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LESSONS FROM AN IMMORTAL CONVERSATION:
ON THE DEEP INSIGHTS THAT THE MAHABHARATA CAN OFFER
Today, as India confronts some of its biggest strategic challenges,
there are deep insights that the Mahabharata can offer
In 1991, close to his death, Bimal Krishna Matilal, the Spalding Professor of Eastern Religions
and Ethics at All Souls College, Oxford, wrote one of his final pieces: a brilliant polemical essay,
‘Krsna: In Defense of a Devious Divinity’. Brought to my attention by his favourite student, the JNU’s
Heeraman Tiwari, the article challenged the western view of the apparently less-than-godly conduct
of Krishna before and during the war on the battlefield of Kurukshetra. In 2012, inspired, in part, by
Matilal, and the compendium of Essays on the Mahabharata edited by McGill’s Arvind Sharma, I
wrote in this daily (December 11, 2012) : “If all the books on war and peace were to suddenly
disappear from the world, and only the Mahabharata remained, it would be good enough to capture
almost all the possible debates on order, justice, force and the moral dilemmas associated with
choices that are made on these issues within the realm of international politics.”

On strategic thinking
My article, along with other writings, was an attempt at confronting a major western critique
of India; a Eurocentric belief that India and Indians had only episodically written about strategic
issues and that there was no real culture of strategic thinking in India. The American think-tank
Rand’s Vice President, George K. Tanham, had put this starkly in his 1992 paper, ‘Indian Strategic
Thought: An Interpretative Essay’ (commissioned by the U.S. Under Secretary for Defence) in which
he argued that the Indian elite had not systematically or coherently thought about national security.
Since then, many scholars, including at JNU, have reviewed different traditions of strategic thinking
in India: from Asoka’s post-Kalinga idealism to the more predictive hard-headed realism of Kautilya,
to the more critical traditions of thinking about war and peace
Fortunately, we also now have the benefit of the External Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar’s
book, The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World, which recognises the importance of the
Mahabharata in a deeply perceptive chapter, ‘Krishna’s Choice: The Strategic Culture of a Rising
Power’. A must read for all students of foreign policy. Earlier, we had the inspiring account of Amrita
Narlikar and Aruna Narlikar, Bargaining with a Rising India: Lessons from the Mahabharata.

Limited scrutiny
However, even today, in contrast to the industry of researchers who devote themselves to
studying Chinese strategic culture, the interest in India’s thinking is still limited. This must change;
not in a nativist or a revivalist fashion or by necessarily emphasising India’s exceptionalism, but to
understand that India’s strategic culture acts as an important intervening variable between power,
interest and material capabilities, on the one hand, and the higher purpose of statecraft on the
other.
Today, as India confronts some of its biggest strategic challenges there are deep insights that
the Mahabharata offers us, including from the immortal dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna. For
Prof. Matilal’s western critics: “[Krishna] is a riddle, a paradox. If anything, he appears to be a
devious diplomat”, an enigma. In reality, Krishna (even in his mortal form) is the ultimate strategic
visionary, a political genius, who believes in upholding Dharma, almost at any cost.
What does Dharma mean particularly in terms of strategic vision? First, Dharma means
upholding the larger righteous interest, the welfare of humanity both in its mundane and
transcendental sense. For the leadership of a nation state, it means protecting the national interest
defined as the interests of the people from internal and external adversarial circumstances.
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Second, Dharma means action not passivity; acting without material incentives, and without
regard for narrowly defined gains from that action. And acting decisively while recognising, however,
that the war for upholding Dharma will almost necessarily always cause collateral damage (both in
terms of a strict adherence to principles as well as possibly unrestrained violence).
Finally, the war for Dharma requires acting independently, without attachment, without fear
and without external pressure. In sum, Dharma in foreign policy can only be sustained through the
doctrine of strategic autonomy. It is the only principle that can bring into harmony flexibility in
diplomacy (even duplicity when needed) and purposeful violence when required; so much so that
true statecraft and strategic autonomy become inseparable, bringing about a fusion of thought and
action for the higher purposes of statecraft. Dharma is beyond self-interest, it is beyond partisan
causes, it is concerned almost always with the larger good; it reifies humanity, the people and not
necessarily the state. As Krishna emphasises to Arjuna: “karmaṇy evādhikāras te mā phaleṣu
kadācana mā karma-phala-hetur bhūr mā te sańgo mā te sańgo ‘stv akarmaṇi (You have a right to act
but never to any fruits thereof. You should never be motivated by the results of your actions, nor
should there be any attachment”).

Righteous national interest
In contemporary terms, what are the secular aspects of the wisdom that Krishna imparts to
Arjuna, particularly in the Bhagavad Gita? Ultimately, for Krishna, our strategic policies must be
rooted within the overarching framework of Dharma and for promoting the larger righteous national
interest (Yato dharmas Tato Jaya: Victory and Dharma go together) rather than any selfish or
partisan cause. In many ways, this wisdom reinforces India’s long-standing quest for strategic
autonomy, defined as the pursuit of stability, space and strength, as an instrument for promoting
national Dharma. As an illustrative example, even at the end of his teachings and his call for action,
Krishna encourages Arjuna to reflect and to introspect on what he has learnt, and discard whatever
he finds unsuitable: “Thus, I have explained to you the most confidential of all knowledge. Deliberate
on this fully, and then do what you wish to do.” (iti te jñānam ākhyātaṃ guhyād guhyataraṃ mayā,
vimṛśyaitad aśeṣeṇa yathecchasi tathā kuru).
In terms of moral philosophy with deep implications for statecraft, the concerns that define
Prof. Matilal’s essay or the Ryerson University scholar Vishal Sharma’s are similar to the one raised
by the sage, Uttanka, in Āśvamedhikaparvan, when he encounters Krishna after the war. Why does
Krishna not successfully broker peace between the warring cousins rather than preside over
genocide? Why does Krishna undermine his stature by apparently resorting to “duplicitous or even
deceitful means in the course of war”? Prof. Matilal and others offer compelling explanations to
coherently justify Krishna’s actions, including those rooted in moral consequentialism and the lack of
omnipotence of the lord when he acquires an earthly form. Krishna is the final guardian of Dharma, a
leader; and, on occasion, as Prof. Matilal points out, a leader needs to create “new paradigms for
showing limitations of such a generally accepted moral code of truth-telling and promise-keeping”.

A distinction
Of the few, in the West, who understood the importance of Dharma (otherwise, for most, an
elusive term) was the scientist, J. Robert Oppenheimer (who led the Manhattan project that led to
the development of the first atomic weapons). As he witnessed the first nuclear test in July 1945, ‘he
thought of a verse from the Bhagavad Gita: divi sūrya-sahasrasya bhaved yugapad utthitā yadi bhāḥ
sadṛṥī sā syād bhāsas tasya mahāḥmanaḥ (If the radiance of a thousand suns were to burst at once
into the sky, that would be like the splendour of the mighty one)’. And then the shloka: “kālo’smi
lokakṣayakṛtpravṛddho lokānsamāhartumiha pravṛttaḥ (I am become Death, the destroyer of
worlds”). Not surprisingly he supported the development of nuclear weapons against fascism, but
opposed the production of a thermonuclear hydrogen bomb during the Cold War. This, he believed,
was the difference between Dharma and Adharma and it is a distinction that the Indian leadership
must reflect upon and comprehend in its fullest and most inclusive sense.
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Meanings of Difficult Words:
 immortal (adjective) – traditional, timeless,
evergreen, ageless, classic, memorable.
 insight (noun) – perception, understanding,
revelation, realization/recognition.
 confront (verb) – face, tackle, deal with,
grapple with (a problem/difficulty).
 piece (noun) – article, report, column.
 polemical (adjective) – critical, stinging/
scathing, sharp.
 devious (adjective) – deceitful, dishonest,
disreputable, unethical, dubious, unfair.
 bring to someone’s attention (phrase) – to
make someone aware of something.
 apparently (adverb) – seemingly, evidently, it
appears that.
 godly (adverb)
– faithful,
devoted,
committed/dutiful.
 conduct (noun)
– behaviour,
way
of
behaving, performance.
 compendium (noun) – group, collection,
series, complete series.
 daily (noun) – newspaper.
 dilemma (noun) – quandary, predicament,
difficulty.
 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of
activity).
 strategic thinking (noun) – strategic thinking
is about analyzing opportunities and
problems from a broad perspective and
understanding the potential impact your
actions might have on others.
 critique (noun)
– analysis,
evaluation,
assessment.
 eurocentric (adjective)
– centered
on
Western civilization (considering European
culture or history as the best in the world).
 episodically (adverb)
– irregularly,
sporadically, periodically, occasionally.
 think-tank (noun) – a panel of experts.
 starkly (adverb) – sharply, clearly, distinctly,
strikingly; completely.
 interpretative (adjective) – rational, logical,
systematic.

 commission (verb)
– engage,
contract,
charge, employ, appoint.
 elite (noun) – high society people; the group
of most powerful people in a society.
 coherently (adverb) – logically, rationally,
conceptually.
 scholar (noun)
– academic,
intellectual,
expert/pundit, learned person.
 idealism (noun)
– utopianism,
wishful
thinking, daydreaming, unrealistic belief.
 predictive (adjective) – visionary, prophetic.
 hard-headed (adjective)
– unsentimental,
practical/pragmatic, sensible.
 realism (noun) – pragmatism, practicality,
matter-of-factness.
 account (noun) – explanation, narration,
interpretation.
 scrutiny (noun) – examination, inspection,
investigation.
 in contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to, be
very different from.
 industry (noun) – line.
 devote (verb) – allocate, assign, allot,
commit.
 nativist (adjective) – relating to the political
policy of promoting the interests of native
inhabitants against those of immigrants.
 revivalist (adjective) – relating to the policy
to revive (renew/revitalize) a previous
tradition/practice.
 fashion (noun) – method, manner, way.
 exceptionalism (noun) – the state of being
special, exceptional or unique. The belief that
a country, society, or individual, is
“exceptional” (i.e., extraordinary).
 statecraft (noun)
– statesmanship,
negotiations/discussions;
the
skilful
management of a country’s public affairs.
 critic (noun) – commentator, observer,
analyst; fault-finder, censurer.
 riddle (noun) – problem, puzzle, conundrum,
mystery.
 paradox (noun) – contradiction, mystery,
conundrum, anomaly.
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 diplomat (noun)
–
envoy,
consul,
ambassador.
 enigma (noun) – mystery, puzzle, riddle,
unsolved problem.
 mortal (adjective) – physical, bodily, earthly.
 visionary (noun) – far-sighted person; a
person who forecasts future developments.
 uphold (verb) – support, confirm, justify;
maintain, nurture, strengthen.
 at any cost (phrase) – no matter how much
effort or money needed.
 righteous (adjective) – justifiable, legitimate,
defensible, supportable.
 humanity (noun) – humankind, the human
race, people.
 mundane (adjective) – normal, common,
ordinary.
 transcendental (adjective) – spiritual, divine,
heavenly, sublime.
 adversarial (adjective) – involving conflict or
opposition.
 passivity (noun) – the state of inactivity
(being passive).
 incentive (noun) – stimulus, impetus.
 regard (noun) – consideration, care/concern,
thought, attention.
 narrowly (adverb) – only just, just, barely.
 decisively (adverb)
– conclusively,
categorically, definitely.
 collateral (adjective) – incidental, accidental,
unintended, resultant.
 collateral damage (noun) – any death, injury,
or other damage inflicted that is an
unintended result of a particular operation.
 adherence to (noun) – commitment to,
attachment to (a clause/condition).
 unrestrained (adjective)
– uncontrolled,
unbounded, unrestricted, uninhibited.
 in sum (phrase) – briefly, in a nutshell, to
come to the point, in essence.
 dharma (noun) – a quality of truth or reality.
 sustain (verb) – support, maintain, bolster
up, prop up.
 doctrine (noun) – order, command, rule,
decree, directive.

 strategic autonomy (noun) – the ability of a
state (country) to pursue its national
interests and adopt its preferred foreign
policy without being constrained in any
manner by other states.
 harmony (noun)
– unity, solidarity,
cooperation, agreement/concord. (social
harmony-when people live side by side in
peace and mutual respect).
 diplomacy (noun) – international politics,
foreign affairs, foreign policy.
 duplicity (noun) – double-dealing, dishonest,
deception.
 inseparable (adjective)
– indivisible,
impossible to separate.
 fusion (noun)
– combination,
joining/
merging, integration.
 self-interest (noun)
– self-seeking, selfregard,
self-serving,
self-obsession,
selfishness, own advantage.
 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced,
one-sided.
 reify (verb) – to make something more real.
 the fruits (noun) – reward, benefit,
advantages.
 thereof (adverb) – of that, of something
which is just mentioned.
 attachment (noun) – relationship, alliance,
close association, bond.
 contemporary (adjective) – modern, presentday.
 secular (adjective) – non-religious.
 impart (verb) – communicate, pass on,
convey, transmit (information/knowledge to
someone).
 root (verb) – embed, firmly establish,
implant.
 overarching (adjective)
– all-inclusive,
complete, all-embracing, comprehensive.
 reinforce (verb) – strengthen, fortify, bolster
up, underpin.
 long-standing (adjective) – long-established,
deep-rooted, fixed, persistent, continuing
(for a long time).
 quest (noun) – pursuit, search.
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 pursuit (noun) – aspiration, quest, search.
 instrument (noun) – mechanism, apparatus,
system,
means
(to
achieve/attain
something).
 illustrative (adjective)
– exemplifying,
explanatory, explaining.
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal,
exhibit.
 introspect (verb) – self-examine, self analyse.
 discard (verb) – throw out, get rid of,
abandon/shrug off.
 deliberate (verb) – engage in, discuss
something (often carefully for a lengthy
period of time).
 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome,
ramification, repercussion.
 sage (noun) – wise man, philosopher,
scholar, thinker.
 encounter (verb) – run into, come across,
come upon, come into contact with, meet.
 broker (verb) – arrange, organize, bring
about, contract.
 preside over (verb) – be in charge of, be
responsible for, manage/organize.
 genocide (noun) – mass murder, massacre,
racial killing.
 undermine (verb) – reduce, diminish,
impede, hinder.
 stature (noun) – reputation, status, position,
standing.
 resort to (verb) – use, utilize, turn to, have
recourse to.
 duplicitous (adjective)
– dishonest,
untruthful, false, unprincipled.
 deceitful (adjective) – dishonest, fraudulent,
false, double-dealing.
 in the course of (phrase) – during (the
particular period/activity).
 compelling (adjective) – convincing, valid,
reasonable.

 consequentialism (noun) – an ethical theory
that judges whether or not something is right
by what its consequences are. Whether an
act is morally right depends only on
consequences (as opposed to the
circumstances or the intrinsic nature of the
act or anything that happens before the act).
 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity,
dearth.
 omnipotence (noun)
– supremacy,
preeminence, all-powerfulness.
 earthly (adverb)
–
physical,
bodily,
mortal, worldly.
 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention,
indicate, draw attention to.
 paradigm (noun) – model, pattern, example.
 distinction (noun) – difference, contrast,
dissimilarity, variance.
 elusive (adjective) – difficult to find, difficult
to achieve; indistinct/intangible.
 verse (noun) – poetry.
 splendour (noun) – magnificent quality.
 mighty (adjective) – strong, powerful,
influential.
 fascism (noun)
– absolute
rule,
authoritarianism, totalitarianism.
 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a
state of political and military tension after
World War II between powers in the Western
Bloc (the United States and a group of
countries) and powers in the Eastern Bloc
(the Soviet Union and a group of countries).
 reflect upon (verb) – think about, consider,
review.
 comprehend (verb) – understand, realize,
fathom.
 in its fullest/entirety (phrase) – totally, fully,
completely, entirely.
 inclusive (adjective) – all-embracing, overall;
all-inclusive, comprehensive.
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