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Introduction – The Paradox of Power 

 Modern political discourse measures 

greatness in accumulation—of armies, GDP, and 

influence. Yet a deeper question persists: Can 

one possess power without being possessed by 

it? India’s civilizational philosophy answers in 

the affirmative. From the Vedic hymns that exalt 

moderation to the Gītā’s call for action without 

attachment, Indian thought recognizes a truth 

alien to the modern West—that detachment does 

not negate power; it perfects it. 

Western realism, born in the bloodied aftermath 

of European wars, sees fear as the foundation of 

order. Machiavelli warned princes to master 

deceit before virtue mastered them; Hobbes 

imagined sovereignty as the only cure for human 

chaos. But India, tempered by millennia of 

introspection rather than conquest, viewed 

governance as an extension of inner discipline. 

Power, in this worldview, is not an external 

weapon but an inward vow. 

Even as it rises in the twenty-first century, 

India’s diplomacy reflects this renunciant 

realism—firm yet restrained, assertive yet un-

anxious. It seeks not domination but self-

definition. The paradox of power, as India 

teaches, is that the more one clings to control, the 

less control one truly possesses. 

Machiavelli and Kautilya: Two Mirrors of 

Realism 

 The world often imagines Machiavelli as 

the father of realism, yet centuries before The 

Prince, Kautilya’s Arthaśāstra had already 

mapped the geometry of statecraft. Both thinkers 

shared a ruthless clarity: politics cannot survive 

on moralism alone. But while Machiavelli 

sought the preservation of power, Kautilya 

sought the preservation of dharma. 

For Machiavelli, virtù was the art of 

manipulation in a world ruled by fortuna—a 

prince must be both lion and fox, guided by 

Abstract  Original Research Article 

In an age defined by possession—of land, technology, and narrative—the Indian idea of vairāgya (renunciation) invites a 

radical rethinking of power itself. Western realism, from Machiavelli to Morgenthau, equates power with control and 

survival; the Indian tradition, from the Bhagavad Gītā to Kautilya, regards restraint as the truest expression of strength. This 

article explores how India’s civilizational thought transforms realism from a doctrine of fear into a discipline of self-mastery. 

Through a comparative analysis of Machiavelli’s virtù and the Gita’s niṣkāma karma, it redefines statecraft as the art of 

acting without attachment—of pursuing interest without surrendering to it. In an international order fractured by greed and 

anxiety, the Indian model of power without possession offers a grammar of balance: sovereignty tempered by ethics, 

ambition guided by awareness. 

Keywords: Realism, Renunciation, Vairāgya, Dharma, Power, Kautilya, Machiavelli, Moral Capital, Indian Foreign Policy. 

 

https://ssrpublisher.com/ssrjahss


 

SSR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (SSRJAHSS) | ISSN: 3049-0391 | Vol 2 | Issue 11 | 2025 

 SSR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (SSRJAHSS) | Published by SSR Publisher 2 

 

expediency rather than ethics. Kautilya, too, 

advised espionage, deception, and war when 

required, yet his framework remained bound by 

cosmic order. The ruler’s duty was not only to 

secure the realm but to sustain righteousness 

within it. 

Thus the two realisms diverge. Western realism 

emerged from insecurity; Indian realism from 

introspection. Machiavelli’s prince fears chaos 

outside; Kautilya’s king fears disorder within. 

One governs through fear of loss, the other 

through discipline of desire. This moral restraint 

transforms the Indian idea of power into an 

ethical realism—where necessity and virtue 

coexist, not collide. 

Renunciation as Strategic Clarity 

 Vairāgya, often mistranslated as 

indifference, is in truth strategic clarity. It does 

not mean absence of engagement, but freedom 

from obsession. The Bhagavad Gītā’s niṣkāma 

karma—action without attachment to outcome—

is the highest expression of political realism: act 

fully, but do not be enslaved by success or defeat. 

Applied to statecraft, renunciation becomes the 

art of proportion. India’s historical preference for 

negotiation before conflict, its patience in border 

disputes, and its emphasis on dialogue in 

multilateral forums all arise from this principle. 

Detachment grants perspective; obsession breeds 

folly. 

In global politics, the renunciant realist neither 

retreats nor reacts. Instead, she responds with 

awareness. The Cuban Missile Crisis, the 2008 

financial meltdown, and today’s AI arms race all 

reveal how fear-driven realism destabilizes 

order. A renunciant realism, grounded in 

balance, could temper such impulses—

restraining escalation not through weakness but 

through wisdom. 

India’s own foreign-policy conduct often 

exemplifies this. Its humanitarian aid to 

adversarial neighbours, its strategic restraint 

after provocation, and its avoidance of 

permanent alliances all embody a realism 

informed by detachment. Possession intoxicates; 

renunciation clarifies. 

From Empire to Ethics: Dharma as the Logic 

of Realism 

 Western realists measure success by 

survival; Indian philosophy measures it by 

harmony. The concept of dharma fuses realism 

with moral order. In the Mahābhārata, when 

Yudhiṣṭhira hesitates to fight his kin, Krishna 

does not preach pacifism—he teaches Dharma-

yuddha: rightful action within rightful bounds. 

Power must serve justice, not ego. 

Modern diplomacy rarely echoes that distinction. 

The balance-of-power system that governed 

Europe for centuries was a balance of fear. 

India’s balance of being proposes something 

subtler: equilibrium between self and other, 

interest and empathy, survival and sanctity. 

Kautilya’s mandala theory—the concentric 

circles of friend, foe, and ally—resembles 

Machiavellian strategy, yet it rests upon moral 

duty. The king who violates dharma, Kautilya 

warns, “destroys himself though he may conquer 

the earth.” Realism, thus, is an ethical necessity, 

not a moral license. 

In this dharmic realism, power is not denied but 

domesticated. It must know when to assert and 

when to withdraw, when to lead and when to 

listen. India’s foreign policy—non-alignment, 

climate justice, and peacekeeping—reflects this 

rhythm of assertion and restraint. 

Moral Capital in a Material World 

 Hans Morgenthau’s classical realism 

posited that nations pursue power because they 

must; Vivekananda, Gandhi, and Tagore insisted 

that nations must pursue goodness because they 

can. Between the two lies India’s unique 

synthesis: moral capital as a dimension of state 

power. 

Moral capital is credibility earned through 

consistent virtue. It cannot be bought or forced; 

it must be lived. When India sends peacekeepers 

instead of conquerors, when it offers vaccines 

instead of threats, it accumulates this invisible 

resource. The śakti that sustains it is ethical 

coherence—the alignment of intention and 

action. 

In the post-truth world order, where propaganda 
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and coercion exhaust their legitimacy, moral 

capital may prove the rarest strategic asset. 

Empires of wealth crumble under the weight of 

their cynicism; civilizations of conscience 

endure. Renunciation here becomes renewal—

the ability to forgo the immediate for the 

enduring, the profitable for the principled. 

For realists, ethics may seem ornamental; for 

India, it is infrastructural. Dharma is not 

decoration; it is design. The survival of nations 

in the twenty-first century may well depend on 

rediscovering this moral architecture. 

Strategic Renunciation in India’s Foreign 

Policy 

 Renunciation in diplomacy does not 

mean withdrawal; it means self-regulation. 

India’s conduct in recent crises—Ukraine, Gaza, 

the Indo-Pacific—illustrates this balance of 

realism and restraint. Rather than join rigid 

alliances, India cultivates strategic autonomy, 

practicing multi-alignment without moral 

compromise. 

This policy mirrors the Gita’s counsel: act 

according to your svadharma—your own nature 

and duty. India engages globally but refuses 

ideological servitude. Its refusal to weaponize 

dependence, its balanced trade diplomacy, and 

its consistent call for reform in global 

governance express the maturity of a renunciant 

state. 

The same pattern appears in ecological 

diplomacy. The Mission LiFE initiative reframes 

sustainability not as sacrifice but as self-

discipline—a planetary version of vairāgya. To 

consume less is not to lose more, but to live 

rightly. Thus, renunciation becomes realism for 

the Anthropocene: ecological survival through 

ethical restraint. 

Strategic renunciation also shapes India’s 

nuclear posture. The doctrine of “no-first use” 

embodies control over compulsion. Power 

unrestrained by ethics leads to annihilation; 

power mastered by conscience leads to order. In 

that distinction lies India’s unique grammar of 

peace. 

The Renunciant State: Power as Awareness 

 A renunciation state is not a pacifist state. 

It is a self-aware state—one that knows both its 

strength and its limits. The rajayogi, in Indian 

philosophy, unites action and meditation. 

Likewise, a rajayogic state acts decisively yet 

inwardly detached. Its leadership governs 

without greed; its citizens participate without 

fear. 

Such a state wields soft power not as strategy but 

as consequence. When culture radiates 

confidence and ethics align with policy, 

influence flows naturally. India’s yoga 

diplomacy, digital inclusion, and global 

humanitarian outreach are not propaganda—they 

are expressions of lived dharma. 

The renunciation state stands between anarchy 

and empire. It refuses both domination and 

dependence. In an age of populist nationalism 

and corporate colonialism, this middle path may 

define the next world order—a realm of moral 

multipolarity where civilizations cooperate 

without collapsing into uniformity. 

Power, Purity, and the Psychology of 

Detachment 

 Every civilization’s politics rests on a 

hidden psychology. The West built its notion of 

realism on the anxiety of scarcity; India’s realism 

was built on the psychology of abundance. The 

detached actor does not hoard because she knows 

her inner resources are inexhaustible. In foreign 

policy this manifests as confidence without 

arrogance—India’s ability to engage every pole 

of power without servitude to any. 

Renunciation therefore is not self-denial but self-

possession: the refusal to be enslaved by either 

praise or provocation. It is what allows a 

civilization to negotiate from dignity rather than 

desperation. 

The Metaphysics of Statecraft: From Yoga to 

Strategy 

 Classical Indian thought unites inner and 

outer disciplines. Yoga trains the body; Rājayoga 

trains the mind; Rājadharma trains the state. 

When Kautilya advises the ruler to sleep little, 

eat moderately, and rule vigilantly, he speaks the 
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same language as Patanjali: mastery begins with 

the senses. 

In modern terms, strategic balance, data 

diplomacy, and cyber ethics are forms of 

collective self-control. A yogic state is not 

inert—it moves with precision. Detachment here 

becomes the algorithm of resilience: acting from 

awareness, not agitation. 

The Future of Realism: Towards a Dharmic 

Multipolarity 

 The 21st-century order is shifting from 

empire to ecology—from competition to 

interdependence. Realism must therefore evolve 

from domination to sustainability. The dharmic 

idea of inter-being (sarva-bhūta-hita) already 

anticipates this: welfare of all beings as the 

ultimate national interest. 

India’s G20 presidency, renewable-energy 

leadership, and disaster-relief diplomacy 

illustrate this moral multipolarity. The 

renunciant state does not seek to be the only pole; 

it seeks to keep the world in orbit. Its realism is 

relational, not adversarial. 

Technology, Control, and the New 

Temptation of Power 

 The age of artificial intelligence has 

resurrected an ancient illusion: that control 

equals creation. Nations now measure their 

strength not by armies or coal but by algorithms. 

Yet the Indian lens of renunciation redefines 

digital sovereignty—not as domination of data, 

but as discipline in its use. 

A civilization that has always revered knowledge 

as vidyā—illumination—distinguishes it from 

avidyā—ignorance disguised as power. In this 

view, technological progress without ethical 

awareness becomes a subtler tyranny. 

India’s digital model—public infrastructure, 

inclusive platforms, and restrained 

surveillance—embodies this moral restraint. 

Power over machines must never eclipse mastery 

over mind. In a world where innovation races 

ahead of introspection, renunciation restores 

proportion. 

The renunciant realist would therefore ask not 

how much intelligence can be created, but how 

much wisdom can be preserved. 

The Ethics of Restraint: From War to Words 

 In modern diplomacy, aggression often 

begins in language—before any weapon is 

drawn. The rhetoric of domination creates the 

reality of division. Indian tradition, rooted in vāk 

tapasya (austerity of speech), teaches that words 

are actions clothed in sound. 

Restraint, therefore, is strategic. Silence 

becomes a form of sovereignty. This is why 

India’s most transformative leaders—from 

Ashoka to Gandhi to Vajpayee—practised the 

politics of pause: speaking less, meaning more. 

In global forums too, India’s voice has carried 

moral gravity precisely because it is sparing. The 

power of silence in an age of performative 

outrage is the subtlest manifestation of 

renunciant realism. To speak only when 

necessary—and then to speak with clarity—is 

diplomacy as meditation. 

Economy, Ecology, and the New Dharma of 

Development 

 Economic expansion, untempered by 

ethics, often mirrors empire-building by other 

means. The Indian idea of prosperity (artha) was 

never severed from moral purpose (dharma). 

Kautilya advised the ruler to ensure wealth “as 

milk from the cow, not blood from the people.” 

In the twenty-first century, this principle 

translates into sustainable growth—development 

that does not devour its own foundation. 

Renunciation here is ecological self-discipline: 

producing without plundering, consuming 

without corruption. 

India’s leadership in renewable energy, solar 

alliances, and climate justice echoes this 

civilizational ethos. The planet, like the state, 

must learn detachment—to take only what is 

needed. 

Thus, in the moral economy of the future, 

vairāgya becomes viable. The renunciation 

realism of India points the way to a world where 

restraint, not excess, is the highest form of 

strength. 
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The Grammar of Compassion: Soft Power as 

Moral Strength 

 The 21st century has witnessed the 

exhaustion of coercive influence. The military 

might no longer guarantee legitimacy; it only 

prolongs fear. What sustains nations today is not 

the capacity to threaten but the ability to inspire. 

In this moral vacuum, India’s idea of karuṇā—

compassion as power—offers a transformative 

grammar of diplomacy. Soft power, in the Indian 

sense, is not persuasion by charm but by 

character. When Indian peacekeepers rebuild 

schools, when yoga becomes a shared 

vocabulary of wellbeing, when India sends 

medicine rather than missiles, these are not 

gestures of weakness—they are expressions of 

strength guided by empathy. 

Renunciation here means liberation from the ego 

of influence. The greatest nations are those 

whose presence comforts rather than coerces. 

Compassion, when grounded in self-respect, 

becomes the purest projection of power. It 

disarms hostility not through submission but 

through dignity. 

In global governance, such moral consistency 

builds what material realism cannot: trust. It is 

this trust—the invisible architecture of 

credibility—that turns India’s restraint into 

authority. 

Civilization and Consciousness: The Rise of 

the Inner State 

 The next revolution in international 

relations will not be territorial but psychological. 

The “inner state”—a nation’s collective 

consciousness—will determine its resilience 

more than its borders or budgets. 

Indian philosophy long anticipated this. The 

Upanishads teach that “as the mind, so the man; 

as the men, so the world.” The same applies to 

nations. A civilization that conquers its own 

impulses—anger, greed, envy—creates peace by 

nature. The state that governs its inner turbulence 

can negotiate outer chaos. 

India’s emphasis on samādhāna—equanimity in 

crisis—makes it uniquely suited to lead in an age 

of moral disarray. Its civilizational memory 

teaches that no victory is worth losing one’s 

center. The modern state must therefore become 

a yogic entity: aware, disciplined, and 

transparent. 

The inner revolution of governance—integrity, 

mindfulness, compassion—will be the true 

measure of 21st-century power. As the outer 

world races toward artificial intelligence, India’s 

task is to cultivate authentic intelligence—the 

awareness that strength without soul is self-

destruction. 

The Dialectic of Fear and Freedom in Global 

Politics 

 Every empire, ancient or modern, has 

been haunted by fear—the fear of decline, 

dissent, or difference. Realism, in its Western 

incarnation, was born out of that anxiety. But 

Indian thought, seeing fear as a distortion of 

perception (moha), turns the dialectic on its head: 

true security lies in freedom from fear, not in the 

accumulation of force. 

This explains India’s instinctive rejection of 

expansionism and its emphasis on equilibrium. A 

dharmic state seeks neither submission nor 

superiority but serenity. To be fearless (abhaya) 

is not to be reckless—it is to be rooted. The 

leader who governs himself governs history. 

In international affairs, the politics of fear 

produces endless alliances of insecurity; the 

politics of freedom produces partnerships of 

trust. India’s renunciation realism restores the 

equilibrium between self-assertion and self-

control, proving that the absence of aggression is 

not passivity but mastery of motive. 

Knowledge, Culture, and the Aesthetics of 

Power 

 Power is also aesthetic—a civilization’s 

beauty becomes its persuasion. India’s cultural 

diplomacy, through literature, cinema, 

philosophy, and design, embodies rasa: the 

harmony of feeling and form. While material 

realism constructs walls, aesthetic realism builds 

resonance. 

From Tagore’s internationalism to contemporary 

cultural festivals and digital heritage projects, 

India has projected influence through refinement 
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rather than rivalry. This aesthetic of restraint 

transforms culture into quiet authority. 

When knowledge is shared freely, as in India’s 

educational exchanges and South-South 

collaborations, it turns learning into a moral 

economy. The renunciant realist knows that 

beauty and knowledge must serve balance, not 

vanity. Cultural soft power rooted in humility 

transcends propaganda; it becomes the rhythm 

through which nations recognize one another’s 

humanity. 

Dharma and Diplomacy: Ethics as Strategic 

Depth 

 Every civilization negotiates its destiny 

through the tension between artha (interest) and 

dharma (duty). In most modern frameworks, 

ethics is decorative—added after interests are 

served. In the Indian worldview, dharma is 

infrastructural—the invisible order that sustains 

all legitimate power. 

A dharmic foreign policy, therefore, does not 

deny interest; it disciplines it. It asks not “What 

can we gain?” but “What can we sustain?” 

Whether in trade, technology, or territorial 

negotiation, India’s restraint arises not from 

weakness but from wisdom. 

The Panchsheel principles, the Non-Aligned 

Movement, and even India’s G20 vision of 

Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam all carry this ancient 

logic: that stability arises not from fear but from 

fairness. To act dharmically is to act durably. 

When diplomacy becomes an ethical art, it 

transcends cycles of retaliation and becomes the 

rhythm of renewal. 

Time, Patience, and the Indian Theory of 

Strategic Continuity 

 Where Western realists speak of 

immediacy and deterrence, Indian thinkers have 

long understood the politics of time. Kautilya’s 

arthashastra and the Mahabharata’s diplomacy 

both reveal an insight absent from modern 

statecraft: that patience itself is power. 

The Indian state, like the yogi, breathes through 

epochs rather than electoral cycles. It trusts 

process over provocation. In a world obsessed 

with speed—instant wars, instant sanctions, 

instant headlines—India’s temporal discipline 

offers strategic serenity. 

From ancient wait-and-watch diplomacy to 

contemporary long-term investments in the 

Global South, India practices what may be called 

kāla-nīti—the ethics of time. The renunciant 

realist acts slowly not because he is unsure, but 

because he is secure. In the pauses of restraint 

lies the architecture of endurance. 

From Self-Mastery to Global Harmony: The 

Final Lesson of Renunciation 

 Renunciation is often misunderstood as 

rejection. In truth, it is refinement—the shedding 

of ego so that essence can act. A state that 

conquers itself becomes impossible to conquer. 

This is the final lesson India offers to a fractious 

world: the path from ātma-jaya (self-conquest) to 

jagat-jaya (world harmony). 

When nations act from inward stillness, 

competition turns into cooperation. India’s 

global initiatives—humanitarian aid, climate 

diplomacy, and equitable trade—are modern 

reflections of this spiritual geopolitics. They 

suggest that the truest superpower is not a 

nuclear arsenal but a calm conscience. 

Realism without renunciation breeds arrogance; 

renunciation without realism breeds apathy. 

India’s genius lies in their union—a synthesis 

where moral gravity meets strategic grace. 

Beyond Realism: Toward Civilizational 

Statecraft 

 If the twentieth century belonged to 

material realism, the twenty-first will belong to 

moral realism. Power today lies not in arsenals 

but in alignment—of values, vision, and virtue. 

The civilizational state that recognizes this will 

lead without ruling, guide without grasping. 

India’s task is not to imitate past empires but to 

illuminate new ethics of sovereignty. 

Atmanirbharta (self-reliance) must evolve into 

Atmavismaya—awe of the inner self that breeds 

humility. Global leadership must flow from self-

knowledge, not self-promotion. 

The true renunciant is not one who abandons the 

world but one who acts in it without attachment. 
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In international relations, this becomes a theory 

of mindful power—neither naive idealism nor 

cynical realism, but the point where action and 

awareness meet. 

Civilizational statecraft demands spiritual 

intelligence: the ability to discern necessity from 

greed, justice from vengeance, and influence 

from interference. As the global order fractures 

into rival moralities, India’s dharmic perspective 

may offer the bridge between realism and 

redemption. 

Epilogue – The Still Point of Power 

 When the sword grows tired, the mind 

must govern. The stillness that India proposes is 

not passivity but poise—the ability to hold 

strength in silence. The world, deafened by its 

own noise, may finally hear wisdom in restraint. 

If the 20th century taught humanity how to build 

empires, the 21st must learn how to let go of 

them. The Indian idea of power without 

possession is thus not nostalgia—it is necessity. 

To act without attachment, to lead without fear, 

to prosper without pride: that is the new realism 

of a renunciant age. 

Conclusion – The Soul of Power 

 To possess without attachment is the 

highest sovereignty. The world’s greatest 

crises—climate collapse, inequality, war—are 

not failures of strategy but of spirit. They stem 

from possession untempered by renunciation. 

When realism meets renunciation, politics 

regains its conscience. The Indian vision does 

not abolish power; it sanctifies it. It reminds us 

that the ruler, like the seeker, must conquer not 

the world but the self. Power divorced from self-

control breeds’ tyranny; power joined with 

awareness breeds harmony. 

The renunciant state is not a utopia—it is a 

discipline. It embodies the wisdom of restraint, 

the courage of compassion, and the strength of 

silence. As the Gītā teaches, “He who acts 

without attachment achieves the supreme.” 

In that light, India’s civilizational lesson to the 

world is simple yet revolutionary: renunciation is 

not the end of realism—it is its awakening. 
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