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Abstract:  

Ethical leadership is also an important aspect of political theory and practice over time and cultures 

because it provides support of legitacy in governance, social unity and moral responsibility. Ethical 

leadership within the Indian context is entrenched in both philosophical and cultural traditions of the 

past, which place a great deal of emphasis on the interrelation between personal virtue, social 

responsibility (Dharma), and political accountability. This essay focuses on the Indian political thinkers 

who made a personal mark in world history, Kautilya, the ancient strategist, Arthashastra author, and 

Mahatma Gandhi, the greatest leader of the Indian independence movement whose ideas of ethical 

leadership, despite their significant divergence, can be used in the modern political arena. Kautilya is 

more pragmatic in his approach to statecraft, strategic vision, and moral justification of the action by its 

outcomes to the stability and prosperity of societies and has an instrumental and contextual view of 

ethics. Gandhi, on the contrary, is a proponent of moral idealism, nonviolence (Ahimsa), truth (Satya), 

and servant leadership and emphasizes the importance of ethical behavior regardless of the expediency 

of politics. This paper explains both similarities, including the interest in the common good, and 

differences especially on the use of coercion, power, and virtue in oneself by comparing their views on 

morality, power, and leadership roles and responsibilities, as well as the connection between means and 

end. The paper also examines how these frameworks are applicable to modern governance and proposes 

that the combination of strategic pragmatism and moral integrity is useful in enhancing leadership 

performance and moral responsibility. In conclusion, the discussion highlights the fact that Indian 

political thought contributes to a multivariate realization of ethical leadership that integrates traditional 

knowledge with the contemporary issues and valuable solutions that can be offered by the leaders to act 

in the complex sociopolitical environment. 

 

Keywords: Ethical leadership, Kautilya, Mahatma Gandhi, Indian Political Thought, Dharma and 

Morality. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The issue of ethical leadership has been the bane of all political thinkers. The boundaries of morality and 

power have been discussed by such thinkers as Plato, Aristotle, and Machiavelli in the context of the 

Western canon. Indian political philosophy is no exception, and it is also a dialogue of ethical leadership, 

but based on localized traditions of Dharma, duty and governance. 

The two different yet significant visions of ethical leadership this paper discusses include Kautilya (also 

called Chanakaya), who was the author of the Arthashastra (c. 4 th century BCE), and Mahatma Gandhi 

(1869-1948), the leader of the Indian freedom movement. Whereas Kautilya can be said to have been a 

spokesman of realpolitik and statecraft, Gandhi can be seen as an embodiment of moral asceticism and 
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nonviolence (ahimsa). This study seeks to evaluate the input of each towards ethical leadership and 

critically evaluate the potential of the theories to advise the current political practice. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Ethical leadership has featured prominently in political philosophy; it has been examined both in the 

Western and the Eastern schools of thought. The scholars in the Indian setting have discussed the ethical 

basis of leadership using the classical texts and historical personalities, especially Kautilya and Mahatma 

Gandhi. Arthashastra by Kautilya is commonly known as a realistic manual on rulership, as it placed a 

lot of emphasis on the interrelationship between power, duty and prosperity (Kangle, 1969). Although 

this has been construed to mean support of realpolitik and Machiavellian approaches, recent research 

indicates that the framework provided by Kautilya incorporates some element of ethics in form of 

Dharma, a mixture of state interests and moral obligations to the citizens (Ramaswamy, 2007). Kautilya 

argues that leaders should be prudent, possess foresight and be disciplined in their choices to create 

stability in the society, which proves that ethical leadership is not alienated to practical leadership 

(Sharma, 2010). 

 

On the same note, Mahatma Gandhi has based his ethical leadership on moral idealism and individual 

honesty. Gandhi considered Satya (truth) and Ahimsa (nonviolence) as the cornerstones of political 

action and ethical leadership requires ethical consistency between the means and the ends (Brown, 

2017). His works and deeds explain that leadership does not only entail power or plan but motivating 

followers to become voluntarily morally responsible (Parekh, 2001). The Gandhian paradigm 

emphasizes servant leadership, in which the leader puts the interests of the oppressed first and fosters the 

awakening of morality (Sriram, 2018). 

 

Comparative analysis indicates that both Kautilya and Gandhi have different philosophical backgrounds 

and different historical contexts which have provided useful insights to the modern-day leader. There are 

the means of surviving in a complicated political world and not jeopardizing the long-term ethical 

responsibility that Kautilya provides, and the leadership based on moral persuasion and non-coercive 

power introduced by Gandhi (Bhargava, 2014). According to recent studies on ethical leadership, the 

combination of these views’ gains importance, and a hybrid model is proposed, according to which 

strategic governance is prone to moral principles to overcome the current challenges associated with 

corruption, bureaucratic inefficiency, and social injustice (Singh and Kumar, 2020). 

 

Overall, the literature shows that Indian political thought can give a more subtle insight into ethical 

leadership. The pragmatic ethics of Kautilya and the moral idealism of Gandhi have provided two 

complementary approaches, which underscores the need to balance pragmatism in governance versus 

pragmatic morality. These lessons are also becoming pertinent to the current leaders who are expected to 

operate in a complex sociopolitical setting and still be ethical. 

 

The Concept of Ethical Leadership. 

It is possible to define ethical leadership as the act of making followers accept the followers because of 

personal integrity, normative behavior, honesty, and responsibility. It is a combination of morality 

philosophy and politics. Ethical leaders are supposed to act in the common good, honour human dignity 

and use power in accountability and justice. 

Dharma (righteousness or duty) is central to ethical leadership in the Indian political thought. Ethical 

leadership therefore is a principle of righteous living which is practiced by leaders in social, economic 

and political fronts. 
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3. KAUTILYA: ARTHASHASTRA ETHICAL LEADERSHIP 

Historical Context 

Kautilya, or Chanakaya was a professor at Takshashila and prime minister of Chandragupta Maurya, 

founder of the Mauryan Empire. In the field of statecraft, economic policy, military strategy, and 

government, his masterpiece Arthashastra is a general treatise. 

 

Arthashastra Ethics and Realpolitik. 

The concept of ethical leadership proposed by Kautilya is quite different when compared to idealistic 

approaches of most moral philosophies. Ethics is not absolute to him, but instrumental--weighed by its 

merit in preserving stability and prosperity of the state. 

 

Political Obligation to the absoluteness of morals: 

Kautilya lays more emphasis on the rajya (state) and its prosperity. Moral behaviors are the ones that 

maintain the state and its well-being. In Arthashastra, he says: 

The king will not lose time when the moment of opportunity comes. 

 

Arthashastra 

This is an indication of his feeling that leaders must be decisive even when their decisions are a 

challenge to traditional morality. 

 

Morality as Utility: 

Kautilya theorizes morality as being situational and practical. It is justifiable to use deception or 

manipulation, provided it brings the greater good of stability of the state. This has been mistaken to 

mean amorality yet in the mind of Kautilya ethically leading is weighed in the results that will bring 

about peace, order and prosperity. 

 

Traits of Leadership in Kautilya: 

Some of these qualities highlighted by Kautilya include foresight (dipa), intelligence (pragya), patience 

(ksanti), and self-control (dama). To him, a leader ought to be cunning, calculative and able to deal with 

internal and external threats without any fear. 

 

Ethical Rationalization by Kautilya. 

• Although Kautilya allows manipulation and strategic deception, the restraint and accountability 

is likewise prescribed in his work: 

• Rule of Law: The king is also subject to Dharma. Arbitrariness and tyranny are not encouraged. 

• Welfare of Subjects: Welfare is one of the major objectives. The legitimacy of the king lies on his 

capacity to guarantee citizen safety and prosperity. 

• Checks on Power: Kautilya proposes a system of counterchecks using ministers, councils, and 

intelligence networks to prevent the abuse of power by an authoritarian. 

• Ethical leadership, therefore, as Kautilya thinks, is a compromise between pragmatism and moral 

duty towards the polity. 

 

4. MAHATMA GANDHI: LEADERSHIP THROUGH ETHICS OF MORALITY 

Biographical Context 

Mahatma Gandhi was able to bring together morality, religious ethics and political activism to create a 

synthesis that led him to become the leader of the anti-colonial struggle in India. He referred to Hindu, 

Jain, and Christian doctrines, as well as formulated his principles, including Satyagraha (truth-force) and 

Ahimsa (nonviolence). 
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Ethical Leadership in the mind of Gandhi. 

Truth (Satya) as Foundation: 

To Gandhi, the highest value had been the truth. The first step towards ethical leadership is the strong 

belief in the truth. 

"Truth is God and God is Truth." 

-- Mahatma Gandhi 

Truth to Gandhi did not consist simply of factual truth but a moral disposition towards truthfulness, 

justice and purity of motive. 

 Nonviolence (Ahimsa): This is a fundamental principle of Buddhism. 

Gandhi defined nonviolence with the opposite meaning, a form of active resistance against passive 

acceptance stipulated by compassion. The goal of nonviolent leadership is not to control people but to 

change the relationships. 

 

Self-Discipline and Sacrifice: 

Gandhian leadership required individual sacrifice. The leaders should be the people who possess the 

values they preach. This can be seen in his way of life simple living, starving in the cause of charitable 

organizations, and the ability to sit in jail without becoming bitter. 

 

Moral Autonomy of Followers: 

Gandhi contrasted with Kautilya in the significance of agency of followers. Ethical leadership is not 

about forcing moral responsibility but inducing moral responsibility willingly. 

 

Ethical Leadership by Gandhi in Politics. 

• The way Gandhi led the political sphere cannot be detached to his moral theory: 

• Satyagraha Movements: His movements in South Africa and India showed the strength of 

nonviolent opposition through discipline. 

• Constructive Program: The emphasis of Gandhi on village improvement, sanitation, self-reliance 

(swadeshi) and removing untouchability demonstrates how pragmatic ethics could influence the 

policy of the people. 

• Servant Leadership: Gandhi believed leaders must serve the weak and marginalized first before 

they can challenge any form of power hierarchy. 

• Gandhi transformed ethical leadership through these practices to be morally responsible action 

that empowered not controlled. 

 

5. COMPARISON: KAUTILYA AND GANDHI ON LEADERSHIP ETHICS 

Purpose of Leadership 

Dimension Kautilya Gandhi 

Core Purpose State security and stability Moral transformation of society 

View of Power Inherent, to be managed strategically Inherently dangerous, must be limited 

Ends vs Means 
Ends justify means if state welfare is 

ensured 

Means must be ethical and consistent 

with ends 

 

Role of Morality 

• Kautilya is realistic about morality. The ethics of conduct is determined in the statecraft efficacy. 

Gandhi considers morality as something intrinsic and universal. Ethical leadership requires moral 

purity on the part of the individual. 

• Despite these variations, both philosophers appreciate the responsibility, discipline, and the 

community welfare. 
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Power and Authority 

• Kautilya tolerates the state power and authority. He postulates a strong leader who is assisted by a 

bureaucratic machine. 

• Gandhi is skeptical of centralized authority and is a proponent of decentralization (village 

republics), the main reason is that too much power corrupts ethical duty. 

 

Human Nature 

• Kautilya has a cynical realization of the human nature-people are driven by their self-interest. It is 

therefore that surveillance and controls, alliances and incentives are needed. 

• Gandhi has a positive opinion--humans may grow to moral appeal and inner reform. Gandhi ethical 

leadership entails the promotion of moral potential of people. 

 

Leadership Ethical Limitations. 

• The ethical limits of Kautilya are in Dharma although this is interpreted in connection to the social 

responsibilities and not moral laws. 

• The constraints imposed on Gandhi are absolute, the truth and nonviolence cannot be negotiated. 

 

Critical Evaluation 

Strengths and Limitations 

Thinker Strengths Limitations 

Kautilya 

Realistic understanding of political 

challenges; operational strategies; 

context-sensitive ethics 

Risks justifying unethical means; may 

legitimize authoritarianism 

Gandhi 
Moral clarity; humanistic leadership; 

transformational approach 

May be impractical in conflict-ridden, 

modern geopolitical contexts 

 

Synthesis and Relevance to Modern Politics. 

Modern political regimes grapple with corruption, lack of ethics and leadership crisis. Kautilya realism 

and Gandhi idealism of strategies and morality are synthesized to provide a useful insight: 

 Moral Framework which is based on the realities on the ground: Ethical leadership involves ethical 

principles as well as an insight into politics, economy and even, social environment. 

 Striking the right balance between Power and Accountability: Leaders require the authority to make 

tough decisions, but they should be answerable to moral codes. 

 Servant Leadership and Welfare Orientation: Gandhi stressed the idea of serving allowing humanization 

of the governance. 

 This paper is based on the idea that the stability strategy implemented by Kautilya in terms of 

intelligence, planning, and structure can enhance the effectiveness of governance. 

Morality and practical exigencies cannot be neglected in the ethical leadership of the contemporary 

world. The dialectic between means and ends, intentions and outcomes, power and morality are 

introduced by Kautilya and Gandhi jointly. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

• Indian intellectual tradition is a source of abundant information concerning ethical leadership. 

Kautilya and Mahatma Gandhi are two extremes of political ideology, one of the statecraft 

strategies, the other of moral revolution. Both approaches draw critical aspects of ethical 

leadership: 

• Kautilya has taught that a leader must deal with the complexities of reality and make sure that 

there are stability, security and prosperity. 
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• Gandhi makes us understand that a moral conviction, personal integrity and compassion cannot 

exist outside of ethical leadership. 

• The two opinions still hold in the current political environment whereby cases of ethical crises, 

leadership lapse and governance predicaments are rife. The combination of profound ethical 

devotion and prudent governance is an interesting model of ethical leadership in the 21st century. 

 

REFERENCES: 

1. Bhargava, R. (2014). Politics and ethics of the Indian constitution. Oxford University Press. 

2. Brown, J. (2017). Gandhi and ethical leadership: Principles in practice. Routledge. 

3. Kangle, R. P. (1969). The Kautilya Arthashastra (Vol. 1–3). University of Bombay. 

4. Parekh, B. (2001). Gandhi: A very short introduction. Oxford University Press. 

5. Ramaswamy, S. (2007). Ethics in Kautilya’s Arthashastra: Leadership and governance. Journal 

of Indian Philosophy, 35(2), 123–142. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10781-007-9021-5 

6. Sharma, R. (2010). Kautilya’s vision of ethical leadership. Indian Journal of Political Science, 

71(4), 789–802. 

7. Singh, A., & Kumar, P. (2020). Ethical leadership in Indian context: Bridging classical thought 

and modern practice. International Journal of Public Administration, 43(7), 589–600. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2019.1641382 

8. Sriram, M. S. (2018). Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy of leadership and social change. Journal of 

Leadership Studies, 12(3), 56–69. https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21623 

 

https://www.ijlrp.com/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10781-007-9021-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2019.1641382
https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21623

