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ASOKA AND BUDDHISM 

THE CULT OF ASOKA HAS BEEN POPULAR IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY 
India. During the last ten years it has increased considerably. Not 
only have AMokan symbols been adopted by the Government of 
India, but much of modern Indian political thinking is being related 
to Adokan ideas. As is the case with all heroes of the past, the 
modern delineation is not always historically accurate. The initial 
difficulty is that of distinguishing between the man and the 
statesman. 

This confusion is frequent in recent studies on the emperor 
AMoka, and is due in part to the circumstances in which the evidence 
about him became known. Prior to 1837, AMoka was largely a mere 
name in the genealogies of Indian kings included in the ancient 
texts, the Purdnas.1 We are told that he belonged to the Mauryan 
dynasty, was the grandson of Candragupta, the founder of the 
dynasty and that he reigned for thirty-six years. Candragupta began 
his career in circa 321 B.C. He was thus a near contemporary of 
Alexander of Macedon, and is believed as a young man to have met 
Alexander during the latter's campaign in north-western India.2 
Further information about the first two Mauryan rulers is available 
from Greek and Latin sources3 which describe the close relations 
between Candragupta Maurya and Seleucus Nicator, who on the 
death of Alexander, founded the Seleucid dynasty at Babylon. There 
is little reference to Atoka and his work, in the post-Mauryan period. 
A few inscriptions of the twelfth century A.D. refer to him in a 
generally vague manner. 

The emperor Adoka in his lifetime issued a series of edicts and 
proclamations, which were inscribed on rock surfaces and on finely 
polished sandstone pillars throughout his vast empire. Most of 
these inscriptions are in Brdhmi, the earliest Indian script so far known 
to have been used for the writing of Sanskrit and Prakrit.4 As the script 
developed and changed through the centuries, the earlier versions 
became archaic. As no systematic study of this script was maintained, it 
eventually became unreadable, and the inscriptions of Atoka therefore 
made no impression on later writing of history. It was not until 
1837 that they were deciphered by James Prinsep. 

The emphasis on their Buddhist content came about in a curious 
way. In the inscriptions, the author is described as Devdnampiya 
Piyadassi radja, The Beloved of the Gods, the king Piyadassi. The 
king seldom used his personal name, Atoka, and generally referred to 
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44 PAST AND PRESENT 

himself by the above title. The identification of the king Piyadassi 
was made on the basis of a comparison with the Buddhist chronicles 
of Ceylon in which AMoka is referred to as Piyadassi.5 The discovery 
of an inscription in 1915 (and others more recently), containing both 
the title and the personal name, however confirmed the identifi- 
cation. It is clear from AMoka's edicts that he was a Buddhist.6 
Buddhist sources from Ceylon, Tibet and China contain fairly 
detailed accounts of his life. The Adokan edicts were therefore 
interpreted on the basis of information provided by these sources. 
It is indeed unfortunate that in reconstructing his life and activities 
these and other religious sources were regarded as reliable and 
complementary evidence to that of his own inscriptions. The 
Buddhist sources, naturally wishing to take advantage of the fact that 
Adoka was a Buddhist, made him out to be a personification of piety, 
a picture which is not endorsed by his own inscriptions. 

In the studies of Atoka he is generally depicted as having been 
suddenly converted to Buddhism as a result of his remorse at the 
cruelty inflicted on the people of Kaliiiga during his campaign in that 
country, in the ninth year of his reign. Conformity to Buddhist 
ethics then appears to become the sole concern of the king's life. 
Smith (the first historian to write a monograph on AMoka), has 
described him as a monk and monarch at the same time.' This 
approach, though not accepted literally by all historians, has never- 
theless conditioned historical analysis of AMoka's reign. Among the 
more extreme views is that of Fritz Kern, who tried to examine the 
inner springs of AMoka's actions against the theological background of 
existence both in this world and the after life, as well as of what he 
believes to be a widespread desire on the part of Indians of this 
period to become ascetics and to escape from life by other means. 
He depicts at great length the supposed conflict in the mind of the 
king who wishes to free himself of earthly ties and yet is conscious 
of his responsibility as a ruler to society.8 Adoka was certainly 
attracted to Buddhism and became a practising Buddhist. But his 
was not an eccentric or sudden conversion as is clear from his own 
edicts. Buddhism in the context of society as it was then, was not 
just another religion. It was the result of a widespread movement 
towards change which affected many aspects of life from personal 
beliefs to social ideas. Any statesman with an understanding of the 
period would have had to come to terms with such an important new 
development. 

The inscriptions are of two kinds. The smaller group consists of 
declarations of the king as a lay Buddhist to his church, the Buddhist 
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ASOKA AND BUDDHISM 45 

Samgha.9 These describe his own acceptance of Buddhism and his 
relationship with the 

Sam.gha. 
Here the somewhat intolerant and 

wholly credulous believer appears, as in one inscription where he 
proclaims in no uncertain terms that dissident monks and nuns must 
be expelled from the Order. Another inscription in a less fanatical 
vein speaks of the various scriptures with which all good Buddhists 
should be familiar. By far the most important inscriptions are 
those of the larger group which may be described as proclamations 
to the public at large. This group consists of the Major and Minor 
Rock Edicts and the Pillar Edicts.10 These inscriptions explain his 
well-known policy of Dhamma. (Dhamma is the Prikrit form of the 
Sanskrit word Dharma, virtually untranslatable into English. It has 
been variously translated as Morality, Piety, Righteousness, etc. 
Since the precise nuance of the word cannot be conveyed, I prefer 
to keep it in the original.) It was in the conception of this policy, 
seen in the context of Mauryan India, that the true achievement of 
Adoka lay. He did not see Dhamma as piety resulting from good 
deeds inspired by formal religious beliefs, but as an emphasis on 
social responsibility. 

In the past historians have generally interpreted Adoka's Dhamma 
almost as a synonym for Buddhism, suggesting thereby that AMoka 
was concerned with making Buddhism a state religion. It is doubtful 
if this was his intention although he himself, as a firm believer in 
Buddhism, was convinced that it was the way to personal salvation. 
The policy of Dhamma was a policy of social responsibility. It 
aimed at building up an attitude of mind in which social behaviour, 
the behaviour of one person towards another, was considered of great 
importance. It was a plea for the recognition of the dignity of man, 
and for a humanistic spirit in the activities of society. 

In examining this policy it is necessary to analyse the conditions 
which gave rise to it. It was in part a policy which was nurtured in 
the mind of Adoka, but since he saw it largely as a solution to existing 
problems, it is in the light of these problems that its true value can be 
assessed. AMoka's private beliefs and his immediate environment of 
course had their share in moulding the policy. As a family, the 
Mauryas did not conform to the accepted religion of most royal 
families of the time, Brahmanism. Candragupta is said to have been 
a Jaina, and Bindusdra the father of Adoka favoured the Ajivikas. 
Both of these were non-orthodox sects and if anything antagonistic 
to Brahmanical ideas. The teachings of Mahdvira, who preached in 
the sixth century B.C. and who was a near contemporary of the Buddha, 
came to be called Jainism. It began as a protest against certain 
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aspects of Brahmanism, the prevailing religion. There was a 
considerable stress on non-violence to the extent of insisting that 
even the accidental killing of minute insects was sinful. All creation 
was said to function in accordance with a universal law, thus the 
power of the gods (who were the prime movers of the universe in 
Brahmanical belief) was greatly reduced. In fact Mahivira rarely 
refers to the gods in this capacity which has led to Jainism being 
described as atheistic. The transmigration of souls was fundamental 
to Jaina thinking. Like the Buddhists, the Jainas also aimed at 
Nirvdna, or the "ceasing of being reborn". The Ajivika movement 
was contemporary with Jainism. This again tended to be atheistic and 
maintained that the actions and events of one's life cannot be changed 
since they are predetermined by one's karma or destiny. This 
determinism was in conflict with the Brahmanical belief that a man 
could improve his lot in his next life by being virtuous and conforming 
to Brahmanical laws in his present life. These were considered 
heretical beliefs, and it is therefore not surprising that AMoka himself 
did not conform to Brahmanical theory and preferred to support the 
Buddhists. 

The sixth century B.C. in India may be described as a century of 
questioning. The existence of a variety of sects concerned both 
with religious belief and philosophical speculation testifies to a period 
of vigorous debate and discussion. Not only were the existing values 
questioned but each newly developed theory was put through a 
severe test of criticism. The uncompromising materialism of the 
early Carvdkas battled with the metaphysical subtleties of the 
Upanisadic thinkers. The Brahmanical stronghold gradually built 
up through the later Vedic period (from circa 900 B.C. onwards), 
was being attacked by the new forces. The privileges of the priests 
were being questioned, so too the efficacy of the ceremonies and the 
rituals which they performed. The caste system, which had begun 
to assume the features of its later rigidity, also came under attack, 
though often not in a direct way."x Generally the less fortunate of 
the four castes tended to favour the new sects as against their previous 
allegiance to Brahmanism. This was particularly the case with the 
third caste, the vaiSyas. Though technically included among the 
highly favoured twice-born (i.e. first with their natural birth and the 
second time on their initiation), in the practical matters of daily life 
they tended to be excluded from the privileges of the first two castes. 12 

Buddhism was, as it were, the spearhead of these dissident groups. 
It demanded a relaxing of the social rigidity encouraged by the caste 
system. As it did not favour the privileges of the upper castes, it 
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had a tremendous appeal among the other sections of society. 13 The 
ritualistic side of Buddhism associated itself with the popular cults, 
such as those connected with tree-worship and the fertility cults.14 
The conception of the "Middle Way" propagated a code of ethics 
which took into consideration the practical necessities of daily life 
and did not demand the impossible. This must have provided a 
workable solution to the many who could not or did not have the 
leisure to find salvation through becoming ascetics in the best of 
Brahmanical traditions. Added to this was the fact that there was 
a large element of democracy in the organisation of Buddhist 
monasteries during this period.15 Thus Brahmanism was seeking 
to establish itself with the rigidity in social ideas and emphasis on 
temporal control which were to characterise it in the early centuries 
A.D., while at the same time the dissident groups tried to keep back 
this force. 

These religious and social trends were related to certain economic 
changes of a fundamental nature which had occured in the centuries 
immediately before the Mauryan period. The Aryan economy in 
northern India, a semi-nomadic pastoral economy during the early 
Vedic period (up to circa 9oo B.C.), was changing to a settled agrarian 
village economy. This was the natural step after the forests had 
been cleared and agrarian village communities became the general 
pattern in the Ganges valley. However, these changes did not occur 
at a uniform pace throughout the sub-continent. Areas in the Deccan 
for instance remained at a pastoral stage for a longer period. The 
new economy in the northern region brought with it the institution 
of bureaucracy in the rural officers and the tax-collectors. The 
expansion of the agrarian economy at this stage accelerated the 
realisation that a single predominant economy facilitated the 
evaluation of taxes. There was also much to be gained from such 
an economy by those who governed, since it would permit more 
easily than any other the almost permanent fixing of taxation systems 
and tax rates. The predictability of revenue in the form of taxes 
created a feeling of economic security. These ideas are clearly 
expressed in a text on policy which dates from this period, the 
Arthasdstra. It was written by Kautalya the minister of Candragupta. 
The author assumes that monarchy is the ideal form of government 
and elaborates in great detail on the processes of administration under 
such a system. State supervision of practically every activity is 
advised. The right of the state to tax all possible sources of income 
is claimed. 

Together with the establishment of an agrarian economy, the 
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pre-Mauryan period saw the opening up of trade on an extensive 
scale. This also resulted in the increasing importance of the Vaisyas 
who formed the majority of the traders and merchants. The material 
improvement of the Vaisyas through trade strengthened their position 
in urban life and fanned their resentment against the unjustified 
privileges of the upper castes. The establishment of guilds ushered 
in a new factor in urban society. City life came to depend on them 
to a high degree and the socially more favoured had now to contend 
with a new opposition. Trade developed internally, with neighbour- 
ing countries and with those across the seas. The penetration of 
Aryan culture into south India increased during this period and 
followed the various trade routes. These were usually along the 
river valleys. The volume of trade along the overland routes across 
modern Afghanistan and Persia to the Mediterranean ports, increased 
greatly. For the many Greek settlers along these routes, who were 
deserters from Alexander's army and others, this east-west trade 
became a highly lucrative business. Regular trade was also conducted 
between Broach on the west coast of India, and Babylon.16 The 
communication of ideas must also have accompanied the trade in 
spices, textiles, precious stones and gold. 

Up to a point these economic factors assisced in the evolution of 
the political pattern. The Mauryan period saw the imposition of 
imperial control over an extensive area of small kingdoms and 
republics. During the reign of A4oka, the empire included almost 
the entire sub-continent of India and parts of Afghanistan. This 
imperial system was a comparatively new feature to Indian politics. 
The previous dynasty, the Nandas, had ruled an empire for a short 
period, but it was not nearly as extensive as that of the Mauryas, nor 
did it include such a variety of peoples and cultures. The Mauryan 
empire was not restricted to the Ganges valley and its neighbourhood, 
where the population was either Aryan in culture or was acquainted 
with Aryan culture. It included more diverse elements, many of 
whom were thrown together for the first time. The hub of the 
empire was the highly Aryanised region of Magadha in modern Bihar. 
The extremities however were quite foreign to each other. The 
cosmopolitan Indo-Greek region of Gandhfra in the north-west, 
belonged to an almost totally different culture from the Dravidian 
south. The size and scope of the imperial structure, together with 
the diversity of its constituents, led to the emergence of a political 
form that placed an overwhelming emphasis on governmental 
machinery and authority. 

It would seem that the people of the Mauryan empire needed a 
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focus or some common stand for all these conflicting or divergent 
forces, something that would draw them together and give them a 
feeling of unity. Such a focus would naturally have greater success 
if supported by the emperor, since the structure of Mauryan India 
invested control in the ruler at the centre. In fact the empero 
himself was the author of a movement which aimed at this very 
object. In seeking a group of unifying principles, A4oka concentrated 
on the fundamental aspects of each issue, and the result was his 
policy of Dhamma. 

It is apparent that the principles of Dhamma were acceptable to 
people belonging to any religious sect.'7 The policy was not defined 
in terms of rules and regulations. It seems to have been deliberately 
left vague in details, and only the broad policy is given, which was to 
mould behaviour. Of the basic principles, the one on which A4oka 
laid most stress and which he repeated frequently was that of 
toleration. Toleration according to him was of two kinds: a 
toleration of people themselves and also a toleration of people's 
beliefs and ideas. He sums it up as follows: 

". consideration towards slaves and servants, obedience to mother and 
father, generosity towards friends, acquaintances and relatives, and towards 
priests and monks .. ." 
"But the Beloved of the Gods does not consider gifts or honour to be as 
important as the advancement of the essential doctrine of all sects,. . . Its 
basis is the control of one's speech, so as not to extoll one's own sect or 
disparage that of another on unsuitable occasions .. . On each occasion one 
should honour another man's sect, for by doing so one increases the influence 
of one's own sect and benefits that of the other man; while by doing otherwise 
one diminishes the influence of one's own sect and harms the other man's ... 
Therefore concord is to be commended, so that men may hear one another's 
principles .. ." 
Another principle fundamental to the practice Qf Dhamma was 

non-violence. AMoka did not insist upon it as a religious precept 
like the Buddhists and Jainas, but because violence was not in keeping 
with social behaviour. The practice of non-violence consisted both 
in the renunciation of war and conquest by violence, and in a restraint 
on the killing of animals. But his was not a stubborn insistence on 
complete non-violence. He did recognise that there were occasions 
when violence might be unavoidable, as for instance when the more 
primitive forest tribes were troublesome to his officers. In a very 
moving passage on the general suffering, physical and mental, caused 
by war, he declares that in adhering to Dhamma he will not conquer 
by force in the future. Without doubting his sincere intentions in 
this matter, it may however be pointed out that there was little in the 
way of territory left for him to conquer in the sub-continent. He 
also states that he would prefer his descendents not to conquer by 
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force, but if they should have to, then he hopes that it will be 
conducted with a maximum of mercy and clemency. 

The policy of Dhamma also included measures which today would 
be described as "social welfare". The emperor claims that: 

"On the roads I have had banyan trees planted, which will give shade to 
beasts and men. I have had mango groves planted and I have had wells 
dug and rest houses built every nine miles . . And I have had many 
watering places made everywhere for the use of beasts and men. But this 
benefit is important, and indeed the world has enjoyed attention in many 
ways from former kings as well as from me. But I have done these things in 
order that my people might conform to Dhamma". 
He attacked in no uncertain terms what he describes as "useless 

ceremonies and sacrifices", held as a result of superstitious beliefs, as 
for example those which were meant to ensure a safe journey or a 
quick recovery from an illness. These were the stock-in-trade of the 
lower order of priests who exploited their position in order to earn 
money on the side. 

In order to implement this policy A4oka instituted a category of 
officers known as the Dhamma-mahdmattas (the officers of Dhamma). 
They were responsible for publicising Dhamma, acting as the reporters 
of the king and more generally for bringing the king and his govern- 
ment in touch with public opinion. They seem gradually to have 
developed into a type of priesthood of Dhamma, with extensive powers 
of interference in the lives of the people, thus to a degree nullifying 
their very purpose. They were also sent on missions to neighbouring 
countries and to various Hellenic kingdoms in the west. Adoka was 
so convinced of the success of his Dhamma and of his attempts at 
encouraging Indian society to adjust itself to the changes, that he 
appears to have believed that his own efforts might be of help to 
other rulers elsewhere. 

Despite the fact that the reign of Adoka brought thirty years of 
peace, and marked material prosperity (as is evident from archaeologi- 
cal remains), nevertheless Aioka did not succeed in attempting to 
unite the empire or produce large scale enthusiasm for Dhamma. 
The reasons for this are many. Some may be attributed to his own 
faults, such as his early over-enthusiasm and his later self-complacency. 
Others lay outside the scope of Dhamma and must be sought in the 
pattern of Indian polity. In evaluating his contribution it can 
certainly be said to his credit that he understood the problems of his 
age, i.e., the need for a unifying factor in a society composed of units 
at various levels of development. It is unfortunate that his solution, 
the policy of Dhamma, was too vague, and perhaps too idealistic. 

School of Oriental and African Studies, London Romila Thapar 
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NOTES 
F. E. Pargiter, Dynasties of the Kali Age (London, 1931), pp. 26 ff. 

2 Plutarch, Life of Alexander, lxii. 
3 These accounts may be found in the works of the following writers, Strabo, 

Arrian, Megasthenes, Diodorus, Ptolemy and Pliny. 
4 A few inscriptions in the north-west of India are inscribed in Kharosthi, 

a script derived from the Persian Aramaic. In 1958 a bilingual inscription in 
Greek and Aramaic was discovered near Kandahar in Afghanistan. 

5 Dipavamsa, ed. Oldenberg (Pali Texts Soc., 1879), vi. I. 
6 Jules Bloch, Les Inscriptions d'Asoka (Paris, 1950), pp. 145-6. 
7 V. Smith, Asoka, 3rd edn. (Oxford, 1920). 
Kern, Asoka (Bern, 1956). 
The literal meaning of Samngha is "society" or "assembly". It was the 

official title adopted for the Buddhist Order of monks. 
10 The first group consists of the Schism Edict, Bhabra Edict, Rummindei 

pillar inscription and the Nigalis'gar pillar inscription. (Bloch, op. cit., 
pp. 152-158). The larger and more important group consists of the Major 
and Minor Rock Edicts and the Pillar Edicts. (Bloch, op. cit., pp. 90-151, 
and pp. 161-172). 

xx The caste system divides society into four main castes. The highest 
caste is that of the brahmans or priests. This is followed by the khatriyas, the 
aristocracy, also referred to as the warrior caste. The third in rank are the 
vailyas which included the merchants, land-owners and the wealthier cultivators. 
The fourth caste was that of the fiidras, generally the poorer peasants and their 
counterparts in urban centres. Beyond this four-fold division were the 
outcastes and the unmouchables who were considered impure owing to the 
nature of their professions. A Hindu is born into a particular caste and no 
amount of social or economic improvement can change the caste in a person's 
lifetime. 

12 Aitereya Brahmana (AnanddSrama Sanskrit Ser., Poona 1896), vii. 20. 
13 Evidence for these attitudes is available from the Jataka stories. These 

were current in the Buddhist period and later, and reveal a detailed picture of 
society at the time. 

14 This is clear from the incorporation of cult symbols in the earliest existing 
Buddhist art at the sites sacred to the religion such as Sanchi and Bharhut. 

15 The rules regarding the Order in the Vinaya Pi.taka point to this. 
16 These routes and trade connections are mentioned in a number of sources: 

Arthasdstra, ed. G. Sastri (Trivandrum, 1924-5); Strabo, Geography, xv. I. 50; 
Rhys Davids, Buddhist India (London, 1903), pp. 103 ff.; W. W. Tarn, 
Hellenistic Civilisation (London, 1927), Pp. 211 ff. 

17 In this discussion of Dhamma, the sources are the Edicts mentioned in 
note Io above. 

This content downloaded  on Thu, 14 Mar 2013 06:36:37 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. [43]
	p. 44
	p. 45
	p. 46
	p. 47
	p. 48
	p. 49
	p. 50
	p. 51

	Issue Table of Contents
	Past & Present, No. 18 (Nov., 1960), pp. 1-112
	Front Matter [pp. 1-2]
	Editorial Notes [pp. 3-7]
	Discussion of H. R. Trevor-Roper: "The General Crisis of the Seventeenth Century." [pp. 8-42]
	Aśoka and Buddhism
[pp. 43-51]
	Georges Lefebvre [pp. 52-67]
	The Priestley Riots of 1791 [pp. 68-88]
	The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin Hood [pp. 89-110]
	Review
	The Commons [pp. 111-112]

	Back Matter



