
Kautilya’s Arthashastra and governance as an 
element of state power 

 

Ilhan Niaz 
* 

 

The Indian subcontinent has long been subjected to invasions and extended 

periods of warlordism, fragmentation and anarchy. The success of the invading 

powers has often depended a great deal upon the prevalence of internal dissolution. 

There is a direct link, for instance, between the collusion of certain Afghan notables, 

such as the governor of the Punjab, Daulat Khan Lodhi, and the establishment of 

Mughal imperial rule in the subcontinent in the 1520s. One can also cite the 

collaboration of the former Mughal nobility in Bengal and the ascendance of the 

British Empire in India in the 1750s.
1 

In each case, the “softness” of the Indian states 

and their relative lack of internal discipline and order facilitated their eclipse and 

penetration by imperial agents.
2 

The ability of states to maintain order and discipline 

within their frontiers appears, therefore, to be a critical component of state power.
3 

Without order, the ability of the state to raise revenues is compromised, thereby 

diminishing its capacity to raise effective military forces. A lack of order would also 

facilitate internal rebellions and enable such acts of defiance to coalesce with the 

malevolence and ambitions of external rivals.  

Kautilya’s Arthashastra
4 

is one of the most comprehensive treatises ever 

produced on state power, its acquisition, exercise and disruption. Several 

characteristics of the Arthashastra render it particularly relevant to the present 

context. The first is that the Arthashastra neither is nor claims to be a theoretical 

work of political science or political philosophy.
5 

Kautilya does not debate the merits 

or demerits of different forms of government. For Kautilya, that issue has already 

been settled in favour of absolutist monarchical states that operate through salaried 

professional bureaucracies and military forces. The Arthashastra is thus more of an 

administrative manual and advice on policy making and execution that reflects not 

just Kautilya’s perspective but the collectivity of classical Indian thought.
6 

Second, 

Kautilya was no arm-chair academic. As Chandragupta Maurya’s co-conspirator 

against the Nanda dynasty and his prime minister after  
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their conspiracies were successful in bringing the Mauryas to power in Magadha, 

Kautilya had a practical understanding of the exercise of power. Third, at the time of 



Kautilya’s rise to favour and influence, Magadha was one of the many different states 

competing for control of the Indo-Gangetic plain. This means that the Arthashastra is 

not a work concerned with India during the Mauryan imperial peace (300-180 BC), 

but the period leading to its establishment. Kautilya’s goal was to turn Magadha and 

his Mauryan masters into the supreme hegemonic power in the Indian 

subcontinent.
7 

 

The relative attention paid to different subjects by Kautilya also sheds light on his 

appreciation of the relationship between governance and the power of the state in 

relation to other states. More than eight-tenths of the Arthashastra is devoted to 

explaining the internal working of the state and what can be done to improve it. This 

is not because Kautilya regarded diplomacy and use of military force as unimportant. 

Given that there were many hostile competing states in the region, dealing with 

them was an inevitable part of statecraft.
8 

The relative neglect of foreign policy 

reflects Kautilya’s perspective that it was the internal condition of a country that 

constituted its real strength.
9 

Tempting though it was to spend time entertaining 

foreign emissaries and engaging in flattering or acrimonious diplomatic exchanges, it 

was domestic policy that merited the greatest part of the ruler’s attention and 

efforts.
10 

 

The Arthashastra’s explanation of the relationship between governance and the 

overall power of the state is multidimensional. One of these dimensions is the 

paramount importance of internal peace, which is regarded as the prerequisite for all 

other attainments.
11 

Of these attainments, economic wealth and military power 

count for much, and constitute the material dimension of state power. These “hard” 

aspects of state power, however, need to be guided by solid intelligence. Combined 

and balanced, these dimensions constitute sound policy.  

 
Internal Order amid International Anarchy  

Around 500 BC there emerged in the Gangetic plain dynastic states ruled by 

absolute monarchs. In these states a bureaucratic administration and professional 

military enabled an unprecedented concentration of wealth and power in the hands 

of the supreme executive who effectively became the proprietor of the country 

under his control. The principal advantage that such states had, including Magadha, 

was derived from their ability to establish order more efficiently over a relatively 

large area. Autonomous village communities, tribal republics, aristocratic 

confederacies and wild tribes, lacked unity and order and could not effectively 

exercise control within their frontiers.
12 

The Arthashastra state thus aspired to 

increase the zone of internal order until it either became the paramount power or 



ran into determined opposition from another comparably well-ordered state.
13 

In a 

critical sense, therefore, the expansionist drive was powered by the existence of 

zones of relative disorder into which the Arthashastra state could project itself. 

Internal peace and stability were the foundations of a policy of controlled aggression 

against relatively unstable rivals. It is thus that the problem that commands 

Kautilya’s attention is the maintenance of order within a state as the fundamental 

operative condition which, if neglected, renders all other activities of the state 

marginal, futile or counterproductive. The elements that must be assembled and 

amalgamated to attain this primordial end include the wisdom of the sovereign,
14 

the 

formal organization of the state, the quality of the royal servants,
15 

and consistency 

in applying the principles of effectiveness and justice.
16 

 

For Kautilya, the ruler could safeguard the interests of his domain for only so 

long as he was secure against the intrigues of his enemies, family members and 

immediate circle of associates.
17 

The ruler was the “embodiment of the state”;
18 

and 

the price of absolute power was perpetual vigilance. Since external pressure could 

forge alliances with internal dissent, the ruler had to be ruthless enough to act 

effectively on the advice of spies and eliminate potential traitors even if it entailed 

trampling on his own family and closest friends.  

The ruler was advised to organize his day into a strict routine that gave him some 

ten hours of personal time and fourteen hours of official work.
19 

The personal time 

was necessary for the ruler needed to be able to think without pressure about both 

philosophical and practical questions pertinent to his administration and the 

interests of the state. Of the fourteen hours of official work, the bulk of the time was 

to be spent on conferring with his advisers, spies, civil servants and senior military 

officers. Intriguingly, no time was regularly allocated for diplomatic protocol or 

receiving foreign dignitaries from other states.
20 

Decisiveness and the ability to 

understand and alter ground realities through the exertion of state power mattered 

the most -not longwinded exchanges.
21 

The cultivation of a strong work ethic and 

sound judgment by the ruler could not amount to very much unless they served to 

energize the state machinery.  

What is remarkable about the state apparatus described by Kautilya is its 

vastness and complexity. Nearly three dozen administrative departments headed by 

adhyakshas, the equivalent of a federal secretary in the Pakistani bureaucracy, and a 

vast range of auxiliary and clandestine operations meant that state apparatus was 

too large to be personally supervised by the ruler.
22 

The territorial extent of the 

Mauryan Empire further militated against direct supervision.
23 

The key to exercising 

personal control, therefore, was for the ruler to have at his disposal several hundred 

trusted senior officials, such as councillors, governors, generals, spymasters, and 

departmental heads, upon whom the ruler could at an individual level impress the 



validity of his policies. It was important for the ruler to be more competent and 

charismatic than his senior officers so that they in turn could convincingly impress 

their subordinates with tales of the ruler’s high calibre. Thus, for the all-important 

area administration, officers analogous to the hierarchies of later empires were 

appointed for 1, 10, 200, 400 and 800 villages starting from the village headman and 

culminating in the sthanika (governor) and pradeshir (magistrate).
24 

Similar 

hierarchies existed for revenue, justice, public works, etc., although it was the area 

administrators that acted as the coordinators and facilitators of state policy.  

The formal organization of the state, however impressive on paper, counted for 

little if the quality of the officers and advisers ranged from poor to indifferent. 

Kautilya recommends that aspirants to state service be tested for knowledge of law 

and morality, economics, aesthetics, and courage.
25 

Those successful in all tests were 

to be employed as palace officials and advisers to the ruler. Those less successful in 

the tests were to be employed in accordance with the area of their best 

performance. With a little imagination one can see how a good mathematician 

lacking literary skills could be appointed a tax collector or accountant or how a 

refined aesthete lacking physical courage or mathematical skills could be appointed 

in charge of training musicians or managing inns.  

The remuneration of the officers varied, but depended on certain principles.
26 

Those officers with direct access to the ruler, such as the army chief, chancellor, 

comptroller and councillor, plus key members of the royal family, were remunerated 

lavishly. Thus, the army chief and special royal adviser drew salaries of 4,000 panas 

(silver currency units) per month (48,000 panas per year). Senior palace officers such 

as the chamberlain and treasurer, received 2,000 panas per month (24,000 panas 

per year), while comptrollers, governors, auditors and generals commanded annual 

remuneration in the range of 8,000 to 12,000 panas.  

Every possible effort was made to ensure that the best and brightest individuals 

would join the state service and if they got to the higher levels they could expect to 

be extremely well taken care of.  

The middle-ranking officers were to be paid generously but not excessively. Thus, 

divisional commanders, magistrates, judges, spies, and those in charge of the 

recreational establishments could expect 1,000 to 8,000 panas per year depending 

on the exact requirements of the work. The subordinate officials, who reported on a 

daily basis to the middle order, including military specialists, village headmen, 

customs agents, etc., were to be paid a decent wage that could enable them to live 

comfortably. Their remuneration ranged from 500 to 1,000 panas per year. The mass 

of runners, menials, petty clerks, occasional spies, informers, soldiers, guards, etc., 

employed by the state were paid in the range of 60 to 500 panas per year or enough 

to subsist within the price-controlled economy of the Arthashastra state.  



In order to ensure that his servants were performing their duties, the ruler had a 

number of instruments of control at his disposal. One was to set an example of hard 

work and discipline and motivate his senior officers to emulate their master.
27 

Another was to take personal tours of inspection and hold public and private 

audiences to hear complaints against the royal servants. A regular network of reports 

and recommendations on personnel management existed within the apparatus. The 

ultimate instrument of control the ruler could rely on was the secret service. The 

resulting surveillance and planted intrigues combined with the number and types of 

spies no doubt created administrative problems of their own, but Kautilya felt them 

to be a necessary evil if the ruler was to be obeyed. The ruler’s servants had to be 

made to fear their master’s omniscience. The internecine rivalries ignited by the 

secret service had the added benefit of preventing the royal servants from uniting 

against their master. It also guaranteed that with a competent ruler his servants 

would have a powerful incentive to do his bidding and so enable the royal will to 

bring relative order to the state apparatus. Order within the state apparatus secured 

the writ of the ruler and made it effective.  

Without order on the ground, all other desirable attainments – wealth, justice, 

enlightenment, military success and aesthetic refinement – were beside the point. 

The ruler needed order and stability to raise revenues with which to run the 

administration and maintain his military forces and secret service. The military 

deterred the aggression of dissidents within and covetous neighbours without. The 

secret service provided the intelligence that enabled the ruler to predict the moves 

of his enemies and quietly, and economically, deal with or defuse internal and 

external crises. A relatively just and efficient administration made the ruler gain 

prestige in the eyes of his subjects, and thus reduced the potential for subversion. 

Kautilya actually advises in favour of attacking an enemy who has a larger or stronger 

army but is tyrannical and incompetent in administration due to the likelihood that 

such an attack can precipitate rebellion. Kautilya also advises against aggression 

against a militarily weaker but better governed state due to the difficulty of 

undermining such a kingdom from within. That said, Kautilya was neither a 

spiritualist nor an idealist and maintained that the principal aim of any state was to 

accumulate to the greatest extent possible the material strength it needed to survive 

in the highly corrosive atmosphere of international anarchy that prevailed at the 

time in the Indian subcontinent.  

 
Wealth and Force (Kosadanda)  

“From wealth (kosa) comes the power of the government (danda).”
28 

Without a 

strong treasury, the state would either fail to maintain order and defend itself or 

become a subsidiary or dependency of another wealthier and more powerful state.
29 



The object of internal order was to create stable conditions for economic expansion 

and the growth of state revenues through effective taxation.
30 

The collection of 

revenues was necessary for the sustenance of the military and intelligence apparatus 

needed to defend the realm and project its power abroad.  

Although taxes on land were the largest source of revenue, the efficient 

operation of state-owned businesses, the promotion of domestic and international 

trade, anti-corruption measures, and strict accounting procedures, merited the 

sovereign’s attention. It was of vital importance that the ruler and his servants had 

sound factual knowledge of the economic assets directly and indirectly controlled by 

state. They must also have the means to punish violations of taxation discipline with 

fines, confiscations and imprisonment. This discipline extended to a host of indirect 

taxes on leisure activities, such as liquor and gambling, as well as service charges for 

irrigation, transport and technical support. Royal monopolies over mines were 

particularly critical so that the state could use the amount it needed for equipping its 

armies and court consumption and sell any surplus on the market for an additional 

profit. Indeed, “the power of the state comes out of these resources.”
31 

If the regular 

sources of revenues failed to meet requirements, Kautilya advises confiscating 

temple properties, preying on the superstitions of people to get them to make 

donations to government agents posing as holy men, engineering property disputes 

within families as a pretext for royal confiscation, and defrauding subjects through 

fake business operations.  

Financial discipline was to be maintained through budgeting, accounting, 

auditing and espionage, with senior officers held personally liable for any major 

discrepancies.
32 

Kautilya advises the ruler to reward upright financial administrators 

who increase the revenues without resorting to heavy-handed or arbitrary measures. 

Kautilya also appreciates that a country can indefinitely sustain a moderate level of 

taxation. Thus, financial administrators who collect too little or spend too much are 

as bad as overzealous officers who collect too much and spend too little.
33 

Laxity in 

the financial administration breeds chaos and disintegration in the country. An overly 

high level of taxation destroys the basis of future productivity, deprives people of 

their subsistence and provokes rebellions, thereby making the state vulnerable to 

external pressure.  

The conversion of economic wealth into military assets for defensive and 

offensive purposes comprised the second aspect of kosadanda. Kautilya’s paradigm 

was inherently expansionist in that more wealth yielded greater military power and 

greater military power yielded more territory and resources.
34 

The attainment of 

supreme hegemony was the aim of the Arthashastra state. Achieving this end 

necessarily entailed military conflict with rivals, some of which were also organized 

as absolute monarchies on the Arthashastra pattern. It is significant that in his 



reflections on defence and foreign policies, Kautilya typically designates his own 

sovereign as the protagonist or conqueror. That Magadha did in fact unify the 

subcontinent under Mauryan dynastic rule indicates that Kautilya’s advice was 

remarkably sound and fairly well-heeded.  

The numerical strength of the Mauryan armed forces has been estimated in the 

range of 300,000 to 600,000.
35 

These armed forces, however, comprised separate 

classes of armies including the highly trained and well-paid standing army, a less 

prestigious territorial army raised for particular campaigns and then demobilized, 

local militias and auxiliaries including tribal units, allied forces and mercenaries.
36 

Insofar as the command structure went, the standing army was divided into chariot, 

elephant, cavalry and infantry corps, further subdivided into divisions and 

battalions.
37 

Ordnance had a parallel structure enabling it to assist all the fighting 

units. An extensive network of spies and informers was deployed to ensure the 

loyalty of the officers and soldiers and learn about the military dispositions of rivals.  

Having a well-paid, organized, and highly motivated standing army and the 

economic wealth needed to raise a territorial army along with local militias and 

auxiliaries were but one component of warfare. Kautilya, like Clausewitz,
38 

regarded 

war as a means to an end – or an extension of policy though the application of force. 

And, like Sun Tzu,
39 

Kautilya regarded the period before the actual fighting began as 

critical to the outcome. It was vital that the ruler and his servants be able and willing 

to undertake a dispassionate and rational appreciation of the total assets of their 

state in relation to the enemy (or enemies) modified by the contributions of allies. 

Thus, geography, timing, seasonal variations, mobilization schedules, preparing for 

internal rebellions and discontent, estimating the material losses in relation to 

strategic gains, and the risks involved to the stability of the dynasty all had to be 

carefully weighed. There was no point in attacking a more powerful state without 

first consulting one’s allies. Similarly, committing troops to a limited engagement 

without factoring the possibility of escalation and the likely losses was to be avoided. 

While the military was trained and drilled into believing in itself and the power of 

positive thinking, for the ruler and his senior servants, optimism was a dangerous 

and potentially catastrophic luxury. Indeed, for Kautilya the power of solid advice 

was greater than military strength, and by combining superior intelligence and 

comprehension of politics the conqueror could prevail against militarily more 

powerful adversaries.  

 
Unseen but not Unfelt: Intelligence, Governance and State Power  

The secret service (gudapurusha) of the Arthashastra state had three principal 



strategic objectives.
40 

The first was that it kept the ruler and his trusted servants 

informed of developments within and without the empire. The second was that the 

secret service conducted covert operations aimed at undermining both internal and 

external enemies. And third, the secret service was mandated with the maintenance 

of the internal discipline and loyalty of the bureaucracy and military. A major 

operational principle that was not to be violated except in cases of extreme 

emergency was that intelligence reports from three different sources were needed 

for the state to authorize action.  

At a formal level the intelligence apparatus was organized into distinct 

categories. Stationed agents constituted the heart of the intelligence machine and 

comprised all those operatives who stayed in more or less one location and reported 

to the well-paid and highly trained intelligence officers (kapatikas).
41 

Mobile agents 

comprising the secret operative (sattri), the assassin (tikshana), poison specialist 

(rasada) and wandering nuns (pariuvajrika) stood at hand to execute covert action 

and also report on happenings within their zone of movement.
42 

Double-agents, 

counter-espionage, and financial surveillance, all had distinct hierarchies and 

operational ambits. Kautilya advises the ruler to ensure that the intelligence officers 

and secret operatives be particularly well-paid, highly honoured, and well-educated 

so that they may be able to make sense of the information and pass it on in a 

digested form.
43 

It was equally vital that spies of one category and in one post did not 

know who the spies in other categories and posts were. The collectors and 

interpreters of intelligence ought not to know much about field agents engaged in 

gathering intelligence. Inefficient, disloyal and indiscreet spies were to be killed 

without hesitation. Disguise, secrecy and silence were vital to the entire enterprise 

for, “Miraculous results can be achieved by practicing the methods of subversion.”
44 

 

Disloyal elements within the country with the power and wealth to collude 

effectively with external rivals were particularly worthy objects for the secret 

service’s attention. In essence the Arthashastra state waged a continuous and largely 

unseen war to retain its internal cohesion and disrupt the internal equilibrium of its 

rivals. The most valuable intelligence operation toward this end was to successfully 

corrupt or compromise high officials in both hostile and friendly states. This secured 

valuable insights into the inner workings of other states and led to a more accurate 

estimation of their motivations and capabilities. The next best use of spies was the 

assassination of rival rulers and troublesome dissident elements. Given the highly 

personalized nature of absolutist states, the assassination or incapacitation of the 

ruler was likely to trigger a civil war which the conqueror could take advantage of. 

Properly deployed, “A single assassin can achieve, with weapons, fire or poison, more 

than a fully mobilized army.”
45 

 

 



Balancing the Components of State Power and Making Policy: Lessons from the 

Arthashastra  

There are a number of important lessons that can be learned from the 

Arthashastra that states like India and Pakistan would do well to heed. These lessons 

and insights are perhaps applicable to the wider world as well where weak or 

failing/failed states pose an increasing risk not only to their own people but also to 

their neighbours and the international community at large.
46 

 

Perhaps the most important of these lessons is the role of governance in the 

augmentation or diminution of the total power of a state.
47 

An effectively governed 

state with the ability to raise sufficient revenues and maintain internal security may 

not necessarily make better foreign policy than a state that is relatively weaker on 

the domestic front. However, a stable, well-ordered, and highly motivated state that 

excels in internal management will be in a better position to calibrate itself to meet 

challenges from its rivals, absorb shocks and defeats, and have a slightly larger 

margin of error that may well make the difference between survival and oblivion or 

success and failure.
48 

 

By the same token, a well-governed state will have less to fear from subversion 

and revolt and be in a better position to disrupt the domestic stability of its 

adversaries. It would also be able to move with greater surety toward the execution 

of any foreign or defence policy related tasks that necessitate the large-scale 

mobilization of economic and military power. Faster, enthusiastic, properly trained 

and well-remunerated bureaucracies reduce the friction inherent in converting the 

intentions of the rulers into effects on the ground. A state that neglects the quality of 

the administrative elite and institutions upon which the execution of policy depends 

does so at the greatest possible peril to itself.  

A comparable peril against which a state must guard is the tendency to allow the 

individual components of state power to fragment the making and execution of 

policy. For Kautilya, whose emphasis is on the integrated nature of state power, it 

would be the height of absurdity for the administrative, economic, military and 

intelligence assets of a state to be deployed without a proper coherent vision and 

understanding of the common goals they seek to achieve. For, the individual 

components of state power to be thus divided and operate at cross-purposes would 

breed chaos and indiscipline within the state.
49 

The synthesizing element is that of 

leadership -political, bureaucratic, military, and intelligence. Without effective 

leadership, disorder will prevail within the state apparatus and gravely diminish the 

ability of the state to either control or effectively respond to challenges. Unless a 

country has an exceptionally high margin of geographic security, the consequences 

of such discord are likely to be fatal.
50 

 



Finally, the Arthashastra is a monument to evanescence of states and empires 

and a reflection upon the fluidity of their fortunes. The Mauryan Empire that Kautilya 

helped nurture attained the objective of supreme hegemony only to fall prey to 

internal decay rapidly followed by predatory attacks from former allies and 

barbarians. A similar pattern reasserted itself in the 2200 years since the eclipse of 

the Mauryan Empire with the rise and fall of the Guptas, the Delhi Sultanate, the 

Mughals and the British. In many respects, the subcontinent has, over the past 60 

years, become more like the internally divided, fractious, and turbulent region it was 

between its imperial unifications or at the time Kautilya presented his 

prescriptions.
51 

The successor states to the British Empire in India are failing to 

maintain internal order, ensure fiscal stability, military strength and sound 

intelligence, thereby greatly exacerbating their mutual vulnerabilities and increasing 

their susceptibility to external pressure. Reflection and sober analysis would indicate 

that what is happening now has happened before and that a point is fast being 

reached beyond which the breakdown of order will become impossible to arrest. 

Strangely, South Asian elites have an unusually large appetite for the foreign and 

defence policy paradigms produced in Western academia. Regrettably, these 

imported paradigms do not connect with the historical realities of this region and 

seem to have led to the neglect of the quality of the state apparatus and governance 

even though they are essential to the maintenance of state power. If India and 

Pakistan are to play a role on the international stage commensurate with their size or 

at least avert the tragic fate that so many states in the subcontinent’s history have 

succumbed to, they must first put their own houses in order and address the crisis of 

governance.  
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