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Many scholars have hailed Ashoka as the earliest monarch in the world to emphasise the
importance of satya (truth) and non-violence (ahimsa) and eschew war as a means to settling
national and international disputes. The greatness of' Ashoka has been attributed to his exclusively
Buddhist leanings, but this theory has been challenged. The advocates of the Jaina theory have
attempted to show that the entire Maurya dynasty followed Jainism and that Ashoka followed the
religion of his predecessors as he himself asserts in his inscriptions'. Non-violence is no doubt
more important in Jainism than in Buddhism. But truth and non-violence are ethical principles of
remote antiquity in Bharata Dharma. Therefore some scholars have argued that Ashoka was
neither a Buddhist nor a Jaina but a follower of Sanatana Dharma or "Porana Pakiti' as he himself
says?. His regard for all sects is more in conformity with the tenets of the Brahmanical religion
than Buddhism or Jainism, which at this period were small monastic sects, intolerant towards
tirthikas pasandas and heretics. The Buddhist accounts of the conversion of Ashoka by Upagupta or
Tissa or Nigrodha etc., are flatly contradicted by Ashoka’s own statement that it was the Kalinga
war that produced a moral revolution in him. Nowhere in the Jaina or Buddhist texts do we find
mention of the Kalinga war, nor does Ashoka acknowledge anywhere that his missionary effort
was inspired by Moggaliputta Tissa. Ashoka claimed great success throughoutJambu Dvipa but
there (s little ‘evidence that Greece, Macédon, Cyrene, Corinth, Epirus, 'Syria, etc. were all
converted to the particular dogmas of Thera vada Buddhism; which Ashoka is said to have
endorsed after the refutation of the eighteen heretical sects in the Pataliputra council.

The Mahabharata (and with it the Gita) forms the main source of Dharma and apart from
the interpolations, it must substantially have been compiled at least before c. 500 B.C.? Holtzmann,
Lassen, Schroeder, Hopkins, Wintemitz, Meyer and others who have tried to analyse the
Mahabharata saw only successive reactions and failed to account for the fundamental plan
underlying the whole work, Prof. Pisani remarks : ""Who has told these Western critics that the
didactic parts have been added to the epic ones?” The Gita in its place is an indissoluble part of the
poem according to Sylvain Levi. According to Levi, the Gita is the ideal centre - the poet of the
Gita is that of the Mahabharata, with religious and practical aims."* Even when the Bhrguization
of the original text took place in the first and second centuries A.D. as evident from the mention of
Roma in the Sabha Parva, Kaserumant (Caesars, according to Weber and Levi), Dinara etc. the
spirit of the ancient text was preserved in its entirety as sacrosanct and the Mahabharata verses in
Baudhayana, Vasistha, Manu, Vishnu, Yajnavalkya, Narada and other smrtis, the Maha Bhashya,
Apastamba and other Dharma Sutras show that the epic formed the primary source for Dharma.

It should therefore be acknowledged that the Mahabharata exercised universal influence
throughout the country for nearly a millennium from the sixth century B.C. to the Gupta age and
Ashoka shows close acquaintance with the message of the Mahabharata and the Gita. To assert
that the age gave prominence only to the Prakrits and that the orthodox reaction after the

www.srikanta-sastri.org Page 1



The Dharma of Ashoka and the GITA Dr S. Srikanta Sastri

Mauryas was responsible for the revival of Sanskrit is to ignore the existence of such works as the
Artha Shastra and the Maha Bhashya and attach undue importance to the Jaina and Buddhist
works. There was no period of ancient Indian history when we can safely assert that Sanskrit was
either a dead language or that its all-pervading influence was in abeyance. The Vedic religion
certainly did not cease to exist merely because Jaina and Buddhist faiths spread in some parts of
India. All India was not converted to Buddhism or Jainism and neither was Buddhism the state
religion under Ashoka.

The Raja Dharma section of the Mahabharata presents the political and ethical ideals of
several ancient schools and Kautilya's Artha Shastra represents the particular viewpoint of its
author on matters dealt with in the Raja Dharma. There is absolutely no basis for the contention of
some who have invoked the name of Broeler, that Kautilya was probably indebted to the Greek
conceptions of the city-state, imperialism, administrative machinery or army organisation. Ashoka,
however, seems to have preferred the older ideals of polity and ethics of the Mahabharata and the
Gita, instead of adhering to the Kautilyan injunctions. The Artha Shastra envisaged a different
situation when Shastra and shastra as well as territorial sovereignty had come under the control of
an irresponsible executive represented by the Nanda imperialism. After the consolidation of the
empire and more than half a century of ordered administration, Ashoka seems to have assured
himself that the higher ideals embodied in the Mahabharata should be given a fair trial. The epic
was not a mere textbook of Dharma but a practical guide. Bhishma says that mere textbook
knowledge of Dharma is/of little use'but that knowledge shouldbe reinforced by Prajna and that
the common people should be definitely ordered by the king to follow the precepts where thereis
doubt regarding one's duty’. But the Dharma should be comprehensive and not of one school only.

Al HcaNETAC dd AR |
TATTHRIERT FATATEFAT ALY ||
N )
a1 gfafaerdedr ISReT dasdd: |
agen@?r T AT FURACTT (Apaddharma. Ch. 140 3-4. Cf. Prajna Vada. (Gita, 1, II).

Ashoka seems to have attempted a synthesis of Raja Dharma and Apaddharma with the
Moksha Dharma as depicted in the Shanti Parva. His quest for Shanti for his own self as well as
for all living beings was guided not by any sectarian creed but by the eternal principles of
Sanatana Dharma. The attempts of some scholars, who by a misinterpretation of the words of
Ashoka have tried to prove that Ashoka was inimical to the caste system to the superior claims of
the Brahmanas, the Vedic ceremonies, the older gods etc, have proved futile, in the face of the clear
evidence of his own inscriptions. He is never tired of enjoying reverence and gifts to Brahmanas¢
as to all others worthy of respect. He himself displayed the images of the gods, etc.” He believed in
Svarga®, Karma, Dharma, rebirth and retribution - the cardinal tenets of Vedic culture. He
accepted the Dharma Shastra classification of Karmas as nitya naimittika, kamya and nishiddha. The
modified prohibition of animal slaughter was not directed against Vedic sacrifices, which must
have been few and far between even as in the previous and subsequent ages. The controversy
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regarding animal slaughter in sacrifices had existed long before him? and continued long after him.
The attempt to trace any Buddhist or Jaina influence in this prohibition is due to ignorance of the
literature on this topic.

In his reaction to war and its horrors, Ashoka is represented as a contrast to the Gita ideal
which enjoins Dharma Yuddha for the Kshatriyas. When Arjuna was confronted with the same
problem, his first reaction seems to have been like that of Ashoka after the Kalinga war. Shoka and
Moha clouded the judgment of Arjuna’©.

MhANGIET ETHIATIAR AT FocT UG &TAUHIE Ygealld TEATE, JEIGuRTH

Shankara Gita — Bhasya 1-10

But Ashoka regrets Asura Vijaya motivated by personal glory. In Asura Vijaya there is
wanton destruction of old men, children and non-combatants, contrary to the rule of righteous

war!!,
agr. o @ daeam. @ @ & 37 o
qUIUTAERHY dareAfd T o agd

Ashoka says that slaughter, death and carrying of the captives was only one of the causes
for his regret. A stronger reason for his regret was the harm done to Brahmanas and Shramanas
and others whose duty was to preach Dharma'2. This was the greater violence; Ashoka was not
against all violence as he warns the forest peoples to turn from evil ways that they be not
chastised.

I T Jed o ey ffea safa T i
A 3T fASAf 3™ o 981d | R.E. XIII

Ashoka did not abolish capital punishment. Danda was not entirely given up in accordance
with the maxim:

YA gTd AT &1y & faead | (Gital 31 cd)

Kautilya enjoins punishment according to the degree of the crime, neither mridu nor
Tikshna but yatharha. This does not mean the equality of law according to a preconceived theory of
the equal castes. There is therefore no basis for the assumption that Ashoka acted according to the
principle that Rajadanda upholds Dharma.'s

TJAUTHHATI elehELTIRRETON |
I TAYATAT TTTHATTAH: ||

gar fg ohaell dlh W IH T Tl |
AT 3 T e T FUT AN FAYA: |
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As Bhishma says, kingship involves cruelty but weakness and vacillation in the ruler will
lead to greater harm.

A I AT Eae T TeTHATadA |
greTelelr #1dg, ToTm arerfored #Rd I
ERCIEERII R G S IR G H

gavda vt e Ja eefor aree ||
3T Yeleel Jordealy emfaen |

e f§ gfSrar we Jd: w9 g
JEISTAA IS dd. Jailell TA Jad |
fcgeeadcse™ HaggaRy |

fAewara wadr e F T GGy AT |

The analysis of Ashoka's precepts shows that neither in his dogmas nor in the general
ethical principles was there anything distinctively Buddhist or Jaina. Ashoka nowhere mentions
the Four Aryan Truths, nor Pratitya Samutpada, nor the eight-fold path, cardinal to Buddhism.
The advocates of the Jaina theory are content to assume that Ashoka was at first a Jaina but later
preached only Samayana Dharma. The Bhabru edict addressed to the Buddhist Samgha, Ashoka's
visits to Buddhist holy places, the grants to Ajivikas indicate merely that he was areverent student
of these systems and cherished their/welfare, in accordance with the ancient/Brahmanical ideal of
toleration and understanding of all religions. He followed the Gita precepts'?

" gigHe ST AT HAANAE"

He asks all people to follow his example and show energy. 'Let small and great exert
themselves."'¢ ". . . 'The fruit is not to be attained by the great man only, because even the small
man who chooses to exert himself may win great happiness in heaven." This conforms to the Gita

injunction:

JEIER T ASSEIcdGda’ Siet: |
T I JHON Fod Alehtceaiderd | (3.21)

Obedience to elders and parents, respect for life, truth and similar ethical precepts are called
by Ashoka Dharma gunas and Purana Prakat:, (ancient natural instinct or Sanatana Dharma).
Ashoka did not emphasise the ultimate Gita ideal of Nishkama Karma which is only possible for a
tew highly disciplined minds but a lower every-day morality for the masses, with promises of
happiness in Svarga and threats of the consequences of sin. The Gita says: “Even as those ignorant
people become engrossed in karmas the wise also perform karmas with the most important
difference - that the latter are unattached to the fruit and do their duty as a disinterested service to
humanity (loka samgraha.)"'". Porana Pakiti therefore also means duties done under the influence of
Prakriti which is anadi and has the three gunas.
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The later Brahmanas and Upanishads had asserted the impermanence of all karmas JJg

HATIAT olleh: &figd Td TaregT quafar ofeh: & | Ch. Up. L. The Gita also echoes the same idea.
(@florqud Aeeh faRifd) The Karma Kanda reasserted the permanence of happiness in heaven
AT HIH A WA and postulated apurva. The Veda enjoins kriya (TFATaE fSrareidecard 1) or

bhavana'® which has three components-the goal or fruit (sadhya), the means (sadhana) and duty
(itikartavyata). Salvation is sadhya and not siddha according to this view. Accordingly Ashoka says
"a good deed is a difficult thing ... .. sin is an easy thing."(R.E.V.) "Men of all sects desire mastery
over the senses and purity of mind. Man, however, is various in his wishes, and various in his
likings." This is the Upanisad and Gita teaching about the difficulty of controlling the senses and
how our thoughts and desires shape our destiny and personality'®. Not only the thoughts at the
moment of death but throughout life determine the man's future. Steadfastness?° and devotion are
therefore insisted on by Ashoka. He says: "This is the ceremony to be performed until the purpose
thereof is fulfilled; for those ceremonies that are another than these - they are all of doubttul eftect.
It may achieve that purpose or it may not. And it is only for this world. But this ceremonial of
Dharma is not of time. Even if one does not achieve the object in this world, in the world beyond is
produced endless merit. But if one achieves that purpose in this world the gain of both results from
it - that object in this world and endless merit in the other world." (R.E. IX).

The Gita characterises the regular performance of the three Dharma skandhas, yajna, dana
and tapas?' as sat and these nitya karmas should be done without egotism and /will lead to

purification (visuddhikarani-shamkara). 'Sat is explained in 17-26 as Hg $d WD T Fiecddd
V{LFEIT-T | SR FATT JAT HToog: Ird ?EI:?ZIT-T I Therefore Ashoka is never tired of asserting the

value of true yajna, adhyayana and dana. He enjoins the antevasin to observe Brahmacharya in

gurukula. (AT 3Aarf@aT 3maRY 39RATIGT The Brhudaranyaka Upanishad VI. 22) also says:

T3 Elelel AGATARIheicdd fafeear Aiasiata |
TdHT Ydlfolal dhiAwad: Jdeliad |
Ashoka in accordance with the Vedic maxim that we owe a debt to living beings says:

"Work I must for the welfare of all ........ And for what do I toil? For no other end than this that [
may discharge my debt to animate beings." (R. E. VI)

ROM N0GUThed HaAT Al faedd |
STIATAT § O SeAT: RffeRoEe sraa |l

This threefold debt is discharged by sacrifice, study and charity. Regarding Dana, Ashoka
while emphasising the great merit of ordinary gifts, gives greater importance to Dharma dana or
sattvtka dana as described in the Gita.
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STaeTAT Ielel GRIdeIIhIRoT |
R Tl T 9T T e gl Hifcdsh THAHA I 17.20

The gift of' a knowledge of Dharma is the best.

Similarly when Ashoka enjoins control of the tongue (vacha gupti), not wounding the
teelings of others, honour to all Brahmanas, Shramanas and elders, mastery over the senses, purity
of mind, gratitude, steadfastness, study of sacred texts, etc., he is echoing the words of the Gita
regarding sattvika tapas.

e AT el AT |

SeATIARGH T RR a9 3T3d |

3efeaie] e ed Oafed o Iq |
TATERATIITS 39 d9d T dv 334 |

HT: 9HIG: HiFded HAlFATCATATE: |
HaEYfERAT o AFT=gd |

AT AT T qATEATae #A%: |

eI Alfcash IRTEId | (Gita 17. 14..17)

Finally it cannot be too strongly emphasised that universal compassion and maitrs, though
adopted in later Buddhism is metaphysically and logically inconsistent with a faith which denies
the existence of Atma and asserts shunyatva, kshanikatva and niralmbana. Universal compassion can
be possible only on the basis of sarvatmaikatva ot the Vedanta. Ashoka was motivated by an ethics
and metaphysics different from that of the Buddhists who denied the soul or of the Jainas who
were dualists. He tried to cultivate the samatva of the sthita prajna.

FeTAARET HEIEASTay |
aryeafy T Oy gAgRefafsad |
FAHTEYATCHT T ATeHTeT |
SeTd ANTYFATCAT Hd: FHGH: ||
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TFdT: FAUIIEAE J2AT FAfed R |
Fd1q feardUasFdB Ty e haaes |
%ﬁ:ﬁﬂﬂmﬁiﬂ:mﬁ?r:l
IEHRIAASIHT FellgiATd Fedd ||
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T3 Sl dusdd UTaalifel HANoTe |
Compare Ch. Up 1, 23. 1

T YATHAT | JAEIY AR TIATAT UF Sfdfcrdl SeAaradhaarl Jdicdda lTcATH
ITAEgoladede] | §d Td quasdiehr afd | sEagededeaafd |
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