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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Classical Indian political thought bound the ruler through dharma, an internalised obligation,
rather than through external institutional checks. Modern governance relies on the opposite. Is
an internalised ethic still doing any real work in Indian administration, or have we outsourced it
entirely to audit and oversight?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Rules tell an official what they may not do. They fall silent exactly where discretion begins, which is exactly

where the character of the office starts doing the work instead.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

GS4 rewards candidates who can deploy Indian ethical traditions with precision rather than as decorative

quotation, and the rajadharma-as-trusteeship framing is directly applicable to case-study questions on

discretion, conflict of interest and misuse of position.

GS Paper 4: Ethics and human interface; human values; contributions of moral thinkers and philosophers

from India; probity in governance, philosophical basis of governance and probity.

GS Paper 2: Role of civil services in a democracy; transparency and accountability.

For Prelims, place the Arthashastra correctly in time and authorship and understand rajadharma as a

concept distinct from dharma generally.

Power Lessons From Antiquity: WhatPower Lessons From Antiquity: What
Classical India Understood About PublicClassical India Understood About Public
OfficeOffice
📰 Business Standard 1 August 2026 GS4 GS2

Written by Bharat Choudhary, UPSC Educator · ✓ Fact-checked against primary sources

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

Power Lessons From Antiquity: What Classical India Understood About Public Office 2 / 10

https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/probity/
https://ujiyari.com/about/
https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/
https://ujiyari.com/


CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT

Rajadharma The specific duties and obligations attaching to

a ruler, as distinct from general dharma

applying to all

The classical Indian conception of office

as obligation-bearing

Arthashastra Treatise on statecraft, economic policy and

administration attributed to Kautilya

Frequently tested; notable for treating

corruption as an institutional-design

problem

Trusteeship

conception of office

Authority held on behalf of the governed rather

than owned by the holder

The bridge between classical thought

and modern probity questions

Discretion Authority to decide in situations rules do not

fully determine

The specific domain where rule-based

compliance is structurally insufficient

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Indian political thought developed an extensive literature on the obligations of rule, with rajadharma

articulating the duties attaching specifically to the exercise of authority. The Arthashastra is distinctive within

this tradition for its unsentimental, administratively detailed treatment of governance, including an explicit

catalogue of the methods by which officials might misappropriate public revenue and corresponding

prescriptions for detection and deterrence.

ELEMENT OF THE TRADITION MODERN COUNTERPART

Rajadharma as conditional legitimacy Constitutional accountability; office as a public trust

Arthashastra’s catalogue of official

misappropriation

Anti-corruption law, vigilance mechanisms

Prescribed surveillance, rotation and audit of

officials

CAG audit, vigilance commissions, transfer policies

Ethical restraint expected of the ruler Codes of conduct; the discretionary space beyond

formal rules

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The most transferable element of rajadharma is that it made the legitimacy of authority conditional on the

discharge of duty rather than consequent on the possession of office. That is a structurally different foundation

from one in which having attained a position generates entitlement to its perquisites, and it maps closely onto

the modern constitutional conception of public office as a trust rather than a possession.

The conditionality of authority is the key idea
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The tradition is sometimes caricatured as relying on the ruler’s virtue. The Arthashastra does the opposite: it

assumes officials will misappropriate resources if the opportunity exists and the risk is low, catalogues the

specific methods by which they do so, and prescribes institutional countermeasures. That is a design

philosophy indistinguishable in structure from modern audit and vigilance practice, arrived at from an

explicitly ethical starting point.

Compliance frameworks specify prohibited conduct. They function well for conduct that can be enumerated in

advance. Discretion, however, exists precisely because certain decisions cannot be fully specified, which is why

they are entrusted to a person’s judgment rather than reduced to a rule. In that space, no compliance

framework can operate, and what determines the outcome is the official’s own conception of what the office is

for. That is the specific, non-decorative work the trusteeship framing does.

Classical Indian political thought developed within a social order whose assumptions about status, birth and

eligibility for authority are irreconcilable with constitutional equality. Drawing on its ethical vocabulary

requires conscious selectivity, taking the conception of office as trust while rejecting the hierarchy within

which it was originally embedded. Ignoring that requirement risks importing the hierarchy under cover of an

appealing ethical framing.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Identify where rules stop and ask what operates beyond that boundary. Every accountability

system has a perimeter: the set of situations its rules anticipate. Beyond that perimeter lies discretion, and

discretion is by construction the space that rules do not govern. Analysing any governance failure therefore

requires asking whether it occurred inside the perimeter, indicating an enforcement problem, or outside it,

indicating that what failed was not a rule but a conception of the role. The two call for entirely different

remedies, and conflating them produces the familiar and ineffective response of writing more rules to address

a failure that occurred where rules do not reach.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture the space of an official’s decisions as a walled garden. Inside the walls, conduct is governed by rules:

procurement procedures, service conduct regulations, delegated financial powers, each specifying what may

and may not be done. Beyond the walls lies open ground, the discretionary space, where the rules simply do

not extend because the situations there could not be anticipated. Audit and vigilance patrol inside the walls.

What operates on the open ground is only whatever the official carries with them about what the office is for.

Classical Indian thought was concerned almost entirely with what that person carries.

The Arthashastra’s realism is underappreciated

Why the discretionary space is where this matters

The caution that intellectual honesty requires
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WAY FORWARD

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly tested Indian moral thinkers, probity in governance, and the ethical basis of public

service in GS4, and rajadharma provides a rigorous, specifically Indian framework that outperforms generic

quotation in case-study answers.

Practice question: “Rules constrain conduct that can be specified; a conception of office constrains conduct

that cannot.” Examine this claim with reference to the classical Indian idea of public authority as trusteeship

and its relevance to administrative discretion today. (250 words, 15 marks)

Interview angle: Classical Indian political thought bound the ruler through dharma, an internalised

obligation, rather than through external institutional checks. Modern governance relies on the opposite. Is an

internalised ethic still doing any real work in Indian administration, or have we outsourced it entirely to audit

and oversight?

Sources: Business Standard, Indian Council of Historical Research, Department of Administrative Reforms

and Public Grievances

Source: Power Lessons From Antiquity: What Classical India Understood About Public Office — Ujiyari.com | Free

UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis

Treat the trusteeship conception and institutional accountability as complements,

using each where the other is structurally weak.

1

Strengthen conflict-of-interest disclosure regimes, which convert some discretionary

situations into specifiable ones and thereby shrink the ungoverned space.

2

Build ethical reasoning, not only rule familiarity, into civil-service training, since the

discretionary space is where senior officials spend most of their consequential decision time.

3

Draw on Indian ethical traditions consciously and selectively, taking the conception of

office as trust while explicitly rejecting the hierarchical assumptions in which it was historically

embedded.

4

Publish reasoned orders for discretionary decisions wherever feasible, since requiring an

articulated justification is the closest available substitute for a rule in the space rules cannot reach.

5
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K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Classical political thought developed within a hierarchical social order whose assumptions
about who could hold office and on what basis are incompatible with constitutional equality,
and invoking it selectively risks importing that hierarchy under the cover of an appealing
ethical vocabulary; modern accountability rests on institutional checks precisely because
internalised virtue proved an unreliable safeguard.

→ WAY FORWARD

Draw on the trusteeship conception for the positive ethical content that rule-based
compliance cannot supply, particularly in the exercise of genuine discretion, while retaining
and strengthening the institutional checks, audit, transparency, conflict-of-interest disclosure,

Classical Indian political thought, particularly the Arthashastra
tradition and the broader concept of rajadharma, framed public

authority as a trust held for the governed and bound by
obligations of restraint, a conception that speaks directly to

contemporary Indian administrative questions around discretion,
patronage and conflict of interest.

The rajadharma tradition conditioned the legitimacy of rule on the discharge of duty rather
than on the fact of holding power, meaning authority was understood as contingent and
obligation-bearing rather than as an entitlement flowing from position.

The Arthashastra’s detailed treatment of official corruption, including its enumeration of the
ways in which officials might misappropriate revenue and its prescription of surveillance and
audit, demonstrates that the tradition treated administrative integrity as a practical problem
requiring institutional design, not merely as a matter of personal virtue.

The trusteeship framing supplies something modern compliance-based governance often
lacks: a positive account of why an official should not exploit discretion, as distinct from a
list of prohibited acts, which matters because discretion by definition covers situations rules
did not anticipate.
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that modern accountability properly rests on, treating the two as complements rather than
alternatives.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Examine the conception of public office as trusteeship in classical Indian political thought, and assess its

relevance to contemporary questions of administrative discretion, patronage and conflict of interest. (250
words)

INTRODUCTION

Classical Indian political thought, most systematically in the Arthashastra tradition and in the broader
concept of rajadharma, conceived public authority as a trust held on behalf of the governed and

constrained by duty, rather than as an entitlement accruing to whoever holds power, a framing with direct
relevance to contemporary questions of administrative discretion and probity.

BODY

Two features of the tradition are analytically useful. First, rajadharma made the legitimacy of authority

contingent on the discharge of obligation: the ruler’s claim rested on protecting and providing for the
governed, and failure in that duty was understood to erode the claim itself, not merely to invite criticism.

This is a substantially different foundation from one in which authority follows from having attained office.
Second, and less often noted, the Arthashastra treated official corruption as a practical administrative

problem demanding institutional response rather than as a purely moral failing, enumerating in detail the
mechanisms by which officials might misappropriate public revenue and prescribing surveillance, rotation

and audit as countermeasures.
That combination, an ethical conception of office paired with a hard-headed institutional design assuming
officials will defect if unchecked, is precisely the pairing contemporary governance requires. The relevance

to current Indian administration lies specifically in the domain of discretion.
Rule-based compliance frameworks work well where conduct can be specified in advance, but discretion

exists precisely because some situations cannot be. In that space, what constrains an official is not a rule
but a conception of what the office is for, which is what the trusteeship framing supplies.

The necessary caution is that classical thought operated within a hierarchical social order whose premises
about who may hold authority are incompatible with constitutional equality, and its ethical vocabulary

should be drawn on selectively and consciously rather than adopted wholesale.

CONCLUSION

The trusteeship conception is best understood as a complement to, not a substitute for, institutional
accountability: audit, transparency and conflict-of-interest disclosure constrain what can be specified, while

an internalised understanding of office as trust is what operates in the discretionary space those
mechanisms cannot reach.
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