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Context to the nugget conversation 

Raghu speaks about the notion of resolving Dharmasankatas – the double bind situations where 
there are no easy answers. He speaks about how Indian leadership (going back to King Vikramaditya) 
has had an emphasis of resolving Dharmasankatas. He goes on to speak about the Leadership traits 
that help in resolving these tricky situations. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): I want to talk about one of the other elements in the book, dharmasankata. 
And you talk about that in several situations and you say that Arjuna archetype is a lot about 
confronting these dharmasankatas is really resolving them. You know, one of the other professors I 
have studied a gentleman called Joseph Badaracco in Harvard talks about this concept of right versus 
right. He says in leadership it’s not right versus wrong. Very often you have to choose between right 
versus right. So, what’s your approach… I mean, we can have a full two-hour conversation just on 
this but as an advice for leaders resolving dharmasankatas as they go through their journeys, what 
have you learned from the Mahabharata that can help leaders? 

Raghu Ananthanarayanan (RA): Yeah, see, one of the things that has always troubled me like I told 
you is the current discourse or, you know, till recently. Now, there’s a lot of people who are talking 
about contextual intelligence and all that, last five-six years, the idea of a leader being a powerful 
leader, a Bheema type leader comes from a military understanding of leadership and all of that. And 
I am sure you know this that most books on management have actually come out of studying war 
and war theories. So, you know, words like progress, all the strategy, all the critical words in 
management are all drawn from war literature. 

DJ: As an aside, my father was a Retired Brigadier in the Indian Army so I have also had 
conversations about leadership in the Army. 

RA: Yeah, I have questions about leadership in the Army and team-building in the Army. 

DJ: We’ll come back to that. 

RA: Yeah, and also, I think the colonising, last 200 years of colonisation has also given a very different 
idea of leadership as fundamentally plunder and acquisition. Now, the Indian idea of leadership has 
always been somebody who can deal with dharmasankata. Vikramaditya is the original model, and I 
am sure all of us have read Vikramaditya and Betaal. Every story is a double bind dilemma 
dharmasankata story and how he resolves it is what shows his wisdom. To solve a dharmasankata 
kind of a situation requires wisdom, it’s not other capabilities. It also requires a deep understanding 
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of the situation of the various forces in the situation and how to balance them. The word mandala, 
for example, which is the word in India that’s used for any, you know, Cholamandalam, the word 
mandala means there are diverse forces that have to be brought into coherence. Now, if you have 
been in leadership you know that it’s always, always a question of balancing priorities. Quality versus 
cost, cost versus delivery, delivery versus product development or whatever. You are always talking 
payoffs. And there was one management scientist I forget his name who brought in the word 
satisficing. It’s a very interesting term and that is what… a dharmasankata you can never have an 
optimum solution. You can only have a satisficing solution and if you really have been in leadership 
situations you know that neither part of this dilemma is going to go away. You solve it for now and in 
another context, it is going to reappear in a different way. So, wisdom lies in how beautifully you 
understand this context and how you solve it in a way that it is most coherent. That is leadership. I 
have a big problem with many of the current ideas of leadership. Every leader knows this, long term 
versus short-term. Everything you answer has this kind of a… and these are not binaries. These are 
two sides of a polarity and like a like a magnet they will always be there. You try to cut it; you will 
have a north and a south again. So, that’s the difference between great leaders and successful 
leaders who don’t leave a great company behind. 

DJ: And if you look at, if we persist with this Raghu, the leaders who are good at resolving 
dharmasankata versus those that struggle with it, is there something that is common to some of 
these leaders who have that wisdom? 

RA: Yeah. See, there are two-three things that I find with leaders who are capable of looking at 
dharmasankata. They are also people who understand different types of power, who are not linear, 
who are not one-dimensional, who actually understand that different contexts require different 
parts which is the five seats of power types. Very often I find that these are people whose reading is 
very wide, they are phenomenally well-read. So, it becomes possible for them to model a situation 
not in the terms of the situation, but to use something else to change and that helps to change the 
paradigm. So, they actually have a kaleidoscope kind of possibility of different associations. Many of 
them have an aesthetic sensibility. There are people who know music, there are people who know 
art, who are interested in it, many of them are pattern thinkers and that’s not very common. They 
actually think, they can actually think systems, they can actually think systems, no not systems, 
thinking whatever, not a force think. They actually see different parts of the puzzle and they can play 
with it. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: I love the point Raghu makes about having different mental models and frames from which we 
see a situation. Something similar came up in a different context in my conversation with Ashish 
Dhawan (AD), Philanthropist and former Private Equity investor at ChrysCapital. When I asked him 
about what it takes to be a good PE investor, he spoke about how it is critical to be a 
macroeconomist and a historian in equal measure.  

AD: “you have to be a big picture person, almost a macroeconomist and a historian. Macro because 
you got to understand how the economy works, different sectors, what the drivers are and at a very 
fundamental level have a sense of that. But historian because you have to understand how industries 
have developed over time, how market cycles have played out, having that perspective of how it has 
happened before, how bubbles were created, what were the best times to invest. So, I think having 
historical perspective I believe is absolutely critical and being a little bit of a big picture thinker is 
important. You can’t just say oh, I am looking at this company and doing due diligence, you get too 
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narrow and you are… you lose the forest for the trees in a sense. So, I think, having that trait is 
important.” 

DJ: I guess all of us have a certain lens with which we see the world given our training and early 
wiring. To Raghu’s point, it is critical for us to get exposure to different ways of looking at the world 
and form our mental models.  

If you want to dig deeper into this notion of resolving Dharmasankatas, you might like my 
conversation with Sir Andrew Likierman of London Business School who was on this podcast earlier 
speaking about the notion of building Judgment.  

If you are deriving value from the podcast, do take a moment to rate and review on Apple Podcasts 
or Spotify or whichever platform you use to consume the content. It will make a big difference to us 
in terms of people discovering us and speakers building trust with the platform. When they decide if 
they want to be on the show. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Ashish Dhawan that is referenced: What it takes to be a good PE Investor. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Judgment: Judgment is a key trait that differentiates the great leaders from the average ones. How 
do you make decisions and exercise choices in a world full of options and grey areas with multiple 
stakeholders around you. In addition, the playlist has nuggets that discuss how one creates a climate 
for the people around you to exercise good judgment. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on WhatsApp: We also have a Podcast WhatsApp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Nuggets  

 93.01 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Listening to stories as a child 

 93.02 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Key choices in the journey 
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 93.03 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Being Dharmic 

 93.04 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Five Pandava archetypes 

 93.05 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Counterpoints and Shadows 

 93.06 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Resolving Dharmasankatas 

 93.07 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Karna and Krishna - the conversation that never happened 

 93.08 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Accessing Equanimity 

 93.09 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Evolving Leadership Paradigms 

 93.10 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Doing versus Being 

 93.11 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Creating the emotional infrastructure 

 93.12 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Balam and Shakti - External and Internal forces 

 93.13 Raghu Ananthanarayanan - Journey as an action researcher 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here. 

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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