The Bhagavad-gita
150 BCE

 
Background
After spending the first portion of the class on what many believe to be the foundation for much of Western culture with the Hebrews and the Ancient Greeks, this week’s readings bring us to some of the Ancient texts and cultures of the East with readings from Ancient India and China.
India today has a population of over one billion people and is the second biggest country (population) in the world (after China). It’s estimated that it will be the most populous country within 10 years.
Today’s India is by no means homogenized. Over twenty languages are spoken throughout the country with English as a commonly shared reference point due to its days as the crown jewel of the British Empire.
Despite its diversity and its rapid growth over the last fifty years, it still remains in touch with its cultural roots.
Hinduism is the oldest and most principle religion of India – and certainly one of the oldest religions of the world. Even for those in India who don’t practice it directly, its cultural influence can be felt throughout the country and some of its core concepts have spread throughout the world – even into the West – the United States, in particular.
Hinduism is polytheistic with many gods responsible for different areas of creation and earthly moral influence and governing.
 However, there are two principle gods amongst all of them:
 Vishnu – the preserver god and Siva – the destroyer god.

Principle concepts of Hinduism:
Reincarnation: rebirth – born into suffering – again and again and again.
(Life, in Hinduism, as it is for the Greeks, is believed to be suffering.)
Karma: your actions contribute to what will happen to you. If you contribute to suffering you will suffer.  Believe to be very hard to avoid.
Nirvana: to be released from reincarnation and karma. To detach to from the endless chain of cyclical suffering.
Dharma: the most important concept of all. It is the glue that keeps society together. It can translate to (surprise!) good social order. To contribute to dharma positively is to fulfill you’re natural role in the social order.
Yoga: literally translates to “discipline,” meditation.
Yogi: disciplined men
Brahman: learned, wise men who have achieved Nirvana.
 
The Bhagavad-gita (150 BCE)
Translates to “The Lord’s Song”

Just like with the Hebrews and Genesis, there is no single author attributed to the authorship of the text.
The setting is a battlefield amidst a civil war. The main character, Arjuna, a soldier, is concerned about fighting in the war since he feels he will possibly be killing his own people and therefore creating more suffering (karma).
The charioteer, Krishna, feels otherwise.
The text centers on a discussion between the two with Arjuna showing his concern and fears (naturally, very human) and Krishna explaining that fighting in the war as soldier is his role and, in order to uphold dharma, he must do so.
Ultimately, Krishna reveals his true self to Arjuna, for he is the god Vishnu in human form disguised.
Themes
First, we once again, see the idea of a god or a god-like individual on earth to morally instruct his human friend. We saw this with both the Hebrews and the Greeks.
The greater message to Arjuna is that earthly suffering will always exist, whether he fights or not. Since reincarnation exists, Arjuna and those he kills will only be born again into a different body to suffer again. People go in and out of bodies like "changing clothes." For this reason, he instructs Arjuna to fight but with detachment. The goal is not to avoid suffering, but to detach, to remove oneself while still bodily taking part.
Consider the practice of Yoga meditation where people sit, bodily, in a physical place, yet through a disciplined breathing and concentration are able todisappear from materiality. Yoga done correctly is described as melting into the floor – achieving a certain “nothingness.”
This idea of detachment from suffering, rather than avoidance, or, even better, freedom from it through good deed, is challenging for Western readers. However, it is the idea of "desire" that Krishna notes again and again. Desire, in Hinduism is the cause of suffering. One with discipline, can remove or detach oneself form desire - and with it, suffering. This is the goal. 
Again, the idea is that suffering is a constant part of life. One will not simply die and end it. Life goes on and on and the key is to detach – or disconnect – from suffering by disciplined concentration on a higher order – away from the bodily and the material. In Hinduism, being a bodily, material being is the problem. One needs to escape this consciousness in order to reach Nirvana.
 
 
 
Confucius’ Analects
475-221 BCE
Background
China is the oldest existing country in the world with the oldest unified cultural tradition. The political/geographic boundaries of China both 2500 years ago and today are so much larger than the land occupied by the Ancient Greeks or Hebrews. When thinking of China, both today and in the past, we have to imagine a very large place with a large population, as well, trying to constantly trying to create and maintain harmony on a scale much larger than most of the world has known.
Not only does its size differentiate itself from the Hebrews and the Ancient Greeks, but Ancient China was always more explicitly philosophical and more political-minded than these other places. What this means is that instead of constantly pondering what higher powers might feel, the ancient texts of China seem more concerned with asking questions about how humanity can get along and how society can function harmoniously in the here and now.
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Confucius (551-479 BCE)
Confucius was a social philosopher whose teachings stressed good social relations between people, justice, sincerity and good government. His teachings went on to influence most of East Asia – China, Japan, Korea and Southeast Asia.
It is believe that he was from a noble family that lost its wealth.
It’s likely that he was unhappy with the state of the world (like most writers) and was focusing on what he felt should be.
Just like the Ancient Greek philosophers Socrates and Plato, it’s unlikely that Confucius wrote the Analects himself, but instead, they were written by his students based on his teachings – paraphrasing and summarizing his core philosophy.
The Analects
They are designed to express the philosophy of good human relations.
Instead of being expresses in drama or poetry of narrative prose, the Analects are written as short snippets, some times a brief dialogue between two people and some times simply short aphoristic statements – statements that are intended to display wisdom. *What’s interesting about them is that they often appear to have some immediate meaning and direction yet upon closer examination they can appear to mean multiple things and apply to many different realms of life.
It is for this reason that that remain fascinating to readers today from all parts of the world. Since much of the context for them remains vague, many feel that they can apply to nearly anything or anyone. Again, their overall concern is less with the individual and more with the social order (societal harmony), yet, again, all readers take away different things from the. It is the type of literature that one can come back to intermittently throughout a lifetime and always see something new.
 

