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Overview 

Indian political thinking, a significant part of Eastern political thought, is crucial for 

understanding India’s political issues. Western political theories often miss the essence 

of Indian concepts, making them less useful for analysing Indian political systems. For 

example, comparing Niccolo Machiavelli an Italian diplomat, philosopher with Chanakya 

an ancient Indian teacher, philosopher, economist, doesn’t help in understanding Indian 

political philosophy. Indian thinkers, both ancient and modern, have developed unique 

ideas essential for understanding Indian society. 

Key texts like the Vedas, Bhagvat Gita, Mahabharata, Ramayana, provide a 

comprehensive view of ancient Indian political thought. The Vedic texts introduce 

concepts like the state and Dharma, which are central to Indian political philosophy. 

This paper will explore the political philosophies found in these texts, including the 

Bhagvat Gita, Mahabharata, Ramayana, and discuss how understanding these ancient 

ideas is vital for analyzing contemporary Indian and global issues. 
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Introduction: Political Thoughts have been very interesting to me since high school. It’s 

a challenging subject for students to understand, which is why I've found it both 

interesting and demanding as a student. Most of the ideas in Political Thoughts come 

from western thinkers like ancient Greek philosophers like Plato, Aristotle he founded 

Peripatetic school, in Athens, emphasized empirical observation, systematic logic and 

practical ethics. His school focused on understanding reality through Aristotle’s four 

causes (material,formal,efficient and final) and promoted virtue ethics centered on the 

“Golden Mean”, as well as social contract theorist like Thomas Hobbes, have greatly 

influenced this field. Other key western political thinkers including John Locke, Jeremy 

Bentham, Niccolo Machiavelli, representative philosopher John Stuart Mill, communist 

philosophers like Karl Marx and Lenin. Their ideas continue to shape the study of 

Political Science.  

Indian Political Thought, whether ancient, modern, or contemporary, has developed 

unique tools and concept that are crucial for understanding Indias’s social and political 



systems. To effectively analyze today’s political landscape, it essential to have a deep 

understanding of the ideas from key Indian political thinkers. 

Indian political ideas were used from time to time by the different political thinkers and 

their impact on the political action of the people will always be the guiding for the world 

in general and specifically for people of India across all ages, past and present. 

Now, it’s time to explore the potential global relevance of Indian political concept as an 

alternative. Like ancient Greece, India developed its own political thoughts in ancient 

times. Indian political thought is among the most advanced in the east of the world. To 

truly understand India’s political issues, one must study Indian political thoughts. 

Global political concepts are not always suitable for analyzing India’s political problems. 

For instance, comparing Gandhi to Marx or Chanakya to Machiavelli might not fully 

captured Indian Political Philosophy 

Evolution of ancient Indian political thought 

1. Vedic Period (1500-500 BCE): Early texts like the Vedas and Upanishads introduced 

concepts of dharma (duty) and raja-dharma (king’s duty), emphasizing the moral and 

ethical responsibilities of rulers. 

2. Epics and Puranas (500 BCE- 500 CE): The Mahabharata and Ramayana, along 

with various Puranas, elaborated on political principles, governance, and the role of 

kings. These texts highlighted ideals such as the righteous rule and the importance of 

duty. 

3. Mauryan Pe od (322-185 BCE): During the Mauryan Empire, political thought was 

systematized by thinkers like Kautilya (Chanakya), whose work, the Artha shastra, 

provided detailed guidelines on statecraft, administration and diplomacy 

4. Post-Mauryan Period (185 BCE-300 CE): This era saw a continuation of political 

ideas, with texts like the Manu smriti discussing law, order and social hierarchy, while 

the rise of regional kingdoms also influenced political thought. 

5. Gupta Period (320-550 CE): Known as a golden age, this period saw the 

consolidation of political and administrative ideas, with contribution from scholars like 

Kalidasa and the development of political theory and practice reflecting stability and 

prosperity. 

Throughout these periods, Indian political thought evolved to address changing social, 

economic, and political contexts, reflecting a rich tradition of governance and ethics. 

Features: Some of the key features of the Ramayana and Mahabharata on Indian 

political thought: 



RAMAYANA: 

1. Dharma (Righteousness): Emphasize the concept of dharma as central to 

governance and personal conduct, depicting the ideal king (Rama) who rules according 

to dharma. 

2. Ideal Leadership: Portrays the ideal qualities of leadership through the character of 

Rama, including justice, adherence to duty, and moral integrity. 

3. Role of Advisors: Highlights the importance of wise counsel and the role of advisor 

in shaping policy and governance, as seen in Rama’s reliance on his ministers and 

advisors. 

4. Kingship and Duty: Illustrates the obligations of a king towards his subjects, 

focusing on self-sacrifice and responsibility. 

 MAHABHARATA: 

1. Dharma and Ethics: Emphasizes the concept of Dharma (duty/righteousness) as 

central to governance and decision-making, stressing that rulers must uphold justice 

and ethical standards. 

 2. Political Realism: The text provides pragmatic advice on statecraft and leadership, 

particularly in the *Bhishma Parva* and *Artha Shastra* sections, highlighting the 

importance of realpolitik. 

 3. The Role of Kingship: Explores the responsibilities and moral obligations of kings, 

advocating for rulers to act in the best interest of their subjects and maintain moral 

integrity. 

 4. Role of Counselors: Highlights the importance of wise counselors and advisors in 

governance, exemplified by figures like Krishna, who offers strategic and moral 

guidance. 

 5. Justice and Law: Reflects on the application of justice and the administration of law, 

emphasizing the need for fairness and the rule of law in maintaining societal order. 

 6. Conflict and Resolution: Demonstrates the complexities of conflict resolution and 

diplomacy, portraying various methods of negotiation and peace-making. 

 7. Human Nature and Leadership: Offers insights into human nature and the qualities 

of effective leadership, depicting a range of characters to illustrate virtues and vices in 

governance.  

Impact Of Ramayana on Indian Political Thought: 



- King's Role: The King in the Ramayana is the sovereign responsible for upholding 

Dharma (moral order). 

 - Sabha's Role: The Sabha (assembly) helps the King by discussing Dharma and 

advising on actions. 

 - Council of Ministers: The King had a council of eight ministers ( Amartya’s) and 

sought guidance from a Purohit/Ritvik and a council of seven advisors. 

 - Representation: The Sabha included nobility, the trading class, and ordinary people. 

- Social Structure: Society was organized by Varna (class) and Asrama (stage of life). 

 - Administrative Division: The Kingdom was divided into the capital and countryside, 

with villages and towns. Eighteen department heads called Tirthas managed different 

areas. 

 - Inter-state Relations: These were managed using the Mandala framework. 

 - Historical Continuity: India's polity has consistently featured Dharmic Kingship over 

time. 

 - Kingship as Trust: The King is seen as serving the people and earning his position 

through service. 

 - Gandhi's Vision: Mahatma Gandhi’s vision for India was encapsulated in the term 

"Rama rajya," reflecting this ideal of righteous governance. 

Impact of Mahabharata on Indian Political Thought: 

. Dharma (Duty and Righteousness): The Mahabharata emphasizes that leaders must 

act according to dharma to ensure justice and order. 

 . Kautilya’s Artha shastra: Kautilya’s text, though separate from the Mahabharata, 

reflects its political ideas, focusing on pragmatic statecraft and realism. 

. The Role of the King: The Mahabharata presents ideal and flawed kingship models, 

like Yudhishthira’s virtue versus Duryodhana’s ambition. 

 . Political Ethics and Realpolitik: The Bhagavad Gita in the Mahabharata explores the 

conflict between moral ideals and practical political needs. 

 . Consequences of Political Actions: The epic shows the severe impacts of political 

decisions, highlighted by the devastating Kurukshetra War. 



 . Diverse Perspectives on Governance: The Mahabharata offers varied viewpoints on 

governance, illustrating the complexity of political issues and the need for nuanced 

leadership. 

. Artha Shastra: written by Kautilya (Chanakya), has significantly shaped Indian 

political thought and strategy. 

 Political Realism: Advocates a practical, often harsh approach to governance, 

emphasizing strategy and realpolitik. 

Administrative Efficiency: Provides detailed guidance on bureaucracy, law enforcement, 

and taxation. 

Diplomacy: Discusses strategies for forming alliances and treaties to achieve political 

goals. 

Economic Management: Offers principles for trade, taxation, and resource 

management. 

Legal Systems: Outlines the role of the king in maintaining law and order. 

Political Philosophy: Examines power dynamics and leadership, influencing political 

thought. 

Influence on Thinkers: Affects both Indian and global political strategies and 

philosophies. 

Summary Of Political Philosophy Of Ramayana And Mahabharata: 

Ramayana: 

- Dharma: Emphasizes righteousness and duty as central to leadership. 

- Ideal Kingship: The king should embody moral integrity and justice. 

- Challenges of Idealism: Recognizes the tension between personal desires and public 

duty. 

 

 Mahabharata: 

 - Complexity of Dharma: Highlights the nuanced and context-dependent nature of 

righteous conduct. 



- Power and Politics: Explores themes of legitimacy, succession, and ethical use of 

power. 

- Role of the State: Stresses the importance of balancing personal virtues with political 

strategy. 

- Strategic Wisdom: The Bhagavad Gita advises on duty, detachment, and leadership 

strategy. 

Conclusion: 

 The role of Dharma in Indian political thought, as illustrated through the Mahabharata 

and Ramayana, underscores its centrality to ethical governance and societal harmony. 

These epics highlight that Dharma is not merely a set of moral principles but a 

comprehensive framework guiding rulers and citizens alike in their duties and 

responsibilities. In the Mahabharata, the complex interplay of duty and righteousness 

amidst conflict offers profound lessons on justice and governance, while the Ramayana 

emphasizes the ideals of moral leadership and personal sacrifice. Together, these texts 

affirm that Dharma is fundamental to maintaining political order and ensuring that 

leadership aligns with ethical imperatives. Thus, understanding Dharma's role in these 

epics provides valuable insights into how ancient Indian political philosophy continues to 

influence contemporary notions of justice and governance. 
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