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Ashoka, the Emperor who Gave up War 
 

The Mauryan Empire 
 

The Mauryan dynasty was founded by Chandragupta Maurya about 2300 years 
ago. Chandragupta defeated the last ruler of the Nanda dynasty with the help of a 
wise man, Chanakya. Chanakya wrote the ‘Arthashastra’ in which he put down his 
ideas about managing the administration and collection of taxes by the state. 
King Ashoka was the grandson of Chandragupta Maurya. Under his rule, the 
Mauryan Empire expanded greatly. It was called an empire since it covered almost 
the entire Indian subcontinent. Empires differ from kingdoms in that they are larger 
and have a vast army. Since empires are large, they have several officials who 
collect taxes from the people. 

 

 
King Ashoka 

 

King Ashoka finds mention in various inscriptions and Buddhist texts. He inscribed many of his teachings 
on rocks and pillars. The Lion Pillar of Sarnath is a famous piece of sculpture which 
belonged to the Mauryan dynasty under king Ashoka. The image of the Ashoka pillar 
at Sarnath is found on the Indian currency- on notes as well as on coins. 

 

The Empire under Ashoka 
 The Mauryan Empire had several big cities like the capital city- Pataliputra, Taxila 

and Ujjain. These cities were mainly inhabited by the merchants, traders, officials 
andcraftsmen. 

 While Taxila was on the gateway to the north-west, Ujjain lay on a route from  
north tosouth. 

 
 
 

The Ashokan Pillar at 
Sarnath 

 Patliputra was directly ruled by the king. Officials were appointed to collect taxes from the farmers, 
traders, herders andcraftsmen. 

 The officials were paid salaries in cash and their work was supervised by the 
king along with the royal members and seniorministers. 

 The empire was divided into provinces and each province had a capital. Royal 
princes were sent as governors to manage the variousprovinces. 

 Farmersandherderslivedinthevillageswhilehuntersandgathererslivedin 
the forests. People living in the forests paid taxes to the government in the 
form of timber, wax, honey andelephants. 

  Since the Mauryan Empire encompassed vast lands, people living in different 
parts of the empire spoke different languages, followed different customs, ate 
different food and had different dressingstyles. 

Chanakya wrote the 
Arthashastra which deals with 
how the kings should govern 
their territories. 

 Various parts of the empire were famous for different things. According to the Arthashastra, while the 
north-west part of the country was famous for blankets, South India was famous for gold and precious 
stones. These resources were probably collected as a tribute from thepeople. 

 
The Kalinga War 
During the Mauryan dynasty, the current day coastal Orissa was known as Kalinga. It was not under the 
control of the Mauryan Empire. King Ashoka thus waged a war to conquer it. Many people were killed in 
the war and several others were injured. King Ashoka was filled with remorse and sadness when he saw 
the dead and the injured soldiers in the battlefield. He thereafter decided not to fight any more wars. He is 
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the only king in the history of the world who gave up conquests after winning a war. 
 

Ashoka's Policy of Dhamma 
 

Inspired by the teachings of Buddhism, Ashoka followed the policy of Dhamma. He wanted his subjects to 
follow these principles of dhamma: 

 

 
 

 Ashoka appointed several officials known as dhamma mahamatta who travelled to various places and 
taught the teachings ofdhamma. 

 Ashoka also inscribed his teachings on rocks and pillars. These messages were supposed to be read 
to those who could not read itthemselves. 

 Ashoka also sent his officials to Syria, Egypt, Greece and Sri Lanka to spread the message of 
dhamma. He also spread Buddhism in various countries of South and South-EastAsia. 

 King Ashoka himself was involved in many welfare activities. He built roads and rest houses, dug wells 
and arranged for medical treatment of human beings andanimals. 


