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Abstract: 
Ancient Indian epics and classical treatises provide invaluable insights into the intricate 

frameworks of governance, ethics, warfare, and diplomacy. These texts—particularly the 

Ramayan, Mahabharat, and Kautilya’s Arthashastra—are more than historical text; they are 

robust manuals of political strategy and leadership (Narayan, 1972; Radhakrishnan, 1952; 

Kautilya, 1992). This paper delves into the strategic doctrines embedded in these texts, 

highlighting their teachings on diplomatic negotiation, war ethics, leadership traits, alliance-

building, and psychological warfare. It further draws parallels with contemporary Indian 

strategic culture, including modern military responses like surgical strikes and non-kinetic 

warfare approaches (Singh, 2019). The paper also compares the indigenous Bharatiy concept 

of dharm yuddh (righteous war) with the Western framework of Just War theory, illustrating 

that the Indian civilisational model offers a more integrated and ethical approach to statecraft. 

Through critical analysis, this research demonstrates how ancient wisdom continues to shape 

and inspire modern Indian geopolitical thinking and national security doctrine (Rao, 2021). 

Introduction: 
The landscape of ancient Indian literature is rich not only in poetic grandeur and 

spiritual depth but also in deeply rooted frameworks of political philosophy and strategic 

thought. Among the jewels of this civilisational inheritance are the Ramayan, the Mahabharat, 

and the Arthashastra—texts that transcend the boundaries of religion and history to serve as 

enduring manuals of governance, diplomacy, warfare, and ethical leadership. Unlike many 

ancient works that treat war purely as a matter of conquest or divine intervention, these Indian 

epics and treatises regard conflict and statecraft as extensions of dharm—a comprehensive 

concept of righteous duty that integrates moral, social, and cosmic order. 

The Ramayan offers profound lessons on moral leadership, alliance formation, and 

righteous conflict resolution, embodied in the character of Shri Ram, often idealised as 

Maryada Purushottam (the perfect man).  

The Mahabharat, often described as the longest epic ever written, delves into the grey 

areas of morality during war, laying out complex principles of justice, duty, and ethical conduct 

amidst political chaos. On the other hand, the Arthashastra, authored by the master strategist 

Kautilya (Chanakya), provides a systematic and empirical model of statecraft, encompassing 

everything from intelligence networks and economic policy to espionage and warfare. 

This paper aims to analyse these ancient texts not merely as literary or philosophical 

contributions, but as sophisticated and timeless resources for understanding state behavior and 

strategic culture. The study positions these texts within the broader discourse of political 
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realism, comparing them to modern strategic frameworks such as the Just War Theory in 

Western political thought. It argues that the Indian concept of dharm yuddh—a righteous war 

fought with just cause, right intention, and ethical constraints—provides a more integrated and 

morally anchored framework than many contemporary theories that compartmentalise law, 

politics, and ethics. 

Furthermore, this exploration is not limited to historical analysis. The strategic 

paradigms presented in these ancient works are juxtaposed with India’s modern-day military 

doctrines, diplomatic initiatives, and psychological operations, from the surgical strikes in 2016 

to India’s participation in multilateral alliances like the QUAD and G20. The continuity of 

strategic thought across millennia—from the battlefield of Kurukshetra to cyber warfare and 

diplomatic maneuvering in the 21st century—underscores the lasting relevance of India’s 

civilisational wisdom. 

In doing so, this paper seeks to contribute to a growing body of scholarship that views 

Indian epics as living documents—repositories of knowledge that continue to inform and 

influence national security paradigms, leadership ethics, and global engagement strategies in 

contemporary Bharat. As global power dynamics shift and hybrid warfare becomes the new 

norm, returning to the foundational principles embedded in the Ramayan, Mahabharat, and 

Arthashastra may offer not just historical insights, but practical guidance for navigating a 

turbulent world. 

The Just War Doctrine: Comparative Civilisational Approaches 
The concept of "Just War" (bellum justum) has its intellectual origins in classical 

Western political thought. Early traces can be found in Roman philosophy, most notably in the 

writings of Cicero, who argued that war must be governed by laws and morality (Brock, 2006). 

The doctrine was later elaborated extensively by Christian theologians such as Saint Augustine 

of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas. Augustine asserted that war could be morally justifiable if it 

aimed to restore peace and order, particularly when authorized by a legitimate authority. 

Aquinas systematized this thinking in his Summa Theologiae, outlining three essential criteria 

for a just war: legitimate authority, just cause, and right intention (Brock, 2006). 

However, long before these formulations, Bharatiy civilisation had developed a more 

nuanced and holistic approach to war, deeply rooted in the civilisational ethos of dharm 

(Kautilya, 1992; Narayan, 1972). The Indian tradition did not compartmentalise war as a 

separate political or legal problem but considered it a dharmic challenge, blending moral, 

spiritual, and political dimensions. In texts like the Ramayan and Mahabharat, war is 

portrayed as a last resort, sanctioned only when the moral order is under threat (Radhakrishnan, 
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1952). The focus was not only on external action but also on the internal disposition of warriors, 

rulers, and decision-makers. 

In the Ramayan, Shri Ram exhausts all peaceful means before taking up arms against 

Ravan, embodying the Bharatiy emphasis on exhausting diplomatic and non-violent options 

(Narayan, 1972). Similarly, in the Mahabharat, Shri Krishn’s peace mission to the Kauravas 

precedes the catastrophic Kurukshetra war (Radhakrishnan, 1952). The rules of engagement in 

the Mahabharat—such as avoiding combat at night, refraining from harming unarmed soldiers, 

and engaging in duels between equals—reflect a mature code of battlefield ethics. 

The Arthashastra, while pragmatic and realist in tone, does not advocate amoral 

warfare. Instead, it integrates diplomacy, intelligence, and ethical considerations into a 

coherent framework of governance. Chanakya emphasizes that while deception and strategic 

cunning may be necessary tools, the broader goal should always be the preservation of the state 

and the well-being of its people (Kautilya, 1992). 

Thus, while the Western Just War tradition emerged from Christian theological and 

legal thought, the Indian tradition presents a civilisational and ethical continuum that 

incorporates niti (statecraft), rajadharm (kingly duty), and dharm yuddh (righteous war). Far 

from being archaic, these texts offer enduring insights that remain relevant for contemporary 

strategic and ethical deliberations (Rao, 2021). 

Ramayan: Ethical Leadership, Intelligence, and Diplomatic Strategy 
The Ramayan illustrates how a righteous leader navigates war and peace with integrity 

and foresight. Shri Ram, the central figure, is portrayed as an ideal king who engages in 

diplomacy before warfare: 

• Peace initiatives: Shri Ram sends Hanuman ji and later Angad as peace emissaries to 

Ravan, giving the demon king several opportunities to avoid conflict. 

• Moral warfare: Shri Ram exhibits strict war ethics, refusing to kill a tired or unarmed 

opponent. His line "Na tvām vadhyām aham manye" conveys a deep commitment to 

fairness and justice, even in war. 

• Granting asylum: Shri Ram’s decision to offer refuge to Vibhishan, Ravan’s brother, 

upholds the principle of sharanagati dharm—a profound expression of humanitarian 

policy. 

The Ramayan also highlights the role of intelligence gathering and diplomacy. 

Hanuman ji, through espionage in Lanka, gathers critical information and engages in strategic 

deception. His disguised approach, ability to gain access to the enemy court, and psychological 
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tactics show early forms of covert operations. This reflects a sophisticated understanding of 

psychological warfare and soft power. 

Strategic Insights from the Mahabharat: Navigating Dharm, Diplomacy, 

and Warfare 
The Mahabharat, far from being a historical or moral epic, is an encyclopaedia of 

strategic thought that captures the complexity of political power, leadership, psychological 

warfare, and ethical dilemmas in the face of conflict. The core lesson from the Mahabharat lies 

in its balance between dharm and pragmatism, reflecting how righteousness is not always clear-

cut in the arena of power struggles and geopolitics (Chadha, n.d.). 

One of the central historical figures, Shri Krishn, serves as both a strategist and moral 

guide. His Shanti Doot (peace envoy) mission before the war is a classic example of diplomacy 

grounded in morality, and yet, as war becomes inevitable, Shri Krishn’s role shifts to that of a 

tactician, guiding the Pandavas through morally complex decisions, including the controversial 

deaths of Bhishma, Drona, and Karna. His advice to Yudhishthir, Bhim, and Arjun repeatedly 

reflects the prioritisation of victory for dharm, even through alternative methods (People 

Management, 2024). 

From the use of vyuhas (battle formations) to tactical alliances with regional powers 

like King Drupad and Virata, and the employment of espionage (e.g., Shikhandi’s role against 

Bhishm), the Mahabharat encapsulates the full breadth of strategic depth. The Pandavas, 

though militarily weaker in terms of numbers (seven Akshauhinis against the Kauravas' 

eleven), relied on superior strategic planning, psychological insight, and the force multiplier of 

Shri Krishn’s wisdom to secure victory (Studocu, n.d.). 

The narrative frequently contrasts dharm yuddh (righteous war) with kuta yuddh 

(deceitful war). Though dharm is the professed ideal, personalities like Shri Krishn use 

deceptive strategies—such as the killing of Dron via misinformation about Ashwatthama’s 

death—to justify righteous ends through strategic means. Such episodes raise enduring 

questions about ends and means in both ancient and modern warfare. 

The final books of the Mahabharat—Shanti Parv and Anushasan Parv—transition from 

war to governance, where Bhishm, on his deathbed, imparts wisdom to Yudhishthir. Here, 

Indian strategic thought shifts from yuddh niti (war policy) to rajaniti (kingly duty), offering a 

manual for post-war governance, national reconstruction, and ethical rule. 

Incorporating teachings from the Mahabharat into present-day strategic thinking allows 

for a deeper civilisational understanding of the use of force, alliances, deception, and moral 

choice. It provides a nuanced paradigm in which military ethics, psychological realism, and 
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rajdharm coexist in shaping not only battlefield conduct but also long-term statecraft (Kolekar, 

2024). 

Mahabharat: Realism, Dharm, and Rules of Engagement 
The Mahabharat is unparalleled in its treatment of ethical dilemmas, especially in the 

context of war and governance. It offers an exhaustive account of how dharm must guide state 

action: 

• Strategic alliances: The Pandavas’ alliances with the Nagas, Manipura, and Virata 

demonstrate geopolitical foresight. Arjun's marriages to Ulupi and Chitrangada were 

not just personal but diplomatic moves. 

• Fair conduct in war: Even during the intense Kurukshetra war, strict rules were 

observed—no killing of unarmed warriors, no attacks after sunset, and duels only 

between equals. 

• Divine counsel and psychological tactics: Shri Krishn, though a non-combatant, 

altered the war's course through strategic counsel. The deployment of Ghatotkach 

against Karna forced the latter to use his divine weapon prematurely, showcasing 

psychological and diversionary tactics. 

This epic highlights that victory is not just numerical—the Kauravas had eleven 

Akshauhini units compared to the Pandavas’ seven. It is strategy, ethical clarity, and 

leadership that led to success. 

Arthashastra: The Science of Statecraft, Espionage, and Strategic Planning 
The Arthashastra by Chanakya, or Kautilya, is a sophisticated manual on governance, 

economy, foreign policy, and warfare. It emphasizes that while moral considerations are 

important, a ruler must be pragmatic and vigilant: 

• Espionage and covert action: The Arthashastra devotes entire sections to the use of 

secret agents, counter-intelligence, and sabotage. Spies were to infiltrate religious 

groups, markets, enemy courts, and even be used to assassinate threats. 

• Psychological warfare: Manipulating enemy perception, spreading misinformation, 

and planting seeds of dissent were considered legitimate forms of pre-war engagement. 

• Classification of diplomatic envoys: In his Arthaśāstra (Book I, Chapter 16), Kauṭilya 

delineates three principal classes of envoy. This is from Dr. Rajeev Kumar. (2021). 

Inter-state Relations in Kautilya’s Arthashastra. KARATOYA (North Bengal University 

Journal of History): 
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o Nisṛṣṭārtha, the plenipotentiary endowed with full discretionary powers; 

o Parimitārtha, the envoy limited by precise, circumscribed instructions; 

o Śāsanāhara, the special messenger entrusted with specific and often urgent 

commands. 

o While the term Dūta is variably used in secondary summaries to denote 

diplomatic functionaries, Kauṭilya's original taxonomy emphasizes the 

operational scope and authority embedded in each class of envoy. 

• Economy and military synergy: A powerful state, according to Chanakya, rests on 

three pillars: strong economy, well-trained military, and robust intelligence network. 

His analogy comparing the ideal ruler to a bow—flexible in peace, taut in war—exemplifies 

readiness without aggression. 

Shadgunya: The Six-Fold Framework of Foreign Policy 
The Arthashastra’s most enduring contribution is its six-fold strategy (Shadgunya), 

outlining how a state should deal with friends and enemies: 

1. Sandhi (Peace/Treaty) – Rama’s alliance with Sugriva, or modern India’s Indo-Japan 

strategic partnerships, are instances of sandhi. 

2. Vigraha (War) – The Lanka war and modern surgical strikes like Balakot fall under 

this category. 

3. Asana (Stationing troops) – Pandava positioning before Kurukshetra or India’s 

military posture in Arunachal and Ladakh. 

4. Yaana (Marching/preparation) – Building of the Setu to Lanka or mobilisation 

during the 2020 Galwan standoff. 

5. Samashraya (Alliance) – QUAD formation, Dalai Lama’s refuge, and Indo-UAE ties 

reflect this. 

6. Dvaidhibhava (Dual policy) – Op Sindoor’s blend of diplomacy and combat readiness 

echoes this nuanced doctrine. 

These policies offer a dynamic strategy adaptable to changing geopolitical scenarios. 

Modern Parallels and Continuities in Indian Strategic Thinking 
Modern India’s defense and diplomatic conduct mirrors the doctrines and strategies from 

ancient epics: 
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• Military actions: Balakot (2019), surgical strikes (2016), and counter-terror operations 

illustrate vigraha. 

• Non-kinetic warfare: Cyber operations, diplomatic isolation of Pakistan, and cultural 

initiatives like International Yoga Day are modern expressions of Asana, Samashraya, 

and psychological strategy. 

• Strategic restraint: India’s calibrated responses in Doklam and Galwan exemplify 

restraint backed by preparedness. 

• Atmanirbhar Bharat: India’s push for defense self-reliance reflects the Arthashastra’s 

emphasis on self-sufficiency in arms and economy. 

The integration of soft power (yoga diplomacy), cultural exports, diaspora engagement, 

and interfaith dialogues are contemporary echoes of Bharatiy ethical statecraft. 

Conclusion 
The Ramayan, Mahabharat, and Arthashastra serve not merely as ancient texts but as 

guiding frameworks for leadership, strategy, and national conduct. Their teachings offer a 

civilisational compass that seamlessly blends ethics with realpolitik. In a multipolar world 

marked by shifting alliances, hybrid warfare, and ideological contestations, these epics and 

treatises remain profoundly relevant. The principles of dharm yuddh, ethical diplomacy, 

strategic deception, alliance-building, and covert operations are not relics of the past but 

powerful tools for shaping the future. For India, rediscovering and applying these civilisational 

doctrines offers both strategic advantage and cultural continuity in an increasingly uncertain 

global order. 
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