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The Paficatantra stories: Elucidating
the Socio-Political Facets in the

Context of Modern Day Statecraft

Dr. Anita Sarma

The Paicatantra (Five treatises) is the collection of ancient Indian Fables'
in Sanskrit verse and prose, arranged within to frame a story.l Literally,

thePaficatantra can be explained as interweaving of five skeins of traditions and
teachings into a text. The book provides for stories conveying each- a lesson where the
speüer is mostly an animal. These legends mostly can•ied through oral traditions via
themedium of animals etc are known originally as 'dantakathä or fables in English. It
isbelieved that though the surviving book of the Paicatantra is dated to about 200
BCE, but the fables are much more ancient and are based on older oral traditions of
Hinduism. Patrick Olivelle in the introductory paragraph ofhis translation of the book

quotes Edgerton (1924) that the Pancatantra is 'certainly the most frequently translated

product of Indiat 2. The Paicatantra stories are also very much popular across

the world in different religions and cultures. There is an interesting fact associated with

Internationalisation ofthe Paicatantra. As the earliest trmslations ofthe Paicatantra

were in Pehlavi and Arabic and it was Borzury, the personal physician ofNushirvan,

Persian emperor, who came to India in the 6th century looking for M!tasafijivani,

mystical herb that could give life to the dead. However, he did not get the herb,

Was introduced to the Pahcatantra and after reading the work he realised that

the
magical herb was knowledge and the corpse was ignorance.3

The Pahcatantra is the oldest collection of fables originated in India and is

b
Gcally treated as archaic but it is considered as the most important 

contribution in the

sphere Of children's 
literature in India. However, the Pahcatantra offers much more

Only being a guiding classic in the realm of childrenls literature, I! does not only
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enrich human life its message of wisdom and knowledge 
but also

contribute in the realm of societal progression by working as an 
instruction

for shaping the conduct of human behaviour. Noted

Patrick olivelle in his work the Pahcatantra,. The nook of
states that the is a treatise of 'Niti' roughly translated

through allegorical stories of animals4. The

astra,or a text book of niti. There is no precise equivalent of the term niti in
or Greek.s Niti presupposes that one has considered, 

and 
!as a saint .1t can be practised only by a social being

an admirable attemptto answer the inconsistent question how to win the utmost

joy from life in the world of men.6 Thus the Paficatantra as a literature of Niti{Q.d

prescribes for all the qualifications required for building a social life founded

society norms and a political community having a niche with rational and
principles.Thetreasure of the Paficatantra was so Pandit MshnuS'=

that it was alternatively taken as 'Saöjivanil , the miracle medicine to be found inln(z

It canbe certainly categorised as one of the greatest books of all times as it contaiE

such thoughtful insights on which human mind of different ages can work differe

only to gain understanding, wisdom and academic pleasure of different frequency

level.

As a rapid reading to an incurious or non-critical reader, the Paficatantafables

offer many life lessons like the ill -consequences of keeping a fool as friendö\hy

how unity becomes strength, hard sides of believing on strangers, consequences 

C

Vloring wisdom over physical qualities, using both fair and foul means to save

merest,iyioring unnecessary advice, using intelligence to solve problems ,impo

ofselffaith,notto believe in strangers, avoid bad mediator to avoid misunderstan

among friends, punishing a cunning friend, using intelligence to enrich the
life, use of faith to turn impossible situation conducive, importance Of assertor

loyalty, qualities to be friends, importance of peace of mind, doing within
capacity, mother as real god and so on and so forth. These lessons are verylead a balanced and dignified life. In fact these can be treated as the core to
living'. These are moulding 

curves that can shape the life and prepare the young 
c

to build up their strong 
personality 

based an ethical and rational 
ground.

critical and Comprehensive 
study of the Paficatantra tales would 

offer insight

human behaviour through the characters of animal world. As each part Of the
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the frame story contains many embedded stories to carry a message, it is very
for a reader to go through a sea of knowledge and wisdom. The

Mitra.Läbha 
(Gaining Friends):This category of fables are related to winning

l. and prescribes the ways and methods to earn friends and alliances,friends 

Bheda (Losing Friends):lt has a collection of stories that are related toMitra-

losing friends.This category of stories are also referred as 'shirobhedaÉ or
tshurobheda' i.e.causing discord amongst friends and weakening the power of

the opposition.

3.
Käkolikiyalil (War and Peace): These fables narrated through the stories ofCrows

and owls, talk about war and peace i.e.Vlgraha and Sandhi

4. Labdhaprapaéalil (Loss of Gains):This category of stories is the narration of

apprehensions and warnings against losing whatever is gained due to one's short

sightedness and ignorance.

Aparik}itakärakatil (Acting without thinking): This category offables warnagainst

hasty actions or taking actions without thinking much and considering the

consequences. These stories prescribe for considered actions and warns against

rush deals.

What is fascinating about the above categorisation of the Paicatantra is that

though it apparently deals with 'human' and 'animals' as its preliminary objects, in the

core Of each story a message for public life, is inherently carried. The divisions made

through the five tantras, offer narrations on different aspects of personal and public

life COnsequently contributing to the art of administration and management of the

state. As an original contribution covering all the facets ofindividual,social and political

'life, the masterpiece can be treated as the oldest book of statecraft offered by the east

Only preceded by Aristotle's verses on Statecraft that were contributed around 300 BCS

Though the contents and narration of the Pahcatantra are mostly observed and

Interpreted in the backdrop of ancient India's ethical tradition and value system , yet its

teachings are equally relevant , productive and applicable in the contemporary times

In all the levels of societal and political process

Much before the western world offers on statecraft like Niccolo 
Machiavelli's

e Art of War (1521) and The Prince (1532), Thomas 
Hobbes's 

Leviathan 
(1651),



PRÄCYÄ ISSN 
2278-4004

104

The Spirit 
ofLaws (1748) etc, the Pahcatantra has discus

Montesquieu's

IS and issues 
associated 

with human behaviour in the context

life 
in turn 

deeply and intrinsically delves into statecraft and

fact the book acts as a 

to 

critique 

shape 

of different 

own conduct 

aspects 

in 

of 

a fair 
socio-political

and 
rational

balanced 
in their 

positively 

behaviour 

in 

impacting 

the sphere 

both 

of 

private 

individual 

and public 

and 
community

life and

that socio-political criticism being a branch 
ofacademi%l

mainly targets on socio-political issues with respect to perceived

relations of society in general. The Paficatantra can also be considered

socio-political 
criticism as the main objective of the book is to build-up

social order treating the injustices of society by shaping the conduct of indiviQ

social life. However, in doing so, the teachings ofthe Paicatantra distinctly ackno

the connection and proximity of human behaviour, the role and significance of

moral and rational human conduct in establishing and maintaining a value-bQu

pragmatic socio-political environment with the art of statecraft and governance

It is important to note here that social and political criticisms are most ofthe±i

interwoven as both the disciplines represent two different but important facets ofh=

life. Moreover, socio-political criticism very much contributes in shaping, strengthq

and continuing the art of Statecraft. The Paicatantra thus can be said as a textofq

both socio-political criticism through the form of literature mainly aiming todev±

certain canons and policies of statecraft. The classic Paicatantra can also be *

said as the literature of political consciousness.

Elaborating the concept of Statecraft: The dictionary meaning oftheg

'statecraft is the art of conducting state affairs. The online Cambridge

(dictionary@cambridge.org) defines 'Statecraft' as the skill of governing a county,)"

Kaplants article , 'An Introduction to the Strategy of Statecraft states "the
is used in a sense which is stronger than that of diplomacy as used, for example')

Harold Nicolson,7 In its present meaning it includes the construction 
ofstrategiö

securing the national interest in the international arena, as well as the
these strategies by diplomats.8 The successful or unsuccessful 

conduct Of
may settle the fate of our way of life"9. The concept of statecraft provides

Political science to understand 
politics, policy making and change and

methods and the nature of political leadership.
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concept of statecraft was first developed as an element of academic 
discourse

mean basically the ways and strategies of conducting state affairs in a way
is most productive 

the 

and 

'diplomatict 

fulfilling 

practices 

to the needs 

adopted 

of the 

by 

citizenry. 

a nation 

The 

state 

term 

and 

can 

to 

be 

include

used
than 

every policy that has an impact on the socio-political, economic, cultural and
of human life. The art of statecraft thus embraces everything that has a

or indirect link with the grievances and aspirations of human life as a soci()-
entity. 'Statecraft is the use of many instruments of national power for the

se of defending our life and national power lubricating in national relations and

gatically for the cause of peace of the world.'ll

Consequently, the concept claims for a better standard ofthe rational, intellectual

udmoral capabilities of those who govern and who are being governed. The art of

Étectaft would thus only sustain and succeed if all the egalitarian and fair principles

like*e, equality, fairness, liberty, accessibility, rational decision making alternatives

"harepre-dominantly present in a society. Here comes the relevance ofthe Paicatantra

Gateatise on statecraft grounded on socio-political criticism as it offers everything

mng from shaping human conduct to participating in the affairs of community life

Olbecoming the stake holders of the policy making process.

so, it can be fairly said that the book Pancatantra specifically offers a rendition

Offolktales immersed in the expertise of political science .To quote GL Chandiramani,

is essentially connected with one of the branches of science known by

the Indiansas the Nitiéästra' which in Sanskrit means IA book of wise conduct of

It attempts to teach us, how to understand people; to choose reliable and u•ust

friends, how to meet difficulties and solve problems through tact and wisdom

to live in peace and harmony in the face ofhypocrisy, deceit and many pitfalls

In life: All these principles constitutes the background of strong political conviction

.moulds the way and nature of political decision making process. A social choice

for the interest Of the majority or a political 
decision taken by an authority or

also should have strong and rational grounds 
facilitating the aspirations and

of the people and community. This has been later reiterated by Machiavelli in

a 16th century political treatise as an instruction 
guide for new princes and

The 'Prince 
focuses on pragmatic and effective 

behaviour to be 
demonstrated
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ends

by the kings 
when 

dealing with the affairs of public life, identifying fri

take realistic and 
corrective 

action and also elaborately deals with the

to 
preserve and use supreme political 

of statecraft 

power, 

and 

The

governance
in dealing with the art 

'Prince' 
such other western classic. Interestingly, the former has not

into making 
political agenda, but beforehand sought to establish a social

community life based on strong, rational and pragmatic grounds where the

aspirations of everyone gets protected and reflected. From this perspeqive

Paicatantra somehow resembles Locke's idea of a balanced social life before
engah

into a political life and power relations.

An examination of the available literatures in the oriental background

with statecraft and governance, Chanakya's 'Artha'ästra' of 3rd centuty B.C

prominent work. But like the Machiavelli's 'Prince, Kautilya's work also

use of extreme power for political interest. Since their time, both

Machiavelli are identified with the exercise of cold political power in its

ruthlessness.13 A close observations of Kautilya and Machiavelli's namtions

that both the belonging to the school of realism14 were basically concernedfi

the problems of statecraft, concept of power and operations of various levelsi

government and public conduct of individuals to be demonstrated in a particularpoliåcd

regime and for this they focused on their respective historical context and options,ü

Paicatantra, on the other hand emphasised on developing and grooming antiond

intelligent yet a balanced and respectful and healthy individual and social behaviou

before entering the socio-political milieu and dealing with political decision maki%

process.

The literary masterpiece of the Paficatantra is 'shrewdly gleaning worldlywi$
and its inner meaning in delightful stories was intended to entertain. It cap

tßdtb

imagination ofthe people, both the rulers and the ruled alike. The prologue andbacW
of the Pahcatantra definitely sustains the argument that it is essentially a
statecraft and governance as the King entrusts his three 'dudi sons to aBrahmin, called Pat)4it 

Vi»uéarmä, to enlighten their minds within six months'
narrated by GL Chandiramani, the Pahcatantra is a rare book where one
philosophy, psychology, 

politics, 
music' astronomy, human relationship etc all discus

together in a simple and yet elegant way.17 These requisites of apersonality would certainly 
help in making strong political personalities 

and
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having expertise in the art of statecraft and governance, as expected by the king
acher 

Viouéarmä who perhaps were eagerly waiting for the coronation of
duds' in politics.

'three

The teachings of Paficatantra are highlighted through its five basic parts and
part of the verse lays down a foundation of political consciousness for an

engaged with the discourse of political analysis. The five basic principles
as Mitrabheda, Mitraläbha, Aparik$itakärakam, 

Labdhapraqa{am and
makes us to wonder how the concepts of diplomacy, alliance makingKäkoltkiyam

ofnational interest and retention of national power, ideas of war and peace
developed and discussed as important ideas associated with the machinery of

in 200 BCE India. These preliminary ideas ofthe Pahcatantra can betreated
founding pillars of political consciousness. Political thought and theories that
developed in different political discourses across the world and in different

owe to a great extent to the original masterpiece of the Paicatantrae The

enshrined in the great literaray- academic work are equally applicable in the realm

ofinternational relations, international law, comparative political analysis and other

domains of political understanding in the present times.

Tne first guiding principle of the Paicatantra, i.e., Estrangement Between Friends

Ofitrabheda) narrated through 34 fables and figured in a dialogue between twojackals

named Karataka and Damanaka makes an attempt to highlight the reasons that cause

co±t among friends and results in their estrangement. The first tantra starts as "A

Baifriendship had developed in the Jungle, between the lion and the bullock, but it

was destroyed, by an avaricious jackal. " These fables describing the different facets of

conflict can be treated as guiding principles to avert and manage the possible conflicts

among friends in personal life to create a congenial society based on mutual and

Onious relationship. In the public front, the message carried in these stories can be

extended to apply to the art of governance and statecraft like that ofbuilding, managing

retaining a healthy and mutually respectful relationship to avert loss offriends. The

first Principle warns people and decision makers about the presence and role of fake

mediators or intermediaries or a avaricious neighbour who can misuse or exploit

endships or alliances for personal or vested interest. The message can also enrich the

understanding 
of diplomatic practices in international relations and can be elaborated

to establish 
reasons 

for respecting the unity and integrity of modern day sovereign

don'ts 
to 

states 

keep 

by 

friendship 

not encroaching 

or alliances 

in internal 

.

matters. It also throws light on the do's and
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second 
category of the 

Pancatantra stories explaining the

of 
Mitraläbba/ 

Mitrasampräpti 
or winning of Friends, starts with the

people and those 
versed 

like the 

in Niiistaslra, 

crow, lhe Mouse, 

Even when 

the Turtle 

they are 
without

stag"

of making new mends or gaining 
friendship is narrated through 10 fables

in combating the attack of the enemy and how even the physically weak can 
c

enemy in their aggregate capacity to win the final battle.

elaborated to apply the power of alliance or union that can be very 
effectively used

prevent the aggression and attack of the enemy. It also lays down the fundam

thebasics ofthe phrase 'united we stand; divided we fall' that is one ofthe basic

ofnational integration, national power and national security. More 
elaboration

second principle of the Paicatantra will encompass divergent facets and
aspectsof'

governance and statecraft involving the concepts of 'divide and rule policy adv
mtages

and disadvantages ofthe principle of 'separation of powert, importance of intelligeng

shrewdness and ability to make prompt and good decisions in emergency or apply•mg

those in diplomatic practices and so on and so forth.

The third category of the stories is known as Käkolükiyalil or Art of War and

Peace .These fables natTated through Crows and Owls talk about War and Peace i.e.

Vigraha and Sandhi. Narrated through 18 fables, it starts as "Never trust a man,

has always been your enemy and suddenly turns friendly towards you, this was the

mistake the owls made ". These fables in the third category illustrate the different means

and methods of warfare and diplomatic practices and reach the conclusion oftahng

timely and pragmatic strategies to defeat the opponents. The narrations of the

Tanta addresses the basic concept of international relations !war and peace'. The questior

of'war and peace ' is a broad one and, as one might expect for a topic that has engage(

scholars from many disciplines since the times of Sun Tzu and Thucydides.18 Like Su

Tzu in 500 BC who asserted that 'the best way to conquer the enemy is to attackhl

strategy' and Thucydides in his book 'The History of Peloponnesian War' in 413

who emphasised the academic importance of a systematic and scientific study Of

from a historical perspective, Vi}quéarmä in his volume also deals with different

and techniques of warfare through 'Käkolükiyam%
The details of being engaging in a war with meagre assets and preparedness
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fulbut 
cunning opponent are narrated through the stories 

ofthecmwcategory ofthe Pahcatantra stories also deals in

also wanl against believing a person without mscertaining hisået actualIn the present day context of political discourse also, the concept
acquire immediate and the most important space, Methods and means are/ peace

to mitigate war and establish peace in all the spheres of political activity.•cularly in the realm of international relations, a continuous and serious teseachMorpaltl

done to curb the potentials of war and establish peace, The ways prescribed to
peace, thousands of years ago through the Paicatantra tales thus claim much

and hugely ascertain the glorious and predominant academic tradition associated
society and statecraft of ancient India.

The fourth category of the tales is termed as Labdhapraqa.éalh i.e. Loss ofGiins

Forfeit of Profits. These stories are narration of apprehensions and wanings

against losing whatever is gained due to one's short sightedness and ignorance, greed

ortoo much curiosity. The beginning of the fourth Tantra states "A man who does not

losehishead, in theface of calamities, shall overcome them, just like thebfonkzyinthe

miåt ofthe Sea This category of Tantra contains the narration ofa total num&tef13

fables. These fables explain the reasons of forfeiting the gains that is already psesed

by one due to the ill traits of one's nature or due to succumbing to peer presure and

cunning intent in the disguise of soothing words or friendly face. The fotrth category

Ofthe Pahcatantra, though mainly exhibits moral teachings aiming at indi&idulistic

Perfection ofhuman behaviour, an investigation of these fables in the context

Political issues helps in identifying the important intellectual and physical assets oi

private and public domain, understanding their value and worth and adopting Incans

and methods for retaining the tvaluables' without falling prey to one's ilåcit intggtioase

COnnotation can also be applied to the possessions of the state like that oiLÅe

Ingredients 
ofnational power, preserving and securing the elements ofgationa.l security

of status quo or balancing power equations in politics etc. These categories

Offables also help in identifying the reasons for which one can lose the

under 
possession 

due to own follies.

The fifth Tantra of the book Aparik9itakärakari1 
i.e., 'Acting without 

thinking'

due consideration' is another powerful 
message for individuJ and public
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and considcting the consequences, stories prescribe

and 
against rash 

first states "No man

barber's rsampic, pursuing what he has neither accurately observed 
nor

uracr$toodncithcrcottvctlyhemd 
nor sufficient W

total of 12 fables offering exampjcs of ill-consequences of hasty and

Bfiomgmainiytakcnbyahuman 
being in the urge of immediate 

decisionrnakin

the fourth catcgoty Of the classic, the fifth categorisation of the fables also

to A negative approach where warnings and cautions are given to the

bcforejumping into a process ofdccision making,

This category of fables direct one to ponder, re-think and henceforth make

rational choice by evaluating the advantages and disadvantages ofa consequent decisicn

lhus, the fifth Tantra can be considered as a basis for rational decision makingpracåf%

more than only illustrating as a requisite ofrational human behaviour. Decision makin

is an important element of statecraft deeply associated with the aspect of public

administration, governance and public policy. Good decisions can positively contibute

in public policy making, fulfilling the aspirations of the people and bringing about

fruits ofdevelopment and thereby contributing in the overall success of the regime and

bad decision can do the reverse in the lives of the people and society. The ancient bocK

the Paicatantra, by providing important supplements on 'decision making proces

successfully adapts to this field of community life through treating the basics ofthe

issue ofpublic policy making.

The Paicatantra tales provide everything needed to lead a humble, dignified
and balanced human life. These elements of human conduct essentially conå•ibute in
making a qualified and efficient citizenry which is undoubtedly the main element ofa
powerful statecraft. The stories presented through fables are so open ended that they
can be elaborated and applied to every aspect and phase of individual and community
life stating from developing a wise human conduct based on moral-ethical ground to
adopting a pragmatic and rational behaviour while taking decision in the context Of
public life as citizens or rulers, Besides, this value laden yet pragmatic literature can be
explored and expanded to analyse the fundamentals of socio-political life that eventually
has a link with the concept of statecraft. In fact, it is such a rich literary asset possessed
by ancient India and gifted to the world fraternity that has equally enriched the domestic
socio-political life of and strengthened the arena of international politics. Its contents
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ofpefS roliferation of knowledge across the world, through the Pahcatantra is so
binding 

that it is considered as a gift to the world community along

t literature of 'Arthaéästrat. If treated as a book on 'statecraft, the Pahcatanfra
thegrea different concepts or guiding principles in all its five Tantras that constitute

drules of modem day statecraft and theory building of international politics

and Internal 
balancing, alliances and asymmetric approaches are as old as statecraft

are not the inventions of modern European strategic thought, but date back to the

ofKautilya and Visqu éarmä.19 The Paficatantra thus can be safely cited as a treatise

ofsocio-political understanding and treatment that a civilised society is expected to

follow in various levels of its operation and activity. It aims to understand and analyse

the guiding principles of governance, attitudes to be adopted by a ruler in a polity, the

nature and means of public conduct and so on and so forth. The teachings of the

Paficatantra can be expanded and interpreted to analyse every element ofmodern day

civilisation that has a direct or indirect link with society and politics. Unequivocally,

these teachings are important for both the ruled and the rulers and thus as an empirical

text dealing extensively with all the components ofstatecraft, it certainly acquires the

credentials of a great text.

End Notes

Panchatantra; Indian Literature, Encyclopaedia Britanica retrieved on 31/32022.

Patrick Olivelle in the Introductory Paragraph of 'Five Discources on WorldlyAMsdom'

by Vishnu Sharman, Published by New York University Press & JJC Foundation, 2006

3. worlds-timeless

classic 
retrieved on 1/4/2022.4.

Olivelle, 
opcit

Arthur W Ryder, Panchatantra, New Delhi : Jaico,1949, 34th Edition 2011, Pp 3.13

6.

Ibid

Orton Kaplan, An Introduction to the Strategy 
ofstatecrq/l, 

published 
online by

Cambridge 
University Press on 18th July 2011 and retrieved 

1/4/2022.



PRÄCYÄ ISSN 
22784004

112

9. sffategy-of-statecrafl 
world 

Poiitics,Volume 4, Issue 4, July 
1952,pp.548.576

omesticjt

10. 
BulpitJim, 

n e 
DisciplineoftheNewDemocracy:Mrs

First published 
March 19869 sage Journals, p, I

and founder, The Institute of World Politics uploaded to https://m.youtube

March-2017

12. Chandiramani GL, Panchatantra by Vishnu Sharma, Published by p

Edition 2011, Preface p.v

13. Karakala, John B Alphonso, Facets of Panchatantra, Indian literature, April-Jun

Vol. 18 No.2, Published by Sahitya Academy, p.73 retrieved from https://www.j%

stable /23329777 on 22 /01/20222

14. Realism definition by britanicca.com retrieved on 22/01/2022

15. Karakala, opcit, pe74

16. opcit, Chandiramani GL, preface page: v

17, Ibid

18. Theories of War and Peace, Political Science 522 by Jack S.Levy, ColumbiaUnivZ5i)

Fall 2018, p.l

19. Gautam Pradeep Kumar, Kautilya'sArthsashtra and the Panchatantra:A comapß%
Evaluation, p, 69, World Affairs : The Journal of International Issues,
(Summer June) from 

https://wwwjstor.org/stable/10.2307/48505438 retrieved on l?

Apr,2022

4


