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Abstract 

The team Guerrilla is derived from Spanish word  Guerra, which means war. It is a technique where a 

limited amount of unusual army can even win on vast armies with armed weapons. Soldiers in guerrilla 

infantry need not be a professional army, they can be common men, civilians, rebellions. But still, they 

can fight with vast armies and win over them. A 3000 vast army can be defeated by 200 odd soldiers. The 

tactic here is persons in guerrilla warfare will not be together. They hide in bushes, on trees, across 

mountains, and kill vast armies that march together.In this article I will discuss about the Guerrilla warfare 

and tactics of Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj. 
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Introduction 

Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj (1630–1680), the illustrious Maratha warrior-king, is remembered not only 

as a visionary ruler and administrative genius but also as a military strategist who revolutionized Indian 

warfare. At a time when massive Mughal and Bijapur armies relied on conventional open-field battles, 

Shivaji innovated by employing guerrilla warfare, or Ganimi Kava, as he called it. His tactics were rooted 

in agility, surprise, speed, and an unparalleled understanding of terrain. This essay delves deep into 

Shivaji’s guerrilla strategies, exploring how they helped establish and defend the Maratha Empire and 

changed the course of Indian military history. 

 

Literature review: 

1. Shivaji: The Great Guerrilla by Col. R.D. Palsokar 

This comprehensive biography offers a critical analysis of Shivaji's guerrilla strategies, examining his 

campaigns through the lens of military principles. Authored by a retired Indian Army officer, it provides 

detailed maps and battle breakdowns. Originally published in 1973, it remains a seminal work on Shivaji's 

military tactics. 

2. Shivaji and His Times by Jadunath Sarkar 

A classic historical account that delves into Shivaji's life and military strategies. While some critiques 

point to a Mughal-centric perspective, it remains a foundational text for understanding the period's 

dynamics. 

3. Shivaji: His Life and Times by Gajanan Bhaskar Mehendale 

Known for its extensive research and use of primary sources, this biography offers a detailed portrayal of 

Shivaji's military campaigns and administrative acumen. It's highly recommended for readers seeking a 

thorough understanding of his life. 
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4. Shivaji Kon Hota? by Govind Pansare 

This work provides a socio-political analysis of Shivaji's life, emphasizing his guerrilla tactics and their 

impact on the Maratha resistance against larger empires. 

 

 Primary Sources and Chronicles 

1. Chitnis Bakhar by Malhar Ram Rao Chitnis 

Commissioned in the early 19th century, this Marathi-language biography offers insights into Shivaji's 

life and military strategies, including his use of guerrilla warfare. 

2. Jedhe Chronology 

A contemporary record that provides chronological details of events during Shivaji's era, offering valuable 

context to his military campaigns and tactics. 

 

Academic Articles and Journals 

1. "Military Innovations and Guerrilla Warfare Tactics of Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj" by Dr. 

Manjanna T. 

Published in the International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews, this paper examines Shivaji's 

military innovations and their lasting impact on guerrilla warfare tactics. 

openrgate.org 

2. "Ganimi Kava" (Wikipedia) 

An overview of the guerrilla warfare tactics developed by Shivaji, detailing key features like swift cavalry 

raids, use of terrain, and intelligence gathering. 

 

Historical Context: The Rise of a Revolutionary Leader 

In 17th-century India, the Deccan region was a battleground of competing powers—the Mughal Empire 

under Aurangzeb, the Adil Shahi Sultanate of Bijapur, and the Qutb Shahi Sultanate of Golconda. Shivaji, 

born in 1630 at the Shivneri Fort, grew up in the rugged terrains of the Western Ghats and developed a 

profound familiarity with its hills, forests, and valleys. These natural landscapes would become the 

backbone of his guerrilla warfare tactics. 

Shivaji inherited a jagir from his father, Shahaji Bhonsle, but he envisioned a sovereign Hindu kingdom 

(Hindavi Swarajya). For this dream, he needed an effective military system that could outmaneuver the 

numerically and materially superior armies of the Mughals and Deccan Sultanates. 

 

Understanding Guerrilla Warfare: Principles and Characteristics 

Guerrilla warfare is a form of irregular warfare where small, mobile groups use ambushes, sabotage, raids, 

and hit-and-run tactics to fight a larger and less-mobile traditional military. Shivaji did not invent guerrilla 

tactics, but he adapted and refined them to suit Indian geography and political conditions. 

 

Key principles of his guerrilla warfare included: 

Knowledge of terrain 

Rapid mobility 

Surprise attacks 

Avoidance of direct confrontation 

Deception and psychological warfare 

https://www.ijfmr.com/
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Efficient intelligence network 

Flexible and decentralized command structure 

 

Use of Terrain and Fortresses 

Shivaji’s genius lay in his ability to turn nature into a weapon. He strategically constructed and fortified 

over 300 forts—such as Rajgad, Pratapgad, Sinhagad, and Raigad—across Maharashtra. These forts were 

not just military outposts but also storage units for arms, grain, and revenue. They provided a secure base 

for launching raids and offered refuge when larger armies gave pursuit. 

He used mountain passes, forested valleys, and narrow trails to his advantage, striking suddenly and 

disappearing into the hills. His forces, often on foot or horseback, traveled swiftly, even at night, and 

avoided traditional roads. 

 

Key Elements of Shivaji’s Guerrilla Strategy 

1. Ambush and Surprise Attacks 

Shivaji’s soldiers—lightly armored and agile—excelled in ambush warfare. One of the best examples was 

the Battle of Pratapgad (1659), where Shivaji defeated Afzal Khan, a general of Bijapur. Shivaji met Afzal 

Khan under the pretense of negotiation but had worn armor under his clothes and carried a concealed 

weapon (wagh nakh and bichwa). When Afzal Khan attacked, Shivaji countered swiftly and killed him, 

leading to a decisive Maratha victory. 

2. Hit-and-Run Tactics 

Rather than engaging in prolonged battles, Shivaji preferred short, quick raids that inflicted maximum 

damage and then retreat. He attacked enemy supply lines, looted treasuries, and destroyed 

communications. This kept enemy forces confused and reactive. 

For example, Shivaji's attack on Shaista Khan in Pune (1663) is legendary. Despite being heavily guarded, 

Shivaji infiltrated the Lal Mahal at night and injured Khan, forcing the Mughals into disarray. This 

psychological victory shook Mughal confidence. 

3. Mobility and Speed 

Shivaji’s cavalry—small, mobile, and extremely well-trained—was the heart of his army. They could 

cover large distances quickly and retreat before the enemy regrouped. This allowed Shivaji to conduct 

simultaneous campaigns across vast regions. 

4. Psychological Warfare 

Shivaji’s unpredictability and resilience created fear among enemies. His ability to strike anywhere, even 

in enemy strongholds, demoralized the Mughal forces. Aurangzeb called him a “mountain rat” in 

frustration, but even he recognized Shivaji’s military brilliance. 

5. Espionage and Intelligence 

A robust espionage network (Barkandaj) collected information about enemy movements, terrain, political 

developments, and internal weaknesses. Shivaji knew when and where to strike with surgical precision. 

6. Naval Guerrilla Warfare 

Recognizing the importance of maritime defense, Shivaji built a strong navy. His guerrilla tactics at sea 

were evident in his quick raids on Portuguese and Siddhi strongholds. Forts like Sindhudurg and Vijaydurg 

served as key naval bases. 

 

 

https://www.ijfmr.com/
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Organizational Strength and Military Administration 

Shivaji’s military was not a disorganized guerrilla band but a disciplined and well-administered force. He 

enforced strict codes of conduct—soldiers were prohibited from harassing civilians or women, and looting 

was controlled. 

 

The army was divided into: 

Mavale infantry – drawn from the hills 

Cavalry (Bargirs and Shiledars) – mobile and fast 

Fortress garrisons – strong defensive posts 

His military officers were chosen based on merit, not caste or birth—a revolutionary idea in the 17th 

century. 

Impact and Legacy of Guerrilla Warfare 

Shivaji’s guerrilla warfare had far-reaching consequences: 

Delayed Mughal expansion in the Deccan. 

Inspired future freedom fighters—from the Marathas under Peshwas to 19th and 20th-century 

revolutionaries. 

Challenged imperial orthodoxy of centralized war. 

Showed that indigenous knowledge and people’s support could defeat mighty empires. 

Even British officers like Colonel James Grant Duff admired Shivaji's tactical brilliance, and modern 

Indian military doctrine acknowledges his contribution to asymmetric warfare. 

 

Guerrilla Warfare in Modern Context: Shivaji’s Relevance Today 

Modern counterinsurgency and guerrilla warfare tactics resemble Shivaji’s methods. His understanding of 

local support, terrain, rapid deployment, and psychological operations is deeply studied in Indian military 

academies. The Indian Army’s motto “Yuddha kale cha shastragnya” (expert in the art of war) resonates 

with Shivaji’s legacy. 

 

Case Studies of Major Guerrilla Operations 

1. Battle of Pratapgad (1659) 

Shivaji defeated Afzal Khan through clever diplomacy and ambush. 

Used terrain of the fort to stage ambush for retreating Bijapur forces. 

2. Shaista Khan’s Attack (1663) 

Shivaji infiltrated Mughal camp in Pune and injured Khan. 

Highly successful morale-boosting attack using surprise and speed. 

3. Surat Raid (1664) 

Strategic plunder of Mughal trade city with minimal civilian harm. 

Financial and psychological victory. 

4. Escape from Agra (1666) 

After being placed under house arrest by Aurangzeb, Shivaji escaped disguised in fruit baskets. 

Demonstrated his audacity and cunning. 

 

Conclusion 

Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj was a military genius who did not just fight battles—he redefined the way  

https://www.ijfmr.com/
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wars were fought in India. His guerrilla tactics were not born out of necessity alone but out of brilliance, 

courage, and deep respect for his land and people. By combining the art of surprise with administrative 

discipline, he laid the foundation for a resilient Maratha Empire that would challenge the Mughal 

hegemony for over a century. Shivaji’s guerrilla warfare remains a timeless testament to indigenous 

strategy triumphing over imperial might—a lesson relevant to every Shivaji Maharaj is also called "the 

father of Guerrilla war fare of India " 
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