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Abstract: 

This research paper examines the principles, practices, and philosophical foundations of 
warfare in ancient Hindu civilization, with particular emphasis on the period covered in classical texts 
such as the Arthasastra, Agnipuraṇa, Mahabharata, and Ramayaṇa. Warfare in the Hindu tradition was 
not merely a matter of brute force but a carefully regulated activity embedded in religious, moral, and 
political frameworks. The study classifies war into two main categories: Dharmayuddha (righteous 

warfare), guided by ethical principles and codes of conduct, and Kuṭayuddha (unrighteous or deceitful 
warfare), permitted as a last resort in situations of existential threat. It also explores secondary 
classifications such as Dharmavijaya, Asuravijaya, and Lobhavijaya, reflecting the varying motives behind 
warfare.The paper covers strategic and tactical aspects of ancient Hindu warfare, including military 
marches, camp layout, battlefield selection, siege techniques, and the construction and defense of 
fortifications. It provides a detailed analysis of vyuhas-elaborate battlefield formations used to maximize 
the effectiveness of the fourfold army (infantry, cavalry, chariots, and elephants). Case studies from epic 
battles, such as those at Kurukṣetra and Lanka, are used to illustrate how these strategies were employed 

in practice. 
By integrating textual analysis with historical interpretation, the study demonstrates the 

sophistication of Hindu military science, which emphasized discipline, adaptability, and ethical limits, 
even in war. The research argues that ancient Hindu conceptions of warfare were not only rooted in 
dharma but were also pragmatically designed to ensure both military efficiency and political stability.The 
conclusions drawn offer insights into early Indian notions of statecraft, leadership, and the ethical 
dilemmas of war making them relevant for comparative studies in military history and political philosophy. 
Key Words: Ancient Hindu Warfare, Dharmayuddha, Military Strategy, Tactical Formations, Siege 

Warfare Fortifications, Ethical War, Strategic Geography, Vedic Battles 

Introduction 

Ancient Hindu warfare was categorized primarily into two types: Dharmayuddha 

(righteous warfare) and Kuṭayuddha (unrighteous or deceitful warfare). Additionally, three 

further types were recognized: Dharmavijaya (conquest for righteousness), Asuravijaya 

(conquest over demonic forces), and Lobhavijaya (war driven by greed). The mythic battles 

between the Devas and Asuras exemplify these categories, often involving mechanical devices 

or weapons of mass destruction. However, only Manuṣa-yuddha (human warfare) was deemed 

legitimate and acceptable.1 

Before the Christian era, land-based warfare predominated. Battles were typically fought in 

open plains, forests, or hilly regions. The ancient lawgiver Manu differentiated between battles 

fought in plains and those in more rugged terrains like forests or hills. He advised that wars be 
waged away from cities and populated areas, preferably along forest borders, to minimize 

civilian disruption and to secure victory with limited bloodshed. Mountain warfare was 

relatively rare, though capitals were frequently besieged and captured by force. Siege warfare 

constituted a significant aspect of land warfare. An early example of such land combat is the 

Battle of the Ten Kings (Dasarajna Yuddha) found in the Rig Veda. 
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In the later epic period, the Kurukṣetra war between the Paṇḍavas and Kauravas showcased complex strategies and 
tactics. Another notable example is Alexander the Great’s battle with King Porus, which demonstrates large-scale 

warfare with considerable strategic depth. Ancient Hindu military practices employed both strategic and tactical 

considerations- where strategy involved drawing the enemy into battle, and tactics referred to the specific methods used 

by commanders to outmaneuver and defeat their opponents on the battlefield.2 

Strategical Considerations the March 

The movement of an army during a campaign was governed by carefully planned halts—both short and 

long—and required proper provisioning in terms of food, supplies, transport, and communication. Two types of 

marches were recognized: a slow march employed when the attacking force lacked sufficient offensive strength or 

when peace negotiations were underway; and a rapid or forced march, used in situations demanding urgency or 
decisive action.3

 

Timing was a crucial element in such operations. The month of Margasirṣa (December) was traditionally 

considered ideal for long-distance marches, while Caitra (March–April) was recommended for shorter expeditions.4
 

Nevertheless, exceptions were made when the king deemed it advantageous to act regardless of seasonal 

conditions.5According to the Arthasastra, supported by both the Kamandakiya Niti and the Agnipuraṇa, elephants were 

to be avoided during hot months in favor of camels, asses, and horses.
6
 Elephants were best employed only in the 

cooler, dewy season. Wise rulers were advised to avoid engaging in battle during the summer and monsoon months.7 

In terms of marching order, the Nayaka (vanguard commander) led the army, while the Senapati (Commander-in-

Chief) brought up the rear. When the terrain allowed, the army marched in strategic formations: the front ranks 

advanced in a crocodile-like (makara) formation, the rear in a cart-like array, and the flanks in a diamond-shaped 

configuration. If marching through narrow paths, a needle-like (suci) formation was employed—analogous to modern 

perpendicular and parallel formations. 
Route preparation was essential; roads had to be cleared of thorns and brush before marching.8

 the army 

advanced in battle formation even during the march, anticipating surprise attacks. If rivers or canals had to be crossed, 

elephants were used due to their ability to withstand currents. Alternatively, boats, rafts, or bridges constructed by 

engineers facilitated crossing. If the enemy blocked a ford with missile fire, the army was instructed to withdraw and 

seek a safer crossing point. The army’s morale and endurance were paramount; measures were taken to prevent 

exhaustion and ensure continuous contact with the base of operations, ideally located in a natural stronghold like a river 

or mountain fortress. 

The Agnipuraṇa provides a detailed account of how the army moved.9
 the vanguard, led by the Nayaka, 

gathered intelligence on enemy movements. Historically, powerful commanders like Napoleon utilized strong 

vanguards, while others like Frederick the Great, who had smaller forces, did not always find them necessary. At the 

center of the formation were the treasury, royal women, and the king, who typically rode a chariot or elephant and was 
surrounded by elite, well-trained troops. The less experienced soldiers were stationed at the rear. Flanks were protected 

by cavalry, chariots, and elephants, followed by forest tribes recruited for special campaigns. The Commander-in-Chief 

brought up the rear. Whenever the army halted, sentinels and scouts were deployed in all directions to guard against 

surprise attacks. 

A vivid example is found in the Ramayaṇa, where Rama begins his march to Lanka under auspicious omens 

and the Uttara Phalguni Nakṣatra. Nila, the vanguard commander, led the advance through rugged terrain rich in fruits 

and water. Elite monkey warriors like Gaya, Gavaya, and Gavakṣa held the front, Rṣabha commanded the right flank, 

Gandha and Gandhamadana the left, while Rama and Lakṣmaṇa remained in the center. Commanders such as 

Jambavan and Suṣeṇa guarded the rear. Upon reaching the ocean, the army encamped in three divisions. Brave monkey 

warriors like Mainda and Dvivida acted as patrols, reminiscent of Frederick the Great’s famed marches and maneuvers 

in 1760.10
 

The Camp 

Following the march, the next critical strategic concern for the commander was the establishment of a military 

camp. In the Puraṇas and epics, the camp was referred to as Skandavara,11
 and in Vijayanagar inscriptions,12

 it appears 

as Kandacara. Generally, commanders selected densely wooded areas to set up camp, as these provided natural cover 

and access to resources.13
 

The suitability of terrain for different army divisions was carefully assessed: 

Horses required level ground, free of rocks and minimal vegetation, with firm soil that wasn’t muddy. 

Chariots needed well-laid roads without sand, mud, or obstacles like trees and shrubs. Elephants were best stationed on 

firm but slightly gravelled areas without mud. Infantry required open, defect-free areas with ready access to drinking 

water. The camp14,1typically took a quadrangular shape, featuring four gateways, six main roads, and nine divisions. 

Defensive measures included walls, towers, and moats, built to withstand attacks. This layout is mirrored in ancient 
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camps described in the Mahabharata—like those of Bharata on the Ganges or the camps of the Paṇḍavas and Kauravas 
before the Great War. Each army division was housed in well-organized, purpose-built inner enclosures. Reliable and 

loyal guards were posted to monitor all movements. It is stated that eighteen divisions of sentinels were rotated daily. 

Outside the main camp perimeter, forest tribes were stationed in circular formations for added security. Even during 

rest periods, the king remained armed and alert. The outermost camp areas were often protected by concealed pits filled 

with spikes, thorns, or other hidden traps to deter enemy infiltration. 

Cavalry units commonly served as scouts and guards for supply depots and storage areas. Camps were 

deliberately located to place the enemy at a tactical disadvantage, whenever possible. To maintain discipline, drinking, 

gambling, and frivolous social activities were strictly prohibited. For security, a passport system was implemented to 

regulate entry and exit, effectively deterring disguised enemy spies.15
 

The camp functioned as a self-contained town. It hosted musicians, artisans, and women of various social 

standings—for instance, Draupadi and Subhadra were present in the Paṇḍava camp, mourning the death of 

Abhimanyu.16
 The population included all four varṇas (social classes). Provisions for both weapons and food were 

stocked in ample quantities. Physicians and surgeons attended to the sick and wounded.17
 At dawn, soldiers would 

begin their day with prayers.18
 

Kauṭilya emphasizes that rulers and allies should observe strict codes of discipline, generosity, and religious 

duty within the camp to ensure success.
19

 

Site for the Battle-Field 

Another vital element of military strategy involved the selection of an appropriate battlefield. The Siva-Vyasa 

Dhanurveda offers specific guidelines: 20
 a battlefield that is damp, uneven, gravel-strewn, or overgrown with shrubs 

and waterlogged areas should be avoided. In contrast, the ideal location is a broad, open plain, slightly dusty and 

uninhabited, facilitating the full range of military maneuvers. Historical evidence supports this. During the Battle of the 
Hydaspes, for example, King Porus deliberately chose a battlefield that was dry, flat, and compact, allowing for 

effective cavalry movement, both for charges and retreats. He arranged his elephants in staggered lines at considerable 

intervals—over 100 feet apart—positioned in front of the infantry to intimidate Alexander's forces. Infantry troops were 

deployed in two rows, with cavalry and chariots placed on the flanks and front. According to the Agnipuraṇa,21
 warfare 

could also be conducted in forests, along rivers, and on rainy days, although open-ground combat was deemed more 

challenging. The positioning of an army's divisions in the field was a critical task for any commander and marked the 

moment when his military prowess was most thoroughly tested. Sukracarya advises positioning large and small artillery 

at the front, followed by foot soldiers, with elephants and cavalry on the wings. 

The Agnipuraṇa also suggests that divisions should be neither too densely packed nor too widely spread, 

allowing soldiers sufficient room to maneuver and use their weapons effectively. The elite troops—those most skilled 

and courageous—were stationed at the front, with reserve units held back for emergencies. Attention to the rear was 
essential, as it was considered the army’s most vulnerable section. Swordsmen occupied the front ranks, followed by 

archers, then horsemen, charioteers, and elephant riders. The commander-in-chief stood ahead of the vanguard, bearing 

the flag-staff that marked the division’s identity. 

The frontline had to be wide and open, ensuring sufficient space for flanking movements. Historical sources 

demonstrate that Hindu military leaders were well-versed in such tactical flexibility. Importantly, the king was not 

expected to engage directly in battle. His fall could decide the conflict instantly; hence, he was instructed to encourage 

and oversee operations from the rear. 

One key recommendation from the Agnipuraṇa 22
 deserves mention: if the terrain at the front and sides was 

rough or uneven, a general should consider attacking the enemy’s rear, where defenses might be weaker. Kautalya 

similarly recommends ambushes and diversions—such as crossing rivers at unguarded points—to surprise the enemy.23
 

This tactic is reflected in the Battle of the Ten Kings (Dasarajna) in the Rig Veda, where the Tritsus crossed rivers 

covertly to ambush the Bharatas, catching them unaware on the southern bank of the Ravi River.24
 

Alexander the Great employed similar tactics at the Hydaspes, bypassing the heavily guarded main crossing and 

attacking from an unexpected direction.25
 

Battle formations typically included intentional gaps (randhra) in the lines for controlled exits and movements. 

The Agnipuraṇa mentions a five-fold exit pattern,26
 which represents a refinement over earlier linear battle formations. 

At Kurukṣetra, such exits are implied when Drona leaves the battlefield to observe enemy formations.27
 

Flags and standards—such as dhvaja, ketu, and pataka—distinguished different units. Each warrior’s chariot bore a 

unique insignia, akin to the heraldic plumes used by medieval European knights. Arjuna, for instance, carried a monkey 

emblem on his standard. In the chaos of battle, when dust and noise made visibility difficult, troops relied on horns and 

conch shells to signal positions. Soldiers were trained to recognize their comrades' war cries, which prevented 

confusion on the battlefield.
28

 

This evidence makes two points clear: there was no national flag in ancient Indian warfare, and division 
standards served as rallying points in battle. Strategy, then, was considered the science of war, in contrast to tactics, 
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which focused on immediate combat engagement. 

Construction and Siege of Forts 

One critical form of land warfare in ancient India was siege warfare. Fortresses were seen as indispensable for 

the defense of kingdoms, functioning as the central strongholds of rulers and serving both as military bases and 

symbolic seats of power. These fortifications could be either natural or artificial, 29
 with natural defenses including 

water, mountains, deserts, and forests. Among these, water forts (jaladurga) and hill forts (giri-durga) 30
 were most 

prized for their defensive advantages, often rendering them impregnable. The royal treasury was typically housed 

within the citadel, and deep, wide moats surrounded the fortified cities. These ramparts were often planted with thorny 

and even poisonous vegetation to deter attackers. 

Early references to fortified settlements can be found in the Ṛig Veda, where tribes dwelled in structures 
known as "pur"—earthen enclosures reinforced with palisades or occasionally stone walls.31

 Later Brahmaṇa texts also 

reference such fortifications, especially in ritual contexts. The Aitareya Brahmaṇa, for example, describes sacred fires 

forming three metaphorical forts to repel demonic forces (Asuras).32
 In the Kauṣitaki Brahmaṇa, the Upasadas (ritual 

observances) are described as the citadels of the Asuras. 33
 These analogies emphasize the symbolic and protective 

power of fortresses, both in physical and spiritual terms. The Arthasastra provides detailed prescriptions for fort 

construction. Outer ramparts were to be devoid of open spaces and included invisible traps. Inside the ramparts were 

guard towers, halls, and multi-storied watch stations equipped with iron bolts, beams, and turrets. Special towers known 

as attalakas were designed to house both stationary and mobile weapons. The fort of Laṅka, as described by Hanuman 

in the Ramayaṇa, contained such imposing towers. The city also had a lotus pond that never dried up, shrines dedicated 

to deities, and a special palace temple—possibly a caitya—for state worship. 

The fortress layout included broad streets, multi-storied residential buildings, and a distinctive processional 

road likely used during religious or royal festivals. According to the Arthasastra, a proper fortress would have twelve 
gates, including hidden passages by land and water. Roads branching out from the fort connected it to forests and rural 

areas.34
 

Inside the fort, the royal palace occupied one-ninth of the total area. Its northeastern quadrant housed priests, 

ministers, and elite officials; the southeast contained kitchens and stables; the west was home to merchants, artisans, 

and kṣatriyas, with administrative offices and the treasury nearby. The south housed musicians, entertainers, and city 

officials. Sudras and small-scale artisans lived in the western quarter, while markets, hospitals, and guilds clustered in 

the northwest. Temples and cremation grounds were located by caste designation, with lower castes buried in the north 

and east, and higher castes in the south. Chaṇḍalas and heretics lived on the periphery. The city featured wells every ten 

houses, fields, and gardens, both within and around the walls, ensuring self-sufficiency during sieges.35 The 

Dharmasastras, especially Manu,36
 also emphasized the importance of a fortified residence. He recommended forts 

surrounded by deserts, forests, or water, with hill forts being the most secure.37From a strategic perspective, a single 
archer on the ramparts could withstand a hundred enemy archers, amplifying defensive power. But effective defense 

required well-stocked arms, ample food, and a large garrison. Without these, even the strongest walls were insufficient. 

In times of enemy invasion, the population was to be brought inside the fort, while bridges and smaller forts in the 

kingdom were destroyed and granaries burned to prevent enemy use. New ramparts were added to the existing walls, 

and moats were filled with thorns, spikes, and even crocodiles or sharks. Ramparts were equipped with sataghnis (large 

projectile weapons or cannons), archers, and fire-launching devices.
 
38

 

According to Kamandaka, fortresses could be of five types: water, hill, forest, desert, and barren land—closely 

following the Kauṭilyan model.39A classical example from literature is Lanka, whose city gates were secured with iron 

bolts, defended by war machines, and guarded by brave Rakṣasa warriors. The city was protected by a deep moat, stone 

ramparts, bridges, and natural barriers including hills and water. 40
 

Ayodhya, another classical fortress, measured twelve yojanas in length and ten in breadth,41
 featured wide streets, lofty 

towers, massive gates, and a fathomless moat. It housed a diverse population: Brahmins, Buddhists, Jains, merchants, 
and artisans, along with fields and gardens within the city walls. 

In medieval Indian architecture, texts like the Manasara Silpasastra describe fortresses in great detail.42
 The 

Padmaka type featured eight, twelve, or sixteen gates, a wall, and a moat, ideally located near rivers, forests, or seas for 

year-round water access. Gateways had double doors, bolts, and mounted weapons, with guards and musicians 

stationed nearby.43
 Residences for kings, nobles, and troops were arranged by caste and role. 

King Bhoja’s Samaraṅgaṇa-sutradhara lists four types of forts: hill, forest, water, and desert— consistent with Manu's 

classification. A later work, Harihara Caturaṅga, adds a Dharmadurga (righteous fort) as a sixth type. 

According to the Agnipuraṇa, 
44

 five defects could seriously undermine a fort: 

1. Silted or dry moats, 

2. Dilapidated ramparts and towers, 

3. Outdated or broken weapons, 
4. A neglected arsenal, 
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5. An inadequate garrison. SIEGE OPERATIONS 

The methods and tactics used to besiege enemy fortresses formed an integral part of ancient Hindu military 

strategy. Classical Indian political and military treatises describe five principal methods for capturing a fort: 
45

 

1. Intrigue (upaplava) – using deception and internal subversion. 

2. Feigning retreat (apasarpaṇa) – pretending to withdraw to lure the enemy into vulnerability. 

3. Winning over the population (vamanam) – creating internal dissent through propaganda or diplomacy. 

4. Encirclement (paryavasanam) – laying an actual siege. 

5. Assault (avamardana) – direct attack and forceful capture. 

According to Kausalya, an invader should not immediately begin a siege, as it could provoke strong resistance or 

bring unforeseen complications. Instead, a gradual reduction of the enemy’s strength was advised—through attrition, 

deception, or destabilization—before launching a full- scale assault. To weaken morale and gain psychological 

advantage, conquerors used both legitimate and underhanded methods. For example, emissaries were sent to boast of 

the invader’s divine connections or supernatural powers, creating fear among defenders. Heretics, jugglers, or 
magicians were also employed to seduce or confuse the local populace. Infiltrators posing as defectors might gain 

employment with the enemy and later assassinate key figures. Merchant guilds and civil bodies could also be won over 

to destabilize the enemy from within. 

Although these strategies might appear morally questionable, Kausalya justifies them as part of the kṣatriya’s 

svadharma—his sacred duty to conquer the enemy, even at great personal cost. 

A siege was ideally launched when the defending force was weakened by disease, disloyalty, lack of allies, or 

inadequate fortification. If all subversive tactics failed and the enemy proved resilient, the invader could resort to 

scorched earth policies: destroying crops, water sources, supply routes, and isolating the fort to induce famine and 

panic.46
 

In actual siege conditions, the first step was to neutralize the fort’s moat—filling it with mud, sand or water if 

dry. If the outer walls were too strong and heavily guarded, siege engines, explosives, and projectiles were deployed. 
Cavalry forces attempted to breach the gates, and if all else failed fire was used as a last resort. 

Even Kauṭilya, who advocated for ethical restraint, acknowledged the necessity of fire-attacks in critical moments. 

Flaming arrows or incendiary weapons could be launched into the fortress, though not always with success. To escalate 

the destruction, invaders sometimes set fire to their own camps, feigned retreat, and then took the fort when the enemy 

dropped their guard. 

Fire-attacks also appear in mythic accounts. In the Ramayaṇa, Hanuman sets Lanka ablaze after his tail is lit 

by the Rakṣasas. This act is depicted as a legitimate military response and part of divine retribution. 

Elephants were a unique and vital component of siege warfare. Trained specifically to break fort walls, they charged in 

unison at a signal from their commander. Ancient sources, including fragments from Ktesias’ Indika, confirm their use 

in demolishing fortifications. 

The Ramayaṇa contains a detailed description of the siege of Lanka: 

Ravaṇa fortified the city and posted elite warriors at all four gates, personally guarding the northern gate.The 
vanaras (monkey warriors) launched attacks using rocks, trees, and firebrands. Moats were filled, towers burned, and 

the fort’s infrastructure was damaged through sustained assault. In retaliation, Indrajit used deception, creating an 

illusory Sita, and pretended to kill her in front of the vanaras to demoralize them. He also performed secret rituals to 

obtain divine favor but was discovered and killed by Lakṣmaṇa. Later, with the help of Vibhiṣaṇa, an insider and 

defector from Ravaṇa’s camp, Rama’s forces captured the city, illustrating the value of internal alliances. 

Agnipuraṇa provides a curious detail: crows' flight patterns over a fort could indicate a vulnerable section—this was 

the area to target.47
 Kalidasa emphasizes that before setting out for conquest, the king must ensure both capital and 

frontier forts are secure, highlighting their strategic indispensability 48
 

Importantly, the use of fortresses was not solely defensive. Like the lion in its mountain den, the king used forts as 

bases of strength, ready to launch attacks while remaining protected. 

Once a fortress was captured: 
Wounded soldiers were to be spared, Enemy troops removed and replaced with loyal forces, And the victor 

ceremonially entered the palace, as Rama did after capturing Lanka, where he awarded the kingdom to Vibhiṣaṇa. 

While some modern military theorists view fortifications as obsolete—arguing that they drain resources and 

immobilize troops—historical events suggest otherwise. For instance, during World War I, the Belgian forts 

significantly delayed German advancement, aiding France’s defense. Fortifications, though costly, often proved 

decisive in stalling invasions and preserving sovereignty.49
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Tactics 

In military doctrine, a defensive battle is one in which the enemy takes the initiative, and the defending force 

remains stationary, awaiting attack. Within the six classical strategies of foreign policy outlined in ancient Indian texts, 

vigraha represents offensive war, while asana reflects defensive posture. 

A case in point is the war between Rama and Ravaṇa in the Ramayaṇa. Rama adopted an offensive strategy, marching 

from Kiṣkindha to Lanka, crossing the ocean via a specially engineered causeway, built under the direction of Nila. 

Though this delay provided Ravaṇa a chance to obstruct construction, he chose a defensive policy—fortifying Laṅka 

and preparing to meet the invading forces. In hindsight, Ravaṇa's failure to disrupt Rama’s crossing was a tactical 

blunder. 

In tactical analysis, the range and impact of weapons are vital. Unlike strategy, which concerns broader 
campaign planning, tactics deal with weapons in their applied use, not their construction.50

 Indian literature is filled 

with accounts of mystical and divine weapons, particularly in Atharva Veda, used in Daiva (divine) and Asura 

(demonic) warfare.51
 75These forms of combat were steeped in mantras and illusions, but are distinct from the manuṣa 

(human) warfare that concerns actual military practice. 

Vyuhas: Battle Formations A crucial aspect of Hindu military tactics was the disposition of forces into specific 

formations, known as vyuhas. While strategy is the science of war, vyuha formation is the art of battlefield 

arrangement. These formations were tailored to the terrain:52
 

On level ground, the danda (staff-like) or maṇḍala (circular) formations were preferred. In uneven terrain, the bhoga 

(snake-like) or asamhata (scattered) vyuhas were used. 

In complex or mixed terrain, the viṣama (irregular) formation was adopted. Kauṭilya mentions several standard 

formations: 
Sama-vyuha: Balanced, equidistant placement of the fourfold army (infantry, cavalry, chariots, elephants). 

Viṣama-vyuha: Asymmetrical placement for special tactical purposes. 

Hasti-, Rathi-, Asva-, and Patti-vyuhas: Formations led primarily by elephants, chariots, cavalry, or infantry, 

respectively. 

In a samavyuha, the goal was to allow maximum mobility and unobstructed weapon use. Tactical calculations specified 

that three infantry soldiers were needed to counter a single horseman, and fifteen infantry or five horses to counter an 

elephant or chariot 

Other major vyuhas included: 

Bhoga: Snake-like, soldiers arranged one behind another. Danda: Staff-like, soldiers lined up abreast. 

Maṇḍala: Circular, enabling attacks from all directions. 

Asamhata: Detachment-based, allowing small tactical units to operate independently. There were specialized variants: 

Pradara: A danda formation with projected flanks. Droṇa: Both flanks and wings extended. 
Syena (hawk) and its reverse form, Capa (bow), reflected aggressive and defensive options. Vajra: Diamond-shaped, 

used for resisting attacks from multiple sides. 

Sthulakarṇa, Visala-vijaya, Camumukha, and Jhaṣasya: Other advanced configurations based on depth, projection, 

and spread. 
53

 

        The suci-vyuha (needle formation), a variant of the danda, enabled narrow penetration. When two or four sucis 

were combined, they formed the valaya or durjaya—more complex vyuhas capable of withstanding multiple attack 

directions. The sakaṭa (cart-like) formation had double lines at the front, with extended flanks. Its reverse was called 

makara (crocodile). These and others like sarvatobhadra (all-auspicious), aṣṭanika (eight-divisional), and kakapada 

(crow-foot) offered flexibility against particular threats According to the Agnipuraṇa,54
 even a small force could hold 

its ground against a superior enemy if arranged in a suci-vyuha. Vyuhas were typically structured into five parts, but 

not all divisions engaged simultaneously; some remained in reserve for emergencies. If the central division collapsed, a 
general retreat was ordered. 55

 

Kamandaka, quoting Bṛhaspati and Sukra, lists various formation elements: seven limbs in one model and five in 

another.  

He classifies vyuhas into: 

17 danda vyuhas 

2 maṇḍala vyuhas 

6 asamhata vyuhas 

5 bhoga vyuhas 

These formations were to be chosen based on time, terrain, and the commander’s practical experience.56
 

Tactical Use in the Mahabharata 
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The Mahabharata provides extensive examples of vyuha deployment:57
 

On the first day, seeing numerical inferiority (7 vs. 11 Akṣauhiṇis), Yudhiṣṭhira advised a suci- vyuha. 

Arjuna later proposed a vajra-vyuha, placing Bhima at the front and Viraṭa at the rear. The Kraunca-vyuha (crane-

shaped) featured Drupada as the head, Kuntibhoja and Cedi as eyes, with Yudhiṣṭhira in the rear. Bhiṣma responded 

with the Garuḍa-vyuha (eagle-shaped), assigning Drona and Kṛtavarman to the eyes, Asvatthama and Kṛpa to the 

head, Jayadratha to the neck, and Duryodhana to the back. 

Arjuna used an ardhacandra (half-moon) counter-formation.58
  

Other vyuhas mentioned include: 

Sṛṅgaṭaka, Sarvatobhadra, Makara, Camumukha, and Sakaṭa—all showcasing different tactical responses to enemy 

formations. When Karna took command, he used the Makara, while the Paṇḍavas responded with Ardhacandra. These 

battles show the four fundamental tactical movements: circular, angular, dispersed, and compact—analogous to the 

dense columns of medieval European warfare. The introduction of firearms later transformed these dynamics, but each 

method had value in its time. 

The Agnipuraṇa recommends: 

Makara or Suci for frontal threats Sakaṭa for rear threats Vajra for flanking dangers Cakra (wheel) for multi-directional 

threats The commander-in-chief should always accompany the front, regarded as the danger zone. By adhering to these 

principles and adapting to shifting battlefield realities, the Paṇḍavas secured victory over seasoned warriors like 

Bhiṣma, Droṇa 59
 and Karna. 60

 

Tactics in Kuṭayuddha (Unrighteous Warfare) 

In Kuṭayuddha, tactics diverged sharply. Deception, surprise, and subversion were sanctioned as last resorts, 

especially when conventional victory seemed impossible.  

Examples include: 

Asvatthama’s night raid on the sleeping Paṇḍava camp. Indrajit’s illusion of Sita’s death to demoralize the 

vanaras. Attacks during enemy distraction or exhaustion. Feigned retreats to lure enemies into traps—a precursor to  
nvelopment tactics. When Bhima realized that Bhiṣma was invulnerable from the front, the Paṇḍavas orchestrated a 

multi- irectional assault—a maneuver validated by results. Kuṭayuddha tactics permitted attacking sleeping foes, using 

fire, poison, and illusion, especially when survival was at stake. Asvatthama even cited Vedic authority to justify these 

actions, reflecting a broader acceptance of pragmatic ethics in war 61
 

The Agnipuraṇa 62
 also recommends false shouts of victory to create confusion and fear, echoing modern propaganda 

techniques. Ultimately, strategy and tactics represent scalable applications of the same principles—one at the level of 

war planning, the other in battlefield execution. 

Conclusion 

The study of ancient Hindu warfare reveals a rich and methodically developed military tradition, 

encompassing strategic foresight, tactical versatility, and ethical considerations rooted in dharma. From the 

classification of wars into Dharmayuddha and Kuṭayuddha, to the sophisticated use of battle formations (vyūhas) and 

the calculated engineering of fortifications and siegecraft, ancient Indian military theory demonstrates a profound 
understanding of the art and science of war. Texts such as the Arthasastra, Agnipuraṇa, and Mahabharata offer not only 

theoretical frameworks but also practical insights into logistics, command structure, and psychological warfare. 

Commanders paid careful attention to seasonal timing, terrain, army composition, and the moral justifications for war, 

highlighting a nuanced appreciation for both human and divine aspects of conflict. The use of deception, ambushes, and 

diplomatic subterfuge in Kuṭayuddha did not contradict the warrior’s code, but rather expanded its scope to include 

realpolitik—particularly in desperate or asymmetric circumstances. Meanwhile, the emphasis on righteous conduct in 

Dharmayuddha ensured that war was not reduced to unprincipled violence but was instead framed as a means of 

restoring cosmic and social order. Though modern technological warfare has transformed the battlefield, many 

principles of ancient Hindu strategy—such as flexibility, defense-in-depth, combined arms deployment, and leadership 

accountability—remain relevant today. The enduring importance of fortifications, even in the age of gunpowder and 

mechanized war, reflects the timeless value of defensive architecture and preparedness. Ultimately, ancient Hindu 

military theory embodies a synthesis of ethical warfare, strategic genius, and cultural ethos, making it a vital field of 
study for historians, military scholars, and students of classical political thought. 
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