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Strategic Leadership, Psychological Operations & Ethical Dilemmas
Lessons from Kurukshetra for Modern Military Leadership

“Wars are won first in the mind, then on the battlefield.”
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 Study of the Evolution of Indian Military Systems.

‘Strategy, Stratogic Thought and Statecraft

TIndigencus Hrategic haught

Project Udbhav is an initiative of the Indian Army,
in collaboration with the United Service Institution
of India (USI), aimed at integrating India’s ancient
strategic wisdom with modern military doctrine and
leadership training.

Objectives
Rediscover indigenous military and strategic traditions
Study ancient texts and historical campaigns

Translate timeless principles into modern military
leadership, ethics, and strategy

Core Idea

Modern warfare requires not only technology, but
strategic thinking, ethical clarity, psI\;chological
resilience, and leadership under ambiguity — areas
where Indian civilisational texts offer deep insight.



Project Udbhav does not replace modern doctrine —
it enriches it with indigenous strategic depth.

Applications in Training
Ethical decision-making under uncertainty
Leadership during moral injury and combat stress
Strategic communication and narrative building

Understanding information warfare and perception
management
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Technology changes.
Human psychology, leadership dilemmas, and ethics
do not.

Link to the Mahabharata

+ Kurukshetra was not just a battlefield —
it was a school of leadership, morale, and strategic
thinking.
Project Udbhav ensures these lessons continue to guide
India’s armed forces.
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Why Sudy the Maatharata for

Modern militaries face hybrid warfare, moral
ambiguity, media pressure, and psychological
battles — exactly what Kurukshetra depicts.

Kurukshetra war represents
Coalition warfare
Ethical complexity
Leadership under extreme stress
Morale collapse and restoration
Many modern concepts existed implicitly:
Information warfare
Psychological operations (PSYOPS)
Strategic deception
Civil-military ethics
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Military leadership must understand political roots
of conflict, not only battlefield tactics.

Root Causes
Failure of governance and justice
Denial of legitimate claims
Breakdown of diplomacy
Collapse of Dharma (moral order)
Strategic Insight

War is the final outcome of prolonged political and ethical
failure.

Modern Parallel
Ukraine-Russia

Israel-Hamas
India-China border tensions
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Krishna shows that leadership is influence, not
rank.

Role
Non-combatant
Strategic advisor
Moral anchor
Psychological stabilizer
Leadership Characteristics
Situational awareness
Emotional intelligence
Long-term vision
Ability to influence without command authority
Modern Equivalent
National Security Advisor
Chief Strategic Planner
Theatre-level advisor
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Chrategic Leadership Lesians from
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The greatest leadership crisis is internal, not external.

1. Clarity of Purpose

Reframes war as restoration of Dharma, not revenge

Aligns individual duty with larger national interest
Modern Application

Mission command philosophy

Clear political-military objectives

Narrative alignment for troops
2. Decision-Making Under Moral Stress

Arjuna’s paralysis before battle

Krishna addresses fear, guilt, attachment, and doubt
Modern Parallel

Combat stress

Moral injury

Decision fatigue in prolonged conflicts
8



%d/@ as a %@mg/@m@y

One motivated soldier may matter more than
thousands demoralized.

Bhagavad Gita = Psychological Operation
Delivered before battle
Restores confidence, duty, and resolve
Prevents loss of a key warrior
Modern Military Relevance
Leadership speeches before operations
Officer presence at front
Narrative-building during prolonged deployments
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Information impact depends on timing, credibility,
and context.

1. Information as a Weapon
Announcement of Ashwatthama’s “death”
Breaks Drona’s will to fight
Modern Parallel
Information warfare
Media narratives
Controlled information release
2. Timing of Information
Karna’s identity revealed at peak vulnerability
Psychological fracture within enemy leadership
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Wars today are fought on social media, newsrooms,
and global opinion, not just borders.
Pandava Narrative
Fighting for justice
Defensive war
Moral legitimacy
Kaurava Narrative
Power retention
Ego-driven leadership
Loss of moral authority
Modern Strategic Communication
Winning domestic support
International legitimacy
Maintaining troop morale
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Krishna teaches that while core morals are fixed,
tactics may change in war if they help defeat injustice
and restore peace.

Key Ethical Questions
Is deception acceptable?

Do ends justify means?

Can rules change during war?
Krishna’s Framework

Core ethics are non-negotiable

Tactical ethics can be flexible

Objective: minimize destruction & restore order
Examples

Shikhandi vs Bhishma

Bhima striking below the belt
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Ethics must guide war, but must not paralyze
decision-making.

Krishna’s Principle

Moral rigidity can become a strategic liability.
Modern Military Parallel

Rules of Engagement (ROE)

Proportionality

Law of Armed Conflict (LOAC)
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Ego-driven leaders and blind loyalty destroy
institutions through silence and moral failure.

Duryodhana
Ego-driven leadership
Refusal to compromise
Suppression of dissent
Bhishma & Drona
Loyalty over justice
Moral confusion
Strategic hesitation
Modern Lesson
Blind obedience undermines institutions
Ethical silence enables disaster
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Kurukshetra shows how leaders must unite diverse
interests under one command.

Kurukshetra Reality
Multiple kings
Diverse interests
Varied motivations
Leadership Challenge
Unity of command
Common objectives
Managing egos
Modern Parallel
NATO
UN peacekeeping forces
15 Joint theatre commands
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Deception saves lives when used responsibly.

Use of Deception
Targeted
Limited
Purpose-driven

Not Chaos, but Control

Modern Equivalent
Feints
Electronic warfare
Cyber deception
Strategic ambiguity
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Modern leadership requires ethics, resilience, and
strong communication.

1. Leadership Development
Ethical decision-making modules
Crisis leadership simulations
Moral injury awareness

2. Psychological Training
Stress resilience
Narrative building
Cognitive warfare awareness

3. Strategic Communication
Information dominance

Media engagement

Civil-military trust
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Kurukshetra is not ancient history —
it is a mirror of every modern battlefield.
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The Mahabharata teaches us that

wars are not merely fought with weapons,

but with ideas, morale, ethics, leadership, and
narrative.
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Wars are not won by weapons alone, nor by physical strength;
they are won by ethics, courage, leadership, and the power of
narrative.
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