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PRIMARY SOURCE from Arthasastra
by Kautilya

Kautilya, Chandragupta Maurya’s adviser, wrote a practical guide to politics
called the Arthasastra. As you read this passage from Chapter 20 of the hand-
book, think about what Kautilya recommends a ruler should do to insure his 
personal safety.

Section 1

The ruler should employ as his security staff only
such persons as have noble and proven ancestry

and are closely related to him and are well trained
and loyal. No foreigners, or anonymous persons, 
or persons with clouded antecedents are to be
employed as security staff for the ruler.
In a securely guarded chamber, the chief should
supervise the ruler’s food arrangements.
Special precautions are to be taken against con-
taminated and poisoned food. The following reveal
poison: rice sending out deep blue vapour; unnatu-
rally coloured and artificially dried-up and hard
vegetables; unusually bright and dull vessels; foamy
vessels; streaky soups, milk and liquor; white streaked
honey; strange-tempered food; carpets and curtains
stained with dark spots and threadbare; polishless
and lustreless metallic vessels and gems.
The poisoner reveals himself by parched and dry
mouth, hesitating talk, perspiration, tremour, yawn-
ing, evasive demeanour and nervous behaviour.
Experts in poison detection should be in attend-
ance on the ruler. The physicians attending the
ruler should satisfy themselves personally as to the
purity of the drugs which they administer to the
ruler. The same precaution is indicated for liquor
and beverages which the ruler uses. Scrupulous
cleanliness should be insisted on in persons in charge
of the ruler’s dress and toilet requisites. This should
be ensured by seals. . . .
In any entertainment meant for the amusement of
the ruler, the actors should not use weapons, fire
and poison. Musical instruments and accoutrements
for horses, elephants and vehicles should be secured
in the palace.
The ruler should mount beasts and vehicles only
after the traditional rider or driver has done so. If
he has to travel in a boat, the pilot should be trust-

worthy and the boat itself secured to another boat.
There should be a proper convoy on land or water
guarding the ruler. He should swim only in rivers
which are free of larger fishes and crocodiles and
hunt in forests free from snakes, man-eaters and
brigands.
He should give private audience only attended by
his security guards. He should receive foreign
ambassadors in his full ministerial council. While
reviewing his militia, the ruler should also attend in
full battle uniform and be on horseback or on the
back of an elephant. When he enters or exits from
the capital city, the path of the ruler should be
guarded by staffed officers and cleared of armed
men, mendicants and the suspicious. He should
attend public performances, festivals, processions
or religious gatherings accompanied by trained
bodyguards. The ruler should guard his own person
with the same care with which he secures the 
safety of those around him through espionage
arrangements.

from William H. McNeill and Jean W. Sedlar, eds., Classical
India (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), 20–36.
Reprinted in Peter N. Stearns, ed., Documents in World
History, Vol. 1 (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1988),
64.

Activity Options
1. Clarifying Write a list of safety tips based on

the Arthasastra. Then discuss with classmates
which of these tips might be of use to modern
politicians.

2. Drawing Conclusions Draw an illustration that
might be used in this manual.
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