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Abstract: Kautilya’s Mandala Theory, as outlined in the Arthashastra, provides a strategic framework for
understanding international relations based on the concept of concentric circles of alliances and
adversaries. This paper examines the applicability of Mandala Theory in contemporary geopolitics by
analyzing modern state interactions, alliances, and power dynamics. The study explores the influence of this
ancient Indian political philosophy on current diplomatic strategies, regional conflicts, and global power
equations.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Kautilya’s Mandala Theory, a strategic framework outlined in the ancient Indian treatise Arthashastra, remains highly
relevant in contemporary geopolitics, offering a nuanced understanding of international relations, alliances, and power
dynamics. Composed during the Mauryan period (circa 4th century BCE), Kautilya’s political philosophy emphasizes
the centrality of a ruler’s state (Vijigishu) and its relationships with surrounding kingdoms, categorized as allies (Mitra),
enemies (Ari), neutral states (Madhyama), and intermediary states (Udasina). This concentric model, metaphorically
likened to circles (mandalas), underscores that in geopolitics, neighbors are often rivals, while states beyond immediate
borders can serve as natural allies. Though conceived in an era of monarchical rule and territorial conquest, the
principles embedded in Mandala Theory continue to manifest in contemporary global politics, influencing strategic
policies of major powers, regional conflicts, and alliance formations. With the modern world characterized by an
intricate web of economic interdependence, military alliances, and ideological rivalries, Kautilya’s framework provides
a lens to interpret the complex interplay between national interests, realpolitik, and diplomacy.

In today’s geopolitical landscape, the competition between the United States and China embodies a classic
manifestation of Mandala Theory, where two major powers engage in strategic positioning through a network of
alliances and counter-alliances. The Indo-Pacific region, a critical geopolitical arena, demonstrates Kautilya’s principle
that a state’s immediate neighbor is often a competitor, while distant powers can act as allies. India, for instance, finds
itself in a competitive relationship with China, yet aligns with nations like the United States, Japan, and Australia
through initiatives such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) to counterbalance Beijing’s influence. Similarly,
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) reflects an attempt to encircle rivals with economic and infrastructural
dependencies, reminiscent of Kautilya’s strategic emphasis on diplomatic encirclement. The geopolitical maneuvering
in Eurasia, exemplified by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, NATO’s expansion, and shifting European alliances, further
aligns with Mandala Theory, illustrating how states perceive threats from immediate neighbors while seeking
partnerships with more distant powers. The ongoing US-Russia-China triangular diplomacy, where each power
carefully calibrates its engagements with regional and global actors, mirrors Kautilya’s strategic principles of forging
temporary alliances, exploiting rivalries, and maintaining a dynamic balance of power.

Beyond military and political alliances, Mandala Theory also finds resonance in economic and trade policies. Global
economic structures, including the BRICS alliance (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF), reflect the strategic
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grouping of nations based on mutual interests, often at the expense of competitors. The economic dependencies created
through institutions like the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and China-led initiatives such as the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) mirror Kautilya’s principle of economic coercion and resource control as
tools of geopolitical leverage. The US-China trade war, the European Union’s efforts to reduce energy reliance on
Russia, and India’s strategy to diversify its trade partners underscore the enduring relevance of economic diplomacy as
a component of strategic statecraft. Furthermore, in the realm of cybersecurity and technology, nations engage in a
Mandala-like struggle for digital supremacy, evident in the US restrictions on Chinese tech firms, Russia’s cyber
operations, and the global race for semiconductor dominance. The formation of digital alliances and technological blocs
reflects Kautilya’s idea that power struggles are not confined to territorial disputes but extend to economic and
technological domains.

The Mandala framework also provides insights into regional conflicts and strategic calculations in South Asia, the
Middle East, and the Indo-Pacific. In South Asia, India’s relations with Pakistan and China align with Kautilya’s
assumption that neighboring states often remain in conflict, while partnerships with distant players such as the US,
France, and Japan serve as counterbalancing mechanisms. The ongoing border tensions in the Himalayas, Pakistan’s
alignment with China, and India’s efforts to strengthen ties with ASEAN and Western nations illustrate the timelessness
of Mandala’s geopolitical logic. Similarly, in the Middle East, regional rivalries between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the
shifting US presence, and China’s increasing economic footprint exhibit the Mandala pattern, where states form
alliances based on strategic necessity rather than ideological affinity. The Abraham Accords, which saw Israel
establishing ties with Arab nations, further validate Kautilya’s perspective on dynamic alliances, where mutual interests
can override historical animosities. Meanwhile, in East Asia, Japan and South Korea’s evolving partnerships with the
US to counterbalance China, North Korea’s strategic positioning between major powers, and the contested South China
Sea reflect the Mandala model’s predictive accuracy in contemporary regional conflicts.

Kautilya’s theory is also applicable in the field of international institutions and global governance. Multilateral
organizations such as the United Nations, the G20, and regional blocs function as modern diplomatic tools where states
maneuver for influence, much like Kautilya’s idea of forging temporary alliances. The United Nations Security Council
(UNSC), with its power dynamics among permanent members, embodies the principles of balancing and
counterbalancing, where nations use diplomatic strategies to protect their interests. Similarly, climate negotiations,
global health diplomacy, and emerging areas such as space and artificial intelligence governance showcase Mandala-
like power plays, where alliances shift based on evolving national interests. The recent strategic realignments, such as
Australia’s AUKUS pact with the US and UK, and India’s balancing act between the West and Russia amid the Ukraine
conflict, demonstrate the fluidity of international relations within the Mandala framework.

Moreover, Kautilya’s emphasis on espionage, covert operations, and information warfare finds renewed significance in
the digital age, where cyber espionage, disinformation campaigns, and intelligence gathering play crucial roles in
statecraft. The modern-day application of these tactics is visible in allegations of election interference, cyberattacks on
critical infrastructure, and the role of intelligence agencies in shaping international events. The rise of hybrid warfare,
where conventional military tactics blend with cyber operations, economic coercion, and diplomatic pressure, mirrors
Kautilya’s advocacy for a multi-pronged approach to statecraft. From Russia’s use of cyber tactics in Ukraine to
China’s strategic use of economic statecraft through debt diplomacy, contemporary geopolitical actors continue to
employ elements of Kautilya’s strategic thought.

Kautilya’s Mandala Theory, though formulated in an ancient Indian context, remains a powerful analytical tool for
understanding contemporary geopolitics. Its core principles—viewing neighbors as competitors, forming strategic
alliances with distant powers, leveraging economic dependencies, and utilizing a mix of diplomacy, warfare, and
intelligence—are reflected in modern international relations. Whether in the US-China rivalry, regional conflicts in
South Asia and the Middle East, the technological race for supremacy, or the evolving landscape of global governance,
the relevance of Mandala Theory is evident. As nations navigate the complexities of the 21st century, Kautilya’s
strategic wisdom offers valuable insights into the ever-evolving dynamics of global power struggles.
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Conceptual Framework of Mandala Theory

Mandala Theory postulates that the immediate neighboring state is a natural enemy, while the state beyond the neighbor
is an ally (Rangarajan, 1992). It categorizes states into twelve concentric circles, including natural allies (Mitra),
enemies (A4ri), middle states (Madhyama), and neutral states (Uddasina). The theory emphasizes realpolitik, suggesting
that states should pursue their interests pragmatically, rather than relying on moral or ideological considerations.

Application in Contemporary Geopolitics

India-China-Pakistan Triangle

Kautilya’s theory is evident in South Asian geopolitics, where India considers China as a strategic competitor and
Pakistan as an adversary. Conversely, India has strengthened ties with countries like the United States, Japan, and
Australia to counterbalance Chinese influence (Pant, 2019).

The US-China-Russia Power Dynamics

The ongoing strategic rivalry between the United States and China reflects Mandala Theory, where both powers seek
alliances to counterbalance each other. Russia, as a middle state, oscillates between supporting China and maintaining
independent foreign policies (Allison, 2017).

The Indo-Pacific Strategy

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) involving India, the US, Japan, and Australia mirrors the Mandala
framework by forming alliances to counter China’s assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific (Singh, 2020).

Middle Eastern Alliances and Conflicts

In the Middle East, the Iran-Saudi Arabia rivalry aligns with Mandala Theory, where regional states align with either
power based on strategic interests. The Abraham Accords illustrate shifting alliances and strategic realignments (Gause,
2019).

Criticism and Limitations

While Mandala Theory provides a structured approach to analyzing international relations, modern geopolitics
incorporates economic interdependence, diplomatic engagements, and multilateral institutions, which were absent in
Kautilya’s era (Mearsheimer, 2001). Additionally, global challenges such as climate change and cyber warfare require
cooperative approaches that transcend traditional strategic rivalries.

I1I. CONCLUSION
Kautilya’s Mandala Theory remains a valuable analytical tool in contemporary geopolitics, offering insights into power
dynamics, alliances, and strategic behavior among nations. However, its applicability must be adapted to account for
modern economic, technological, and diplomatic realities. By integrating Mandala Theory with contemporary
international relations frameworks, policymakers can develop more nuanced strategies to navigate the complexities of

global politics.
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