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Abstract

The Kurukshetra War provides a nuanced and multidimensional framework for
examining strategic decision-making, leadership behaviour, ethical dilemmas,
and conflict management within large and complex organisations. This article
analyses the strategic principles reflected in the Kurukshetra and compares
them with early classical approaches to strategy and governance, particularly
those associated with Sun Tzu, Kautilya, and Clausewitz. By exploring themes
such as leadership under pressure, strategic deception, negotiation and
diplomacy, moral restraint, and the guiding role of dharma in decision-making,
the paper demonstrates how the epic functions as an early treatise on strategic
and ethical leadership. Synthesising contemporary management and leadership
scholarship, the study argues that the Kurukshetra offers enduring insights
applicable to modern organisational strategy, crisis leadership, and ethical
governance.

Keywords: Kurukshetra War, Strategic Thought, Strategic Culture, Classical
Military Theory, Dharma Yuddha, Kautilya, Sun Tzu, Clausewitz, Leadership,
Ethics of War, Doctrine.
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1. Introduction

The Kurukshetra War that becomes the core of the epic serves as the general laboratory of the strategies of the decision-
making in the circumstances of uncertainty, the conflict of loyalties, and the ethical tension. The epic portrays a great
diversity of strategic solutions in the persons of its main characters, Bhishma and his adherence to the strictest codes of
honour; Drona and his tactical skilfulness and inner conflict; Karna and his loyalty-based heroism; Arjuna and his
psychological crisis and subsequent resolution; and Krishna and his use of practical wisdom and strategic acumen in a
complicated way. These diverse strategies demonstrate some implicit strategic philosophy that can be aligned to, and at
the same time challenge, the classical military theories formulated in other cultures.

When placed in the same context with classical military thinkers like Sun Tzu, Kautilya, and Clausewitz, this review
paper will attempt to determine how the Indian strategic thought of the ancients can be identified and reconciled with
traditional military beliefs or be contrasted with them. It is based on this comparative analysis that the study aims to
underscore the Mahabharata as a source of global strategic heritage in order to illustrate how the work still relates to the
strategic heritage of leadership, ethics, and deception, as well as the end goal of war, even in modern times.

2. Objectives, Limitations, Scope
2.1 Objectives of the Review

1. To assess the ethical and philosophical dimensions of warfare as portrayed in the Kurukshetra.
2. To identify the relevance of Kurukshetra-based strategic thought in contemporary strategic and military studies.
2.2 Limitations of the Study

¢ The Ancient Indian Socio-Political Structures of Monarchy, Kinship Politics, Religious Cosmologies, and Hierarchical
Societies among other factors have shaped many of the Strategies and are different when compared to the modern
context.

o [t is Philosophically Rich, but Caution and Criticism in its application to the Modern Geopolitical or Military Situations
are needed to prevent a Misinterpretation or Oversimplification of its teachings.

2.3 Scope for Future Research

Additional Future Research can also be conducted to help and understand the applicability of Kurukshetra-Drawn
Strategic Principles to the context of modern conflict forms like Hybrid Warfare, Information Warfare, Cyber Conflict,
Psychological Operations, and International Diplomacy. And there is also a scope to be scrutinized on its Effect to
Leadership Psychology, Conflict Resolution Systems, Peace Negotiating and Post-War Reconstruction Ethics. Such
academic extensions can further shed light into the perception of the epic of its unrelenting suitability even in the present
times and strengthen the recognition of the Indian strategic thinking in the global scholarly circles.

3.  Methodology

The study is based on interpretation synthesis and critical analysis instead of utilizing the empirical or quantitative
approaches. Episodes of the Kurukshetra that describe key events of the war are discussed in comparison to formal
theoretical statements of the classical texts on the subject of military strategies to determine areas of convergence,
divergence, and supplement. This interpretative practice allows the paper to fill the army-literary-epic gaps between the
systematic theory of military and literature-oriented strategic reasoning, and how narratively based strategic reasoning
can provide some insights similar to formalized doctrinal models. The research will help to add to the interdisciplinary
knowledge of warfare, according to this methodology, incorporating history, philosophy, literature, and strategic studies.
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Table: Review of Related Literature

Author(s) & | Title of the Study Focus/ Key Findings/ | Relevance to Present
Year Objectives Contributions Study
Joshi (2019) Strategic ~ wisdom | Compares Demonstrates Provides  theoretical
from the orient: | Eastern enduring relevance | grounding for
Evaluating the | strategic of deception, | comparative analysis
contemporary traditions and | diplomacy, and | with classical military
relevance of |their modern | intelligence in | theories
Kautilya’s relevance strategic theory
Arthashastra and
Sun Tzu’s Art of
War
Mathur (Year | Political Strategies | Examines Reveals complex | Supports analysis of
not specified) and Power | power political strategies | diplomacy, statecraft,
Dynamics in the | relations, and leadership | and political strategy in
Kurukshetra political dynamics the epic
manoeuvring, influencing conflict
and leadership | outcomes
roles

4. Strategic Thought in the Kurukshetra War

The epic also incorporates psychological warfare along with political vision in its vision of war. Control of minds, which
might be through persuasion, counsel, diplomacy, and psychological pressure, is introduced as the same significance as
physical strength. Long-term vision, self-control, and capacity to foresee the long-term outcomes are reiteratively
pointed out as more important than immediate aggression. Even in the cases when lying or coercion becomes the only
option, these are conceptualized in the context of ongoing ethical discussions, which helps to strengthen the notion that
strategy should be answerable to moral principles.

Increasingly, the Kurukshetra provides the vision of the strategic thought, which is neither realist nor morally idealistic.
It acknowledges the severe exigencies of the war and claims that war should be governed by the laws of dharma. All
these elements of leadership and command, diplomacy and statecraft, psychological warfare, and regulation of ethical
conflicts are united in one strategic philosophy. This style transforms the Mahabharata War into a historical or a
mythological conflict to a substantial commentary on strategy as a moral, political, and civilizational undertaking and
offers timeless reflections on how to act solely responsible with power, and how expensive war may be?

4.1 Diplomacy and Statecraft

The concept of diplomacy and statecraft takes a central staging in the strategic architecture of the Mahabharata, and this
supports the notion that war is a last resort and not a first resort. Before the Kurukshetra War, the epic describes the vast
diplomacy that had been undertaken to resolve the conflict such as peace missions, settlement of territorial settlements,
creation of alliances and compromise of strategy. The primacy of dialogue and persuasion in conflict management can
be noted in the role of Krishna as a diplomat especially when he went to the Kaurava court.
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Flow Chart: Grand Strategy of Modern War
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These diplomacy methods are much similar to the ones expressed in the text of Artha aphorisms of Kautilya, wherein
war is only suggested after all peaceful, economic, and political methods have been used up. A kind of this strategic
rationale is depicted in the Kurukshetra which shows war as a tragic, but inevitable consequence in cases of moral and
political disarray. Alliances are not hastily considered, but upon the basis of the loyalty, potentiality and the long-term
implications, thus, a high level of knowledge of the inner-state relations and balance of power.

The epic has affirmed its focus on diplomacy by boosting the perception that effective statecraft must be forward-
thinking and able to negotiate with others and understand their motives, which continue to be core tenets of the
contemporary strategic and international relations theory.

4.2 Ethics and Dharma in Warfare

One of the most important aspects of the strategic thought of Kurukshetra is its profound opposition of war with the
ethical and moral principles that are regulated by the dharma. The epic presents normative limitations of the manner in
which war ought to be waged unlike many classical military treatises which give precedence to the primary desire of
victory and power. Dharma Yuddha (just war) and Adharma Yuddha (unjust war) are the notions that are applied to
ethical standards and define the right and wrong actions and practices.
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HINDUISM & THE
CODE OF ETHICS
OF A WAR

the treatment of non-combatants, of fair engagement among equals, and of respect towards surrendered or unarmed
enemies, are an effort at humanizing war and to maintain moral order even in the midst of violence. However, when the
war moves on, these moral lines are often pushed and crossed, exposing the conflict between the ideal values and the
strategic imperative. Ethical decision-making in war is often tragic in the sense that leaders are often compelled to decide
whether to follow the dharma or pursue a tactical benefit.

This moral stratification makes it difficult to think in terms of strategy by placing the Kurukshetra as a special blend of
realism and idealism. According to it, ethical leadership continues to be the key to the validity of victories in the long
run and moral conduct, although limiting the immediate tactical choices, will only limit the long-term viability and
legitimacy of the victories in question, a point that is quite timeless in modern discussions of just war theory and military
ethics.

4.3 Sun Tzu’s Art of War

The intelligence collection and situational awareness take a very important spot in the philosophy of Sun Tzu. Deceptive
data on the enemy intentions, capabilities, as well as morale is deemed as invaluable to effective decision making. It is
also of great significance that the perception should be controlled, making the enemy perceive reality in the way in which
the enemy of the country must perceive it. In this respect, lies are not regarded as an additional strategy but rather the
backbone of war. A commander can use deception, distortion and mental torture to ensure that the enemy does not stand
between them without having to fight a battle that may be costly in terms of resources. With the help of deception, it is
possible to undermine the enemy determination, confusion of ranks, and de-motivation, thus securing superiority using
the mind and not the weapon.

5. Contemporary Relevance of Kurukshetra’s Strategic Thought

The cost of war to man is also brought out very powerfully in Kurukshetra not merely in certain strategic victories.
The obliteration of the Kurukshetra War can be compared to the present-day way of thinking of the war trauma, the
displacement, and the moral wounding. The epic acknowledges that there are severe psychological, social and cultural
effects of a Dharma Yuddha (just war). These questions are relevant to the contemporary research on the post-conflict
societies, and the Kurukshetra is right in its understanding that the aftermath of the war is at times more ethically
challenging than the war. By being so, the epic may be not only a classic heroic epic, but a classic mirror of the issues
and disappointments of war we are still experiencing today.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the Kurukshetra War can be understood as a comprehensive pre-classical framework of strategic thought
that warrants serious consideration within the field of defence and strategic studies. Integrating operational strategy,
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leadership dynamics, moral restraint, and psychological warfare, the epic provides a holistic understanding of war as
both a military and socio-political enterprise. The comparative assessment with classical military theorists reveals that
many principles later formalized in strategic doctrine were already present in narrative form within the Kurukshetra.
Recognizing the epic as a source of strategic insight expands the global canon of military thought and affirms the
continuing relevance of ancient Indian perspectives for contemporary strategic analysis and civil-military ethics.
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