
International Journal of Innovative Research in Science 

 Engineering and Technology (IJIRSET) 

(A Monthly, Peer Reviewed, Refereed, Scholarly Indexed, Open Access Journal) 

 

         Impact Factor: 8.699 Volume 14, Issue 5, May 2025 

 

 



 

|www.ijirset.com |A Monthly, Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal| e-ISSN: 2319-8753| p-ISSN: 2347-6710| 

                                      Volume 14, Issue 5, May 2025 

                                     |DOI: 10.15680/IJIRSET.2025.1405029| 

 

IJIRSET©2025                                        |     An ISO 9001:2008 Certified Journal   |                                  11588 

Part Vs. Whole Concept: A Gestalt Approach 

to The Bhagavad Gita  
 

Smaranika Tripathy 

University of Delhi, New Delhi, India  

 

ABSTRACT: This paper explores the striking philosophical resonance between Gestalt theory and the spiritual 

teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, stressing on holistic perception and self-integration. Gestalt philosophy, pioneered by 

thinkers such as Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Köhler, and Kurt Koffka, posits that "the whole is greater than the sum of 

its parts"—a foundational principle that highlights the human mind’s tendency to perceive unified patterns rather than 

fragmented elements. The paper draws parallels between the Gestalt approach to self-awareness—through recognizing 

patterns in cognition, emotion, and behavior—and the Gita's call for an integrated comprehension of duty (dharma), 

action (karma), and cosmic order (rta). By examining these two frameworks, the study reveals how both Gestalt 

psychology and Vedantic philosophy offer complementary pathways toward personal and spiritual growth through the 

cultivation of holistic awareness. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Gestalt Philosophy emphasizes that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, focusing on holistic perception where 

individuals perceive entire patterns or configurations, not merely individual components. This perspective aligns with 

the Bhagavad Gita's concept of the integrated self, where self-realization involves understanding the unity of the 

individual soul (Atman) with the universal consciousness (Brahman). Both frameworks suggest that true understanding 

arises from perceiving wholes rather than isolated elements. In Gestalt school, this holistic approach helps in achieving 

self-awareness by recognizing patterns in thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, leading to personal growth. Similarly, the 

Gita advocates for a comprehensive understanding of one's duties, actions, and their alignment with the greater cosmic 

order, promoting spiritual growth. Thus, both Gestalt philosophy and the Bhagavad Gita underscore the importance of 

holistic perception in achieving self-integration and fulfillment. 

 

II. THE WHOLENESS: DEFINING THE LIMITS OF MAN 

 

The Gestalt philosophical principle of wholeness posits that individuals perceive and experience their environment in 

unified wholes rather than disjointed parts (Koffka, 1935). This mirrors the Bhagavad Gita’s vision of Dharma, which 

represents the moral and ethical duties that sustain the cosmic order. In the Gita, living in accordance with one’s 
Dharma leads to harmony within oneself and with the universe, reflecting a psychological and spiritual state of 

wholeness (Bhagavad Gita, 2.47). The Gestalt school encourages individuals to become aware of their experiences in 

the present moment, integrating thoughts, feelings, and actions to achieve psychological completeness (Perls, 

Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951). Similarly, the Gita emphasizes the integration of Jnana (knowledge), Karma (action), 

and Bhakti (devotion) as essential paths to spiritual wholeness. Both perspectives advocate for an integrated approach 

to life, where understanding and fulfilling one’s role within the larger system leads to personal growth and collective 

well-being.  

In modern life, individuals often face fragmented experiences—balancing work, relationships, personal goals, and 

mental health. This disconnection leads to stress, dissatisfaction, and a loss of meaning. People may struggle to find 

coherence between their responsibilities and inner values. Gestalt theory addresses this by encouraging awareness of 
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the whole self—thoughts, emotions, and actions—as an integrated system. Similarly, the Bhagavad Gita teaches the 

importance of performing one's duties (Dharma) without attachment, aligning action with purpose and inner balance. 

Together, these approaches help individuals resolve internal conflict, make conscious choices, and live with a sense of 

psychological and spiritual wholeness. 

  

Figure-Ground Dynamics and the Dualities of Life in the Bhagavad Gita 

 

Drawing from the foundational insights of Gestalt thinkers, the philosophy of holistic perception finds strong 

expression in the words of Max Wertheimer, who asserted, “There are wholes, the behavior of which is not determined 

by that of their individual elements, but where the part-processes are themselves determined by the intrinsic nature of 

the whole.” This view, echoed by Kurt Koffka’s famous statement, “The whole is other than the sum of the parts,” 

underscores a fundamental Gestalt principle: that meaning arises not from isolated components but from the dynamic 

interrelation of parts within a unified structure. Wolfgang Köhler further elaborates on this by suggesting that “In a 

meaningful situation, it is the structure of the whole that gives meaning to the parts.” 

 

         The figure-ground principle in Gestalt psychology describes how individuals focus on specific elements (figures) 

while perceiving the rest as background, influencing perception and attention. This concept parallels the Bhagavad 

Gita's exploration of life's dualities, such as pleasure and pain, success and failure, which are transient and part of the 

material world (Prakriti). Krishna advises Arjuna to transcend these dualities by focusing on the eternal self (Atman), 

which remains constant amidst changing circumstances. In Gestalt therapy, recognizing how certain experiences 

become foreground while others recede can help individuals understand their behavioral patterns and emotional 

responses. Similarly, the Gita encourages discernment between the transient and the eternal, guiding individuals to 

focus on the unchanging reality beyond sensory experiences. Both frameworks highlight the importance of awareness 

and focus in navigating life's complexities 

          Gestalt Philosophy identifies laws of perceptual organization, such as proximity, similarity, and closure, 

explaining how individuals perceive patterns and wholes. These laws demonstrate that perception is not always a direct 

reflection of reality but is constructed by the mind. The Bhagavad Gita introduces the concept of Maya, the illusion that 

veils the true nature of reality, leading individuals to misidentify with the transient world. Both perspectives 

acknowledge that perception can be deceptive, and understanding the mechanisms behind perception is essential for 

discerning truth. They advocate for awareness and discernment to see beyond illusions and grasp the underlying reality. 

 

III. SELF-ACTUALIZATION VS. SELF-REALIZATION  

 

Self-actualization, rooted in humanistic psychology—particularly the work of Abraham Maslow—refers to the 

fulfillment of one's potential and the development of a fully integrated, authentic self (Maslow, 1943). It focuses on 

realizing personal talents, creativity, autonomy, and purpose within the span of a single lifetime. In contrast, self-

realization originates from spiritual and philosophical traditions such as Vedanta and the Bhagavad Gita (Easwaran, 

2007). It involves the recognition of the true self (Atman) as separate from the body, mind, and ego, ultimately leading 

to liberation (Moksha) from the cycle of birth and death (Radhakrishnan, 1948). While self-actualization emphasizes 

psychological growth and personal achievement, self-realization centers on spiritual awakening and the transcendence 

of worldly attachments. Both processes require deep introspection and awareness, but they differ in their underlying 

frameworks and the nature of fulfillment they seek—one being worldly and individual, the other spiritual and universal.   

 

      The Gestalt school of thought aims for self-actualization, where individuals become aware of their needs, emotions, 

and behaviors, leading to personal growth and fulfillment. This process involves integrating various aspects of the self 

and resolving internal conflicts (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951). While the Gestalt approach focuses on 
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psychological integration within the individual's lifetime, the Gita addresses spiritual integration that transcends 

lifetimes. Nonetheless, both emphasize the journey towards a more authentic and complete self. 

 

IV. THE MORAL DILEMMA OF ARJUNA AND PART VS WHOLE DEBATE 

 

Gestalt  addresses internal conflicts by bringing them into awareness and facilitating resolution through experiential 

techniques. Man explore different aspects of themselves, often through role-play, to understand and integrate 

conflicting parts. In the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna faces a moral dilemma about participating in a war against his kin. 

Krishna guides him to resolve this conflict by understanding his duty (Dharma) and the transient nature of life and 

death. 

 

   Karmaṇaiva hi saṁsiddhim āsthitā janakādayaḥ | 
   Loka-saṅgraham evāpi sampaśhyan kartum arhasi || 
   (Bhagavad Gita – Chapter 3, Verse 20) 

Translation: 

"Indeed, by action alone, Janaka and others attained perfection. Even considering the need to maintain the world (loka-

sangrah), you should perform your duties." 

 

Arjuna was stuck in the internal conflict between part vs Whole and he viewed the war from mayopic lenses.His 

individual relationships and attachments overshadowed his sense of duty towards state at large. He failed to see the 

Continuum between individual and society. Lord Krishna clarified his narrow vision and advise him to go beyond 

personal attachments that hinders him  from swadharma ( essential duty)of  a warrior. He warned Arjuna that he should 

not take  Lakshagriha Conspiracy against Pandava , insult and humiliation of Queen Draupadi in King Dhritarashtra's 

court as mere isolated incidents of crime. Rather these are the bigger societal problems. The society which didn't 

respond while it's Queen's dignity being looted in the middle of kings court like a silent spectator , how such society 

can ensure the safety and security of a ordinary women. Here  Krishna  tried to show the bigger picture of its 

constituent images of individual sufferings against the pan civilization hazards that can destroy human settlements.This 

dynamics between the part and the  whole later reflected in Gestaltian theory. When a person is able to view the bigger 

picture, his individual ignorance ,dillema and sufferings disappear giving him the holistic knowledge to deal with the 

problems of life effectively.Both approaches emphasize the importance of awareness, understanding, and integration in 

resolving major  conflicts.  

         Gestalt field theory posits that behavior and experience are influenced by the dynamic field of the individual's 

environment, emphasizing the interconnectedness of all elements. This holistic view aligns with the Bhagavad Gita's 

portrayal of the interconnectedness of life, where every being and action is part of the cosmic order. Krishna explains 

that all actions are interrelated and contribute to the functioning of the universe. Both frameworks suggest that 

understanding one's context and relationships is crucial for meaningful action and self-understanding. They promote a 

holistic perspective that considers the individual within the larger system. 

 

Illustration :Uprooting  Corruption through the Lens of Gestalt Perception of The Whole 

 

Corruption, often viewed solely as a legal or moral failure, also has a deep psychological dimension. Many individuals 

engaged in unethical behavior—such as bribery, manipulation, or abuse of power—do not start with criminal intent. 

Rather, corruption frequently emerges from unresolved internal conflicts, identity fragmentation, and disconnection 

from one's values.From a Gestalt point of view, corruption is not merely a behavioral issue but a disintegration of the 

self. The person has split off parts of their identity—such as moral awareness, empathy, or past values—in order to 

maintain an image or achieve external rewards. They may be unaware of the emotional tensions created by this 

split.From a Gestalt point of view, corruption is not merely a behavioral issue but a disintegration of the self. The 
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person has split off parts of their identity—such as moral awareness, empathy, or past values—in order to maintain an 

image or achieve external rewards. They may be unaware of the emotional tensions created by this split.Gestalt therapy 

brings these unconscious patterns into awareness by focusing on the “here and now” experience, encouraging the 

individual to explore how their actions, thoughts, and emotions align or conflict. Techniques such as dialoguing with 

opposing parts of the self reveal internal polarities that contribute to unethical choices.Through this integrative process, 

the individual begins to confront not just the consequences of their actions, but the inner void or fear that drives them—
such as fear of failure, need for control, or unresolved childhood conditioning. As awareness grows, so does 

responsibility. The person may choose to make amends, redefine their purpose, or realign with values they had 

suppressed. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

 In Bhagavad Gita , Lord Krishna declares, “A true yogi observes Me in all beings and also sees every being in Me. 

Indeed, the self-realized person sees Me, the same Supreme Lord, everywhere.” This verse reflects the same integrative 

vision that Gestalt psychology encourages—an awareness that transcends fragmentation. Moreover, Krishna states, 

“And when you have thus learned the truth, you will know that all beings are but part of Me—and that they are in Me, 

and are Mine.” This holistic perception is not only spiritual but also profoundly psychological, inviting individuals to 

rise above compartmentalized thinking and experience the unity of thought, action, and being. In conclusion, both 

Gestalt and the Gita advocate for a consciousness that sees patterns, connections, and the inherent wholeness of life—
an awareness that leads to both psychological growth and spiritual liberation. 
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