IS 228
Was Asoka a good Buddhist leader?

Name: _______________________ C: ______
Date: _________________________________

BUILDING BACKGROUND For centuries after the Aryan migration, India was divided into small states. Each state had
its own ruler and laws. Then, in the 300s BC, a foreign general, Alexander the Great, took over and unified part of
northwestern India. Soon after Alexander departed, a strong leader united India.

Mauryan Empire Unifies India
In the 320s BC a military leader named
Candragupta Maurya (kuhn-druh-GOOP-tuh
MOUR-yuh) rose to power in northern India. Using

The Mauryan Empire

an army of mercenaries, or hired soldiers, he
seized control of the entire northern part of India.
By doing so, he founded the Mauryan Empire.
Mauryan rule lasted for about 150 years.
For many years, Asoka watched his armies fight

Candragupta Maurya ruled his empire with the help

bloody battles against other peoples. A few years

of a complex government. It included a network of

into his rule, however, Asoka converted to

spies and a huge army of some 600,000 soldiers.

Buddhism. When he did, he swore that he would

The army also had thousands of war elephants and

not launch any more wars of conquest.

thousands of chariots. In return for the army’s

After converting to Buddhism, Asoka had the

protection, farmers paid a heavy tax to the

time and resources to improve the lives of his

government.

people. He had wells dug and roads built throughout

In 301 BC Candragupta decided to become a

the empire. Along these roads, workers planted

Jainist monk. To do so, he had to give up his throne.

shade trees, built rest houses for travelers, and

He passed the throne to his son, who continued to

raised large stone pillars carved with

expand the empire. Before long, the Mauryas ruled

Buddhist edicts, or laws. Asoka also encouraged

all of northern India and much of central India as

the spread of Buddhism in India and the rest of

well.

Asia. As you read in the previous section, he sent
missionaries to lands all over Asia.

Asoka

Asoka died in 233 BC, and the empire began to

Around 270 BC Candragupta’s grandson Asoka

fall apart soon afterward. His sons fought for power,

(uh-SOH-kuh) became king. Asoka was a strong

and invaders threatened the empire. In 184 BC the

ruler, the strongest of all the Mauryan emperors. He

last Mauryan king was killed by one of his generals.

extended Mauryan rule over most of India. In

India divided into smaller states once again.

conquering other kingdoms, Asoka made his own
empire both stronger and richer.

Inquiry Question: Was Asoka a good Buddhist leader?
In the pillars, Asoka is called Piyadasi which means “one who looks upon everything with kindness”
Provision – something that is provided
Dhamma – a teaching of Buddha
Pillar 1.10 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi,
Pillar 1.2 Everywhere … has Beloved-of-the-Gods,
does not consider glory and fame to be of great
King Piyadasi, made provision for two types of
account unless they are achieved through having my
medical treatment: medical treatment for humans
subjects respect Dhamma and practice Dhamma,
and medical treatment for animals. Wherever
both now and in the future. For this alone does
medical herbs suitable for humans or animals are
Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, desire glory
not available, I have had them imported and grown.
and fame. And whatever efforts Beloved-of-theWherever medical roots or fruits are not available I
Gods, King Piyadasi, is making, all of that is only
have had them imported and grown. Along roads I
for the welfare of the people in the next world, and
have had wells dug and trees planted for the benefit
that they will have little evil. And being without
of humans and animals.
merit is evil. This is difficult for either a humble
person or a great person to do except with great
effort, and by giving up other interests. In fact, it
may be even more difficult for a great person to do.
Pillar 1.5 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi,
speaks thus: To do good is difficult. One who does
good first does something hard to do. I have done
many good deeds, and, if my sons, grandsons and
Pillar 3.2 Beloved-of-the-Gods speaks thus:[35]
their descendants up to the end of the world act in
Father and mother should be respected and so
like manner, they too will do much good. But
should elders, kindness to living beings should be
whoever amongst them neglects this, they will do
made strong and the truth should be spoken. In
evil. Truly, it is easy to do evil.
these ways, the Dhamma should be promoted.
Likewise, a teacher should be honored by his pupil
and proper manners should be shown towards
relations. This is an ancient rule that conduces to
Pillar 1.7 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi,
long life. Thus should one act.
desires that all religions should reside everywhere,
for all of them desire self-control and purity of
heart. But people have various desires and various
passions, and they may practice all of what they
should or only a part of it. But one who receives
great gifts yet is lacking in self-control, purity of
heart, gratitude and firm devotion, such a person is
mean.

