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Abstract: The notion of Niskama Karma (selfless action) presented in the Bhagavad Gita provides a significant 

ethical framework that persists in motivating moral and philosophical discussions. Niskama Karma, grounded 

in the principle of executing duties without attachment to results, unites spirituality and ethical conduct, 

promoting selflessness, detachment, and an emphasis on righteousness (dharma). This dissertation rigorously 

analyses the ethical principles of Niskama Karma, investigating its philosophical basis and its significance in 

modern ethical discussions. This study examines pivotal lines from the Bhagavad Gita to explore the function 

of Niskama Karma in fostering moral accountability and universal wellbeing, while also addressing problems 

such as the conflict between detachment and responsibility. This approach emphasizes the relationship 

among action, intention, and detachment, presenting Niskama Karma as a perennial framework for ethical 

conduct in personal and societal realms. 
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Niskama Karma (selfless action) is central to the ethical and philosophical discussions in the Bhagavad 

Gita, forming a fundamental basis for comprehending the relationship between duty (dharma), 

intention, and moral responsibility. Niskama Karma, grounded on Indian philosophical philosophy, 

surpasses simple action-oriented ethics by highlighting the significance of pure intent and the necessity 

of detachment from the outcomes of actions. The Gita presents a significant ethical framework, asserting 

that deeds executed without selfish intentions or attachment to results enhance the spiritual state of the 

actor while promoting collective well-being. Krishna advises Arjuna, “You are entitled solely to execute 

your duty, but not to the outcomes thereof.” Do not let the outcomes of your actions be your motivation, 

nor should you be attached to inaction” (Bhagavad Gita, 2.47; Sargeant, 2009, p. 89). This assertion 
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constitutes the ethical foundation of Niskama Karma, delineating a pathway that unifies personal 

emancipation with societal equilibrium. Niskama Karma is fundamentally based on the repudiation of 

ego-centric activities and their consonance with the cosmic order (rita). This approach redirects ethical 

emphasis from outcomes to the inherent morality of actions, contesting consequentialist paradigms that 

prioritize results above the moral integrity of the act itself. Niskama Karma is a non-attachment-based 

methodology that reconciles the dichotomies of worldly engagement and spiritual elevation, allowing 

individuals to interact with the world without succumbing to cravings or aversions. Radhakrishnan (1948) 

succinctly states, “The Bhagavad Gita emphasizes action, yet action devoid of selfish attachment or 

anxiety; it is action rooted in freedom and aimed at the welfare of all” (p. 145). This philosophy 

emphasizes the ethical imperative of reconciling personal emancipation (moksha) with societal 

responsibilities, thereby fostering a synthesis between individual and collective welfare. 

Niskama Karma contests contemporary moral paradigms by presenting a distinctive viewpoint on the 

interplay between obligation and self-interest. Unlike Western individualistic ethics, which frequently 

prioritize personal benefit or contractual reciprocity, Niskama Karma advocates for selfless behavior 

driven by a superior ethical ideal. This method aligns with current discussions on sustainability and 

shared accountability, offering a lasting framework for tackling urgent global issues. Nonetheless, it also 

invites rigorous examination of its practical usefulness. Can absolute detachment from outcomes coexist 

with the accountability necessary in intricate socio-political contexts? These inquiries underscore the 

complex ethical difficulties associated with the application of Niskama Karma beyond its original spiritual 

framework. This analysis critically examines the ethical foundations of Niskama Karma, emphasizing its 

philosophical consistency, practical ramifications, and relevance to contemporary moral dilemmas. This 

study seeks to illustrate how Niskama Karma provides a transforming perspective on ethical behaviour, 

integrating spiritual insight with practical wisdom to direct individuals and societies toward a peaceful 

and morally sound existence.  

Niskama Karma (selfless action) is a fundamental principle in the ethical teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, 

providing a deep insight into the interplay between action, intention, and detachment. Niskama Karma, 

derived from the discourse between Lord Krishna and Arjuna, promotes the execution of one’s tasks 

devoid of attachment to outcomes, thereby harmonizing individual spiritual development with social 

and ethical obligations. Krishna states: “Your obligation is to execute your duty solely, but not to its 

outcomes.” Do not let the outcomes of your actions be your motivation, nor should you be attached to 

inaction” (Bhagavad Gita, 2.47; Sargeant, 2009, p. 89). This poem encapsulates the principle of Niskama 

Karma, wherein actions conform to dharma (righteousness) and are devoid of egocentric impulses, 

establishing a moral framework rooted in detachment and the wellbeing of all. Niskama Karma’s ethical 

foundation contests utilitarian and consequentialist frameworks by emphasizing the moral integrity of 

actions rather than their results. It redirects attention from outward rewards to the internal refinement of 

the actor, underscoring that ethical conduct arises not from outcomes but from the intention and 

authenticity underlying the deed. Krishna elucidates that activities driven by selfish wants ensnare the 

individual in the cycle of birth and rebirth (samsara), whereas selfless actions executed with detachment 

result in liberation (moksha). Niskama Karma reconciles the perceived conflict between worldly 

involvement and spiritual transcendence, advocating a balanced approach that harmonizes action and 

renunciation. Radhakrishnan (1948) asserts that “The Bhagavad Gita reconciles renunciation and action 

by emphasizing the purification of motives and the eradication of selfishness in deeds” (p. 145).  

Furthermore, Niskama Karma has considerable ramifications for cultivating an ethical society. By 

relinquishing personal interests and prioritizing communal welfare, it fosters a perspective of service and 

accountability that surpasses individuality. Niskama Karma aligns with modern ethical dilemmas, 

including sustainability, social justice, and global interdependence. Its focus on duty without of 

connection provides a resolution to ethical quandaries where individual and communal interests 
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frequently clash. Nonetheless, the pragmatic implementation of Niskama Karma prompts significant 

inquiries: Is it feasible to attain total detachment from outcomes in practical situations? How can one 

reconcile non-attachment with the accountability required by contemporary ethical frameworks? These 

issues underscore the intricacy and profundity of Niskama Karma as both a philosophical concept and a 

practical ethic. Niskama Karma’s significance transcends spirituality, impacting wider philosophical 

discussions on ethics and morals. The Bhagavad Gita redefines the purpose of activity and the essence 

of fulfilment, encouraging individuals to align their lives with a higher purpose, so promoting harmony 

between personal ambitions and the greater good. This transformative vision of ethical action 

emphasizes the enduring relevance of Niskama Karma, reinforcing its status as a foundational principle 

for ethical living in both traditional and modern contexts.  

The ethical principles of Niskama Karma (selfless action) in the Bhagavad Gita serve as a significant 

intellectual answer to the enduring struggle between self-interest and altruism. Niskama Karma is based 

on the principle of fulfilling one’s duty (dharma) without attachment to results, providing a transformative 

ethical framework that emphasizes the purity of intention and the collective well-being over individual 

benefit or material outcomes. The theory fundamentally embodies a moral ideal in which behaviour 

serves as a method of spiritual development rather than a conduit for fulfilling egotistical goals. Lord 

Krishna said, “The unattached individual, who is liberated and whose mind is grounded in wisdom, 

performs actions as offerings to the Divine, remaining untainted by sin, akin to a lotus leaf that remains 

dry despite being in water” (Bhagavad Gita, 5.10; Radhakrishnan, 1948, p. 166). The ethical importance 

of Niskama Karma is in its capacity to reconcile individual moral accountability with the collective welfare. 

The Bhagavad Gita promotes detachment from the results of actions, shifting the doer from a pursuit of 

outcomes to a commitment to duty. This method alleviates the ethical conflict between action and 

abstention, illustrating that one can engage in worldly activities while remaining unencumbered by their 

binding consequences. The Gita’s focus on duty (svadharma) highlights the significance of situational 

ethics, when individuals meet their responsibilities according to their roles and circumstances. This 

ethical activity is free from selfish motives and is committed to the divine or the collective good.  

Niskama Karma, from a broader philosophical standpoint, presents an ethic prioritizing purpose over 

result, hence contesting utilitarian frameworks that concentrate exclusively on maximizing happiness or 

avoiding suffering. It posits that moral value originates from the integrity of aim and the congruence of 

behaviour with immutable ideals, rather than from external outcomes. Tilak (1935) asserts that “the 

genuine ethical worth of an action resides in its motivation rather than its observable result, as the latter 

is beyond human control” (p. 125). This inherent focus on obligation without anticipation cultivates a 

type of moral independence where conduct is directed by internal principles rather than external 

incentives or consequences. Moreover, the ethical principles of Niskama Karma encompass social 

harmony and fairness. By promoting detachment from personal desires, it promotes individuals to 

engage in actions that enhance communal welfare and community equilibrium. This ethical framework 

is especially pertinent in tackling modern moral challenges, like environmental sustainability, corporate 

accountability, and global inequity, since self-serving motives frequently compromise the collective 

welfare. The Bhagavad Gita presents an enduring paradigm of ethical conduct, encouraging individuals 

to surpass their narrow self-interests in pursuit of a greater, universal objective.  

Nonetheless, the application of Niskama Karma in practical situations presents some obstacles. The 

notion of non-attachment is commendable, although its actual implementation may face challenges in 

a society characterized by ambition, competition, and materialism. Critics contend that disengagement 

from outcomes may result in a deficiency of accountability or a reduction in drive. However, as Krishna 

advises Arjuna, this detachment is not synonymous with indifference; rather, it entails emancipating 

oneself from the ego’s control: “One who acts with the mind united to the Divine, renouncing 

attachment, remains untouched by sin, even as water does not cling to the lotus leaf” (Bhagavad Gita, 
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5.11; Sargeant, 2009, p. 213). The ethical principles of Niskama Karma compel individuals to develop a 

perspective that harmonizes action with renunciation, personal responsibility with collective well-being, 

and spiritual goals with worldly involvement. This comprehensive perspective on ethics highlights the 

lasting significance of the Bhagavad Gita, offering both a moral guide and a spiritual structure for 

addressing the intricacies of human life.  

Niṣkāma karma, or desireless action, as defined in the Bhagavad Gītā, is fundamental to its ethical and 

philosophical foundation. This philosophy, grounded in the notion of executing one’s responsibilities 

without attachment to the results, signifies a significant divergence from hedonistic or utilitarian ethics, 

which frequently emphasize the consequences of deeds. Philosophically, niṣkāma karma integrates 

metaphysics and ethics, positing that detachment from results harmonizes the person with the universal 

order (ṛta) and promotes spiritual liberation (mokṣa). A crucial element of niṣkāma karma is its focus on 

the alignment between personal obligation (svadharma) and the greater good. The Gītā posits that 

detachment does not equate to indifference or inaction; instead, it advocates for active participation in 

the world, directed by a superior sense of purpose and ethical discernment. This viewpoint reflects 

Kantian ethics, which asserts that moral actions stem from a commitment to duty for its own merit, rather 

than for the sake of outcomes. In contrast to Kant’s deontological perspective, the Gītā’s framework has 

a profound spiritual aspect, promoting the transcending of ego and the recognition of the self as an 

integral element of the divine (ātman).  

Although niṣkāma karma possesses intellectual depth, opponents frequently challenge its practical 

viability. In a society where acts are frequently assessed by their concrete outcomes, the concept of 

executing responsibilities without attachment may appear paradoxical or too utopian. Furthermore, the 

Gītā’s emphasis on caste-specific responsibilities (varṇāśrama dharma) has faced criticism for its 

propensity to sustain social disparities. Proponents contend that the Gītā’s message transcends historical 

contexts and may be translated to highlight universal ethical ideals rather than inflexible societal systems. 

The ethical consistency of niṣkāma karma is further elucidated by its relation to the broader philosophical 

issues of the Gītā, including yoga and bhakti. The Gītā conceptualizes desireless action as karma yoga, 

merging ethical practice with spiritual discipline to formulate a comprehensive vision of human 

happiness. The integration of ethics and spirituality in the Gītā sets it apart from secular ethical 

frameworks, providing a paradigm of behaviour that aims to align personal ambitions with communal 

welfare and universal harmony. As articulated by Krishna in the Gītā: “You possess the right to execute 

your duty solely, but never to its outcomes.” Do not allow the outcomes of your actions to be your 

motivation, nor should you be attached to inaction.” (Bhagavad Gītā, 2.47). This passage embodies the 

core principle of niṣkāma karma, highlighting the inherent worth of moral action while dismissing the 

temptation of results.  

The principle of niṣkāma karma (desireless action) in the Bhagavad Gītā provides significant perspectives 

for modern ethical challenges, especially in a time characterized by materialism, utilitarianism, and 

environmental disasters. Niṣkāma karma fundamentally promotes the execution of obligations with total 

detachment from the outcomes, prioritizing intrinsic value over instrumental objectives. This concept 

offers a counter-narrative to outcome-oriented ethical frameworks, such as consequentialism, by 

emphasizing the importance of intention and moral accountability. A fundamental contribution of 

niṣkāma karma to modern ethics is its focus on altruism and service. In professional ethics, the idea can 

direct practitioners to put their obligations before personal benefit, promoting honesty and 

accountability. The concept coincides with the principles of environmental ethics, wherein actions driven 

by concern for the earth, rather than profit, are crucial for mitigating ecological degradation. Niṣkāma 

karma, by promoting detachment from selfish impulses, aligns with global initiatives for sustainability 

and social justice that prioritize collective welfare over individual satisfaction.  
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The ethical perspective of the Gītā, expressed through niṣkāma karma, critiques the hyper-individualism 

prevalent in modern culture. It invites individuals to consider their activities within a wider cosmic and 

social framework, fostering interdependence and collective accountability. This viewpoint can foster 

ethical leadership and community-focused decision-making in domains such as governance, corporate 

accountability, and international collaboration. A possible critique of niṣkāma karma in contemporary 

practice is its apparent disconnection from concrete outcomes. Critics contend that a lack of care for 

outcomes may foster moral complacency or rationalize inaction against injustice. Nevertheless, the Gītā 

elucidates that niṣkāma karma does not promote inactivity but instead underscores action in accordance 

with obligation (svadharma). When viewed in this context, it presents a dynamic framework for ethical 

engagement that surpasses self-interest while acknowledging social impact. In the Gītā, Krishna 

articulates, “Whatever you do, whatever you consume, whatever you offer in sacrifice, whatever you 

donate, and whatever austerity you undertake—perform these as an offering to Me” (Bhagavad Gītā, 

9.27). This passage emphasizes the spiritual aspect of ethical behaviour, indicating that every action can 

have greater meaning when executed with altruistic commitment and an understanding of its connection 

to the divine and global order.  

The ethical principle of niṣkāma karma in the Bhagavad Gītā, albeit esteemed for its intellectual 

profundity, reveals numerous challenges and critiques upon critical analysis. Niṣkāma karma 

fundamentally promotes activity devoid of attachment to outcomes, highlighting duty (svadharma) as 

the paramount ethical obligation. This principle provides a significant framework for ethics, although it 

also prompts inquiries regarding its relevance and consequences in intricate moral situations. A notable 

difficulty emerges from the conflict between detachment and accountability. By encouraging individuals 

to act without attachment to results, niṣkāma karma may be perceived as a framework that undermines 

personal accountability for the consequences of acts. In circumstances like political leadership or 

environmental stewardship, when outcomes significantly impact others’ lives, detachment from results 

may seem ethically inadequate or even negligent. Critics contend that this strategy may foster moral 

complacency or rationalize ethically dubious acts under the pretence of dispassionate activity.  

The doctrine’s focus on duty-based ethics (svadharma) has faced criticism for its historical dependence 

on a rigid caste-based social structure (varṇāśrama dharma). The Gītā’s teachings, when interpreted 

broadly, transcend caste; nonetheless, its connection to hierarchical social structures prompts inquiries 

regarding its ethical inclusion and relevance in varied, egalitarian cultures. This historical entanglement 

questions the universality of niṣkāma karma and necessitates a recontextualization of its ideas within 

contemporary ethical discourse. A further issue concerns the practicality of desireless activity. Human 

motivation is fundamentally linked to desires and objectives, and the total detachment proposed by 

niṣkāma karma may appear psychologically implausible or excessively idealistic. In professions that 

necessitate goal-oriented strategies, such as medicine or law, this detachment may contradict the 

fundamental imperative to prioritize outcomes, such as patient recovery or the administration of justice. 

Notwithstanding these critiques, the Gītā foresees certain obstacles and incorporates strategies to 

mitigate them. It underscores that detachment does not equate to apathy, but rather signifies a superior 

alignment with the cosmic order and moral purpose. Krishna asserts, “Engage in action, O Arjuna, 

remaining resolute in yoga, relinquishing attachment, and maintaining equanimity in success and 

failure.” This state of equanimity is referred to as yoga (Bhagavad Gītā, 2.48). This verse emphasizes that 

detachment is not a technique of evading action but a method to develop moral equanimity and 

resilience among life’s uncertainties.  

The principle of niṣkāma karma, as detailed in the Bhagavad Gītā, is a significant ethical and 

philosophical paradigm that continues to influence and provoke contemporary discourse. Niṣkāma 

karma fundamentally presents a perspective on ethical conduct characterized by selflessness, 

detachment from results, and adherence to universal moral ideals. The focus on responsibility 
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(svadharma), along with a spiritual comprehension of life’s interconnection, offers a cohesive ethical 

framework that surpasses utilitarian and deontological models. Nonetheless, this critical examination has 

demonstrated that the implementation of niṣkāma karma is fraught with obstacles and objections. Its 

dependence on detachment from outcomes may be perceived as a disregard for accountability, eliciting 

concerns in situations where results hold substantial ethical importance. Moreover, the historical 

connection of niṣkāma karma with caste-based responsibilities (varṇāśrama dharma) highlights the 

necessity for a reinterpretation that corresponds with egalitarian principles and modern ethical 

standards. The doctrine’s psychological and practical viability warrants additional examination, 

especially within action-oriented and results-driven domains.  

Notwithstanding these limitations, niṣkāma karma offers significant ethical insights that are pertinent in 

confronting the moral dilemmas of contemporary society. Its focus on equanimity, altruism, and 

commitment to a greater cause aligns with the demands of a globalized society pursuing sustainability, 

social justice, and personal integrity. Krishna asserts in the Gītā, “The wise work for the welfare of the 

world, without thought for themselves” (Bhagavad Gītā, 3.25), a statement that highlights the enduring 

significance of this ethical principle. In summary, niṣkāma karma signifies a lasting contribution to the 

dialogue on ethics and moral philosophy. Although it requires critical analysis and contextual 

revaluation, its principles provide a framework for a more compassionate, equitable, and spiritually 

conscious approach to ethical decision-making in a complex and interrelated environment.  
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