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Abstract 
 

Bringing Indian philosophical concepts into discussing artificial intelligence (AI) ethics creates a richer 
and more balanced approach. Dharma is at the heart of this integration: doing what’s right and fulfilling 
our duties. This principle can guide how AI systems operate, ensuring they support social values and 
ethical standards. Another key concept is Ahimsa, which means non-violence. The aim is to uncover 
the parallels between the ethical dilemmas faced by characters in the Mahabharata and the 
contemporary issues surrounding AI governance. We’re particularly interested in how concepts like 
autonomy, responsibility, and moral decision-making from these ancient texts can inform our current 
discussions about the ethical use of AI. Using a qualitative approach, we delve into specific episodes 
from The Mahabharata to draw insights relevant to AI ethics. For example, we examine Yudhisthira’s 
dice game, Krishna’s guidance to Arjuna, and the use of Krishna’s Sudarshana Chakra. These stories 
help us reflect on the risks of unchecked autonomy, the need to balance freedom with accountability, 
and the importance of using autonomous systems ethically. The Mahabharata offers rich analogies that 
resonate with modern AI governance challenges. The text underscores the significance of ethical 
oversight, human control, and moral responsibility in decision-making processes, which aligns with 
ongoing discussions about AI's role in society.  
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Introduction 
According to Sukracarya, ‘when two factions inimical to each other resort to weapons to protect their 
rival interests, it is war.’  He refers to three kinds of war daivika(godly), asura(devilish), and 
manava(human). The Daivika War was fought using charms(mantras), asura using mechanical 
devices(yantras), and manava using weapons(sastras) and hands(hastas).  Sukra’s definition of war 
broadly conforms with the view of L.Oppenheim that ‘war is a contention between two or more states 
through their armed forces, to overpower each other and impose such conditions of peace as the victor 
pleases’.  
Kamandaka has dealt with the causes of war(vigraha) in detail. In his view, ‘possessed by the thoughts 
of revenge and with a heart burning with anger caused by the infliction of mutual wrongs, people 
proceed to fight one another.’  According to him, the causes of war include usurpation of the kingdom, 
abduction of women, seizure of territory, carrying away of vehicles and treasure(yana, dhana), 
arrogance(mada), morbid sense of humor, a disorder in the kingdom, extinction of erudition, 
destruction of property, violation of laws, the influence of evil destiny, helping allies, disrespectful 
demeanour, destruction of friends, lack of compassion, the disaffection of prekrti mandala and 
eagerness to possess a thing which others covet.  
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Artificial Intelligence (AI) is the field of computer science dedicated to creating systems that can 
perform tasks traditionally requiring human intelligence, such as visual perception, speech recognition, 
decision-making, and translation between languages.  It has capabilities continue to grow exponentially 
with advances in machine learning, neural networks, and robotics. The benefits of AI are precise—from 
medical breakthroughs to self-driving vehicles—but the ethical challenges posed by autonomous 
systems have raised serious concerns. Scholars like Bostrom (2014) have warned that if left unchecked, 
AI systems could surpass human intelligence and cause unforeseen consequences. This potential 
necessitates the development of ethical frameworks for AI governance, ensuring that it operates within 
clear boundaries and human oversight.  
Autonomous AI systems can make life-and-death decisions without human intervention, particularly 
in healthcare, defense, and finance. For example, autonomous weapons systems can identify and 
neutralize targets without direct human control, raising critical questions about ethical responsibility.  
As AI continues to take on increasingly autonomous roles, ethical concerns about decision-making, 
accountability, and commitment are central to discussions about its societal role.   
The Mahabharat, a monumental epic composed 2600 years ago, offers profound reflections on ethics, 
morality, duty, and responsibility. The epic, attributed to the sage Vyasa, narrates the Kurukshetra War 
between the Pandavas and the Kauravas, but it is much more than a story of war. It delves deeply into 
philosophical and ethical dilemmas, mainly through the character of Lord Krishna, who advises Arjuna 
on the battlefield.  The Mahabharata’s teachings are often encapsulated in the Bhagavad Gita, a section 
of the epic where Krishna counsels Arjuna on duty (dharma), righteousness, and the nature of reality 
(The Bhagavad Gita 2.47).  
The parallels between Mahabharat’s ethical dilemmas and contemporary AI debates are striking. Key 
episodes, such as Yudhisthira’s dice game and Krishna’s use of the Sudarshana Chakra, raise ethical 
questions about autonomy, decision-making, and human responsibility that resonate with modern AI 
concerns. The Mahabharat offers timeless lessons about the complexities of moral obligation, the 
consequences of unchecked power, and the importance of ethical decision-making. In the context of AI, 
these teachings provide a framework for understanding the role of autonomy and moral responsibility 
in the governance of intelligent machines.   
Integrating the ethical principles from the Mahabharata into artificial intelligence (AI) ethics offers a 
profound framework for addressing contemporary technological challenges. The Mahabharata, an 
ancient Indian epic, delves deeply into ethical dilemmas, moral duties, and the complexities of human 
decision-making, providing timeless insights relevant to AI ethics. This paper explores how the ethical 
paradigms presented in the Mahabharata can inform and guide the development and deployment of 
AI systems, ensuring they align with enduring moral values. 
 
Central Ethical Themes in the Mahabharata 

1. Dharma (Righteous Duty): The central pillar of the Mahabharata is dharma, which encompasses 
fulfilling one’s obligations based on their role, context, and conscience. The epic explores the 
conflicts that arise when different interpretations of dharma clash, as seen in the dilemmas faced 
by characters like Arjuna on the battlefield of Kurukshetra. This nuanced understanding of duty 
and righteousness is crucial when considering the ethical programming of AI systems. 

2. Satya (Truthfulness): Truthfulness and honesty are integral to ethical conduct. The Mahabharata 
emphasizes the importance of Satya in maintaining social harmony and personal integrity. 
However, it also acknowledges situations where strict adherence to truth may lead to adverse 
outcomes, suggesting a contextual approach to truthfulness. 

3. Ahimsa (Non-Violence): The principle of non-violence is highlighted in the Mahabharata, 
advocating for minimizing harm and promoting compassion towards all beings. This principle can 
guide the development of AI systems that prioritize safety and the well-being of users. 

4. Contextual Morality: The Mahabharata presents a nuanced view of morality, suggesting that ethical 
decisions should consider the specific context and circumstances. This perspective acknowledges 
that rigid adherence to moral absolutes may not always lead to just outcomes, highlighting the 
importance of flexibility and discernment in ethical decision-making. 
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Integrating Mahabharata's Ethical Principles into AI Ethics 
1. Dharma (Righteous Duty): Incorporating the concept of dharma into AI ethics involves designing 

AI systems that uphold ethical conduct and responsibility. This means ensuring that AI 
technologies serve the greater good, prioritize societal well-being, and operate fairly and justly. For 
instance, AI algorithms used in criminal justice should be designed to eliminate biases and promote 
equitable outcomes, reflecting a commitment to righteousness and fairness. 

2. Satya (Truthfulness): Embedding the principle of satya requires AI systems to provide accurate and 
transparent information. However, recognizing the Mahabharata's nuanced view on truth, AI 
systems should also be programmed to consider the potential impact of information dissemination, 
ensuring that the release of information does not cause unnecessary harm. This balance is 
particularly relevant in areas like AI-generated content and news dissemination. 

3. Ahimsa (Non-Violence): Integrating ahimsa into AI ethics mandates that AI systems be designed 
to avoid causing harm. This aligns with the ethical principle of non-maleficence, ensuring that AI 
development and deployment prioritize safety and minimize damage. For example, autonomous 
weapons systems pose significant moral concerns, and applying ahimsa would argue against their 
development and use. 

4. Contextual Morality: Drawing from the Mahabharata's emphasis on contextual morality, AI ethics 
should consider the specific circumstances and potential consequences of AI applications. This 
perspective encourages flexibility and adaptability in ethical decision-making, acknowledging that 
rigid adherence to moral absolutes may not always lead to just outcomes. For instance, AI systems 
involved in healthcare should be capable of adapting to individual patient needs and contexts 
rather than applying a one-size-fits-all approach. 

 
Case Studies and Examples 
1. Autonomous Vehicles: The development of autonomous vehicles presents ethical dilemmas similar 

to those explored in the Mahabharata. For instance, the decision-making processes of these vehicles 
in critical situations can benefit from the epic's insights on dharma and contextual morality. When 
an autonomous vehicle faces an unavoidable accident, programming it to make decisions that align 
with the greater good reflects the application of dharma. 

2. AI in Healthcare: AI systems in healthcare must balance the principle of Satya by providing 
accurate diagnoses while considering the emotional and psychological state of patients. For 
example, delivering a terminal diagnosis involves truthfulness but requires compassion and 
sensitivity, reflecting the Mahabharata's nuanced approach to truth. 

3. AI in Content Moderation: Social media platforms employ AI to moderate content, necessitating 
decisions about what constitutes harmful content. Applying the principle of ahimsa, AI systems 
should aim to minimize harm by preventing the spread of harmful content while upholding 
freedom of expression. This balance mirrors the contextual morality emphasized in the 
Mahabharata. 

 
The Dice Game and the Dangers of Unchecked Autonomy  

The dice game between Yudhisthira and Duryodhana in The Mahabharat is a powerful illustration of 
the dangers of unchecked autonomy. Yudhisthira, driven by his pride and desire to win, gambles away 
not only his kingdom but also his brothers and wife, Draupadi. This episode demonstrates the 
catastrophic consequences of decisions made without sufficient ethical oversight. The autonomy 
granted to Yudhisthira in this instance, unchecked by moral consideration, leads to personal ruin and 
broader social turmoil (The Mahabharat, Sabhaparva 60.17-21). His failure to stop despite several losses 
highlights a lack of accountability and the critical need for moral guidance in decision-making.  

This analogy is pertinent to discussions surrounding the development and deployment of AI systems 
today. Just as Yudhisthira’s autonomy led to his downfall, AI systems without human oversight can 
make far-reaching decisions in critical fields such as healthcare, finance, and national security. For 
example, AI in autonomous trading systems has been known to cause “flash crashes,” where decisions 
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made by machines without human intervention lead to financial instability.  This incident parallels the 
catastrophic results of Yudhisthira’s autonomy in the dice game.  

The ethical lesson from this episode is clear: there must be human oversight in AI governance to avoid 
unintended consequences. Ethical frameworks emphasizing responsibility, transparency, and 
accountability must be established to ensure that AI operates within clearly defined moral and legal 
boundaries.  As Yudhisthira’s downfall teaches us, autonomy without accountability is a recipe for 
disaster, and in the case of AI, unchecked autonomy can lead to outcomes that affect millions of lives.  

Krishna's Advice to Arjuna: The Harmony between Independence and Duty (Adhikary, 2024)  

In The Bhagavad Gita, Krishna counsels Arjuna to carry out his duty as a warrior, highlighting the 
significance of ethical responsibility in making decisions. Krishna instructs Arjuna that every action 
should be driven by a sense of duty and moral obligation, as neglecting ethical considerations can lead 
to disorder and suffering (The Bhagavad Gita 2.47). This guidance is fundamental to Arjuna’s moral 
enlightenment and aligns with modern debates on AI governance, especially the equilibrium between 
autonomy and accountability. 

The machine's capability to make autonomous decisions raises ethical dilemmas in contemporary AI 
systems, particularly in independent decision-making scenarios like self-driving cars or AI-powered 
healthcare diagnostics. For example, autonomous vehicles must be designed to make choices in critical 
situations, such as determining whether to prioritize the safety of passengers or pedestrians during an 
accident. In these instances, ethical guidelines must steer the design and functioning of AI systems to 
ensure that these machines operate in ways that prioritize human well-being.  

Like Krishna’s teachings, which stress the necessity of ethical principles in directing human actions, AI 
systems should be constructed with ethical considerations integrated into their decision-making 
processes. This concept is reflected in the notion of “AI ethics by design,” suggesting that AI systems 
ought to be developed with inherent ethical decision-making functions to ensure they function within 
morally acceptable parameters.  

Krishna’s advice to Arjuna illustrates the significance of accountability when exercising autonomy. Like 
Arjuna, AI systems must fulfill their dharma or programmed responsibilities to ensure their decisions 
align with human ethical standards. This observation highlights the essential requirement for human 
oversight in AI governance, guaranteeing that AI decisions adhere to moral principles, particularly 
during critical situations. 

 
Krishna’s Sudarshana Chakra and Autonomous Weapons  

Krishna’s Sudarshana Chakra, a self-operating weapon capable of precisely tracking and eliminating 
its target, is an early representation of the ethical dilemmas associated with autonomous weapon 
systems today. As a divine figure, Krishna wields the Sudarshana Chakra with moral integrity, 
showcasing control and responsibility in its application. This underscores the need for ethical 
governance in deploying such powerful autonomous technologies.  

In the contemporary setting, autonomous weapon systems, including drones and AI-operated military 
devices, present considerable ethical challenges. These systems can function independently, making 
critical life-and-death choices without human input. Scholars argue that deploying such weapons 
requires stringent regulation to avert unnecessary harm and ensure ethical usage. The insights from the 
Sudarshana Chakra imply that while autonomous technologies can be exceptionally effective, they 
must always be applied with moral caution and under human oversight. 

The ethical framework of just war theory resonates with Krishna’s careful use of the Sudarshana 
Chakra. Just as Krishna demonstrates caution and moral responsibility in using his autonomous 
weapon, today’s AI-driven weapons must be governed by explicit ethical standards prioritizing human 
life and reducing unnecessary suffering. This has inspired calls for international agreements to control 
the deployment of autonomous weapon systems, ensuring they are utilized ethically and adhere to 
international law.  



 

                            
 

International Refereed, Blind Peer-Reviewed Multidisciplinary & Open Access Research Journal 
 

Special Issue 01 | Vol.: 12 | June 20, 2025 | Pages: 82-87 | RRSSH | ISSN: 2348 – 3318 | 

Periodicity : Quarterly,  Language : English & Hindi  https://ijorr.in 

 [ 86 ] 
 

Integrating Mahabharata's Ethical Principles into Artificial Intelligence: 
Harmonizing Ancient Indian Philosophical  

Concepts with Modern AI Ethics 
Pramod Kumar 

Krishna’s engagement with the Sudarshana Chakra also emphasizes the necessity of human 
involvement in decision-making. Unlike AI, which lacks moral awareness and ethical judgment, 
Krishna’s divine wisdom enables him to exercise control and responsibility. Similarly, human oversight 
is crucial to ensure that autonomous weapons are employed ethically, as machines cannot be relied 
upon to navigate morally complex dilemmas independently. 

 
Dharma and the Governance of AI Systems  

Krishna’s Sudarshana Chakra, a self-operating weapon capable of precisely tracking and eliminating 
its target, is an early representation of the ethical dilemmas associated with autonomous weapon 
systems today. As a divine figure, Krishna wields the Sudarshana Chakra with moral integrity, 
showcasing control and responsibility in its application. This underscores the need for ethical 
governance in deploying such powerful autonomous technologies.  

In the contemporary setting, autonomous weapon systems, including drones and AI-operated military 
devices, present considerable ethical challenges. These systems can function independently, making 
critical life-and-death choices without human input. Scholars argue that deploying such weapons 
requires stringent regulation to avert unnecessary harm and ensure ethical usage. The insights from the 
Sudarshana Chakra imply that while autonomous technologies can be exceptionally effective, they 
must always be applied with moral caution and under human oversight. 

The ethical framework of just war theory resonates with Krishna’s careful use of the Sudarshana 
Chakra. Just as Krishna demonstrates caution and moral responsibility in using his autonomous 
weapon, today’s AI-driven weapons must be governed by explicit ethical standards prioritizing human 
life and reducing unnecessary suffering. This has inspired calls for international agreements to control 
the deployment of autonomous weapon systems, ensuring they are utilized ethically and adhere to 
international law.  

Krishna’s engagement with the Sudarshana Chakra also emphasizes the necessity of human 
involvement in decision-making. Unlike AI, which lacks moral awareness and ethical judgment, 
Krishna’s divine wisdom enables him to exercise control and responsibility. Similarly, human oversight 
is crucial to ensure that autonomous weapons are employed ethically, as machines cannot be relied 
upon to navigate morally complex dilemmas independently. 

 
Conclusion 
Drawing from the Mahabharata's rich ethical narratives, AI ethics can be enriched with a holistic 
approach that balances duty, truthfulness, non-violence, and contextual understanding. This 
integration fosters the creation of AI systems that are intelligent and aligned with enduring moral 
values, ensuring technology advances in harmony with human ethics. As AI continues to evolve, 
grounding its development in such ethical principles will be crucial in navigating the complex moral 
landscapes of the modern world. As AI advances, it is essential to develop ethical frameworks that 
ensure machines operate within clear ethical boundaries and are subject to human control. The lessons 
from the Mahabharata provide timeless guidance for the ethical governance of AI, highlighting the 
importance of moral responsibility, duty, and restraint in decision-making.  
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