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Abstract

Kautilya's Arthashastra is a seminal text on the well-organized and
institutionalized intelligence system that developed in ancient India. It clearly
outlines the central role of spies in ensuring the state’s internal and external
security, administrative control, and political stability. During the Mauryan period,
this intelligence network operated through spies appointed in various social
disguises, whose objective was to collect confidential information related to the
state, society, government officials, and the general public. The Arthashastra
mentions various types of spies, such as Kapatikachhatra, Uddsthita, Grihapati,
Vaidehaka, Tapasa, Tikshna, Rasada, and Bhikshuki, who were engaged in crime
control, public opinion monitoring, surveillance of ministers and officials, and
counter-intelligence activities. Kautilya's emphasis on secure communication,
coded writing, inter-state cooperation, and counter-intelligence further enhanced
the effectiveness of this system. Thus, Kautilya s intelligence system was not merely
limited to information gathering but evolved into a comprehensive and scientific
system of governance, policy-making, and state protection, whose structure and
functioning bear considerable resemblance to modern intelligence systems.

Keywords: Arthashastra, Governance, Kautilya, Mauryan, Intelligence
system.
1. Introduction

On the horizon of ancient Indian political history, the emergence
of Acharya Kautilya marked a transformative epoch—an event that served
to weave together the scattered Janapadas (republics/kingdoms) into the
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unified fabric of an ‘Akhand Bharat’ (Undivided India). The Arthashastra,
authored by him, is not merely an administrative manual; rather, it serves
as a comprehensive document delving into human nature, the complexities
of power, and the psychology of security. Kautilya’s political philosophy
rests upon the solid bedrock of ‘Political Realism.” He believed that the
peace and prosperity of a state could not be ensured solely through military
force; instead, they necessitated the existence of a highly active, subtle,
and omnipresent intelligence network [1]. According to Kautilya, “In the
happiness of his subjects lies the King’s happiness, and in the welfare of
his subjects lies his own welfare.” (Prajasukhe sukham rajnah; prajanam
cha hite hitam) [2]. However, to safeguard this welfare of the subjects and
the integrity of the state, it is essential for the King to be ‘omniscient.’
Since a King cannot physically be present everywhere, he requires ‘eyes’
and ‘ears’ capable of observing and hearing everything while remaining
invisible. For this very reason, Kautilya has designated spies as the Chakshu
(eyes) of the state. In the first Adhikarana book of the Arthashastra, he
explicitly states that a King must possess knowledge of everything
transpiring both within and beyond the borders of his kingdom—much in
the same way that a Yogeshwar (divine sage) possesses knowledge of the
entire universe [3]. From a historical perspective, the institution of
espionage existed in India even prior to Kautilya. References to Varuna’s
‘Spash’ (messengers) can be found in the Rigveda, while instances of
messengers gathering intelligence are recounted in the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata. In the Ramayana, spies are described as the very ‘roots’ of
the state, while the significance of intelligence agents is similarly expounded
upon in the Shanti Parva of the Mahabharata. However, Kautilya was the
first political thinker to transform this disparate system into a robust,
scientific, and organized administrative department (an institutionalized
bureau). He placed the intelligence department under the authority of a
high-ranking official designated as the Mahamatyapasarpa, who was
directly accountable to the King. The detailed account of the organization
and operation of spies found in the eleventh and twelfth chapters of the
first Adhikarana book of the Arthashastra continues to astonish even modern
security experts. Kautilya believed that there are two types of enemies
within a state: internal and external. Internal enemies include corrupt
Amatyas (ministers), disgruntled Yuvarajas (crown princes), and rebellious
Samantas (feudal lords), while external enemies consist of neighbouring
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states and their expansionist policies. To counter these threats, an ‘Early
Warning System’ was required—one capable of rapid information
gathering, analysis, and immediate action. Kautilya’s espionage system
was not limited merely to ‘spying’; rather, a primary objective was also
the establishment of ‘Good Governance. Through his network of spies,
the King was apprised of which of his policies were causing distress to the
public, the prevailing market prices of commodities, the status of tax
collection, and whether officials were abusing their authority. Thus,
espionage also functioned as the state’s ‘feedback mechanism.” Kautilya
recruited individuals from every stratum of society—be they brilliant
students, respected widows, impoverished farmers, or astute merchants—
to serve as informants for the security of the state. This system ensured
that the King was never left in the dark [4]. This section of the present
research paper underscores Kautilya’s pragmatic philosophy, wherein the
very existence of the state constitutes the supreme morality. It is only when
the state is secured that the realization of Dharma (righteousness), Artha
(wealth), and Kama (pleasure) becomes possible. Grounded in this
philosophical premise, Kautilya regarded the espionage system as an
indispensable component—akin to the ‘eyes’—essential for safeguarding
the seven constituent elements ‘Saptanga’ of the state [5].
2. Recruitment of Spies and The ‘Upadha’ Test

The process for selecting spies, as described in Chapters 10 and
11 of the First Book ‘Adhikarana’ of Kautilya’s Arthashastra, is so
sophisticated that it continues to astonish even modern psychology and
security standards. Kautilya believed that for a sensitive task such as state
security, merely being physically capable was insufficient; it was imperative
that an individual be mentally, intellectually, and morally impregnable.
Before any individual could be appointed as a ‘Gudhapurusha’ (secret
agent), they were required to undergo a rigorous screening process known
as ‘Upadha’[6].
3. The Philosophical Basis of The Upadha Test

According to Kautilya, human nature is governed by four primary
drives: Dharma (righteousness/duty), Artha (wealth/material gain), Kama
(desire/pleasure), and Bhaya (fear). A successful spy is one who does not
succumb to any of these four temptations or pressures. If a spy proves
vulnerable on any one of these fronts, an enemy could exploit that
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weakness—through a ‘honey-trap,” the lure of wealth, or the threat of
death—to turn the agent against the state. Consequently, Kautilya
established the following four-tiered system to verify the loyalty of ministers
Amatyas and spies:

3.1 Dharmopadha (Testing by Religious Allurement)

In ancient Indian society, Dharma held the supreme position. Under
the Dharmopadha test, the King would evaluate a candidate through a
trusted priest (who was, in reality, an operative within the intelligence
network). The priest would summon the candidate to a secluded setting
and declare: “The current King is unrighteous Dahari ; he has transgressed
the boundaries of Dharma. We must depose him and install a truly righteous
individual upon the throne.” If the candidate, swayed by this religious
provocation, agreed to participate in a conspiracy against the King, they
were immediately deemed unfit for service. Only those who prioritized
their unwavering loyalty to the King above the artificial allure of religious
duty were considered to have passed the test [7].

3.2 Arthopadha (Testing by Monetary Allurement):

Corruption and greed constitute the greatest weaknesses of any
security apparatus. In Arthopadha, the candidate was tempted by a
Commander-in-Chief or a high-ranking official with the offer of a
substantial sum of gold coins (panas). He was presented with a proposition
to sell the state’s confidential military secrets to a foreign power or a rebel
faction. Kautilya believed that any individual capable of betraying his
motherland and his master out of greed for wealth could never be a
trustworthy intelligence agent. Only a person free from the lure of material
gain could successfully pass this test [8].

3.3 Kamopadha (Testing by Lust/Allurement of the Senses)

This test represents the ancient precursor to the modern-day “Honey
Trap.” In this method, a candidate’s character was put to the test through
the agency of an exceptionally beautiful attendant or courtesan. Attempts
were made to extract state secrets from him by ensnaring him in a web of
physical pleasure and romantic entanglement. Kautilya reasoned that an
individual unable to exercise control over his senses could easily fall prey
to the enemy’s female spies ‘Visha-kanyas’-poison maidens). Only a person
of unshakeable moral character was deemed fit for high-level espionage
roles [9].
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3.4 Bhayopadha (Testing by Fear)

Finally, the candidate’s courage and mental fortitude were put to
the test. He would be arrested on a fabricated charge and made to stand
before the executioner’s block. He was presented with an ultimatum: his
life would be spared only if he agreed to testify against the King or to
collaborate with the enemy. Only those individuals who remained steadfast
and unwavering even in the face of imminent death were selected for highly
perilous assignments—such as those of a Tikshna (assassin) or a Rasada
(poisoner) [10]. Kautilya explicitly directed that only those individuals
who successfully cleared all four of these tests (known as (Sarvopadha
Shuddha) were appointed as ‘Antaranga’ (inner circle) spies. Those who
succeeded in only one or two of these tests were appointed to other, lower
echelons of the administration, in accordance with their respective aptitudes.
This appointment process ensured that the intelligence network of the
Mauryan Empire remained impregnable and absolutely loyal [11].

4. The Organizational Structure of Spies: A Detailed Analysis of
‘Samstha’ (Stationary Spies)

Kautilya divided the intelligence department into two main
categories: ‘Samstha’ and ‘Sanchara’. ‘Samstha’ (The Establishment)
comprised a group of spies who remained permanently stationed in a single
location, seamlessly integrating themselves into various segments of society.
The 11" chapter of the first Adhikarana book of the Arthashastra outlines
five primary sub-types within this category. Kautilya believed that, for the
stability of the state, it was essential for intelligence to flow from a single
centralized hub—a function overseen by the ‘Samstha-Adhyaksha’ (Chief
of the Establishment).

4.1 Kapatika (The Pseudo-Student/Fraudulent Disciple)

The ‘Kapatika’ category consisted of young individuals
characterized by their sharp intellect, courage, boldness, and exceptional
proficiency in discerning the inner thoughts and sentiments of others.

Operational Method: According to the Arthashastra, a Kapatika
was required to operate under the guise of a student, mingling closely with
teachers, fellow disciples, and princes. Kautilya held the view that “student
life” represents the phase during which individuals are most inclined to
express rebellious or subversive ideas. Consequently, the primary duty of
a Kapatika was to ensure that no seeds of an ideological revolution against
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the King were being sown or nurtured within the Gurukuls (schools) and
centers of learning [12].

Strategic Significance: These spies frequently participated in
debates and intellectual contests to gain insight into the mindset of the
intelligentsia. Kautilya regarded them as a principal instrument for verifying
the integrity and loyalty of the Amatyas (ministers). If a minister attempted
to leak classified information to the outside world-perhaps through his
own son-the Kapatikas were equipped to detect and intercept such attempts.
4.2 Udasthita (The Apostate Ascetic/Recluse)

This category stands as a singular testament to Kautilya’s
organizational foresight. ‘Udasthita’ were individuals who had embraced
the ascetic way of life (Sannyasa) but, for various reasons, were unable to
sustain it.

Institutional Structure: The King would provide such an
individual with ample fertile land and financial resources. This individual
would then establish a ‘Matha’ (monastery) or ‘Ashrama’ (hermitage). In
reality, this Ashrama functioned as an ‘Intelligence Hub.’

Centre for Spies: The other ascetics, farmers, or staff members
working within this Ashrama were, in fact, spies themselves. From this
location, itinerant spies Sanchara received provisions, funds, and resources
for disguises. Kautilya regarded this institution as the ‘powerhouse’ of the
state’s internal security, serving as the central hub for the collection and
analysis of intelligence [13].

4.3 Grahapatika (The Farmer Spy)

Mauryan-era India possessed an agrarian economy characterized
by a high degree of village autonomy. Consequently, the appointment of a
‘Grahapatika’ was deemed essential to safeguard both village peace and
state revenue.

Selection and Role: These individuals were farmers who, despite
being economically humble, possessed superior intelligence. The King
would provide them with land and agricultural implements. Operating in
their guise as farmers, they would actively participate in discussions held
at village community centers ‘Chaupals’ and local markets ‘Haats’

Revenue Oversight: A primary function of the Grahapatika was
to monitor local officials Gopas or Sthanikas to ensure they were not

engaging in illegal extortion of farmers or facilitating tax evasion. This
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system served as a potent instrument for ensuring ‘Good Governance.’
Furthermore, if a village headman Gramika were to conspire to rebel against
the King, the Grahapatika was required to immediately transmit this
intelligence to the central administration [14].

4.4 Vaidehaka (The Merchant Spy)

The merchant class possessed access to every stratum of society,
as well as to foreign kingdoms. The ‘Vaidehakas’ were spies who, disguised
as merchants, maintained surveillance over cities, marketplaces, and
seaports. Economic Intelligence: Their function was to monitor artificial
shortages of goods (hoarding) in the market, adulteration, and the activities
of foreign merchants. According to Kautilya, merchants possess the greatest
repository of information because they travel across various kingdoms [ 15].

Strategic Importance: Vaidehakas would frequently travel to
foreign kingdoms to gather intelligence regarding the security of their
fortresses, the status of their armies, and the vulnerabilities of their
ministers. Kautilya regarded them as a primary instrument of ‘foreign
policy’ (diplomacy).

Tapas (The Ascetic Spy): This category represents the pinnacle
of Kautilya’s psychological insight. The *Tapas* was a spy who lived
outside the city, disguised as an ascetic—either with a shaven head or
matted locks.

The Ruse of Prophecy: He would feign the role of a soothsayer.
Satris (other spies) would approach him to secretly relay information, which
he would then use to astonish the public by presenting it as the product of
his own ‘divine vision.’

Information Gathering: Once the public came to regard him as
an enlightened sage, high-ranking officials and their families would confide
their secret plans and personal grievances to the Tapas. In this manner, the
King was able to uncover every conspiracy brewing within the kingdom
without resorting to any violence. Kautilya considered this to be the earliest
form of ‘psychological warfare [16].

5. ‘SANCHARA’ (Mobile Spies) and Foreign Diplomacy

Kautilya established the ‘Sanchara’ (The Mobile Spies) as the
second principal pillar of the intelligence department. The ‘Sanchara’ were
spies who possessed no fixed base of operations and were responsible for
the state’s internal security as well as its external security (Foreign
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Intelligence). Kautilya believed that the enemies of the state should be
vanquished not merely on the battlefield, but also upon the chessboard of
diplomacy.

5.1 Classification of Sanchara Spies

In the 12% chapter of the First Adhikarana (Book) of the Arthashastra, the
following four main categories of Sanchara spies are enumerated:

Satri (The Classmate/Orphan Spy): These were orphan children
who were raised under state patronage from childhood and trained in various
languages, codes, and diplomatic protocols. According to Kautilya, they
served the function of facilitating coordination among the spies, gathering
intelligence from the ‘Samstha’ (stationary) spies, and conveying it to the
King [17].

Tikshna (The Fiery/Brave Spy): These individuals were akin to
the state’s ‘Special Military Forces’ (Special Forces). The Tikshna were
audacious warriors who harboured no fear of death. Their primary objective
was the ‘covert elimination’ (targeted assassination) of enemies or
insurgents who could not be brought to justice through legal channels.
They were highly proficient in the handling of elephants, horses, and
weaponry [18].

Rasada (The Poisoner): The Rasada was spies who possessed
intimate knowledge of the properties of medicinal herbs and poisons. They
were often of a ruthless disposition and would infiltrate enemy camps
disguised as cooks or water-bearers. They were deployed to shatter the
morale of the opposing side and to physically incapacitate key figures within
the enemy ranks [19].

Bhikshuki / Parivrajika (The Female Spy): Kautilya accorded
a very high status to female spies. These individuals were often Brahmin
widows or women of high repute. Since they enjoyed easy access to royal
palaces and the Antahpura (Queens’ Chambers), they would convey details
of secret discussions held among the queens and high-ranking officials
back to the King [20].

5.2 The Mandala Theory and Foreign Espionage

Kautilya’s ‘Mandala Theory’ is predicated on the assumption that
“a neighbouring state is, by nature, an enemy.” To manage this inherent
hostility, spies were employed in international relations as a complement
to ‘hard power’:
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Ubhaya-vetana (The Double Agent): Kautilya placed particular
emphasis on spies designated as Ubhaya-vetana. These were astute
individuals who would enlist in the service of an enemy state and draw a
salary from it, yet in reality, remained loyal to their own native kingdom
(the Vijigishu-the aspiring conqueror). They would preemptively thwart
the enemy’s secret military strategies (Strategic Plans) [21].

Psychological Warfare: Kautilya instructed spies known as Tapas
and Satri to infiltrate the enemy state and disseminate rumors asserting
that “the Vijigishu King possesses divine powers.” This tactic served to
completely erode the enemy army’s morale and self-confidence even before
the commencement of hostilities.

Diplomacy and Espionage: According to Kautilya, a *Duta*
(Ambassador) is, in essence, an ‘open spy.” The Ambassador’s mandate
extended beyond merely delivering messages; it also entailed gathering
intelligence regarding the enemy state’s economic condition, military
deployments, and any internal dissent brewing among its ministers [22].
Kantakashodhana (Internal Cleansing)

Mobile spies Sanchara were deployed to detect and suppress crimes
and corruption occurring within the state’s own borders. Kautilya believed
that government officials are akin to ‘honey placed on the tongue’-
something they cannot refrain from tasting. Consequently, to verify the
integrity of officials, spies were dispatched in the guise of ‘dummy
customers’ (or undercover agents), representing an ancient precursor to
the modern ‘Anti-Corruption Bureau’ system [23].

6. Kautilya’s Relevance in Modern Security and Intelligence
Frameworks

The espionage system described in Kautilya’s Arthashastra is not
merely a chapter in the history of the ancient Mauryan era; rather, it serves
as the cornerstone of modern ‘National Security.” Even in the 21* century
era of information technology, Kautilya’s principles remain just as pertinent
as they were in the 4" century BCE [24].

Human Intelligence (HUMINT): In today’s age, where satellites
and cyber surveillance reign supreme, Kautilya’s emphasis on ‘Human
Intelligence’ remains indispensable. Whether it is Israel’s ‘Mossad’ or
India’s ‘R&AW,’ all these agencies subscribe to the belief that the
intelligence an individual (an infiltrator) can gather while operating from
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within enemy ranks cannot be obtained by any machine. Kautilya’s
‘Kapatikas’ represent the ancient precursors to today’s ‘undercover agents.’

Ubhaya-vetana and Counter-Intelligence: The concept of the
‘Ubhaya-vetana’ (Double Agent)-propounded by Kautilya-constitutes the
core mantra of modern ‘counter-intelligence’ operations. Planting a ‘mole’
within the enemy’s own apparatus to thwart their plans was a strategic art
mastered by Kautilya, a technique now adopted by security agencies across
the globe. [25-26].

Economic Security: Kautilya ensured the security of markets and
state revenue through the deployment of ‘Vaidehaka’ spies. Today’s
‘Enforcement Directorate’ (ED) and the vigilance wings of the ‘Income
Tax Department’ are founded upon this very philosophy: that the economic
stability of the state constitutes its true strength.

7. Conclusion

The detailed analysis presented in this chapter clearly demonstrates
that Kautilya’s espionage system was a highly sophisticated, scientific,
and results-oriented mechanism. Kautilya evaluated politics not merely
through the idealistic lens of morality, but against the touchstone of Realism.
For him, the integrity of the State constituted the supreme duty. In
conclusion, Kautilya’s espionage system rested upon three main pillars:
Veracity (Triple Verification), Ubiquity (utilization of every stratum of
society), and Secrecy. Through the agency of Gudhapurushas (secret
agents), he constructed an intelligence network that not only held the vast
Mauryan Empire together but also rendered it impregnable to external
invaders. Kautilya’s Arthashastra teaches us that “Information is Power.”
The system devised by him stands as a living testament to the diplomatic
astuteness and strategic robustness of ancient India.
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