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ABSTRACT 

 This research paper deals with the ancient religious book of the Bhagwadgita and how it had led to two entirely 

different notable personalities namely, Mahatma Gandhi and Nathuram Godse. The main purpose is to highlight the 

respective ideologies which took shape after reading this book. There is also an attempt to put forth the significance of 

an ancient book in the making of our nation’s independence struggle. The Bhagwadgita has always been an important 

part of the debates at national and international levels. On one hand nations like Russia once banned the book in their 

nation due to its “violence evoking” content while on the hand, for men like Godse and Gandhi , it’s a store of 

inspiration and guidance.  

Keywords: Gandhi, Godse, bhagwadgita, religious, independence 

 

"The  significance  of  such  a  philosophical  poem  as  the  Bhagavad  Gita  ,  or  similar  works  of  world  

literature  ,  can  only  be  rightly  valued  by  one  to  whom  they  are  not  mere  theory  but  a  destiny." 

-Rudolf  Steiner,  The  Bhagavad  Gita  and  the  Epistles  of  Paul 

The  above  mentioned  line  asserts  the  crucial  space  a  text  like  the Bhagvadgita  occupies  in  the  

broader  space  of  Hindu  religious  canon.  While  attempting  to  take  a  dive  into  the  realm  of  Hindu  

philosophy  ,  one  would  come  across  myriads  of  ideas,  compositions,  compendia,  etc.  However,  to  

locate  the  Gita  amidst  such  graffiti  of  religious  writings,  one  has  to  look  at  how  the  books  of  Hindu  

philosophy  have  been  organised.  H.  L.  Richard  in  his  Introduction  to  the  Bhagawad  Gita  writes  that  

a  basic  textbook  division  of  Hindu  scriptures  is  done  into  the  sruti  (that  which  is  heard)  and  smriti  

(that  which  is  remembered).The  Gita  is  a  smriti  text  ,  i.e.,  one  of  the  books  which  are  not  

considered  to  be  possessing  much  authority.  Sruti  is  the  highest  standard  of  Hindu  scripture  which  is  

comprised  of  the  four  Vedas.  Rig  Veda  is  the  most  important  and  yet,  it  is  not  much  studied  in  the  

present  time.  The  post  Vedic  period  witnesses  the  advent  of  great  epic  poems  .The  Gita  is  part  of  

the  Mahabharata  epic  which  is  actually  an  account  of  a  great  war  fought  in  Kurukshetra  and  often  

attributed  to  Vyas.  The  story  of  the  epic  has  travelled  across  many  generations  as  an  oral  tradition  

and  is  comprised  of  100,000  couplets.  Sometimes,  it  is  also  called  the  fifth  Veda.The  Gita  on  the  

other  hand  is  a  philosophical  discourse  between  Arjuna  and  Krishna.  It  is  included  in  the  epic  from  

chapter  23  to  40  of  the  Bhishma  Parva  of  the  Mahabharata.  It  is  therefore  comprehended  that  how  

the  Gita  is  located  in  the  larger  framework  of  Hindu  texts.  Studies  reveal  that  the  Gita  always  held  

a  prominence  in  Hindu  thought.  There  is  also  a  well-known  description  of  the  Gita  which  appeared  

in  Gita  Dhyanam,  a  later  composition  in  praise  of  the  Gita. 

"All  the  Upanishads  are  the  cows; 

the  milker  is  Krishna; 

the  cowherd  boy,  Partha  (Arjuna),  is  the  calf; 

men  of  purified  intellect  are  the  drinkers; 

the  milk  is  the  great  nector  of  the  Gita." 

  However,  the  Gita  has  led  to  innumerable  interpretations  and  concepts  and  there  is  nothing  called  a  

single  definite  reading  of  this  text.  Although,  it  is  smriti  as  a  text  lying  at  a  level  lower  than  that  

of  a  sruti,  yet  it  has  been  stealing  the  limelight  for  quite  a  long  time.  Its  multiple  readings  have  

rather  led  to  emergence  of  many  new  perceptions  of  life,  morality  and  metaphysics.  Something  
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similar  was  witnessed  in  India  during  the  first  half  of  the  twentieth  century ,i.e.,  the  phase  of  

national  independence  movements  and  struggle.  If  one  tries  to  encapsulate  the  national  leaders  

seeking  inspiration  from  the  Gita,  many  names  come  to  the  forefront.  First  and  foremost  is  Mahatma  

Gandhi  who  had  also  written  a  book  named  The  Bhagavad  Gita  presented  by  him  to  his  disciples  in  

1926.  Other  nationalists  are  Aurobindo  Ghosh,  Vinoba  Bhave,  Bankimchandra  Chatterjee,  

Balgangadhar  Tilak,  and  Bhim  Rao  Ambedkar  who  rose  as  representatives  of  different  perspective  of  

the  Gita.  .However  ,  amidst  such  multiplicity  arose  a  negotiating  space  where  the  Gita  gained  much  

attention  and  was consulted  to  seek  inspiration.  The  study  of  the  Gita  within  the  national  

independence  struggle  scenario  revealed  the  extent  of  significance  laced  with  the  text  as  a  whole.  It  

threw  light  on  the  relation  between  nation  and  masses  and  how  it  is  manoeuvered  by  the  nationalists.   

                    By  keeping  in  mind  the  context  of  India's  independence  struggle  happening  during  the  

first  half  of  twentieth  century,  it  is  realized  that  the  Gita  has  in  fact  emerged  as  an  "unfailing  source  

of  nationalist  imagination  and  sustenance."  It  has  in  some  way  gained  the  title  of  "timeless  text"  

during  that  period.  One  of  the  main  strands  of  nationalism  in  India  was  its  diversity.  The  whole  idea  

of  "Unity  in  Diversity"  became  a  kind  of  repository  from  where  the  nationalist  spirit  gained  pace.  

Such  diversity  also  led  to  an  anticipation  of  the  advent  of  a  new  and  better  order  in  the  society.  

The  presence  of  an  unseen  driving  force  in  diversity  can  be  put  in  tandem  with  what  Homi  Bhabha  

upholds  in  his  book  ,  The  Location  of  Culture  stating  how  multiplicity  leads  to  newness  .  A  similar  

elucidation  of  diversity  appears  in  Mikhail  Bakhtin's  essay  Epic  and  Novel  in  which  he  illustrates  the  

process  of  development  of  novel  through  the  meeting  of  diverse  cultures  However,  if  diversity  can  

lead  to  infinite  possibilities  of  progress  ,  it  can  also  give  birth  to  conflicting  arguments  which  later  

might  result  in  having  severe  repercussions  for  the  nation  as  a  whole.  This  is  where  one  can  bring  

to  the  forefront  the  ever-debatable  interstice  between  the  Father  of  our  Nation,  Mahatma  Gandhi  and  

his  perpetrator,  Nathuram  Vinayak  Godse. 

                    In  attempting  to  reiterate  the  conflicting  views  of  Gandhi  and  Godse,  there  is  one  thing  

common  to  them  that  appears  prominently  .  The  commonality  between  Gandhi  and  Godse  lies  in  

their  reliance  and  firm  faith  in  the  Gita.  To  put  it in another  words,  they  represent  the  two  banks  of  

a  river  experiencing  the  same  flow  and  yet,  lying  opposite  to  each  other.  The  river  ,  of  course  ,  

symbolises  the  Gita.  Both  of  them  read  the  same  text  and  yet,  one  became  a  martyr  called  "Father  

of  our  Nation"  and  the  other,  a  murderer.  Jan.30,1948  had  in  fact  put  forth  a  startling  example  of  

how  a  text  as  holy  as  the  Gita  can  have  subjective  and  differential  understandings.  In  his  book,  

Discovery  of  India,  Jawaharlal  Nehru  wrote  that  the  Gita  was  "a  poem  of  crisis,  of  political  and  

social  crisis,  and  even  more  so,  of  crisis  in  the  spirit  of  man,...the  leaders  of  thought  and  action  of  

the  present  day-Tilak,  Aurobindo  Ghose,  Gandhi-have  written  on  it,  each  giving  his  own  

interpretation.  Gandhi  bases  his  firm  belief  in  non-violence  on  it;  others  justify  violence  and  warfare  

for  a  righteous  cause."  In  other  words,  it  is  quite  evident  that  different  perspectives  can  lead  to  

different  directions  altogether .If  one  tries  to  look  at  the  Gita  in  the  context  of  nationalism,  it  is  

found  out  that  nationalizing  of  religious  texts  is  not  something  new  to  the  construction  of  

nationalism.  Such  reliance  on  a  religious  text  serves  as  a  driving  force  in  the  larger  space  of  

nationalist  struggle. Furthermore,   Gita,  also  called  "Song  Of  Celestial"  stole  the  limelight  for  many  

like  modern  Hindus,  critical  modernists,  ethical  and  spiritual  nationalists,  etc.  By  eighteenth  century  

,one  witnessed  various  Orientalist  and  missionary  discourses  on  the  Gita  which  helped  in  bringing  it  

to  the  center-stage  of  attention  and  engagement.  It  was  deemed  as  a  tool  to  actually  bring  

amelioration  in  the  then  Indian  society.  Through  the  glimpse  of  nationalist  discourse,  one  receives  a  

comprehensive  discernment  of  the  Gita. 

                    Tilak  once  wrote  to  Gandhi,  "Politics  is  the  game  of  the  wealthy  people  and  not  of  

sadhus,  and  instead  of  the  maxim,  "overcome  anger  by  loving  kindness,  evil  by  good,'  as  preached  

by  Buddha  ,  I  prefer  to  rely  on  the  maxim  of  Shri  Krishna,'  In  whatsoever  way  any  come  to  me,  in  

that  same  way  I  grant  them  favor.'  That  explains  the  whole  difference."  To  this  Gandhi  replied  ,  "  

The  Buddhist  text  lays  down  an  eternal  principle.  The  text  from  the  Gita  shows  to  me  how  the  
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eternal  principle  of  conquering  hate  by  love,  untruth  by  truth  can  and  must  be  applied."  The  above  

conversation  reveals  the  meaning  of  the  Gita  for  Gandhi  to  some  extent.  However,  Tilak  believed  

that  the  Gita  is  in  fact  a  driving  force  leading  to  action,  religious  and  political.  According  to  him, 

the  Gita  sanctioned  the  violence  done  in  the  name  of  nationalist  struggle.  It  is  this  argument  that  

Godse  later  deployed  during  his  trial  in  support  of  the  assassination  of  Gandhi  in  1948.  In  Gandhi's    

interpretation  of  the  Gita,  one  sees  him  establishing  a  connection  between  the  Gita  and  concepts  like  

swaraj,  satyagraha,  ahimsa  and  truth.  The  influence  of  the  Gita  on  him  can  be  traced  back  to  1908,  

Johannesburg  when  he  remarked,"  I  read  the  Bhagwadagita  which  I  had  carried  with  me  .  I  read  the  

verses,  which  had  a  bearing  on  my  situation  and  meditating  on  them,  managed  to  compose  myself.  

The  Gita  for  me  is  a  perennial  guide  to  conduct."  In  1930,  he  published  his  first  systematic  

translation  of  the  Gita  in  Gujarati.  He  remarked  that  Anasakti  ,  meaning  non-attachment,  is  the  

highest  ideal  he  could  learn  from  it. It  is  this  notion  of  anasakti  which  later  led  to  the  birth  of  

satyagraha  and  non-cooperation.  He  further  used  the  theory  of  avatar  mentioned  in  the  scripture  to  

present  his  idea  of  anasakti  more  profoundly.  Another  theory  extracted  from  the  Gita  is  the  

varnadharma  which  means  division  of  labor.  For  Gandhi  the  institution  of  varna  was  based  on  

equality  but  overlooked  the  other  face  of  anasakti  which  has  eventually  led  to  the  formation  of  

brutal,  hierarchical  and  discriminative  caste  system.  However,  despite  such  loopholes,  The  

Bhagawadgita  According  to  Gandhi  remains  in  the  limelight  of  contemporary  political  scenario.  It's  

immense  popularity  is  validated  by  the  act  of  gifting  this  text  to  other  countries'  ministers  by  the  

Indian  Prime  Minister.  In  other  words,  there  is  a  constant  insistence  on  the  way  Gandhi  put  forth  

the  lessons  of  Gita  which  consequentially  created  a  villain-like  image  of  Nathuram  Godse.   

                      Nathuram  Godse  was  born  in  a  devotional  Brahmin  family  having  natural  reverence  for  

Hinduism,  Hindu  history  and  its  culture.  Nevertheless,  he  fought  against  untouchability  and  the  caste  

system  based  on  birth  alone.  This  is  one  of  the  stands  where  he  differs  from  Gandhi.  He  joined  

anti-caste  movements  and  used  to  organise  anti-caste  dinners  to  brush  aside  the  curse  of  casteism.  In  

his  speech  during  the  trial  held  in  1948  in  relation  to  the  assassination  of  Gandhi,  he  openly  

admitted  that  he  respected  the  fact  that    Gandhi  honoured  the  religious  books  of  other  religions.  He  

gave  the  examples  of  heroes  like  Rama,  Krishna,  Rana  Pratap  who  protected  their  people  from  the  

atrocities  and  outrages  by  alien  fanatics.  In  contrast  to  these  personalities  he  placed  Gandhi  whom  he  

considered  to  be  a  destroyer  of  Hinduism  and  gave  examples  to  show  the  inconsistency  of  Gandhian  

philosophy  of  Ahimsa.  He  had  made  a  study  of  Bhagwadgita  and  knew  most  of  its  verses  by  heart.  

Also,  he  used  to  quote  them  to  justify  the  acts  of  violence  in  pursuing  a  righteous  aim.  One  of  

these  acts  is  of  course  the  assassination  of  Gandhi  .  It  was  found  out  that  it  happened  after  a  long  

series  of  failed  attempts  when  finally  Godse  and  his  group  succeeded  in  killing  Gandhi.  

Consequentially,  Jan30  was  declared  the  Martyrdom  Day  of  the  Father  of  the  Nation  whereas  Godse  

was  reduced  to  the  level  of  a  nation's  enemy,  a  murderer.  Later  when  Godse  was  imprisoned  in  the  

Ambala  Central  Jail,  Gandhi's  son,  Shri  Ram  Das  Gandhi  shared  some  letters  with  him .In  one  of  the  

letters  Shri  Ram  Das  wrote  a  verse  from  eighteenth  chapter  of  Gita,  "  O,  Achatya,  because  of  your  

favour  my  ignorance  has  disappeared.  I  have  regained  normalcy  .  I  am  here  with  all  doubts  resolved.  

I  will  do  what  you  say." In  his  response  to  this  letter  ,  Godse  remarked,  "I  have  regained  normalcy  

from  the  Bhagawad  Gita."  In  a  letter  written  to  his  parents,  Godse  mentions  about  the  two  different  

kinds  of  figure  that  Krishna  projects.  On  one  hand  the  Bhagawadgita  showcases  the  enlightening  of  

Arjuna's  mind  by  Lord  Krishna  while  on  the  other  hand  the  same  Krishna  chopped  off  the  head  of  

an  Aryan  king  Shishupal  using  his  sudarshan  chakra,  not  on  a  battlefield  but  on  a  sacrificial  ground.  

According  to  Godse,  despite  this  act  of  violence  done  by  Krishna  ,  he  is  not  callled  a  harbinger  of  

violence.  .  Moreover,  the  moment  when  he  was  being  carried  to  the  gallows  he  carried  the  map  of  

the  undivided  India,  the  saffron  colour  flag  and  a  copy  of  the  Bhagavadgita  in  his  hands.  This  

serves  as  another  evidence  supporting  the  immense  significance  of  the  Gita  in  Godse's  life.   

                    Hence,  it  can  be  remarked  that  a  text  like  the  Bhagwadgita  is  not  merely  any  other  

ancient  Hindu  scripture.  There  is  a  reason  why  it  has  been  foregrounded  in  the  nationalist  discourse  
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and  also  in  contemporary  times.  Also,  the  figures  of  Gandhi  and  Godse  cannot    be  placed  in  

opposition  to  each  other  either.  It  is  known  that  no  one  is  pure  hero  or  a  pure  villain  to  all  people.  

There  are  always  significant  or  insignificant  aspects  of  one's  characters.The  Gita  taught  Gandhi  about  

how  to  live  a  life  with  non-violence.  Whereas  Godse  having  learned  from  the  Gita    believed  that  

complete  non-violence  can  be  an  individual  ideal,  not  for  the  whole  society  to  deploy.  This  was  

where  they  differed  from  each  other.  While  the  connection  between  Gandhi  and  the  Gita  has  always  

been  a  part  of  contemporary  debates  and  conversations  for  quite  a  long  time.  But  Godse's  allegiance  

to  the  Gita  has  been  deemed  as  forlorn  and  unworthy.  Ashis  Nandy,  an  Indian  political  psychologist  

and  social  theorist,  in  one  of  his  interviews  stated  that  sometimes  the  ideology  which  strives  to  

protect  a  specific  group  or  argument  turns  the  table  against  itself.  For  instance,  feminists  who  are  

supposed  to  work  for  the  amelioration  of  women  develop  hatred  for  women  who  are  not  feminists  or  

stand  for  feminist  ideologies.  A  similar  thing  happened  in  the    case  of  Nathuram  Godse  and  his  

group.  During  the  time  of  national  struggle  for  independence,  they  fought  for  the  status  of  Hinduism  

using  the  Gita  and  other  holy  symbols.  But  in  the  process  of  doing  so,  they  thought  of  Hindus  as  

weak,  effeminate and  disorganised.  As  opposed  to  Hindus  ,  Muslims  and  Christians  were  considered  

to  be  more  equipped  to  further  the  idea  of  modern  nationality.  This  is  probably  the  reason  why  the  

final  speech  delivered  by  Godse  during  his  trial    can  only  be  discerned  as  "an  almost  audible  lament  

that  the  Hindus  are  not  like  the  Christians  and  Muslims." Thus  as  the  history  reveals,  while  

interpreting  the  Bhagwadgita  according  to  Gandhi  and  Godse,  one experiences  the  flight  of  the  former  

in the  sky high, whereas the  latter  seems  to have  fallen  deep  down  into  oblivion. 
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