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Abstract

This paper examines the prolonged conflict commonly known as the Tripartite Struggle, a sequence of military confrontations
and diplomatic contests among the Pala dynasty of eastern India, the Gurjara-Pratihara polity of the north-west, and the
Rashtraktta sovereigns of the Deccan for the symbolic and strategic prize of Kannauj and the larger control of the Indo-
Gangetic heartland between the late eighth and early tenth centuries CE. Drawing on inscriptional evidence, contemporary and
later chronicles, and modern scholarship, the study reconstructs the chronology and principal phases of the struggle, outlines
the political aims and capacities of each contender, and argues that the conflict produced multiple long-term effects on the
political geography, state formation processes, military structures, religious patronage, and cultural exchanges of early
medieval South Asia. The analysis foregrounds two linked claims, first, that the Tripartite Struggle must be interpreted as both
a contest for immediate political hegemony (the control of Kannauj as an emblematic kingship) and as a structural interaction
that reshaped regional alignments; second, that its outcomes (including the temporary ascendancies and mutual check on each
competitor) facilitated processes of regionalisation and elite fragmentation that defined Indian polity and society for two
centuries. The paper concludes by assessing historiographical debates about the nature, chronology and significance of the
struggle and by suggesting avenues for future research based on inscriptional re-readings and comparative regional studies.
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Introduction

The late eighth and ninth centuries in northern and central
India witnessed a protracted and interlinked series of
confrontations among three powerful dynastic formations,
the Palas, the Gurjara-Pratiharas, and the Rashtrakatas, each
of which sought to claim the pre-eminent status that
accretion of Kannauj’s kingship was taken to confer.
Scholars have long referred to these contests collectively as
the “Tripartite Struggle” (or Kannauj wars), the
conventional periodisation places its most intense phase
between the reigns of Vatsaraja and Nagabhata II in the
west, Dharmapala and Devapala in the east, and the
Rashtrakuta kings Dhruva and Govinda 11l in the south and
Deccan. The prize at stake was not merely a city but the
ritual-political mantle of overlordship over the Ganges-
Yamuna doab (and the symbolic primacy across
“Aryavarta”), control over Kannauj had both centre-
periphery administrative consequences and enormous
legitimatory value for rulers claiming imperial status. The
classic narrative repeated in both colonial and many post-
colonial syntheses emphasises martial competition, shifting
coalitions, and an eventual, partial victory for the Pratiharas
under Nagabhata Il (who secured Kannauj circa 816 CE).
This conventional outline remains useful as a scaffold for
deeper analysis, although contemporary work on
inscriptions and regional archives complicates simple
teleology’s and invites reappraisal of timing, intensity and
consequences.

The Pala polity emerged in the late eighth century in the
fertile plains of Bengal and northern Bihar under Gopala;
subsequent rulers, most importantly Dharmapala (reigned c.
770-810) and Devapala (early ninth century), expanded the
Pala sphere westwards and invested heavily in Buddhist
monasteries, monastic networks and trans-regional
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intellectual exchange. The Palas combined military
expeditions with diplomatic linkages across the Gangetic
plain, maintained a distinctive court culture that patronised
Buddhist scholasticism (most notably at Nalanda and
Vikramasila), and projected power by installing protégés or
extracting recognition from rival courts. Eastern chronicles
and Pala copper-plate inscriptions reveal a polity capable of
mounting expeditions beyond its eastern base and of
contesting the Doab region when the opportunity presented
itself; Pala political strategy fused cultural patronage with
military projection, thereby extending influence through
both coercive and charismatic means. In inscriptional
rhetoric the Palas frequently emphasised victories and
suzerainty over neighbouring regions, and contemporaneous
sources indicate that Pala intervention in the politics of
Kannauj was an intentional act aimed at augmenting
Dharmapala’s imperial claims.

The Gurjara-Pratiharas (often termed the Imperial Pratiharas
in later historiography) consolidated authority in the western
plains and Malwa; under vigorous rulers such as Vatsaraja,
Nagabhata II and later Mihira Bhoja and Mahendrapala,
they extended their control eastwards and sought the
symbolic supremacy that control of Kannauj would furnish.
The Pratiharas’ strategic position, astride the western
approaches into the Gangetic basin and embedded within
networks of Rajput and local chieftain alliances enabled
them to field strong cavalry and to marshal a
confederational military structure. Their polity was also
adaptive: the Pratiharas developed administrative practices
tuned to heterogeneous regions, and their rulers used the
cultural idiom of kshatriya kingship to claim primacy.
Epigraphic records from Pratihara centres and later
medieval chroniclers attribute to them multiple campaigns
in the Doab and claim the prerogative of defending the north
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from southern incursions, thereby projecting an image of
protective overlordship over the heartland.

The Rashtrakiitas of Manyakheta, while rooted in the
Deccan, aggressively projected power northwards under
rulers such as Dhruva Dharavarsha and Govinda Ill; their
northern campaigns in some cases reaching the Ganges
plains and even temporarily impacting Kannauj’s politics
show that the Deccan kingdoms were not passive actors but
central to the subcontinental balance of power. Rashtrakiita
inscriptions (notable examples include the Ellora records)
celebrate martial prowess and narrate deep incursions into
northern territories, and their military success in the
Vindhyan and Malwa regions allowed them episodic control
and strategic advantage in the Great Plains’ politics. The
Rashtrakuta approach fused rapid military movement
through passes with alliance-making among disaffected
northern elites, enabling sustained intervention despite
distance from their peninsular base. These incursions
therefore demonstrate that early medieval political space in
South Asia was integrative and interlinked rather than neatly
regionalised; the Rashtrakaitas’ northern ventures materially
shape the dynamics of the Tripartite Struggle.

A reconstruction of the principal phases of the conflict
shows an initial east-west competition between the Palas
and Pratiharas; Vatsaraja’s early victories and raids into
Bengal triggered a southern response when the Rashtrakiita
king Dhruva intervened and thwarted Vatsaraja’s immediate
gains. Later, Govinda III’s campaigns again underscored
Deccan ascendancy in the north for a period. These military
oscillations reveal that the balance of military advantage
changed frequently, partly because of geography (distance
from the base), partly because of internal succession crises
within each polity, and partly because of shifting local
loyalties and the capacity of each power to extract military
resources from vassal networks. Ultimately, with the waning
of Rashtrakiita northern pressure and through the energetic
policy of Nagabhata Il, the Pratiharas secured Kannauj in
the early ninth century. However, “victory” in this context
was not equivalent to immediate consolidation of a durable,
centralised empire in the modern sense; it meant instead the
establishment of a powerful regional centre whose authority
was repeatedly negotiated with local elites and neighbouring
courts. The uneven and episodic nature of control with
temporary occupations, installations of clients, and later
recurrent contests is therefore crucial to any assessment of
outcomes.

The Tripartite Struggle’s political consequences were both
immediate and structural. In the short term, the rivalry
prevented a single dynasty from constructing an all-India
centralized state; although each contender periodically
exercised supremacy, none could translate battlefield
success into an enduring bureaucratic structure that unified
the subcontinent. This mutual check created a multipolar
configuration in which regional powers consolidated
territorially while remaining open to further contestation. In
the medium term, the repeated campaigns and the necessity
of maintaining frontier defence stimulated militarisation of
elites and contributed to the rise of militarised local polities
a process that later historians have linked to the emergence
of what R.S. Sharma (drawing on broader comparative
work) called “feudal” features in early medieval India.
While the term carries analytical pitfalls when unqualified,
the Tripartite Struggle undeniably encouraged the
delegation of military responsibility to local chieftains, the
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spread of landed rewards in exchange for military service,
and a political culture in which the king’s authority was
mediated by a network of dependent magnates. These
transformations reconfigured revenue extraction, labour
obligations and patterns of local governance across large
swathes of north and central India.

The conflict also had important and under-appreciated
effects on cultural and religious landscapes. Pala patronage
strengthened Buddhist institutions in the eastern regions,
which in turn became nodes in long-distance intellectual
circuits that extended into Tibet and Southeast Asia; the
political openings created by Pala ascendancy allowed
monasteries to flourish, attracting scholars and devotees,
and thereby amplifying the Buddhist scholastic tradition.
Conversely, the Pratiharas patronised Hindu temples and
Brahmanical learning in their domains; their royal ideology
emphasised kshatriya kingship and ritual sovereignty, which
buttressed the social prestige of orthodox Brahmanical
institutions in the Gangetic and Malwa regions. The
Rashtrakatas, whose centres lay in the Deccan, continued
their own pattern of plural patronage (including support for
temple architecture and literary production), and the
interaction among the three dynasties facilitated artistic
exchange: sculptural styles, temple forms, and iconographic
motifs circulated along the trade and military routes joining
the Deccan to the Gangetic plain. In this way, political
rivalry paradoxically fertilised cultural synthesis: mobility
of artisans, pilgrimage networks, and the redistribution of
spoils and patronage channels spread styles and religious
practices across regions that had previously been more
distinct. Evidence for this transregional cultural syncretism
appears in contemporary inscriptions, architectural remains
and the cosmopolitan character of monastic curricula in Pala
foundations.

Economically, the Tripartite Struggle altered patterns of
control over trade routes, agrarian revenues and urban
centres. Kannauj’s strategic location at the confluence of
major road and river networks made it an economic as well
as symbolic prize: whoever controlled the city could draw
on its taxes, tribute, and the fiscal resources necessary for
sustaining large armies. The recurrent change of hands over
northern towns during the struggle increased the bargaining
power of urban elites and merchant communities, who
negotiated privileges with successive rulers; in some
instance merchants enjoyed tax concessions or security
guarantees in return for logistical support to armies.
Moreover, sustained warfare in borderlands probably
disrupted agrarian productivity in contested zones while
simultaneously  encouraging fortification and the
consolidation of strongholds that could control market
access. The net result was a reconfiguration of regional
economic maps, with some centres (notably Kannauj under
Pratihara suzerainty) gaining prominence while peripheral
areas experienced episodic disruption but also new
opportunities for local elites to increase their autonomy.
Military practice and technology also evolved in response to
the prolonged contest. The necessity of projecting power
over long distances and of countering mobile Deccan armies
pushed northern polities to refine their cavalry and to rely
on confederational levies from subordinate chieftains;
meanwhile, the Deccan polities adapted to north Indian
topography by creating networks of supply and establishing
control over crucial passes. The result was an intensification
of logistical planning, the institutionalisation of feudal
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bonds in military provisioning, and a marked visibility of
mounted troops in battlefield accounts and inscriptions.
Over time, the increasing reliance on cavalry and fast-
moving units changed the character of campaigning
(favouring raids, quick strikes and control of river crossings)
and reshaped the military economy (land grants in exchange
for service became more systematic). These changes, while
incremental, had important consequences for later medieval
warfare across the subcontinent.

An important outcome often neglected in older narratives
that emphasize dynastic winners and losers is the way the
Tripartite Struggle stimulated local powers to consolidate in
the intervals of imperial competition. As the great dynasties
diverted resources to contest one another, provincial elites
(including the Pratiharas’ own cadet branches, Rajput
lineages, and various Chalukya and local dynasts in the
Deccan and Malwa) fortified regional bases of power. The
institutional consequences were durable: by the tenth and
eleventh centuries a mosaic of regional states with distinct
administrative practices occupied much of the subcontinent.
In some areas this process produced innovative governance
forms adaptive to local conditions (for example hybrid fiscal
arrangements and judicial delegation), while in others it
entrenched segmented authority and limited the capacity of
any single ruler to centralise power. The Tripartite Struggle
therefore contributed indirectly to the political pluralism that
characterises the early medieval period in South Asia.

The struggle’s impact on religious demography and inter-
religious patronage is also significant. Pala Buddhist
establishments became transregional centres of learning,
attracting students from Tibet and Southeast Asia; this
consolidated eastern India’s role as an intellectual exporter.
Simultaneously, the Pratihara courts’ investment in temple
architecture and Brahmanical ritual re-anchored the
authority of orthodox priestly lines in the Gangetic region.
The Rashtrakatas, whose own court culture encouraged a
plural  religious environment, mediated flows of
iconography and ritual forms between peninsula and plains.
The cumulative effect was increased religious pluralism
alongside regional specialisation: the Pala eastern
combination of Buddhism plus cosmopolitan education, the
Pratiharas’ Hindu-ritual emphasis in the north-west, and the
Rashtrakiitas’ hybrid vein in the Deccan together produced a
subcontinental cultural map marked by intense inter-
regional contact. The patronage patterns and associated
institutional investments made during the Tripartite Struggle
shaped religious geography for generations thereafter.
Historiographically, the Tripartite Struggle has been the
subject of shifting interpretations. Early nationalist and
colonial historians tended to narrate the episode as a drama
of imperial rivalry culminating in Pratihara victory (a view
consolidated by compendia such as R.C. Majumdar’s multi-
volume History and by later school texts). More recent
scholarship, driven by closer attention to epigraphic corpora
and by a desire to nuance teleological claims, has
questioned simplistic winner-loser binaries. Dineshchandra
Sircar and others emphasised that inscriptions — often
hagiographic and formulaic — require careful reading and
cross-corroboration; fresh epigraphic finds have altered
chronologies and revealed previously unknown local
sequences, thereby complicating linear narratives of
conquest and consolidation. Contemporary historians stress
the need to situate the Tripartite Struggle within longue
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durée processes such as the reorganisation of agrarian
economies, the institutionalisation of military-land relations,
and the transformation of religious patronage systems. As a
result, the Tripartite Struggle is increasingly studied less as
a single moment of decisive imperial formation and more as
a conjunctural process whose consequences unfolded
unevenly across space and time.
Methodologically, reassessing
benefits  from combining inscriptional  reanalysis,
archaeological  evidence  (urban  stratigraphy  and
fortifications), numismatic study, and comparative readings
of court literature. Inscriptions including Rashtrakita Ellora
records, Pala copper plates and Pratihara stone inscriptions
provide direct testimony to campaigns, titles and claims;
when read critically they reveal patterns of titulature, grant-
making and alliance-formation. Archaeology can illuminate
the material footprint of warfare (forts, burning layers, shifts
in urban plan), while numismatics helps track the economic
reach and monetary policies of competing polities. The
synthesis of these independent strands promises a more
textured account of how war, diplomacy, economy and
culture interacted during the early medieval centuries.
Current gaps remain: systematic archaeological surveys of
Kannauj and its hinterland, high-resolution studies of
frontier fortifications in Malwa and the Vindhyas, and
integrated studies combining Tibetan and Southeast Asian
manuscript evidence with Indian sources would be
particularly fruitful.

Several case studies illuminate the broader arguments made
above. Dharmapala’s installation of a client in Kannauj and
his later inability to sustain that position despite temporary
successes shows how  projection  without local
administrative infrastructures produces ephemeral control.
Conversely, Nagabhata II’s success in taking and holding
Kannauj even if not indefinitely suggests that proximity,
durable vassal networks, and regionally rooted military
resources are critical variables in imperial durability. The
Rashtrakaita northern campaigns, spectacular as they were,
show the limits of over-reach when supply lines, long-term
patrimonial legitimacy and local administrative penetration
are absent. These vignettes underline the paper’s central
argument that the Tripartite Struggle reshaped political
possibilities by favouring regional consolidation over trans-
subcontinental unification.

In conclusion, the Tripartite Struggle among the Palas,
Pratiharas and Rashtrakatas was more than a dynastic
quarrel over a city. It was a formative episode that
reconfigured political authority, military institutions,
economic geography and cultural networks across early
medieval India. Its immediate outcome was the temporary
ascendancy of the Pratiharas in Kannauj, which must be
balanced against the long-term effects of fragmentation, the
rise of regional polities, and the intensification of trans-
regional cultural and religious exchanges. The conflict’s
legacy is therefore twofold, as it blocked the emergence of a
single continental hegemon in the early ninth century while
simultaneously promoting the conditions under which
diverse regional centres could flourish and interconnect.
Future research grounded in fresh epigraphic readings,
focused archaeological fieldwork, and comparative regional
studies will refine our understanding of how episodic
warfare and sustained competition shaped South Asia’s
medieval trajectory.

the Tripartite Struggle
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