800 and 200 BCE with
Hindu folklore teaching that some of the Upanishads were written at the same time as
the Vedas (Paramananda 1919:12).

4 Hereafter referred to as BG
4 Hereafter referred to as UP
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The different ways of understanding desire, as seen in the UP, aids in clarifying the
practice of NK as desirelessness. The UP endorses the practice of NK as
desirelessness by teaching that it is only through detachment from the desire for
earthly pleasure that one attains Moksha. The desire that requires detachment is seen
as wicked desire (searching for materialistic gain that brings pleasure to the senses),
as the UP teaches that desiring Brahman, truth, and knowledge is noble and leads

one to Moksha.

4.4 Nishkama Karma in the Brahma Sutras

The second book of the Prasthanatrayi is the Brahma Sutras which was designed to
further elaborate, discuss, and explain philosophical and religious dogma found in the
Vedas and UP. The UP was written between 800-200 BCE and the Brahma Sutras
between 500-400 BC, resulting in many Hindu philosophers maintaining that the latter
part of the UP was completed around the same time that the Brahma Sutras were

written.

Siva (2008:5) states that the Brahma Sutras®! cannot be understood independently
from the Vedas as it reiterates philosophical concepts found in the Upanishads and
Vedas. Sage Vyasa is the widely accepted author of the Vedas and whilst the oldest
surviving text of the Brahma Sutras dates to around 400 CE, it is traditionally believed
to have been composed as far back as 500 BCE (Bhattacharya 2012:13).

The Brahma Sutras is comprised of four chapters with 16 different sections that cover
223 topics and 555 sutras that build upon, explain, and clarify philosophical concepts
found in the Upanishads. Rao (2012:8-12) explains that the four chapters cover the
themes; of interpretation, reconciliation, spiritual practice and accomplishment, these
themes aim to provide an understanding of Brahman and Atman as described in the

Upanishads and Vedas.

The objective of the Brahma Sutras is like that of the Upanishads as it seeks to explain
concepts found in the Vedas. Although the objectives might be similar, the Brahma
Sutras are more explanatory and easier to understand than the Upanishads

(Krishnananda 2006:5). As the Brahma Sutras are regarded as one of the Vedantic

51 Sutra from the Sanskrit term for “law” or “rule” thus the Brahma Sutras translating to the laws of Brahmas
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light where one is encouraged to aspire to live by the qualities affiliated with Brahman
(Knowledge, compassion, truthfulness, and love).

The BS contributes to understanding desire as twofold, which in turn aids the concept
of NK in explaining that false, wicked, and materialistic desire should be disassociated

whereas the desire for noble causes (such as truth and Moksha) is encouraged.

4.5 Nishkama Karma in the Bhagavad Gita

The Bhagavad Gita is seen as the central point of reference by Hindu philosophers
when discussing NK. Sivananda (2001:6) explains that the height of NK is found in the
BG as it merges the paths of Karma and Bhakti yoga. NK, as desireless and selfless
action, is most explicitly engaged in the BG with most Hindu religious teachers

recognising the BG as the most authoritative text for teaching NK.

The Bhagavad Gita®3, also known as the Gitopanishad®*, is one of the most world-
renowned texts of Hindu literature. Originally written in Sanskrit, the Bhagavad Gita
was written around 200 BCE by the sage Vyasa (Prabhupada 1989:3). Today the Gita
has been translated into other languages, such as English, French, Russian,
Japanese, Zulu, and Afrikaans, as communities around the globe demand access to
the Bhagavad Gita.

Fosse (2007:10) explains that under the strong critique of Hinduism during the British
rule of India, Hindu apologists used the Gita as the “embodiment of the essential spirit
and deepest truths of Hinduism”, making the Gita become the core of the Hindu faith

to the western world whilst being the words of Sri Krishna to Hindus.

The essence of the Gita is a conversation between Sri Krishna and Arjuna where Sri
Krishna is deemed as the embodiment of the supreme Godhead®®. The Gita is set on
the battlefield of Kurukshetra (Gita 1:1), a city in north India, amidst a battle between
two powerful families, the Pandavas and Kauravas (Gita 1:1-13). Arjun, a Pandava

prince, was exiled alongside his family, by his uncle the Kaurav King Duryodhana who

53 from the words “Bhagavan” meaning God and “Gita” meaning song, translating to “the song of God”

54 Gitopanishad being a combination of the words “Gita” and “Upanishad” to link the Bhagavad Gita to the
Upanishads to depict the Gita as the essence of Vedic knowledge (Prabhupada 1989:3).

55 The Supreme Godhead or the Supreme personality of Godhead is understood as the embodiment and
material form of the Trimurti — Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva (Prabhupada 1989:3).
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4.6 Conclusion

Investigations into philosophical concepts found in the Vedas often produce the same
outcomes; NK, like many other concepts in the Vedas, forms part of an oral tradition
that extends up to 3000 years before the writing of the Vedas in 1500 BCE.

Due to the destructive nature of selfish behaviour, teachings of selflessness are likely
to have first appeared around 30 000 years ago (when modern humans first appeared
in the archaeological record). Despite the high probability of selflessness being taught
as far back as 30 000, NK as taught in the Vedas only appeared in Indic societies
around 3000 BCE (1500 years before the writing of the Vedas).

Rigveda 5.46.1 and BG 3.30-32 exemplify NK as more than mere selflessness; it is
the path to awakening, self-realisation, the attainment of ultimate consciousness and

Nirvana/Moksha.

Reflecting on the development of NK from the Vedas and through the Prasthanatrayi,
there is little to no deviation in the definition of NK. NK remained selfless action,
detachment, and a state of desirelessness that either unites Atman with Brahman (as
seen in the UP and BS), allows the attainment of knowledge and favour of the
Lord/Krishna (as seen in the BG) or clears the mind, allowing it to attain
Nirvana/Moksha.

The unification of Atman and Brahman, favour of Krishna and clearing of the mind are
all recognised as the attainment of salvation and freedom from the Samsara cycle.
Therefore, NK is the process of detachment from a desire that results in the attainment

of salvation; as seen in the Vedas and the Prasthanatrayi.

This chapter further illustrated that the BG marked the epitome of the historical
development of NK as it contains detailed accounts of practising and understanding

selflessness, detachment and desireless action.

Although Singh (1999:25), Pathak (2015:119), Behura (2017:49) and Chopra
(2018:141) recognise the origin of NK in the Vedas, they name the BG as the best

source for understanding NK.

Table 1 below illustrates the development of NK as discussed in this chapter:
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Chapter 5: Shankara and his understanding of Nishkama Karma

5.1 Introduction

This chapter begins with a synopsis of the life of Shankara. Understanding the
background (birth, childhood, and key influencers) of Shankara is pivotal to
understanding the development of his ideology and contribution to Advaita Vedanta.
Thereafter, four prominent themes relating to Shankara’s philosophy (namely Advaita
Vedanta, Maya, Brahman, and Moksha) are briefly reflected upon. Although these
themes attest to the depth of Shankara’s thought, they contribute to this research by

broadening the scope in which Nishkama Karma finds itself within.

Understanding Shankara’s thought on Nishkama Karma requires mention of his
philosophy as Shankara intricately weaves them together; recognising maya leads to
realising Brahman — the realisation of Brahman being Moksha. This is the premise of
Advaita Vedanta. As such, Shankara’s comments that allude to Nishkama Karma find
themselves within the broader spectrum of Shankara’s conceptualisation of Advaita

Vedanta, Maya, Brahman, and Moksha.

The above mentioned is then displayed in this chapter®® where Shankara’s
commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi are studied. After a close analysis of Shankara’s
commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi, this chapter summarises his main points by
referring to specific comments relating to Karma. As Nishkama Karma is the
fundamental principle of Karma Yoga, this contributes to the research by drawing on
specific mentions relating to selflessness and desirelessness — two vital themes that
describe Nishkama Karma.

Acharya Adi Shankara®’ is often regarded as one of the most influential teachers of
Hindu Philosophy. Since his death, Shankara developed into a renowned historical
figure with Hindus revering him as an avatar of Shiva. Sukdaven (2013:71) notes that
the life and work of Shankara are so vast that many books attributed to him are

apocryphal.

56 ﬁ
57 Also known as Shankaracharya, Sankara, Samkara and Shankara. This research makes use of Shankara except
where quotes refer to a variant form.
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their desires and futile actions; once an individual was freed from selfish
actions/motives they are at liberty to perform services to the Lord. Desireless action
allows one to fully devote their existence to the will of the Lord, by directing all their

actions to serving the Lord.

In Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta, Moksha and Jivanmukti refer to realising and returning
to the Absolute State of consciousness. For Shankara attaining salvation meant that
one realised Brahman and understood that nothing exists and that everything (except
Brahman) that seems to exist is a creation of Maya. The realisation of Brahman meant
that one was freed from their ignorance allowing them to return to their original state

of consciousness’ that is free from the illusory powers of Maya.

This section briefly touched on Advaita Vedanta, Maya, Brahman, and Moksha in
Shankara’s philosophical works. These topics were specifically chosen to introduce
Shankara as a profound Hindu philosopher and to contribute to the discussion of

Shankara’s view of NK.

Shankara’s philosophical work extends beyond the contents of one book. In his
lifetime, Shankara engaged concepts ranging from the nature of consciousness, ego,
Noumenal Reality, Isvara’, Bhakti, truth, and metaphysic. In many ways, Shankara
contributed to redefining Hindu philosophical concepts and advancing the Hindu faith,
in doing so he contributed to understanding the role of NK in the attainment of salvation
and in inspiring humans to live better lives. The following section investigates
Shankara’s commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi to gauge further his understanding of
NK.

5.3 Nishkama Karma in Shankara’s commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi
After studying under his guru, Sri Govindapada, Shankara journeyed to Varanasi
where he became an Acharya himself. In Varanasi, Shankara became a teacher at

the renowned Manikarnika-Ghat writing his commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi.

Brahman as opposed to actions for the acquisition of wealth. In 12.2 Shankara explains that the devotees who
“fix their mind on Brahman are freed from evil passions as their sole desire and motivation for action is fixated
on Brahman.

73 That is Nirguna Brahman

74 An alternative form is “Ishvara”, Sanskrit for “Lord” and refers to the Supreme being through whom
everything exists.
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Shankara’s commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi form the foundational texts for
studying his life, work, and philosophical beliefs. According to Gangoli (1983:1), the
teachings of Shankara can be found in his commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi as
Shankara wrote his commentaries “exclusively for the benefit of such genuine

aspirants” who seek to learn Hindu spirituality.

Gangoli (1983:1) further notes that Shankara adopted ‘easy to read language’, in his
commentaries, as he was dedicated to educating Hindus and preparing them for

“‘emancipation”.

Academics, studying the philosophy of Shankara, rely on his commentaries on the
Prasthanatrayi to fully understand key concepts in his teachings. In chapters 4.3, 4.4,
and 4.5, this research illustrated the importance of the Prasthanatrayi in understanding
NK. Similarly, to understand Shankara’s thoughts on NK, his commentaries on the
Prasthanatrayi are of utmost importance. The next section engages Shankara’s
commentaries on the Upanishads, Brahma Sutras, and Bhagavad Gita that contribute
to understanding his conceptualisation of NK.

5.3.1 The Upanishads
Shankara’s focus in his commentary on the UP is on broadening the understanding of
the Self. In the introduction to his commentary on the Isa-UP, Shankara states:

... all the Upanishads exhaust themselves simply by determining the true nature
of the Self...

For Shankara and his Advaita Vedanta philosophy, determining the true nature of the
Self meant realising Brahman and transcending beyond the illusory veil of Maya. NK
is expressed in Shankara’s belief as identifying the material world as a creation of
Maya by forsaking trivial actions. By forsaking trivial action, Shankara proposes that
one should surrender their actions solely unto the Lord so that their only desire is for

a noble cause.
Katha-UP 1.2.11 (Gambhirananda, 1957:144):

O Naciketa, you, on becoming enlightened, have rejected (them all) by examining
patiently the highest reach of desire, the support of the universe, the infinite results
of meditation, the other shore of fearlessness, the extensive course (of

Hiranyagarbha) that is praiseworthy and great, as also (your own) state.
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Shankara’s view on NK in the BS centres on the role of detachment in guiding an
individual to realising Brahman. Reflecting on the abovementioned verses, Shankara
illustrates the importance of NK in the process of liberating the Self by highlighting
important aspects of NK such as detachment, performing one’s duty and deeply

desiring to realise Brahman.

5.3.3 The Bhagavad Gita

Shankara’s commentary on the BG is arguably one of the most well respected and
revered Hindu texts. In his commentary of the BG, Prabhupada (1989:3) names
Shankara as one of the greatest Acharyas of “Vedic knowledge in India”. Prabhupada
(1989:876) further describes Shankara as: “an incarnation of Lord Siva who appeared
in the Eighth Century to propagate an impersonal philosophy to erase Buddhism from
India and re-establishing the authority of the Vedas.” and as one who “specifically

stated that Krishna is the Supreme Personality of Godhead.”

According to Sastry (1977:i), Shankara’s commentary on the BG is the oldest surviving
commentary and is of high value to Hindu studies. Sastry (1997:i) further notes that

before beginning his commentary, Shankara states:

This famous Gita-Sastra is an epitome of the essentials of the whole Vedic
teaching; and its meaning is very difficult to understand. Though, to afford a clear
view of its teaching, it has been explained word by word and sentence by
sentence, and its import critically examined by several commentators, still | have
found that to the laity it appears to teach diverse and quite contradictory doctrines.
| propose, therefore, to write a brief commentary with a view to determine its

precise meaning.

Sastry (1977:1) and Prabhupada (1989:3) agree that Shankara’s commentary on the
BG is highly profound and is widely recognised as authoritative as it guides other, later,

commentaries on the BG.

BG 2.47 is seen as a central verse to NK. Upon commenting on this verse, Shankara

says:

You are qualified for works alone, not for the path of knowledge. And then, while
doing works, let there be no desire for the results of works under any
circumstances whatever. If you should have a thirst for the results of works, you

will have to reap those fruits. Therefore, let not your motive be the fruits of your
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Adding to his comments on the UP and BS, in BG 5:2-3 Shankara explains that
complete renunciation of all activity (to liberate Atman) is good however practising

devotional work, by surrendering all actions unto the Lord is the better choice.

Shankara (BG 5:2-3) explains that although complete renunciation of action is noble
and due to one abstaining from the material world entirely, liberation is attained.
However, more praise-worthy than renunciation is practising NK, which Shankara (BG

5:2-3) explains as “surrendering all actions unto the Lord”.

Shankara argues that surrendering all actions unto the Lord is the same as practising
complete renunciation. Because all actions are committed for the delight of the Lord,

one has completely detached from the fruit of their actions.

Shankara argues that NK is better than renunciation because: (1) one is completely
detached from the fruit of their actions and therefore practices renunciation as they
renounce the effects of their action, (2) one practices Bhakti by choosing to offer
service to the Lord and (3) one contributes to global wellbeing by modelling detached,

selfless, altruistic behaviour.

To conclude Shankara’s contribution to NK it is imperative to note that Shankara never
saw NK as “desireless desire” but as “desireless action”. This desireless action,
Shankara argues, is fuelled by the desire to realise Brahman. Furthermore, Shankara
explains that desire should be understood as two-fold with NK being the pursuit of
righteous desire. Last, just like complete renunciation, Shankara teaches that a state
of complete desirelessness is unattainable. Therefore, one should practice NK — the
noble desire to realise Brahman by renouncing all temporary, materialistic desires and

performing service unto the Lord (which in turn contributes to global wellbeing).
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6.3 Nishkama Karma in Ramanuja’s commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi

According to the Vaishnavite tradition, there are nine texts (called the Navaratna,

meaning 9 gems) attributed to Ramanuja:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7

Vedartha Sangraha — Meaning “the essence of the Vedas” this text is a
discourse between Ramanuja and his disciples, where Ramanuja focuses on
explaining the UP. Although this text is entitled the “essence of the Vedas”, it
does not discuss the Vedas. It is entitled as such due to Ramanuja believing
that the UP was a synopsis of the Vedas.

Sri Bhashya — One of the most famous texts attributed to Ramanuja, this text
contains his commentary on the Brahma Sutras. In this commentary, Ramanuja
explains his understanding of Brahman, Atman/Cit and Acit considering
Vishishtadvaita.

Bhagavad Gita Bhashya — most commentaries of the BG represent Shankara’s
Advaita Vedanta philosophy with a few, Tamil, commentaries representing
Ramanuja’s Vishishtadvaita. In Ramanuja’s Bhagavad Gita Bhashya, he
provides a simpler, easier to read version of the Sanskrit text, to encourage
everyone to read the BG.

Vedanta Deepa — A minor text of Ramanuja, these writings elaborate on the Sri
Bhashya. It focuses on emphasising the Vishishtadvaita interpretation of the
BS.

Vedanta Sara — This text expands upon concepts found in the UP. It also
critiques Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta philosophy.

Gadya Trayam — Ramanuja wrote this poetic text that contains songs of praise
to Vishnu and Lakshmi. Embedded within these songs are also important
lessons on moksha and bhakti that Ramanuja wished to convey to his
audience.

Saranagati and Sriranga Gadyam — The Saranagati and Sriranga Gadyam are
often read in unison. The Saranagati Gadyam is recognised as one of the first
written prayers that emphasise the importance of Bhakti (love and devotion) to
Vishnu. Just like the Saranagati Gadyam, the Sriranga Gadyam contains a list
of Bhakti hymns dedicated to Vishnu. The Saranagati and Sriranga Gadyam
are mostly popular amongst Tamil communities found in the South Indian city

of Tiruchirappalli.
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8) Sri Vaikunta Gadyam — This text contains a list of devotional hymns in
reverence of Lord Vishnu’s counterpart, the Goddess of wealth, Lakshmi.

9) Nitya Grantham — According to the Vaishnavite tradition, Ramanuja wrote this
text to guide Vaishnavites through the religious practices mentioned in the
Vedas. In writing this text, Ramanuja brings together a variety of different
teachings (made by affluent gurus before and during his time) that teach the

importance, meaning and symbolism of ritualistic practices.

There has been much debate regarding the Navaratna of Ramanuja. Scholars such
as Veliath (1993), Prasad (2011) and Pskhu (2019) question the credibility of all nine
of the texts, agreeing that the only authentic texts of Ramanuja are the Vedartha

Sangraha, Sri Bhashya and Bhagavad Gita Bhashya.

Ramanuja’s understanding of NK in the Prasthanatrayi requires an investigation into
his writings of the Vedartha Sangraha, Sri Bhashya and Bhagavad Gita Bhashya. The
following section furthers this discussion.

6.3.1 Vedartha Sangraha

Hinduism is undoubtedly a tradition embedded in the culture of people; it emphasises
an individualistic understanding of God that is based on personal experience. As a
result, the Hindu faith does not place a strong emphasis on reading the sacred texts

instead one is simply encouraged to live a peaceful lifestyle.

Generally, many Hindus go through their lifetime rarely reading the sacred texts with
most of them never even owning one of the texts. A popular quote in Hindu literature
says: “If you ask any religion for their holiest scripture, they’ll hand you a book. If you

ask a Hindu, he will take you to a library.”

This statement exhibits the vast pool of Hindu literature that exists. The result of this
vast pool seemingly confuses Hindus as to which text to read further resulting in the
dismissal of reading any texts as most opt to simply “live good and peaceful lives” as
guided by their spiritual leaders.

The effect of such practice results in little to no recent resources available that

comment and critique Hindu literature. The Vedartha Sangrahal® is a victim of such

101 | jterally meaning: “summary of the meaning of the Vedas”.
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difference between pleasure and pain. Pleasure, which is agreeable to the self,
comes to be desired. Pain, which is disagreeable to the self, comes to be disliked.
Therefore, as the conjunction with pain is unendurable, its elimination also comes
to be desired. Therefore, as there is similarity in being desired, the elimination of

pain is also wrongly conceived as agreeable.

Toward understanding NK considering VS 175 and 176; the practice of NK aims to
end pain, suffering and ultimately rebirth therefore, making NK desirable to the Self.
The object of desire is then the end of suffering and liberation from the material world,
with the motive for action being the same and the action itself being the practice of
NK. NK provides the agreeable pleasure of eternal bliss and liberation by removing
the disagreeable pain caused by an action performed with attachments to the results.
Attachment to action binds a soul to the samsara cycle as one continually searches
for materialism again; to this Ramanuja (VS 175 and 176) explains that just as the
elimination of pain can be “wrongly conceived as agreeable”, the pleasure of

attachment to results of action is also wrongfully conceived as agreeable.

One might think that because the fruit of their action contributes to the betterment of
the physical state, it is pleasurable to the soul. However, attachment to the fruit of
action is rightly, wrongfully conceived as agreeable as, while the fruit of action may be
enjoyable, it binds one to rebirth which is not favourable to the soul.

According to Ramanuja, the practice of NK can be summarised as both the object of
desire and the motive to act as it detaches one from their actions (which causes pain
and suffering) and guides one to performing detached action which liberates the soul.

6.3.2 Sri Bhashya

Ramanuja’s Sri Bhashya is one of his most popular works. According to Vaishnavite
tradition, it was written after Ramanuja had turned 100 years old (1117 CE) and
interprets the Brahma Sutras according to Vishishtadvaita philosophy. The tradition
notes that the Vedanta Sara and Dipa are introductory texts to the Bhashya and that,
after its completion, the Goddess Saraswati® read it and was so impressed with it
that she named it the “Sri Bhashya”.

106 Hindu deity of knowledge, wisdom, art, and learning, she is also the wife of Brahman and a part of the
Tridevi (trinity) that includes Lakshmi (Goddess of wealth and prosperity, the counterpart of Vishnu) and
Parvati (Goddess of fertility, love and beauty, the counterpart of Shiva).

162

© University of Pretoria









UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

(02’&

According to Ramanuja, the performance of prescribed duties aids in the
attainment of knowledge. Furthermore, the performance of one’s ascribed
duties gives rise to the noble desire for knowledge. Considering this verse, NK,
as the desire to perform one prescribed duty and detached action, gives rise

to the desire for knowledge and the attainment of moksha.

V) Na cha kary pratipattyabhisandhih 4.3.14: In this verse, Ramanuja adds to his

previous notes by reiterating the importance of the desire to attain Moksha.

In Ramanuja’s commentary of the SB, the concept of desire being twofold is reiterated.
Despite acknowledging the attachment to the samsara cycle caused by desire,
Ramanuja stresses the importance of the desire to realise Brahman and attain
Moksha. In Adhikaranam 5.12 Ramanuja notes that in Brahman “all desires are
contained” and that “the Self is devoid of sin, is free from old age, free from death, free

from sorrow, free from hunger, free from thirst, and desires the truth, and will the truth.”

These statements by Ramanuja repeat that the desires contained within Brahman are
devoid of sin. Therefore, the practice of NK is the renunciation of wicked desire in the
pursuit of noble desire. Ramanuja in the SB argues that, because Brahman is free
from sin and evil but also the fulfilment of all desires, NK is the desire to be free from

wicked, sinful desires.

6.3.3 Bhagavad Gita Bhashya

The Bhagavad Gita Bhashya, according to Ram (2013:3), has only been recognised
by Tamil or Sanskrit scholars, as Shankara’s commentary (that promotes Advaita
Vedanta) was more “well propounded and perpetuated through the centuries” in Hindu

communities.

Ram (2013:3) states that there are only two English versions of Ramanuja’s Bhagavad
Gita Bhashya'®®; “One by M.R. Sampatkumara, published by Ananthacharya
Indological Research Institute in January 1985. The other is by Swami Adidevananda

published by the Ramakrishna Math”, which was reprinted in 2009.

Due to Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta being still being favoured amongst Hindu
communities, English academics focus more on Shankara’s philosophy as opposed

109 Hereafter referred to as BGB
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Chapter 7: Madhva and his understanding of Nishkama Karma

7.1 Introduction
The last of the three great teachers of Vedanta philosophy is Sri Madhvacharya!4,
According to Hindu tradition, Madhva is most popular for his arguments on Dvaita

philosophy which he described as being from a “realistic viewpoint”.

Prasad (2011:40) notes that the biographical sketches of Madhva are primarily derived
from poetic tales and folklore which are mostly likely “exaggerated, twisted and even
fanciful”. Prasad (2011:40) adds that most of the life of Madhva has been documented
in the Madhva-Vijayam (The Victory of Madhva), the Mani-manjari (cluster of gems)

and other texts that were supposedly written by his disciple Narayana Bhatta.

Prasad (2011:40) echoes Char (1909:4) on the difficulty of developing a complete
biographical sketch of Madhva. Char (1909:4) acknowledges the Madhva-Vijayam by
Narayana Pandithacharya as “almost the solitary fountain of information” on Madhva’s
biography. Although many of Madhva’s disciples kept journals of their experiences
with Madhva, these texts are no longer available (Char, 1909:4). As a result, much of
Madhva’s biographical information (that is not in the Madhva-Vijayam) is supported by

traditional beliefs rather than any textual information.

According to Rao (2019:4), Madhva’s work focused on ‘organising Hinduism’ due to

the “growing influences of Jainism and Islam” in Hindu communities.

Kavindra (2008:40) describes Madhva as “a man of powerful physique, a champion
wrestler, who could eat hundreds of bananas in one sitting”, “a guru who was observed
to lead his students into a river, walk them across the bottom and out onto the other

side”, an “unparalleled Sanskrit Scholar” and a “powerful debater”.

The stories of Madhva'’s life are nothing short of legendary, tales of walking on water
and multiplying food are some of the reasons why theologians draw a comparison
between Jesus and Madhva. With many ardent followers, Madhva developed a sect

of Hinduism that emphasised the importance of Bhakti to escape eternal suffering.

114 Hereafter referred to as Madhva, with other variations being Madhvacharya, Madhva Acharya and Sri
Madhva.
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Much of the tales of Madhva'’s exploits describe him as a socially active Bhakta, one
who was concerned with the well-being of people to the extent that some tales

describe him as having performed miracles for the well-being of society.

Madhva’s Dvaita philosophy is often understood as being a promoter of Vaishnavism
and Bhakti yoga. Today, temples that maintain the Madhva tradition are adherents to
Bhakti yoga, teaching upasana and yoga to attain liberation. This sect of Vaishnavism

has grown to have a large following, earning the name “Madhvaism”.

Bhakti yoga forms a central tenant of Madhvaism and Dvaita philosophy. Madhva’s
view of practising meditation as upasana (along with his views of sadhana and sadhya)
proves that he made a direct contribution to NK by advocating for selfless action.

7.3 Nishkama Karma in Madhva’s commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi

Although Shankara and Ramanuja popularised Advaita and Vishishtadvaita
(respectively), they were not the founders of these philosophies. Unlike Shankara and
Ramanuja, Madhva is accredited as being the founder of Dvaita philosophy. To
establish Dvaita philosophy as a relevant and necessary counter-arguments to
Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta, Madhva needed to ensure that his arguments were

supported by the sacred texts.
According to Sharma (1962: xii):

Madhva left thirtyseven (sic) works in all. They include (i) Dasa-Prakaranas or ten
philosophical monographs expounding his logic and metaphysics; (i)
Commentaries on the Ten Upanisads (iii) cc'??, on Gita'?® and Brahmasutras ; (iv)
a brief c. on the first three Adhyayas of the Rg*** Veda, and epitome of the Mbh*?*,
In verses and brief notes on the Bhagavata; and (v) miscellaneous works
comprising Strotras, poems and works on worship and ritual. His greatest work is
the Anu-Vyakhyana, a critical exposition of the philosophy of the Brahmasutras. It

is a metrical work. It is his masterpiece.

122 Usage of “cc” and “c” refers to “commentaries”.
13 That is BG

124 Rig Veda

125 Mahabharat
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Madhva’s extensive work sought to establish Dvaita Vedanta not only as a
philosophical school that would counter Shankara but also as a statement of social
reform. The next section explores Madhva’s commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi and
will include the Bhagavata and Anu-Vyakhyana of Madhva as they serve as
supplementary texts to his commentaries on the BG and BS respectively. Madhva'’s
commentaries on these texts are examined to assess his contribution to understanding
NK.

7.3.1 The Upanishads

Vidyabhusana (2013:23) summarises Madhva’s commentary on the UP with the

following:

He has substituted a Brahman-centric view for the ego-centric interpretation of
Upanisadic thought. It is a pity that missing this distinction of Madhva’s philosophy,
sine historians of Indian philosophy should have tried to dismiss him as belonging
‘more to the religious history than to the philosophical development of India’! He
[Madhva] has shown that if we are to avoid playing tricks with evidence, the only
satisfactory synthesis of the conflict between ‘dvaita’ and ‘advaita’ Srutis, in the
Upanisads, would be in the adoption of the idea of the One Independent
Transcendent-cum-Immanent Reference of all phenomena. He has no sympathy
with the reckless monism of Samkara which is indifferent alike to the hopes and
aspirations of man and reduces the panorama of creation to a random illusion. At
the same time, he is not for ascribing false perfection of any kind to the world of
matter and souls. It is given just what is its due and nothing more. The world and
the souls are real in that they are Anaropita,-not the effect of any superimposition
or Adhyasa, or personal delusion. Independent they are not; and God is greater

than His creation; and immanent in it.

According to Vidyabhusana (2013:23), the abovementioned passage summarises
Madhva'’s philosophical thought as present in the UP. Reflecting on the passage by
Vidyabhusana (2013:23) it is evident that Madhva’s Dvaita philosophy attempted to
shift the focus from Brahman to mankind. Madhva focused on emphasising the reality
of sensory experience; through the engagements of the human senses with the

environment around it — the material world is confirmed as a true reality.
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who is satisfied with (the grace of) the Lord and feels no longing for other objects,

and who finds the highest pleasure in the uninterrupted sight of the Lord.

Madhva explains that those who have perceived the Supreme Being (that is Vishnu)
and understands the duality thereof (between the soul and the Supreme) has attained
all that is required (“is satisfied with (the grace of) the Lord”). The satisfaction of the
grace of Vishnu, according to Madhva, leads to no desire for any other objects (that
may be materialistic). This is due to the only desire being for the “highest pleasure”
that is the “uninterrupted sight of the Lord”. This relates to NK as a principle of NK is
to be without desire for materialistic gain. Madhva asserts that after perceiving Vishnu,
the desire for any object unrelated to Vishnu is no longer relevant. For NK, this means

that the sole desire an individual is left with is for Vishnu.

The abovementioned verses encapsulate the essence of Madhva’s view on desire and
desireless action in the BS. In the BS, Madhva defines NK as the practice of desiring
the desirable — a pure and noble desire to attain Vishnu. Additionally, NK is the practice
of detached desire to attain the abode of Brahman. Madhva claims that there is no
greater desire than the sole, pure, desire of Vishnu therefore, NK is the desire to
perform the desired actions of Vishnu. Madhva also defines NK as “sacrificial
performance” and teaches that the desire to perform sacrificial acts is desired by
Vishnu. The fruit of actions performed through sacrificial acts are made available by

Vishnu and are part of His divine plan.

Madhva also emphasises the importance of understanding desire as pure and impure.
Pure desire is formed in the mind, is inspired by Vishnu and the fruit of those actions
is pleasing to Vishnu whereas unrighteous desire arises in the heart and leads to
attachment and suffering. Last, Madhva stresses that self-desire to perform NK
pleases Vishnu — one must willingly choose to desire the performance of actions that
are for the glory of Vishnu rather than choosing to perform actions that bear

materialistic fruit.

7.3.3 Bhagavad Gita

Sangha (1999:25-26) and Subindra Rao (2019:31) attribute two commentaries on the
BG to Madhva:
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Chapter 8: Summation of the salient understanding of NK in the philosophies

of Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva

8.1 Introduction

This chapter begins with a reflection on the three acharyas and their comments that
relate to NK. It provides a summary of chapters 5, 6, and 7 by looking at the comments
made by the acharya on the Prasthanatrayi that relate to NK. Thereatfter, this chapter
describes the vital principles of NK (parameters of NK) as deduced from examining

the works of the acharyas.

This chapter also reflects on the notion of NK as a self-contradictory practice and the
contribution made by the acharya in discussing that. In conclusion this chapter reflects
on the historical development of NK and documents the contribution made by the three
acharyas to understanding NK.

By providing a summary of chapters 5, 6, and 7 this chapter covers point 2 of the
research question (as found in chapter 2.7). Headings 8.2 and 8.3 of this chapter
engage the question of how the three acharyas understood NK.

Then, heading 8.4 of this chapter engages the third research question on the
metamorphosis of NK over time. This is achieved by reflecting on table 1 in chapter
4.6, considering the comments made by the three acharyas that pertain to NK.

To assess the contribution that NK makes to social cohesion, a consolidated summary
of NK (that tracks its development from the Vedas to the contribution that the three

acharyas made) is required.

Therefore, this chapter reflects on the concept of NK as found in the Vedas,
Prasthanatrayi and the commentaries of the three acharyas. This chapter also
engages chapter 3.4.21% (Sakam Karma) and 3.4.3.11% (The problem of desireless-
ness) to conclude with a comprehensive understanding of NK before assessing its

contribution to social cohesion.

138 pg 64
139 pg 65
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Before reflecting on the three acharyas, it is important to note that despite fundamental
differences in their philosophical understanding of the relationship between Brahman
and Jiva, Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agreed that selfless and detached action
was a noble and worthy of liberation practice. This section compares the
understandings of NK, by Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva, to conclude with an

inclusive and relevant definition of NK.

8.2 Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva on NK

8.2.1 Shankara

Shankara’s definition of NK is satyakamah — unfailing desire that leads to the
attainment of Brahman, not to be mistaken with a materialistic desire that causes
bondage. NK is also a concept that guides one on their spiritual journey to realisation.
Due to Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta, he envisions NK as a liberative practise that

contributes to the realisation of Brahman.

To summarise Shankara’s thoughts on NK, the following comments taken from his

commentary on the Prasthanatrayi, encapsulate his thought on NK.
UP

In Kena-UP (1.2), Shankara proposes the idea of ‘satyakamah’. He explains that
desire can be both good and bad and that one should distance themselves from ‘bad’
desire by pursuing satyakamah — true desire. Shankara elaborates on this in
Mundaka-UP (3.1.10) where he asserts that one who pursues “noble” desire attains

desirelessness from the material world therefore, attaining realisation and liberation.

Shankara proposes that, when studying NK, the following concepts must be included:

Karmadharaya, Bahuvrihi, Satyakamah/Sarvakamah and na aviratah duscaitat4°,
BS

Shankara’s thought on NK is summarised in his comment on Samanvaya Ashyaya
1.1.1 (1) where he teaches that, for one to be detached from the action performed and
the fruit of action thereof, one must train the mind to focus only on Brahman. NK is

140 See 5.3.1 for definitions.
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BG

Ramanuja believed that the sacred texts were given to humanity, by the gods, as
lessons on how liberation could be attained. In his Bhashya of the BG (2.13) Ramanuja
asserts that, for one to attain liberation and be freed from bondage, all actions
performed, and desires though must be prescribed by scripture. Any action or desire
performed that is supported by scripture leads one to Moksha. Therefore, those who
seek Moksha must ensure that they are well versed in the sacred texts and live by its

laws.

In BGB (2.40) Ramanuja defines NK, not as the complete renunciation of all desire
but, as actions performed without any desire for rewards. Ramanuja understands NK
as the wilful performance of one’s prescribed duty (either as set out by the needs of
the community or by the sacred texts) without desiring any benefit. Simply, perform
the actions that are prescribed to you without wanting anything in return. Ramanuja
asserts that one should perform their actions without paying attention to the rewards
because everyone has an ordained task, which upon completion, contributes to the

divine plan of Brahman and the constructive development of society.

In his life and through his commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi and other literary works,
Ramanuja repeated the importance of Bhakti. Ramanuja taught that the only
guaranteed way to escape bondage to the samsara cycle was to completely surrender
all aspects of one’s existence to Brahman by performing devotional service. Ramanuja
defines devotional service as actions that were prescribed by the scriptures (BGB
2.13) and as actions that bring joy and glory to Brahman. As a result, practising NK is
surrendering all action and desire unto Brahman, so that all action and desire
performed is for the glory and joy of Brahman. Simply, NK is an action performed
without any desire for material rewards, the desire is only to perform devotional acts

of service to Brahman.
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8.2.3 Madhva

The last of the Vedantic philosophers that this research investigates, Madhva tied
together with an array of different ideas in his conceptualisation of NK.

upP

In the Kena-UP 4.6 Madhva differentiates between the desires of the mind and the
heart. The desires of the mind have the potential to engage with wisdom and
knowledge to discern which actions will please Vishnu and which cause bondage. The
desires of the heart are for sensory pleasure thus leading to bondage and suffering.
Madhva explains that Vishnu plays an integral role in the desires of the mind by

inspiring desires that lead to liberation.

In Chandogya-UP 7.1.6, Madhva claims that for the one who desires Moksha, all
activities performed must be done for the pleasure of Vishnu. Madhva then
recommends NK as a practice of renouncing all worldly desires for the sole desire to

please Vishnu.
BS

The theme of Madhva's commentary on NK in the Vedanta Sutras centre on
establishing Vishnu as the supreme being that is Brahman. Madhva’s comments that
relate to NK are often found in his praise of Vishnu as the highest lord. In Vedanta
Sutra 1.1.1. Madhva comments that those who identify and devote themselves to
Vishnu as the supreme lord rise above the desire for the material world. This
contributes to the notion of NK as being without desire. Madhva suggests that Vishnu
fulfils all the needs of the devote resulting in a state of desireless-ness. Additionally,
in Vedanta Sutra 1.1.1. Madhva mentions that knowledge of Vishnu (as Brahman)
results in the realisation of the futility of the material world and the subduing of desire
for objects of the material world (which are temporary).

In Vedanta Sutra 2.1.36, Madhva claims that the fruit of action and the inspiration for
action comes from Vishnu. Adding to this, Madhva’s comment on Vedanta Sutra 3.1.7
refers to the Brihadaranyaka -UP (3.4.15) to argue that any action performed must be
done in addition to meditating on Vishnu. Madhva asserts that upon meditating on

Vishnu, the desire for anything else is renounced.
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Furthermore, Madhva argued that the fruit of action (and actions that generate
fruit/rewards) is made available at the will of Vishnu. As a result, all actions performed
should be solely for the pleasure of Vishnu. This relates to NK as Madhva encourages
actions that are not for selfish gain but the pleasure of Vishnu. Therefore, according
to Madhva, NK (as desireless desire) is the desire for the pleasure of Vishnu by being

desireless toward materialistic objects.

BG
Madhva’s 2 commentaries on the BG centre on the following:

1. Bhagavadgita Bhashya 3.4: One may be engaged in desire filled action and
remain pure by focusing the mind only on Vishnu. Madhva teaches that neither
desire nor desirelessness, action nor inaction, liberates a soul instead only the
grace of Vishnu liberates a soul. Madhva also clarifies that one should not
practice NK to escape suffering on earth. NK is to be practised for the sole
reason of pleasing Vishnu.

2. Bhagavadgita Bhashya 2.50: With self-desire and wisdom one can achieve the
impossible. In his, commentary Madhva teaches that desire can be both
destructive and constructive however when desire is combined with wisdom it
will always be constructive. In this sense, NK is therefore wisdom-filled, self-
desire to please Vishnu.

3. Bhagavadgita Tatparya Nirnaya 2.40-41: Madhva teaches the need for
possession does not need to be refuted instead the selfish desire for
materialistic objects must be denied. Madhva acknowledges that it is impossible
to live a normal life without desire and material objects. To address this, he
proposes that one attains only the possessions that are essential for living while
managing one’s desires so that in all actions performed, the desire to please
Vishnu remains constant.

4. Bhagavad Tatparya Nirnaya 7.8-11: According to Madhva, desire can liberate
a soul and bind it to the samsara cycle. Madhva teaches that the ability to
discern which desire is righteous versus unrighteous is to reflect on the sacred
scriptures and the Dharma thereof. For one who seeks liberation and has

desires that are following Dharma, he is said to be practising NK.
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Madhva’s understanding of NK was having a noble desire that was supported by
Dharma and the sole desire to perform actions that please Vishnu. Despite his
understanding of NK, Madhva believed that the only way to attain liberation was by
surrendering completely to devotional service (Bhakti) to Vishnu. Karma and Jnana
yoga could not independently guide one on their path to liberation. As a result, Madhva
suggests a new approach to NK, one that combines Bhakti, Karma, and Jnana yoga;
Niskamam jnanapurvam karma. Madhva argued that Niskamam jnanapurvam karma
was enlightened action, actions performed with the desire to attain wisdom and please
Vishnu. Due to the performance of enlightened action one’s actions becomes more
“‘devotional service” centric as enlightened action motivates devotional service to
Vishnu.

8.2.4 Parameters of NK

This section is entitled the parameters of NK as it ties together the comments of the
three acharyas that allude to NK. Parameters is used to refer to the scope of NK as

deduced from the commentaries of the three acharyas.

All Hindu concepts are vast, different contexts and traditions interpret and understand
Hindu dogma differently. A good example is that of the Vedas; the Vaishnavite tradition
interprets the Vedas and the usage of words denoting Brahman and God as Vishnu

whereas the Shaivite tradition will interpret it as a form of Shiva.

NK as found in the commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi by the three acharyas is
subjected to their philosophy. To Shankara, the practice of NK contributes to the
realisation of Brahman. As a result, Shankara describes NK as one of the practices
that supports the realisation of Brahman. To Ramanuja, NK encourages and teaches
devotional service. Like Shankara, NK is a process leading to Moksha however to
Ramanuja Moksha means realising dependency on Brahman. To Madhva. NK means
realising the supremacy, independence, and difference between Vishnu and all His
creation by performing enlightened actions of devotional service.

Despite their differences on the nature of the relationship between Brahman and Jiva,
Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agree that NK is a spiritually enlightening practice
that leads to Moksha. The differences between the three acharyas come in on the
discussion of what Moksha means not the importance of NK and its relevance to

spiritual enlightenment.
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Considering chapters 5, 6 and 7, Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agree on the

following:

» Brahman is pure, faultless and the fulfilment of all desires.

> Desire is to be understood as: (1) Pure Desire (or righteous desire that is
aligned to Dharma) and (2) Impure Desire (or unrighteous desire that
contradicts Dharma). Therefore, NK is the Pure desire of seeking to please
Vishnu and the abstinence of desires that contradict Dharma.

» Detachment from the fruit of action and action itself by focusing on Brahman is
how one can attain Moksha.

» Any action or thought that is surrendered unto Brahman first and is blessed by
Brahman cannot cause bondage.

> Self-desire is important in practising NK — one must truly desire to perform
devotional service to Brahman for NK to be successful.

» NKis also training the mind to focus only on Brahman.

» NK does not deny the physical and materialistic needs of people, it merely
suggests that, for liberation, one must direct all desire unto Brahman instead of
material objects.

» NK purifies the soul and contributes to a sustainable community.

» Wisdom and NK combined clear past, ongoing, and future Karma.

» NKis the pinnacle of all liberative practices within Karma yoga.

> NK is merely the practice of performing one’s ordained duty and social

responsibility without any regard for rewards. The motive for performing those

tasks is solely to please Brahman by contributing to community development.

The differences in thought on NK arise only in two points:

1) Brahman? — due to the respective Vedantic philosophical schools the interpretation

of Brahman by the three acharyas varies. Shankara is understood as interpreting

Brahman as Shiva'#! whereas to Ramanuja and Madhva (two prominent leaders in

141 This understanding is developed by Shaivite followers that interpret Shankara’s bhashya on the Vishnu
Sahasranama Bhashya in light of their philosophy. In the Vishnu Sahasranama Bhashya by Shankara, on the
thousand names of Brahman, number 27 is “The Pure (Sivah)”. On this, Shankara comments: “He is Pure, being
free from the three qualities. Hari alone is praised by ‘Siva’ and other names, there being no difference
between him [Siva] and them [the other names of Brahman, that is Vishnu in this text]. So says the Sruti (Nara.
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the Bhakti movement), Brahman is interpreted as Vishnu. Their interpretation of
Brahman, considering the philosophy and religious sect, in no way distorts their
understanding of NK. Brahman, like many other philosophical concepts (such as Jiva,
Moksha, and Maya) differs according to the philosophical thought that Shankara,
Ramanuja, and Madhva were promoting. Because each of the three acharyas agrees
that NK is detachment from wicked desire and a liberative practice, the differences
they do have (in terms of Advaita, Vishishtadvaita and Dvaita) do not affect or influence

their understanding of NK.

2) Moksha? — The second aspect that may be considered a point of conflict is Moksha.
Due to the description of NK as a liberative practice, Moksha, as gained through NK,
is understood differently by Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva. To Shankara, NK
means realising oneself as Brahman. To Ramanuja, NK is realising dependency on
Brahman with the potential to assimilate with Brahman. For Madhva, NK is realising

the supremacy, independence, and difference between Brahman and Jiva.

Each of these notions, (1) realising Brahman, (2) realising dependency on Brahman,
and (3) realising the difference between Brahman and Jiva, are understood by the
three acharyas as Moksha. Their understanding of Moksha does not create a dispute
amongst the acharyas as they all agree that NK is one of the practices that support
the attainment of Moksha. On the definition of Moksha itself, the three acharyas

disagree. However, on NK being a guide to Moksha — the acharyas agree.

3) Nishkama Karma? — According to Sharma (1962:283), Madhva believed that
Karma Yoga (by itself) cannot lead one to liberation. Sharma (1962:283) adds that
Madhva enlarges the “scope of Karma-Yoga as understood by Samkara...” Sharma
(1962:283) shows that Madhva does not contradict, disagree or challenge Shankara
on NK instead, Madhva adds to Shankara’s understanding. As a result, Madhva’s
proposal of Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma is not a contradiction or disagreement
with Shankara and Ramanuja. Madhva, as the last of the three acharyas, after having

studied the work of Shankara and Ramanuja proposes a new perspective of NK that

Up., 13): “He is Brahma, He is Siva.”” (Sastry, 1927:37). Shankara’s reference to “He is Brahma, He is Siva”
forms the foundation of the Shaivite argument that Shankara proclaimed Shiva as Brahman.
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he believed would contribute to spiritual realisation and cohesive social

engagements'4?,

Sreedhar (2009:104) refers to Madhva’s proposal of Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma
as a “synthesis” of Karma Yoga and Jnana Yoga in Shankara’s philosophy. Madhva’s
Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma is founded on the argument for “enlightened activity”.
Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma is simply Madhva’s combination of NK and
wisdom/knowledge. To further elicit that there is no dispute or contradiction between
Madhva and Shankara, Madhva simply provides a term to Shankara’s statement in
the Vivekacudamani: past and future Karma is destroyed by wisdom#3. Madhva’s
Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma agrees with Shankara’s statement in his
Vivekacudamani that wisdom combined with NK qualifies one for liberation. (Sreedhar,
2009)

8.3 Nishkama Karma: A self-contradictory practice?

In Chapter 3 of this research (3.4.3.1) NK as a means of desireless-ness was

presented with the question: How does when practicing NK considers mumukshutva?

To answer this question, chapters 5, 6, and 7 investigated the contributions made by
Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva to assess the validity of NK as desirelessness

considering mumukshutva.

Considering mumukshutva as the desire for liberation, NK may seem as contradictory
as, to a certain extent, it teaches one to be desireless. The following points on NK, as
investigated in this research, address concerns that may arise over the

‘desirelessness’ of NK:

» NK is not the renunciation of all desire. NK is the opposite of Sakam Karma
(desires that motivate selfish actions) therefore NK is the renunciation of all
Sakam Karma.

» Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agree that practising NK leads to spiritual

enlightenment.

142 sreedhar (2009:104) states that Madhva resolved Shankara’s conflict with Karma and Jnana Yoga by
“enlarging the scope of Karma-Yoga as understood by Sankara”. Madhva enlarged Shankara’s understanding of
Karma Yoga by proposing enlightened action — that is Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma.

143 See page 129-130
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» The three acharyas agree that there are desires supported by Dharma and

desires that contradict Dharma. NK is the desire to reject Sakam Karma and to

obtain Brahman and wisdom.

Mumukshutva as the deep desire for liberation is therefore synonymous with NK. For

one who deeply desires Moksha, he rejects Sakam Karam and undertakes the path

that leads to Brahman and knowledge of Brahman — thus practising NK. As a result,

one who follows the path of mumukshutva is indistinguishable from one who adheres

to NK.

The following table!44 shows the coherence between the three fundamental principles

of mumukshutva and aspects of NK as investigated in this research:

Mumukshutva

NK

(1) Viveka —

discernment

Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma — Madhva argued that
through wisdom one was able to discern between liberative

and binding actions.

(2) Vairagya —

detachment

In BGB 2.40, Ramanuja describes NK as ‘actions done
without the desire for any reward’. The performance of action

without the desire for rewards is detachment.

(3) Shatsampatti —
(a) Sama, (b)

(a) According to Shankara’s commentary on Mundaka 3.1.10,

one who practices NK is liberated. To attain liberation is to

Dama, (c) attain eternal bliss and inner peace. (b) In his Bhagavadgita

Titiksha, (d) Bhashya (3.4), Madhva explains that one who trains their

Uparati, (e) mind to focus only on Vishnu can partake of any action

Shraddha, (f) without being attached to it. Therefore, Madhva advocates for

Samadhana the sole desire, emotions and focus of the mind to be
controlled and directed only toward the thoughts of Vishnu.
(c) In BGB 2.13, Ramanuja notes the importance of training
one’s mind to persevere and maintain composure as one
desires and performs actions that align with the scriptures. (d)
In the Bhagavadgita Bhashya, Madhva emphasises the

144 Table 3
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importance of ‘ordained action’ thus emphasising the
disregard for self-profit, self-gain, and emotions by desiring
only to fulfil the commands of Vishnu. (e) Shankara
comments on BG 3.20 that the practice of NK purifies the
soul. Amongst others, trustworthiness, honesty, and love are
characteristics of a pure soul. (f) Samadhana is addressed in
Ramanuja’s BGB (2.13) — focus and train the mind to perform

actions that please Vishnu.

Therefore, NK and mumukshutva do not contradict one another but are merely two
doctrines teaching the same message: the attainment of Moksha by devotion to
Brahman and performing socially constructive and progressive actions that are in line

with the will of Brahman.

In addition to mumukshutva, Pal (2018:244-245) raises a potential contradiction in
guestioning the motive of NK. Considering NK enables enlightenment and freedom
from the Samsara cycle, one may practice NK for the selfish desire to be freed from
the cycle of rebirth. In this sense, NK is motivated by the self-desire to be freed from

suffering therefore contradicting itself as the removal of selfish desires.

The motive for practising NK as the selfish desire to escape the suffering of Samsara
is addressed by Madhva in his commentaries of the BG. In Bhagavadgita Bhashya
(3.8-9) Madhva explains that no sacrifice or action must be performed to attain fruits.
Performing NK and adhering to the sacrifice of selfish desires, according to Madhva,
means that one practices NK not for any reason other than worshipping Brahman.
Madhva expands on this in the Bhagavadgita Tatparya Nirnaya (5.6) where he teaches
that performing NK for any reason other than pleasing Vishnu (Madhva’s interpretation
of Brahman) is the same as the pleasures of hell. Therefore, if one’s motive for
practising NK is selfish (solely to attain Moksha and be free from suffering), the
practice of NK is then deemed void as the selfish motive invalidates NK as
selflessness. Madhva (Bhagavadgita Tatparya Nirnaya 5.6) states that the motive for
NK must solely to be please Vishnu, any other motive is the same as leading a sinful

life and not practising NK at all.
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Datta and Jones (2019:17) list six dimensions of Karma yoga that clarify the different
approaches to understanding Karma yoga and NK. Considering the engagement of
mumukshutva and NK, this research proposes a seventh dimension that addresses
any uncertainty of NK being the complete renunciation of all desire. Like Pradhan S

(2013)14°, this research proposes a 6-dimensional model of NK and Karma yoga as:

1) Action performed as devotional service to Brahman.

2) Rejection of Sakam Karma.

3) Desire to only perform actions that please Brahman and aid in developing
knowledge.

4) Desire is twofold; Pure (supported by Dharma) and Impure (contradictory to
Dharma). The path of NK is chosen by desiring and performing actions that are
in alignment with Dharma and, rejecting all desire and action that is
contradictory to Dharma.

5) Enlightened activity that enables spiritual enlightenment and contributes to
peaceful social engagements through selflessness and detachment.

6) The desire to practice NK must solely be to please Brahman, any other motive

for NK (including emancipation) disqualifies one’s practice of NK.

Thus the 6-dimensional model mentioned above constitutes the definition of NK as the
sum of the three acharyas (Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva) thought (as expressed

in their commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi) on NK.
8.4 Historical development and metamorphosis of NK

Reflecting on Table 1 in chapter 4.6, NK as the concept of desirelessness and selfless
action was first mentioned in the Vedas, thereafter it developed into desireless action,

detachment, and selflessness in the BG.

Despite studies on NK, no collective investigation into the contributions made to this
subject by Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva was made. The three acharyas share
their agreements with the concept of NK as discussed in the Vedas and the

Prasthanatrayi.

145 See Datta and Jones (2019:17).
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In addition to the existing tenants of NK the relatively core contributions made to NK,

by the three acharyas, are:

Shankara: Brahman is realised through noble desire and desirelessness.
Brahman is the epitome of all desire (Karmadharaya) that is comprised of
faultless desire (Bahuvrihi) and unfailing desire (Satyakamah). For one who
desires realisation, he must abstain from all bad thoughts and actions (ha
aviratah duscaritat). Therefore, the practice of NK is restricted to those who
solely desire the realisation of Brahman.

Ramanuja: Ramanuja agrees with Shankara that Brahman is faultless and the
epitome of all desire. Ramanuja adds that wisdom (Vidya) combined with NK
destroys all past, future and occurring Karma. Therefore, NK, when practised
according to the prescription by scripture, clears all Karma and liberates a soul.
Madhva: In agreement with Shankara and Ramanuja, Madhva proposes
Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma — the combination of Karma and Jnana to
create “enlightened action” that liberates a soul and contributes to societal
peace and cohesion. Madhva further notes the importance of wisdom in
discerning which desires are aligned with Dharma — this is to ensure that when
practising NK, one’s sole desire is always to perform actions that please

Brahman.

The concept of NK has developed into a vast, spiritually enlightening doctrine since its

first mention in the Vedas. The development of NK through the Prasthanatrayi and the

commentaries of the three acharyas do not refute NK. Instead, the development of NK

through the ages was made to broaden the scope of NK, enabling it to adapt to the

needs of the context it was in. This is further evident in the statement by Sharma

(1962:283)%4¢ who claims that Madhva’s proposal of Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma

was not to counter Shankara but to broaden the understanding of NK. The

commentaries and development in the conceptualisation of NK were solely to expand

knowledge on the subject to guide people in their understanding of desirelessness,

selflessness and detachment as per the Hindu scriptures.

146 See page 222.
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8.5 Conclusion

The focus of this chapter was to conclude on NK and address any underlying
contradictions to the notion of ‘desireless desire’. A summary of each of the acharya's
thoughts on NK was provided to understand the relationship between the acharya on
NK. In doing so, Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agree that the practice of NK is
not the complete renunciation of desire but rather the renunciation of Sakam Karma

due to the desire for realising Brahman.

Understanding NK considering the contributions made by the acharyas sets the stage
for investigating the contribution NK makes to social cohesion.
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Chapter 9: Nishkama Karma’s contribution to social cohesion

9.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to engage the fourth research question!4 in evaluating
the contribution that NK makes to social cohesion. Referring to chapter 2.3, the
principles of NK, this chapter reflects on the principles of NK as presented in the
commentaries of the three acharyas. This chapter depends on the ‘selfless’ principle

of NK in evaluating the contribution that NK makes to social cohesion.

This chapter reflects on the definition of social cohesion in chapter 1.3 and the different
dimensions thereof. Selflessness (as a principle of NK) is evaluated as a socially
cohesive concept considering altruism and empathy. The principle of ‘selflessness’ in
NK is also engaged with other religious beliefs toward assessing religious cohesion
within the broader context of social cohesion. Toward investigating the contribution
that NK makes to social cohesion, this chapter draws a link with the principle of
selflessness (as found in the commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi by the three
acharyas) and altruism and empathy. In deducting that selflessness (as a principle of
NK) shares commonalities with altruism and empathy, this research relates NK to
altruism and empathy toward evaluating NK (in the philosophies of the three acharyas)

as a socially cohesive concept.

For Nishkama Karma to contribute to social cohesion on a global scale, the principle
of selflessness needs to be related to other traditions. Selflessness, an important
principle of Nishkama Karma in the commentaries of the three acharyas is equated to
the areligious terms of altruism and empathy. Altruism and empathy are concepts that
exist in every religion. Based on the commentaries of the three acharyas on Nishkama
Karma'’s principle of selflessness, Nishkama Karma is a Hindu concept of altruism. As
a result, relating Nishkama Karma to altruism and empathy displays Nishkama
Karma'’s contribution to social cohesion in a religiously and culturally diverse global

community.

This chapter expands on the three acharyas comments of Nishkama Karma as the
performance of one’s prescribed duty (in performing selfless, desireless, action) to a
multi-faith global community. As the global community is religiously diverse, Nishkama

147 See 2.7, Research question
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Karma must be perceived as altruism (an areligious term) in relating to other religious
traditions in a cohesive manner. Nishkama Karma, as found in the commentaries of
the three acharyas, may not be well received by non-Hindu communities who do not
recognise the three acharyas as authoritative religious leaders. However, altruism and
empathy, are concepts that exist in all religious traditions. Nishkama Karma is a Hindu
altruistic practice that is then related to different religious understandings of altruistic

practices toward promoting a socially cohesive global community.

9.2 Nishkama karma as socially cohesive

Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva agree that NK is a selfless action and that
surrendering to the will of Brahman, above one’s desires, contributes to global
wellbeing. Ramanuja’s comment on VS 157 notes that by Brahman’s pure desire, He
visits the world in different forms for the good of the world. Shankara and Madhva
agree that Brahman desires only good things for the world therefore surrendering
one’s desires unto the will of desires results in the actions performed contributing to

the betterment of society.

Pathak (2014:127-128) defines NK as the moral imperative to perform one’s duty to
society. Pathak (2014:127) reflects on the BG and Krishna’s motivational message to
Arjuna to engage in battle, as this was Arjuna’s responsibility to society and his duty

to perform.

Assessing the contribution that NK makes to social cohesion requires an investigation
into NK as a concept that contributes to unifying communities toward a specific goal.
In addition to NK contributing to the unification of communities, it is also important to
assess the dimensions of social cohesion that NK potentially advances and the impact

it has on other dimensions or society.

An example of this is in the commentaries of BG 2.47 by the three acharyas!*2. In their
commentaries of BG 2.47, the three acharyas rely on the principles of desireless (and

selfless) action and detachment. Desireless and detached action contribute to the

148 See 5.3.3 (Shankara), 6.3.3 (Ramanuja), and 7.3.3 (Madhva)
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selfless principle of NK. In turn, through the principle of selflessness, NK can contribute
to social cohesion. This is discussed in 9.2.2.

9.2.1 Nishkama Karma and Altruism: the tension between the three acharyas
and evolutionary theories on altruism

After carefully examining the commentaries of the three acharyas and deducing their
thought on Nishkama Karma as selflessness, this section reflects on chapter 3.4.3.2
toward understanding Nishkama Karma (as deduced from the commentaries of the
three acharyas) as socially cohesive. This section is argued from the point of
Nishkama Karma’s principle of selflessness. Paolilli (2011:145) describes altruism as
problematic in its origins. This is due to the uncertainty of when, how and for what
purpose ‘selfless’ concern for other beings entered the process of human evolution.
Performing a selfless action, without expecting a reward in return, baffles biologists,
sociologists and psychologists that reflect on the motive behind selfless behaviour.

Mifune (2010:3) calls altruism toward unrelated individuals an “evolutionary puzzle”.
Preston (2013:3) notes:

Despite such extensive work on altruism and empathy—across fields, species, and

levels of analysis—a unified understanding of human altruism remains out of reach.

Warneken (2009:455) adds that Charles Darwin (1871) was aware that altruism was
a major problem for his theory of evolution by natural selection. The theories for
altruism are (1) kin selection and (2) reciprocal altruism (Warneken, 2009:455). For
kin selection, altruism is proposed as helping relatives as a way of promoting one’s
genes whereas reciprocal altruism (amongst ‘strangers’) is based on the anticipation
of being helped in return (Warneken, 2009:45).

Both of these theories proposed by Warneken (2009:455) explore the origins of
altruistic behaviour but neither engage the principles of NK in terms of performing acts
of service without expecting anything in return. This is the dispute itself. How is it
possible for one to help another without expecting anything in return? How did this
behaviour enter the evolutionary timeline where the theory of ‘survival of the fittest’ is

strongly argued? And why?
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It is seemingly difficult to posit that living beings (and organisms) would perform
actions for no self-gain. Similar to Warneken (2009:455), Preston (2013:3) suggests

that it is to “benefit the fitness of a giver's genes”.

Therefore, the principles of NK development as performing actions without expecting
anything in return (not even that of genetic propagation) is difficult to understand from

an evolutionary, sociological and psychological perspective.

Irrespective of the disputes on its origin, Paolilli (2011:145) and Ritove (2017:1-2)
agree that altruism is when one performs actions out of concern for the wellbeing and

happiness of another, without expecting any reward in return.
On altruism, Egilmez and Naylor-Tincknell (2017:66) state:

On one side of the debate, it is suggested that true altruism cannot be observed
because there is always expected returns for helping behaviours. The other side
of the debate believes that no matter the intention or reward, if helping behaviours

are present at any cost, then true altruism exists.

Although Egilmez and Naylor-Tincknell (2017:66) note the ongoing dispute of altruism,
Lay and Hoppmann (2015:1) argue that proof of altruism is evident in social
psychology studies where altruistic behaviour is seen as prosocial behaviour whereas
egoistic motivations are often frowned upon. As a result, Lay and Hoppmann (2015:2)
suggest that altruism be understood as the “genuine desire” to perform actions that

benefit others with no expectations of any self-benefitting reward or outcome.

Essentially, altruism is visible in social groups where those who perform seemingly
selfless actions are rewarded with societal approval whereas egoistic individuals are

often treated with mistrust and scepticism.

Paolilli (2011:147) claims that some of the reasons that may cause altruistic behaviour
are empathy, familiar individuals (family or close friends) and consideration of the
young and elderly. The central motive for altruism is therefore empathy. Individuals
are more inclined to feel empathetic when responding to challenges faced by family
and friends or the elderly or young within a community.

Lay and Hoppmann (2015:4) suggest that altruism takes on many different forms that

centre on selflessness, an alternate yet the similar definition of altruism is:
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any activity in which time is given freely to benefit another person, group, or

organization.

Considering this definition, altruistic acts involve community service activities; devoting
time to the local shelter or animal rescue centre, without expecting any payment or

reward constitutes selfless, altruistic behaviour.

Considering Paolilli (2011:147), the three acharyas would suggest a third motive for
altruism; performing actions to please Brahman?4°. NK and altruism not only share a
similar definition but also share similar objectives — performance of societal

responsibilities without concern or the desire for rewards.

Perumpallikunnel (2013:276) defines NK as the performance of one’s duty without
desiring its fruit. This definition is in alignment with the comments made by the three
acharyas. NK, as investigated in this research, is the performance of a detached
activity. Due to the rewards of actions performed not being considered, the practice of

NK is often attributed to contributing to communal development.

Responsible performance of one’s duty is, within itself, a difficult and daunting task.
The desire to make tasks simpler has led to humanity developing a reliance on
technology. The reliance on technology is merely one factor in humanity’s attempt to
escape performing their responsibility, to further counter laziness, incentives are often

the motivating factor for the performance of tasks that ensure society's functioning.

The fundamental difference between NK and altruism is that of spiritualism. When a
person performs altruistic actions, it is solely to contribute to society without expecting
any rewards. On the other hand, when a person practices NK (as the three acharyas

teach), it is to perform one’s duties to please God, and attain Moksha.

As the Acharya proposes the practice of NK as a way of pleasing God, the altruistic
principles thereof seem motivated by self-gain. The self-gain is when the individual
pleases God and, in doing so, attains the favour of God. Through the favour of God,
Moksha is attained, and the suffrage of rebirth is avoided. Egilmez and Naylor-
Tincknell (2017:66) argue that NK cannot be altruistic considering the motive of NK is

to please God. To this, Lay and Hoppmann (2015:4) would argue that if the motive

149 As seen in their commentary of the Prasthanatrayi. For example, Shankara’s commentary on BG 2.47,
Ramanuja’s commentary on the VS 128, and Madhva’s commentary on the Bhagavadgita Bhashya 3.8-9.
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being to please God does not involve any self-gain it constitutes altruism. Simply: if
one devotes time every week to render services at an orphanage and does not seek

any material reward or payment, it constitutes altruism.

Contributing to this discussion, Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva argue that the
desire and motive to please God do not disqualify NK as altruistic'®°. Because NK
rejects the desire for self-gain and selfishly motivated actions, the desire to please
God does not constitute a desire for self-gain or profit. Altruistically, because NK seeks
only to please the Lord and for no reason other than devotion, actions performed due

to NK constitute altruism as they seek no reward in return.

According to Carlson (2018:36), a faction of philosophers and psychologists have
argued that all behaviour (irrespective of how altruistic it may be) is “driven by self-

interest”.

Considering that the three acharyas posit NK as a practice that supports liberation,
Carlson (2018:36) may suggest that the practice of NK is not entirely selfless. The
desire for liberation over the desire for the material world (and the suffrage of rebirth)
is driven by the self-interest of eternal bliss. If NK, is the desire to be desireless (for

materialistic objects), does selflessness exist?

In defining the differences between altruism and selfishness, Kaufman (2020) states
that altruism is “unselfish and beneficial, with minimal trade offs” and selfishness is

“bad and glutinous, negatively impacting on others”.

Kirman (2010:309) suggests empathy as a key player in distinguishing the difference
between selfish and selfless behaviour. The desire to remove another person from
social distress and the action thereof (as an empathetic response to the cessation of
pain) is selfless, However, if this is done for any other reason (that is self-motivated,

such as fame or popularity), it is then selfish (Kirman, 2010:309).

Rachlin (2002:239) states that from a biological perspective, altruism is distinctly

different due to internal mechanisms. In this sense, altruism becomes a “motivator like

150 Shankara (Chandogya-UP 3.14.2/3, 8.1.5, 8.7.1 and BS 3.3.39), Ramanuja (VS 81), and Madhva
(Bhagavadgita Bhashya 62-63) argue for the difference between righteous and unrighteous desire.
Unrighteous desire is that of self-gain. Self-gain as a motivator to perform actions disqualifies any action as
being altruistic. The three acharyas argue that righteous desire — the motivation to perform actions solely to
please Brahman — does not constitute as self-gain. As the only desire in performing NK is that of pleasing God,
the three acharyas maintain firmly that there is no self-gain and therefore is the performance of selfless acts.
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any other” however, unlike selfishness (that performs actions for admiration in the sight
of others), altruism as a motivator is to satisfy the internal mechanisms (internal neural
structure) (Rachlin, 2002:239). Simply, altruism is a motivator that leads to an internal

sense of goodness.

Barasch (2014:393) distinguishes between altruism and selfishness by characterising
altruism as the “motivation to increase another person’s welfare”. However, Barasch
(2014:393) argues that emotion is a key factor in altruistic behaviour. Like Rachlin
(2002:239), Barasch (2014:394) suggests that altruism is performed for ‘self-

gratification’.

Therefore, it might be said that the fundamental difference between altruism and
selfishness lies in the difference in motives. Self-gratification for altruism and

admiration in the sight of others for selfishness.

The three acharyas contribute to this in their commentary of BG 2.48. BG 2.48 speaks
of equanimity. Shankara, in his commentary of BG 2.48'%! states that one is
“equanimous” irrespective of success or failure. Equanimity!®? refers to the calmness
of mind irrespective of distressing situations. In other words, one is mentally steady

despite a turbulent external environment.

Applying Shankara’s comment on equanimity to Rachlin (2002:239) and Barasch
(2014:394) displays a disagreement. For the selfless and altruistic principles of NK as
found in the commentary of the Prasthanatrayi by Shankara (and Ramanuja and
Madhva), one is not to perform selfless actions or be in a state of desireless-ness for
self-gratifying emotions. Instead, selfless actions are solely the performance of one’s
duty, which is to be performed with absolutely no concern for the rewards. The sole

motivator to perform NK is to please God.

Although psychologists, sociologists and evolutionary biologists may disagree with the
three acharyas on NK being truly desireless-desire and ultimate selflessness (in the
sense of no self-gain being achieved — not even that of liberation), this research aligns
itself with the position of the acharya.

151Gee 5.3.3
152 See https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/equanimity
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This research takes the position of the acharya based on their distinction between
‘righteous’ and ‘unrighteous’ desires. Furthermore, (1) Shankara’'s usage of the term
bahuvrihi (one with faultless desire)'®3, (2) Ramanuja’s comment of “righteous and
noble desire”'®*, and (3) Madhva’'s comment of desiring to please the Supreme
Being!®>® are prime examples of the acharya distinguishing between selfless and
selfish behaviour.

The acharya posits that those who desire Brahman do not desire anything evil.
Furthermore, Madhva lays the matter to rest with his comment on Bhagavadgita
Tatparya Nirnaya 2.70%% in stating that “one whose desires are self-centred, he is said

to be selfish”.

The discussion on the existence of ‘true/ultimate’ selflessness is seemingly endless.
As aresult, this research presents the acharyas position on desiring nothing other than
Brahman and the performance of one’s duties to society (without expecting any reward
in return) as selflessness. Upon reflection of the three acharyas and their
commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi, it is evident that they understood NK as a selfless
practice®®’. Furthermore, the objective of this research is to evaluate the three
acharyas understanding of NK in assessing the contribution that the principles of NK
make to social cohesion. The next section evaluates selflessness, as a key principle
of NK, and social cohesion.

9.2.2 Selfless action and social cohesion

Due to the emphasis on selflessness, NK and altruism share the definition of selfless
action. Mthenjane (2019:1) describes selflessness as the “third trait of leadership” and
defines it as the disregard for self-gain and concern for the wellbeing of others.
Mthenjane (2019:1) adds that selflessness is the foundation for building strong lasting,
trustworthy relationships. Dambrun and Ricard (2011:144) claim that the major

differences between selflessness and self-centeredness are:

153 See m

1>41n VS 6, see 6.3.1

155 See Madhva’s comment on Chandogya-UP

156 See E

157 See Shankara’s comment on Mundaka-UP 3.1.10 (5.3.1), Ramanuja’s comment prior to BGB 1.1 (6.3.3), and
Madhva’s comment on Isha-UP 1.1-2 (7.3.1).
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1) Selflessness: Self-environment harmony — harmony with oneself and other
members within the community, as a result, there is emotional stability and a sense of
harmony and peace within one’s mental functioning and one’s relationships with
others. Therefore, selflessness contributes to “Authentic-Durable Happiness” that
encompasses inner peace, positive community relations and cohesion amongst

diverse communities.

2) Self-centeredness: adopts a hedonic principle!®® approach. Self-centred individuals,
therefore, avoid certain situations or members of the community instead of building
harmonious relationships. As a result, self-centred individuals pursue “stimulus-driven

pleasures” causing a fluctuation in their emotions and mental stability.

The argument put forth by Dambrun and Ricard (2011:144) is that selflessness not
only contributes to inner peace but also inspires harmonious relationships within a
community. This research deduces a shared understanding of self-centeredness
between Madhva’'s comments on the Prasthanatrayi and Dambrun and Ricard
(2011:144). In Kena-UP 4.6, Madhva explains that failure to control the desires of the
sensory organs results in an endless search to constantly please the sensory organs.
Dambrun and Ricard (2011:144) agree by noting that self-centred individuals enter a
“stimulus-driven” pattern where all action and thought are focused on creating

pleasurable sensations for the sensory organs.

The support of NK as selflessness by the three acharyas is not only an attempt to
expand on NK as a philosophical and spiritually enlightening concept but also an

attempt to foster and promote harmony in the mind, home, and community.

Dambrun (2017:2) reflects on Dambrun and Ricard (2011:144) that selflessness
promotes a “happiness model” where the amount of happiness experienced by an
individual is directly linked to selflessness. Dambrun (2017:2) posits that selflessness
contributes directly to an understanding of the ‘Self. Setting aside the religious
connotations linked to the idea of the ‘Self as explained by the three acharyas, the
usage of the ‘Self’ as used by psychologists and sociologists alike refers to the self-

conscious characterisation that one attributes to themselves.

158 The principle that refers to individuals making decisions that avoid unpleasant emotions, by performing
actions that bring them immense amount of joy and other pleasurable emotions.
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Barolsky (2016:21) suggests that a decrease in self-centred actions and an increase
in the unity of the community aids in combating societal plagues such as gender-based
violence and crime. Furthermore, Norton (2013:3) notes that the unity of a community

determines the strength of social cohesion.

Mthenjane (2019:1) expands the abovementioned statements by stating that the unity
of a community is dependent on selflessness. Acts of selflessness display a sense of
concern and love for members of the community; a simple act of aiding in the
development of one’s socio-economic life builds a sense of trust, unity, and concern
for the community. Additionally, Mthenjane (2019:1) suggests that selfless individuals
are recognised as leaders within a community. Members of a community are more
likely to support a selfless leader as opposed to an egoistic leader, as a selfless leader
is envisioned as someone who will advocate change without looking for self-profit

opportunities.

Ritov and Kogut (2017:2) add that within large groups of people, selfless individuals
are recognised as individuals who are caring and trustworthy. As a result, selflessness
is both an admirable quality within an individual and a promoter of unity and trust within
a community. Notions presented by individuals identified as selfless are received by
the community as communally beneficial. The endorsement of concepts like social
cohesion by selfless members of the community is then well received by the
community and more likely to be implemented. In turn, issues such as crime, poverty
and violence are more likely to receive the attention due ultimately contributing to a

more progressive, welcoming, and developing community.

The contribution of NK (as enlightened and selfless activity) to social cohesion extends
beyond creating trustworthy individuals and leaders but also transforming a community

toward sustainable development.
9.2.3 Nishkama karma and religious diversity

NK as altruistic and selflessness contributes to social cohesion and societal
development. Despite its contribution to social cohesion, NK as profoundly taught and
engaged in the Prasthanatrayi is limited as a religious doctrine to Hindu communities
that revere the UP, BS, and BG. Thus, raising the question of NK's contribution to

social cohesion in religiously diverse communities.
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According to PEW Research Centre (2015), out of 7.4 billion people worldwide, 84%
subscribe to a religion. PEW Research Centre submits the following illustration of the

different religious communities globally>°:

% of world population Number of people in 2015, in billions
0.8%: Other religions
Folk religions 5.7%— |- 0.2%: Jews christians 2.3 [N
Buddhists 6.9%— Muslims 1.8 [ e
unaffiliated 1.2 [
Hindus Sl Hindus 1.1
1545 Buddhists 0.5

Folk religions 0.4 [
Other religions 0.1

Jews 0.01

Unaffiliated W 40 /

Source: Pew Research Center demographic projections. See Methodology for details.
“The Changing Global Religious Landscape”

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

With roughly 2.3 billion followers Christianity is the largest religion in the world. Second
to Christianity is Islam with 1.8 billion followers. The PEW Research Centre notes that
Islam is the fastest-growing religion and is set to become the world’s largest religion
between 2060 and 2070.

Hinduism is the fourth largest religion with 1.1 billion followers therefore, finds itself as
a smaller religion with most of its followers being in the Asian subcontinent. In
European, African, and American countries Hinduism finds itself limited to small

communities with little attention given to its religious rites, rituals, and practices.

According to Epafras (2007:1), Religion has been manipulated and degraded to the
point where it promotes violence and “inter-communal segregation”. The shared
message of all religions is to provide an understanding of the divine that fosters moral
and ethical behaviour, contributing to wholesome and peaceful relationships.
However, over time, all religions find themselves at the mercy of political agendas.
History stands to attest to the gross wars and conflicts that arose due to the differences

in religious understandings.

159 See: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-
but-they-are-declining-in-europe/
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Despite the manipulation of religious teachings for selfish reasons, religion has played
a major role in promoting and fostering peace and harmony amongst its followers.
Smock (2006:2) writes that while religious leaders on both sides of a dispute have the
power to promote peace, they choose to subjectively view their belief as right and just
with the ‘other’ being wrong. This is evident in a religiously related conflict in areas
such as Kashmir, Israel/Palestine, Iraq, Nigeria, South Sudan, and Macedonia.
Religious disputes often arise over tensions of sacred land, recognition of Holy days,

and differences in identity resulting in a sense of entittement over space and power.

Although religion can be a divisive tool it has the potential to unite communities in
promoting peace, harmony, and cohesion amongst religiously and ethnically diverse
groups. Smock (2006:2) adds that religious institutions are recognised as “trusted
institutions” that have the ability to “mobilise community, nation, and international

support for a peace process”.

To assess the contribution that religion can make to social cohesion (with peace being
an additional benefit to social cohesion), recognising the value and importance of
every religion is important. As discussed in point 9.2.2, NK (as selflessness and
altruism) contributes to individual and communal wellbeing. However, NK as a Hindu
religious doctrine is limited to promoting cohesion within Hindu communities. As such,
assessing NK’s contribution to social cohesion requires a brief look into NK’s ability to
assimilate and relate to other religious teachings on selflessness. The ability to relate
to other religious traditions is important as it allows NK to contribute to social cohesion

in religiously diverse communities.

Due to NK existing as a spiritually enlightening concept in Hinduism, the following
religions will be discussed to assess the likelihood of NK as a Hindu concept promoting
religious cohesion: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and the Bahai Faith. The
concept of selflessness exists in every religion, the question therefore, is the possibility
of NK relating to lessons on selflessness in other religions to promote social cohesion.
Additionally, with approximately 16% of the global population identifying as atheists,
discussing NK’s contribution to cohesion amongst religiously diverse communities
also requires an assessment of NK’s contribution to encouraging cohesion amongst

religious and atheist communities.
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Furthermore, to assess NK’s engagements with different religious traditions it is
important to understand NK as one with altruism. The common ground between NK
and the teachings of selflessness by the different religions is that of altruism. Important
to note, this section relies on NK’s principle of selflessness!®®. To assess the
engagement between different religions (on a socially cohesive level), this section
examines the principles of selflessness as found in different religions. The principle of
selflessness in other religions is related to the principle of selflessness as found in the
commentaries of the acharya on the Prasthanatrayi that relate to NK. In doing so,
through the principle of selflessness, NK can resonate with other religious traditions in

advancing social cohesion.

Reflecting on chapter 1.2, the literal translation of NK is ‘desireless action’.
Furthermore, chapter 2.3 outlines the principles of Nishkama Karma. It is important to
note that the principles of desirelessness, selflessness, and detachment are themes
that can be found in every religion. However, for effective social cohesion measures
in multi-faith communities, an areligious term that embodies the principles of
selflessness is required. The following section explores selflessness, as an important
principle of NK, that resonates with teachings of selflessness in other religious
communities. This section uses selflessness and altruism as an areligious term to
identify similarities in other religions with the principle of selflessness in NK, to promote

religious cohesion.

9.3.3.1 Judaism

The key term that links NK with selflessness in other religious traditions is altruism.
According to Midlarsky (2012:2), Rabbi Akiva (a Talmudic scholar) links altruism to the
Jewish commandment “love thy neighbour”. Midlarsky (2012:2) further states that
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook taught that:

Altruism toward humanity leads to altruism expressed to the force behind all giving

— the Creator — and is thus the ultimate goal of creation.

The quote provided by Midlarsky (2012:2) agrees with the commentaries by the three

acharyas on NK. Shankara’s commentary on BG 5.1 illustrates that one cannot escape

160 As mentioned in 2.3
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performing action (even inaction is the performance of action whereby one abstains
from action) therefore, Shankara proposes that one performs devotional services unto
Brahman. Additionally, Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta philosophy posits that all Jiva are

on a spiritual journey to realise their oneness with Brahman.

As a result of Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta, performing selfless action that benefits
another human is performing devotional services unto Brahman. Rabbi Abraham Isaac
Kook therefore, agrees with Shankara that being altruistic toward another human is
performing acts of devotion to God. Although there may be differences in
understanding who God is, the share understanding of selfless behaviour towards

other people is one that resonates between Judaism and Nishkama Karma.

For Judaic teachings of altruism to agree with the doctrine of NK, the differences in
religious teachings and understandings of God need to be set aside. The community
is required to set aside their differences by looking toward peaceful and cohesive
efforts to address the challenges faced by the community. For this to happen,
selflessness and humility play a vital role.

9.3.3.2 Christianity

Christianity is not short of altruistic teachings. The foundation of this religion itself,
being the death and resurrection of Christ symbolises the epitome of altruism and
selflessness. According to the Christian tradition, Jesus Christ died for the sins of
mankind. Christians believe that Jesus sought no personal gain or self-profit through
his life and teachings. Christians believe that Jesus came to the earth solely to redeem
humanity from their sins. Jesus sacrificed his life for his friends, family and even those
who killed him*61 and did not believe in his message — to atone for the sins of mankind

and reconcile humanity with God.

In sacrificing his life for the sins of humanity, Jesus lived out the definition of
selflessness. The three acharyas agree that one of the dimensions of NK is that of
surrendering oneself to the will and desires of Brahman. The Christian equivalent to
this is in Mark 14:36 where moments before his death, Jesus pleaded with God that
he did not want the burden of carrying the weight of humanity's sin. Despite his “take

this cup from me”, Jesus ends his prayer to God by saying “let your will be done”.

161 The gospel of Luke 23:34.
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In surrendering to the will of God, Jesus exhibits his devotion to God by performing an
action that is required of him despite his hesitance to act. This is mirrored in BG 1:26-
29 where Arjuna is hesitant to fight those who he grew up with however Krishna

explains the importance of practising one’s duty and surrendering to the will of God.

The similarities between BG 1:26-29 and Mark 14:36 exhibit the essence of religion
aiming solely to guide humanity toward a more socially cohesive lifestyle. Therefore,
BG 1:26-29 and Mark 14:36, as having the same message despite being different
religions display the ability and potential to unite in favour of social cohesion. This unity
is made possible by the shared belief of surrendering to the will of God — by selflessly

performing one’s duty to unify a community toward socially cohesive objectives.
9.3.3.3 Islam

Shaltout (2003:2) reflects on Altruism in Islam and the Holy Quran and proposes the

following points:

1. Muslims are encouraged not to recognise the “dignity and fundamental rights”
of all people, emphasising that all people are equal.

2. “Islam calls for acquaintance and cooperation for the common good as well as
for the performance of all kinds of righteous deeds towards all human beings,
regardless of their citizenship or religion.”

3. Quoting Surah Al-Bagarah, Ayaa 256, Shaltout (2003:2) claims: “Islam
promotes religious freedom for everyone and prohibits any compulsion in this
respect”.

4. People are encouraged to live peacefully with one another by abstaining from
violence and peacefully resolving conflict.

5. Islam ensures the “protection of human freedom”.

Shaltout (2003:2-3) suggests that the 5 abovementioned points are Islamic teachings

that endorse altruism.

According to point 3, Muslims are encouraged to recognise the different religions that
people subscribe to without forcing a conversion or an acceptance of Islam. Point 3 is
an addition to point 2, where Muslims are taught to look beyond cultural, religious, and
ethnic differences by cooperation and acquaintance to ensure the common good for

the community.
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Point 2 directly endorses social cohesion by encouraging the unification of a
community to look beyond their differences to contribute to sustainable development.
Additionally, the “performance of all kinds of righteous deeds towards all human

beings” is connected to selflessness.

Shankara in BG 3.20 proposes that the practice of NK purifies an individual's mind
and soul. In agreement, Ramanuja in VS 157 describes the practice of NK as righteous
desire. NK as a practice of detachment and selflessness encourages one to perform
actions that contribute to the wellness of society without seeking any rewards in return.

Shankara’s (BG 3.20) and Ramanuja’s (VS 157) comments agree with point 3 on Islam
and altruism as proposed by Shaltout (2003:2-3). Despite the historical conflict
between Hinduism and Islam, the current era that religious communities find

themselves in requires a sense of tact, patience and understanding.

The teachings of selflessness as taught by Hinduism (through NK) and Islam, if
practised daily, has the potential to foster a strong sense of trust between the two
religious communities. Selflessness encourages trust and trust builds a sense of unity
and comradery that further encourages the unity required for these communities to be
socially cohesive and address the difficulties that may exist within their community.
Within the context of Hinduism and Islam, and the tension between these two
communities, NK (through the principle of selflessness) aids in moving beyond
historical conflict and prejudice to ensure that these two communities peacefully and

respectfully coexist side by side.
9.3.3.4 Buddhism

According to Jingzong (2018:4) Buddhism is the 4™ major world religion after
Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism with over 450 million followers across the globe.
Buddhism is based on the teachings of the Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, which aims

at guiding people towards Nirvana.

Buddhists do not believe in a divine being, instead the belief is that all humans have
the essence of the divine within them. This divine being can only be unlocked through
self-realization. The term Buddha refers to one who has been enlightened and has

attained Bodhi'®2. Due to Buddhism teaching the self-enlightenment, followers of

162 meaning wisdom (Saisuta 2012:3)
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Buddhism are encouraged to attain enlightenment and become the Buddha (Saisuta
2012:3).

Buddhism has its origins in the ancient Hindu Kingdom of Kapilvastu where the
founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama, was born in 624 BCE to King Suddhodana
and Queen Mahamaya (Vithalrao, 2017:1). As Hinduism adopts Buddhist philosophy,

one of the shared concepts between Hinduism and Buddhism is Nishkama Karma.

Harris (1997:2) notes that there are two Pali words pertaining to detachment; viveka
and viraga. These two terms do note denote ignorance of the plight of society instead

it should be understood as a legitimate path to salvation.

Harris (1997:2) further states that the Buddha was firm in his resolve that detachment
was not an act of “withdrawal” from society; it is a process of “inner purging and mental

transformation connected with the destruction of craving.”

Craving, longing, thirst, and hunger are all a part of desire and therefore the cause of
suffering. To end suffering, one must therefore remove the objects of their desire to

transcend beyond the material world into Nirvana.

Hoang (2019:19) argues that to Buddhists, Dukkha (suffering) is a reality of human
life, and that happiness is an illusion, “all things will be destroyed and cannot last
forever”. Therefore, humans seeking happiness in temporary objects only leads to a
cycle of anger, lust, and greed to prolong the temporary pleasure given by material

objects.

This cycle results in an attachment to pleasure and the material world, furthermore this
destructive behaviour causes radical selfishness. To end this cycle of destructive
behaviour Hoang (2019:19) suggests Buddhism’s philosophy of “self-denial” as the

solution.

In early Buddhism (4" century BCE) the concept of self-denial centred on detachment
from the objects of desire to appreciate the necessities of life. Denial of the self in early
Buddhism, Harris (1997:3) notes, was physically withdrawing from situations that
clouded the mind by pleasing the senses to a place where one could meditate and

appreciate nature without desiring anything of it.

256

© University of Pretoria



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

(02’&

The concept of detachment in early Buddhism can be understood as an attempt to
appreciate the natural world without desiring to attain it. Reflecting on Harris (1997:2),
the teachings of the Buddha on detachment indicate two types of desire; for good and
for evil. As a result of desire being seen as good and bad, teachings of the Buddha
promote detachment from wicked desires (such as the attainment of wealth, power, or
fame) in the pursuit of righteous desires (such as appreciating the natural environment

and searching for knowledge.

This understanding of detachment in Buddhism is like that of the UP, BS, and BG with
little to no deviation in definition. As such, Nishkama Karma in the commentaries of
the three acharyas resonates with the Buddhist understanding of desire, detachment,
and self-denial. This enables Hinduism and Buddhism to align and work with one
another on the premise of selflessly performing prescribed duties for the betterment of
society. Through some of the shared principles of selflessness and desire, Nishkama
Karma works as a unifying theme between Hinduism and Buddhism toward promoting

selfless actions that advance social cohesion.
9.3.3.5 Bahai faith
On the Bahai faith and altruism, Badee (2015:130-131) states:

The Bahai view is closer to enlightened self-interest, which argues that the nature
of human beings is altruistic and not egoistic. Persons who act to further the
interests of others ultimately serve their interests. Human beings should strive to
reach this level of consideration. Baha'u’llah deters his followers from egoistic
activities and encourages them to pursue behaviours that benefit all. He states:
‘Dissipate not the wealth of your precious lives in the pursuit of evil and corrupt
affection, nor let your endeavours be spent in promoting your interest ... cling unto

that which profits mankind.’

Badee (2015:130-131) suggests that the true nature of an individual, according to the
Bahai faith, is altruistic. It is through corruption and the “pursuit of evil” that one
becomes deluded into following objects of self-interest. Therefore, the Bahai faith

encourages individuals to be selfless to be their true selves.

Additionally, in the Foundations of World Unity (pg. 42), ‘Abdu’l-Baha (the eldest son

of Baha’u’llah), states:
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Man is he who forgets his own interests for the sake of others. His own comfort he
forfeits for the well-being of all. Nay, rather, his own life must he be willing to forfeit
for the life of mankind. Such a man is the glory of the world of mankind. Such a
man is the one who wins eternal bliss. Such a man is near to the threshold of God.

Such a man is the very manifestation of eternal happiness.

‘Abdu’l-Baha’s statement of “such a man is the one who wins eternal bliss” mirrors that
of the three acharyas. Madhva’s proposal of Niskama Jnanapurvam Karma was that
of enlightened activity which inspires one to perform selfless, detached activity for the
pleasure of Brahman. The pleasure of Brahman results in the attainment of Moksha —

eternal bliss.

In this way the Bahai faith and Hinduism share a special bond on selflessness, they
both view it to attain salvation. Therefore, selflessness is well-rooted in the teachings
of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, making it simple for Hindu and Bahai communities to be socially

cohesive. On the ease of assimilating NK and Bahai teachings, May (1993:17) states:

The Bahai principle of the unity of religions is grounded on this basic conception
of reality. This principle, so frequently discussed in the Bahai sacred writings,
asserts that a common transcendent truth not only lies above the varying and

divergent religious traditions but is in fact, their ultimate source and inspiration.

The Bahai teachings adopt a similar approach to Hinduism in terms of interreligious
discussion. May's (1993:17) statement on transcendent truth echoes Ramanuja’s
comment on VS 157: Brahman (or “a common transcendent truth”) visits the world in

different forms to do good in the world.

As a result, the teachings of selflessness within the Bahai faith agree with that of NK

thus allowing for Hindu and Bahai communities to be socially cohesive.
9.3.3.6 Atheism

Historically the term Nastika referred to the opposite of Astika, an unorthodox belief!63.
Today, the term Nastika is also used to refer to atheism. In Indian communities®4, an

atheist is typically referred to as a “nastik”. Like all religious communities, atheists are

163 See chapter 1.1.2
164 Where an Indian language is spoken. The popular terms used to refer to atheists is “naastik” (Hindi) and
“naaththikar” (Tamil).
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often discriminated against and viewed as problematic, godless (and therefore moral-

less) people.

McLaughlin (2015:10) defines atheists as “people who lack belief in deities or
supernatural forces”. For numerous reasons, atheists choose to not believe in the
divine or anything supernatural. Despite NK being a religious concept, this research
assesses its contribution to social cohesion. Therefore, understanding the contribution
NK can make to advancing social cohesion in communities with atheists is required to
understand the adaptability of NK in different contexts.

Additionally, McLaughlin (2015:10-11) notes that there is a misguided view that
atheists disregard the moral foundation of society. To establish the argument,
McLaughlin (2015:10-11) refers to Psalm 14:11 which refers to atheists as fools who

are “corrupt” and perform “vile” deeds.

Gervais and Norenzayan (2012:3) note that “despite the prevalence of negative
attitudes toward atheists, the prevalence of atheists worldwide” and the
recent popular attention garnered by atheism”, there is limited academic research into

the prejudice, discrimination, and mistreatment of atheists.

The unfair treatment of atheists as argued by Gervais and Norenzayan (2012:3) is a
call for social cohesion and respect for the atheist community by the global theist

community.

Therefore, selflessness, as religious teaching that is connected to the different
religions (as discussed in the previous sections), has the moral and divine obligation
to ensure that members of the atheist community are treated with the dignity and

respect that every human requires.

Gervais and Norenzayan (2012:5) suggest that, if anything, atheists have more of a
moral compass than theists; a religious person performs good deeds to please their
god/s whereas an atheist performs good deeds simply out of the righteousness of their
heart. As a result, selflessness practised by atheists is solely due to the goodness that
exists within them. This shared idea of selfless behaviour resonates with NK (as
actions are performed for no materialistic reward) therefore allowing for atheists and

practitioners of NK to unite under their shared belief of selflessness.
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Gervais and Norenzayan (2012:5) in their understanding of good deeds are not wrong.
A central theme to NK is that of selflessness when performing good deeds.
Irrespective of the discussion on the “why” of good deeds, atheists are (like all other
members of society) tasked with the responsibility to contribute to social cohesion and

social development.

Within a gathering where atheists are not seen as ‘outcasts’ and ‘untrustworthy’
individuals, atheists are compelled by their sense of morality to be present and
contribute to the discussion on social cohesion and development.

Therefore, the responsibility of NK rests on its teachings of detachment and
selflessness to foster an environment where everyone (especially atheists) feels
welcome and safe. This is to ensure that all members of the community have an equal,

fair, and unbiased opportunity to contribute to the discussion of social cohesion.

Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva respectively defined NK as instrumental in the
purity of mind, the righteousness of the heart and enlightened activity that contributes
to social development. Within communities that consist of atheist members,
practitioners of NK are charged with the responsibility to ensure that atheists feel
welcome and are not victimised as Gervais and Norenzayan (2012:5) and McLaughlin
(2015:10-11) suggest.

This section explored NK contributing to social cohesion within religiously diverse
communities. After a careful inspection of the similarities between NK and the
doctrines of selflessness within Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, the Bahai
faith, and Atheism, this section concludes that (through recognition of the similarities):
the different religious communities have the potential to unite under their shared
understandings of selflessness to advance social cohesion and the development

thereof.

9.2.4 Nishkama Karma as empathy

Van Langer (2008:767) defines empathy as an affective state that is caused by the
witnessing or observation of another's affective state. Witnessing a person has a
negative experience reminds one of a similar experience thus allowing the ability to

‘relate’ to what the other person is feeling, this is the essence of empathy.
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Bierhoff and Rohmann (2004:351) talk of an empathy-altruism hypothesis as prosocial

behaviour:

The basic idea is that empathic concern, as a situation-specific response of an
observer witnessing another person’s plight, motivates altruistic behaviour, which
is mainly the performed as an attempt to reduce the other person’s suffering.
Therefore, empathic concern is understood as a truly altruistic motivation, in
contrast to egoistic motivation, which is directed towards the reduction of personal

distress, another situation-specific response of witnesses of emergencies.

Van Langer (2008:767) agrees with Bierhoff and Rohmann (2004:351) on altruism
being a situation-specific response by an observer, with the sole intention to alleviate
suffering without any self-profiting motive. In this sense, altruism and empathy are on
equal ends of a spectrum with the sole objective being that of providing support for

another without seeking anything in return.

The usage of the term “reduce the other person’s suffering” by Bierhoff and Rohmann
(2004:351) makes the process of comparing NK and empathy simpler. The practice of
NK is believed, through detachment and selflessness, to alleviate one’s suffering by
surrendering all action and desire to Brahman. But how does this fit into the empathy-
altruism model of Bierhoff and Rohmann (2004:351)7?

Chatainya (2018:1) explains that BG 6.32 is the summation of the BG’s teaching on
universal empathy. BG 6:32 reads:

He is a perfect yogi who, by comparison to his own self, sees the true equality of

all beings, in both their happiness and their distress, O Arjunal

In BG 1:28-45, Arjuna explains to Krishna his disapproval of going into battle. Krishna’s
response in BG 6:32 and 6:35 shows an empathetic response by Krishna, whereby
Krishna states that he understands the difficulty that comes with focusing one’s mind

and thoughts on a specific objective.

Additionally, Shankara’s comments on BG 3.20 that practising NK role models an ideal
society. The BG and Shankara agree that selflessness displays a sense of empathy,
love, and care for other beings within a community. The ability to relate, understand
and care for another without seeking any reward in return is therefore, adds to

understanding NK as empathetic, altruistic, and socially cohesive.
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NK as selflessness and altruistic displays empathetic care for humanity and nature.
The act of putting the needs of others ahead of one’s own is seen as an empathetic
act by Bierhoff and Rohmann (2005:351). Thus, allowing for the practice of NK to
support Bierhoff and Rohmann’s (2004:351) proposal of an empathy-altruism model.

Understanding NK beyond spiritual enlightenment, including altruism and empathy,
enables NK to adapt to any community in support of social cohesion. The previous
section investigated NK'’s adaptability considering religious diversity. Religious conflict
is one aspect that requires cohesion among many. Some other topics that require NK
as a model of social cohesion through altruism and empathy are inclusivity to racially
and ethnically diverse communities, reconciling with historical conflict and prejudices,

and the inclusion and acceptance of members of the LGBTIQ+ community.
9.2.5 Communal vs Global cohesion

Braak, Wei, and Zhu (2015:1) reflect on social cohesion within the contexts of Europe,
South Africa, and China. The depth at which social cohesion can be defined has been
mentioned, social cohesion has a broad definition that centres on unifying a

community toward a common goal — usually a positive, sustainable development goal.

Each village, town, city, province, and nation have their own set of issues that fall
under one or more of the dimensions of social cohesion®®. This research focuses on
the holistic contribution of NK to social cohesion rather than focusing on a specific

context.

Because concepts like altruism and empathy exist in all communities and all religious
traditions, studying NK as socially cohesive to all contexts rather than one allows it to

adapt to addressing different issues.

NK as altruism and empathy can relate to the teachings of selflessness within other
religious traditions. Through acts of selflessness and empathy, a community has the
potential to unite beyond its differences in the fight against whatever social distresses

may exist within that community.

Therefore, NK as the Hindu concept of altruism and empathy contributes to social

cohesion on a global scale by encouraging selfless behaviour. As discussed in the

165 See chapter 1.3.
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previous sections, through selflessness and empathy, sentiments of trust, love, and
care arise between community members — promoting unity and peaceful discourse

rather than violent conflict.

NK as such is not the solution to all problems that a community may face, it proposes
that the solution to solving problems is unity through acts of selflessness. The objective
of NK is therefore not one of appealing to one context but that of multiple; to inspire
selfless acts irrespective of race, gender, age, or faith. NK’s solution to the challenges
of a community lies in the willingness of the members of the community to selflessly

unite for the betterment of the community.

Therefore, NK suggests selfless acts as an empathetic response to unite a community
toward sustainable development.

9.3 Conclusion

For as long as there are different linguistic, cultural, religious, and ethnic groups, there
will be a need for social cohesion. Social cohesion is summarised as a communal
unity, this unity is required the address economic, cultural, social, and political issues

that may arise within a community.

Different communities will have specific issues that pertain to their context however
certain issues (such as political and cultural) are shared challenges amongst diverse
communities across the globe. Barolsky (2016:21) suggests that the solution to
addressing societal issues is embedded in a community that is willing to unite through

selfless actions.

The plurality of Hinduism allows for Hindu concepts, such as NK, to easily adapt to
another religion. While NK advances social cohesion through empathetic acts of
selflessness, it faces a challenge with religiously diverse communities. Despite
teachings that exist in all religions that mirror NK, for a religiously diverse community

to unite in support of social cohesion, willingness is required from all members.

Considering the willingness of individuals to be selfless in their support of NK,
Ramanuja’s comment in his Sri Bashya (kamadyidhikaranam 3.3.39)%¢6 on self-desire

is important. NK, altruism, and empathy as agents of social cohesion require self-

166 See 6.3.2
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desire. The desire to selflessly contribute to social development cannot be enforced.
If NK is enforced, it removes the altruistic and empathetic qualities.

As a result, NK as advancing social cohesion requires the ‘self-desire’ of all members
of the community to set aside whatever differences that may be, to selflessly unite in
contribution to social cohesion. NK, in the philosophies of the three acharyas,

contributes to social cohesion by promoting selfless actions to all members of society.

Therefore, NK does not aim or claim to address the economic, cultural, social, and
political dimensions of social cohesion. Instead, NK proposes that the solution to
societal problems rests on the ability of a society to selflessly unite. Through altruism
and empathy, NK fosters trustworthy relationships — ultimately supporting the

communal unity required for social cohesion.

Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva agree that practising NK purifies the mind and soul,
leading to righteousness. NK as a practice that inspires righteousness and advances
social cohesion is articulated best by the 11" President of India, A. P. J. Abdul

Kalam167:

When there is righteousness in the heart, there is beauty in the character. When
there is beauty in the character, there is harmony in the home. When there is
harmony in the home, there is order in the nation. When there is order in the nation,

there is peace in the world.

167 This quote is from a speech that A. P. J. Abdul Kalam gave when addressing the European Parliament in
Strasbourg, France 2007. See: https://speakola.com/political/dr-a-p-j-abdul-kalam-european-parliament-
2007#:~:text=0h%2C%20European%20Union%20let%20your,That%20is%20my%20poem.&text=Finally%2C%2
Ofriends%2C%20let%20me%20convey,citizens%200f%20European%20Union%20countries.
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Chapter 10: Conclusion

10.1 Introduction

Hinduism has been defined as a collective term that refers to numerous different
religious systems some of which are Shaivism, Vaishnavism, and Shaktism. The
vastness of Hindu deities and teachings is to guide different individuals through their

understanding of the physical, material world and the spiritual realms.

In recent years, the word pluralism has often been echoed through discussions about
the Hindu faith. Accepting different religions and interpretations of the divine is pivotal
to the Hindu faith with Hindus often understanding different religious leaders and gods

as messengers and avatars of the Trimurti.

As such, the philosophical wisdom of Hinduism was never created with the intent of
limiting or using knowledge for political agendas or self-gain. The concept of NK is one
such example. First mentioned in the Vedas, NK, as the Hindu concept of desireless
action, mention that selflessness leads to salvation. NK developed with contributions

from the three acharyas to incorporate more than just selflessness.

Vedanta, as one of the more popular Hindu philosophical schools, was popularised by
its three different schools as articulated by Shankara (Advaita), Ramanuja
(Vishishtadvaita), and Madhva (Dvaita). The focus of Vedanta is to explore the nature
of Brahman concerning the human soul (Jiva and Atman). As authors of nhumerous
books and commentaries, Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva made priceless
contributions to the Hindu faith — ensuring that it lives up to its name Sanatana Dharma

(the eternal law).

Recognised as great philosophers, Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhva contributed to
understanding the concept of NK as selflessness and desirelessness. Through the
lens of their philosophical schools, they contributed to the development of NK as a
concept that promotes individual and communal wellbeing. Whilst extensive research
exists on the three acharyas and NK, studies comparing and engaging the three on

their thoughts on NK are limited.
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10.2 Focus of thesis

This thesis focused on investigating how the concept of NK can advance social
cohesion considering the three acharyas commentaries on NK. Shankara, Ramanuja,
and Madhva wrote numerous documents and clearly articulated their arguments for
their respectful Vedantic schools. However, the focus of this research pertained more

to their contribution to NK as found in their commentaries of the Prasthanatrayi.

NK as a Hindu concept of selflessness is also not limited to the Prasthanatrayi, the
Sama Veda, Yajur Veda and Atharva Veda, Buddhist texts, Mahabharat, Ramayana,
and the Aranyaka’s are some of the other texts that contain lessons on selflessness,

desirelessness and empathy — themes that link to NK.

Other than the popular Sanskrit tradition, the ancient Tamil tradition also contains
fundamental lessons on NK. The Tolkapiyum, Thirrukkural and Theveraam contain

extensive texts on selflessness, love, and devotional service.

The vastness of Hinduism allows for every tradition and linguistic culture to contribute
to NK. To include the contribution to NK by the different traditions and texts would
have diverted the focus from the central focus of this thesis; that of investigating NK in

the commentaries of the three acharyas and its contribution to social cohesion.
10.2.1 Research questions

Chapter 2.7, this research states the objectives of this research. To assess NK'’s

advancement of social cohesion, the following questions were posed:

. What is Nishkama Karma? Nishkama Karma translated literally means
‘desireless desire’. As engaged in this research, Nishkama Karma refers to the
concept of desireless, selfless action. It includes the practice of performing
actions (usually one’s expected responsibilities/duties within a community) in a
detached manner. As a result, Nishkama Karma refers to the performance of
actions without expecting any reward or compensation for the performance of
said actions.

II.  How did Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva understand Nishkama Karma?
Through investigating Nishkama Karma (as desireless desire, selfless and
detached action), this research found that the three acharyas complemented

one another in their understanding of Nishkama Karma. Shankara understood
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NK as unfailing, pure desire that is distinguished from the selfish desire for
materialistic objects. In doing so, Shankara qualifies NK as the desire to be
desireless for materialistic objects that lead to bondage to the samsara cycle.
According to Shankara, the desire to be desireless toward materialistic objects
is due to the desire for the realisation of Brahman and the attainment of Moksha.
Shankara argues that the desire for Brahman is not selfish or unrighteous since
the desire for Brahman is simply the desire to realise oneself as Brahman. The
desire to realise oneself as Brahman is qualified as selfless as one no longer
desires materialistic objects and performs actions solely to uphold the duties
that are expected of one within their community.

Ramanuja supports Shankara in distinguishing between righteous and
unrighteous desire. Ramanuja agrees that NK supports the attainment of
Moksha. Furthermore, Ramanuja argues that the practice of NK is a display of
Bhakti (devotion). By detaching from the rewards affiliated with performed
actions, an individual surrenders their actions and the fruit thereof to Brahman.
For Ramanuja, Brahman is Vishnu. Ramanuja believed that the practice of NK
was a display of love and devotion to Vishnu. Ramanuja maintained NK as a
liberative practice and added that NK is also the performance of devotional
service through the performance of one’s prescribed duties in a detached,
selfless, and desireless manner.

Madhva agreed with Shankara and Ramanuja in distinguishing between
righteous and unrighteous desire. Madhva referred to NK as the noble desire
to follow the laws of Dharma by solely desiring to perform actions that are
pleasing to Vishnu (Madhva’s interpretation of Brahman is Vishnu). Madhva
agreed with Ramanuja in terms of NK being a display of Bhakti — one
uncompromising devotion to Vishnu. As the last of the three acharyas, Madhva
ties together Jnana, Karma, and Bhakti yoga, along with Shankara and
Ramanuja, in understanding NK. Madhva does this in his proposal of
Niskamam jnanapurvam karma. That is enlightened (knowledgeable) action
that is performed with the sole desire to attain wisdom and please Vishnu.
According to Madhva, the performance of enlightened action results in
detached, desireless, and selfless actions that please Vishnu.

Has the understanding of Nishkama Karma undergone a metamorphosis over

time? Before engaging Nishkama Karma as found in the philosophies of the
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three acharyas, chapter 4 examined relevant texts that contribute to assessing
the metamorphosis of NK. Since the first mention of NK in the Vedas, through
its mentions in the UP, BS, and BG, NK is conceptualised as (1) service to
Brahman, (2) desireless, detached, selfless action, (3) righteous desire, (4) a
path to Moksha, (5) a path that enhances self-realisation, (6) attainment of true
wisdom and knowledge, and (7) the performance of ones duty without
attachment and expectancy for rewards.

After tracking the understanding of NK before the commentaries of the three
acharyas, chapter 8 provided a summation of the contribution to understanding
NK. This enabled the research to note the prominent additions made to NK in
understanding its metamorphosis over time. Shankara’s contribution to NK’s
metamorphosis was through the addition of the terms: (1) Karmadharaya, (2)
Bahuvrihi, (3) Satyakamah, and (4) na aviratah duscaritat. Ramanuja’s
contribution was on the grounds of combining Vidya (wisdom) with the practice
of NK to remove all Karma (past, present, and future). As such, Ramanuja
reaffirmed and supported NK as a liberative practice. Last, agreeing with
Shankara and Ramanuja, Madva’s contributed to the metamorphosis of NK in
his proposal of Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma. Madhva also noted the
importance of discernment in understanding righteous and unrighteous desire
— that which is in alignment with Dharma (such as NK) and that which is against
(such as the desire for materialistic self-gain). Additionally, Madhva
acknowledges the need for material objects and sustenance but cautions that
these need to be engaged in a detached manner.

How does Nishkama Karma relate to altruism and empathy in enhancing and
contributing to social cohesion? In chapter 9, this research relied on NK’s
principle of selflessness. NK’s principle of selflessness was related to altruism
and empathy in drawing a connection to similar principles in other religions
toward promoting social cohesion. NK (through selflessness) as an altruistic
and empathetic concept was argued as enhancing and contributing to social
cohesion by (1) developing trust between community members, (2) promoting
community transformation and unity (accommodation of multiculturalism), (3)
advancing sustainable development (economic opportunities), and (4)

reconciliation and reparation of historical conflict and prejudice.
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Chapter 3 is dedicated to answering research question |. Chapter 3.4 engages NK
with desire, attachment, selfishness (Sakam Karma), and selflessness. 3.4.1 assess
the different dimensions of NK and touches on selflessness as one of the prominent
themes of NK.

On the principles of desirelessness, selflessness, and detachment, this research
engages the three acharyas commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi. Chapters 5, 6, 7,
and 8 address research question Il. Chapters 5.3, 6.3, 7.3, and 8.2 are solely
dedicated to exploring how the three acharyas understood NK.

In chapter 4.6 (Table 1), the development of NK in the Vedas, UP, BS, and BG, is
provided. The findings illustrated in Table 1 are a presentation of NK in the
Prasthanatrayi before engaging the commentaries of the three acharyas and their
contribution to the development of NK. Chapter 8.2.4 documents the different
contributions that the three acharyas make to understanding NK. Thereafter, chapter
8.4 reflects on Table 1 of chapter 4.6 in assessing the metamorphosis of NK. This is
achieved by comparing the understanding of NK (as found in the Prasthanatrayi)
before, and post, the commentaries of the three acharyas. Therefore, chapters 4.6,

8.2.4, and 8.4, engage research question .

Research question IV is engaged in chapter 9. NK’s principle of selflessness (which
incorporates other principles, such as detached and desireless action) is engaged with
altruism and empathy in assessing the contribution that the principles of NK make to

advancing social cohesion. This is done in chapter 9.2.
As a result, this research engaged all research questions in concluding that:

1) Through investigating the commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi by the three
acharyas, Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva portray NK as a selfless practise
that contributes to a community development!68

2) Indefining NK as a selfless practice, the three acharyas allow for the application

of NK (as a selfless practice) to altruism'%® and empathy'’°. Therefore, NK as

168 See 8.2.4
1695ee9.2.1
1705ee 9.2.4
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a selfless, altruistic, and empathetic practice is theorised to contribute to social
cohesion.

NK, through the principle of selflessness, relates to altruism and empathy. Through
altruism and empathy, NK, as found in the philosophies of Shankara, Ramanuja, and

Madhva advances social cohesion.
10.2.1.1 Review of the hypothesis on Nishkama Karma as socially cohesive

Chapter 2.6 formulated the hypothesis that Nishkama Karma, in the commentaries of
Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva, can contribute to social cohesion. Reflecting on
the previous section (chapter 10.2.1), this research concludes in support of the
hypothesis that — Nishkama Karma, as found in the philosophies of Shankara,

Ramanuja, and Madhva, advances social cohesion.
10.3 History of NK

The Rigveda is recognised as the oldest Hindu text, making it the first of a four-layer
foundation. The concept of NK was not created by the three acharyas, it was born out
of the Rigveda as a devotional service. Thereafter, the UP and BS expanded on this
concept, allowing it to be found in numerous other Hindu sacred texts in teachings on

selflessness, detachment, and devotional service.

Before reflecting on the three acharyas, this research summarised the concept of NK
in the Prasthanatrayi. The intention was to understand NK as it was in the
Prasthanatrayi before the acharya commented on it, to assess their contributions.
Table 1 (chapter 4.6) summarises the notes on NK as found in the Prasthanatrayi

before investigating the contributions made by the three acharyas.

10.4 Defining NK

To define the concept of NK and assess its contribution to NK, this thesis investigated

the commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi made by the three acharyas.

While each of the acharya wrote extensively on the principles that relate to NK, the

following is a summary of their key contributions to NK:

» Shankara: Desire is twofold, good, and evil, those who desire Brahman have

the righteous desire.
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» Ramanuja: Vidya and NK destroy all past, present, and future Karma thus
preparing one for liberation.
» Madhva: proposed Niskamam Jnanapurvam Karma as a combination of Jnana

and Karma yoga for liberation.

After concluding on the definition of NK as per the commentaries of the three acharyas,
this research reflected on the problems with understanding NK. The fundamental issue
with NK was reconciling the state of desirelessness with the desire for Moksha

(mumukshutva).

NK as desirelessness, with mumukshutva, was engaged in this research by examining
the three acharyas commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi. The acharyas agree that: (1)
the desire for Brahman is righteous, (2) the removal of desire referred to by NK is
unrighteous desire (therefore, desire is both righteous and unrighteous as per the
teachings of the scriptures), (3) one may have desire so long as it is in line with
dharma, (4) a life without accumulating Karma is impossible therefore all action should
be NK — selfless, devotional action, (5) the desire for Brahman and knowledge is the

only desire people should have.

After addressing the problems with understanding NK, this research reflects on Datta
and Jones (2019:17) by submitting a 6-dimensional model of NK17! — that engages

mumukshutva with the commentaries of the three acharyas.
10.5 Social cohesion

The second objective of this thesis was to assess if NK, as found in the commentaries
of the acharya, could advance social cohesion. Reflecting on Paolilli (2011:147),
Perumpallikunnel (2013:276), and Chaitanya (2018:1), this research concluded that

NK is the Hindu equivalent of altruism and empathy.

After agreeing upon NK is expressed as an altruistic and empathetic practice this
thesis proposed that considering Dambrun and Ricard (2011:144) and Mthenjane

(2019:1), NK builds a sense of trust and unity that supports social cohesion.

This research concluded that NK could advance social cohesion provided that a

community is willing to look beyond its differences by uniting through altruistic and

715ee3.4.1
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empathetic acts. Additionally, NK as a model of altruism and empathy can promote
social cohesion amongst the different religious traditions by relating to teachings of
selflessness and empathy. Through altruism and empathy, NK appeals to the better

nature of people thus enabling it to advance social cohesion in any community.
10.6 Recommendations

This section reflects on the challenges experienced in this research before

recommendations on further research.
10.6.1 Challenges

Some of the challenges encountered during this research was that of textual
engagement. Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva are known to have written

commentaries and books well beyond that their commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi.

The Bhaja Govindam, Saundarya Lahari, Atma Bodha, and Tattva Bodha, are some
of the texts attributed to Shankara. The Bhavartha Ratnakara, Gadyatrayam, and
Vedantasara are some of the texts attributed to Ramanuja. To Madhva, the Dvadasha
stotra, sadachara smruti, Tattva Viveka, and Mahabharata Tatparya Nirnaya, are
attributed.

Some of these texts are authentic in terms of their authorship, whereas others are
guestionable. As such, this research was challenged in selectively using only the
commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi by the three acharyas in assessing and

comparing their understanding of NK.

Considering this, the principles of NK extend to texts found in many different Hindu
traditions beyond the work of the acharyas. Whilst the acharyas contributed to the
formation of understanding of NK, this concept requires practical engagement within

the current context.

As aresult, this research recommends that governments, institutions, religious bodies,
and other organisations, consider the findings of this research in contributing to NK
(as found in the philosophies of the three acharyas) as a socially cohesive concept.
This research recommends further study into the implementation of NK toward

contributing to a more progressive, equal, and fair global society. As this research is
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theoretically based, this research emphasises the implementation of NK toward testing
the theory of this research — as proposed in chapter 10.2.1.1.

Furthermore, this research recommends further research on the relationship between
the social sciences and Nishkama Karma in Vedanta philosophy.

10.7 Closing remarks

This research investigated the concept of Nishkama Karma in the philosophies of
Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva to assess the contribution that Nishkama Karma
makes to social cohesion. The contributions of the three acharyas to NK created the

foundation for exploring Nishkama Karma'’s contribution to social cohesion.

The concept of Nishkama Karma, and its contribution to social cohesion, is not limited
to Hinduism or Hindu communities only. But is a concept that is for the benefit of the
world. Nishkama Karma’s message of selflessness, detachment, altruism, and
empathy can be taught in any religious tradition without the ulterior motive of
conversion. Both the objective of Nishkama Karma and the reason for its existence
desire only to contribute to individual and communal wellbeing thus promoting social

cohesion.

Nishkama Karma, as a concept that advances social cohesion through altruism and
empathy, is for the benefit of the world (irrespective of religion, ethnicity, and culture)

is best articulated by the famous Tamil philosopher Kaniyan Poongunranar.

Believed to have been born around 600 BCE, Kaniyan Poongunranar is famous for

the following quote:

WMSID 2er@r wmeu(hLd G&serfly
yaadhum oore yaavarum kehlir

Meaning: “the world is my home, and every person is my family”
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TRANSLATIONS

This section provides the references used for the English translations of the
commentaries on the Prasthanatrayi by the three acharyas.

SHANKARA
Upanishads — (Gambhirananda, 1992) (Gambhirananda, 1957)
Brahma Sutras — (Sivananda, 2008) (Vireswarananda, 1936)

Bhagavad Gita — (Sastry, 1977) (Ramachandra Aiyar, 1988)
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Upanishads/Vedartha Sangraha — (Raghavachar, 2010)
Brahma Sutras/Sri Bhashya — (Rangacharya, 1899) (Raghavachariar, 1985)

Bhagavad Gita Bhashya — (Rama, 2013) (Govindacharya, 1898)

MADHVA
Upanishads — (Vidyabhusana, 2013) (Sonde, 2012) (Sonde, 2013)
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Bhagavad Gita Bhashya and Bhagavad Gita Tatparya Nirnaya — (Sonde, 2011)
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