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Learning Objectives

Understand  the  rise  of  the  Mauryan  Empire  and  the  contributions  of  Chandragupta  Maurya,

Bindusara,  and  Emperor  Ashoka.  Learn  about  the  administration  of  the  Mauryan  Empire,  the

importance of inscriptions, the Kalinga War, and Ashoka's Dhamma. Explore how Ashoka promoted

peace, religious tolerance, and good governance throughout his empire and beyond.

Introduction to the Mauryan Empire

The Mauryan Empire was the first great empire to unite a large part of the Indian subcontinent under

one powerful administration. Established around 2,300 years ago, it marked a significant milestone in

Indian history by introducing a strong central government, an organized administrative system, and

an efficient network of officials.

The  Mauryan  rulers  expanded  trade,  maintained  law  and  order,  built  roads,  and  encouraged

communication across distant regions. Their achievements laid the foundation for political unity and

good governance in ancient India. Among all the Mauryan rulers, Emperor Ashoka is remembered as

one of the greatest kings in world history because of his commitment to peace and humanity.

Chandragupta Maurya and the Foundation of the Empire

The Mauryan Empire was founded by Chandragupta Maurya with the guidance of his teacher and

advisor Chanakya, also known as Kautilya. Together, they defeated the Nanda rulers and established

a vast empire that stretched across much of northern India.

After  Chandragupta,  the  empire  was  ruled  by  his  son  Bindusara,  who  further  strengthened  the

kingdom  and  expanded  its  territories.  Later,  Bindusara's  son  Ashoka  became  one  of  the  most

influential rulers in Indian history. The Mauryan Empire was much larger than the earlier kingdoms

and required a highly organized administration to govern its vast territories effectively.

Administration of the Mauryan Empire

The Mauryan rulers established several important administrative and commercial centers across the

empire.  The  capital  city  was  Pataliputra  (present-day  Patna),  which  served  as  the  political  and

administrative headquarters.

Other major cities included Taxila, an important center connecting India with Central Asia through

trade routes, and Ujjain,  a significant commercial  city linking northern and southern India.  These

cities played an important role in administration, trade, education, and communication. To manage

such  a  large  empire,  the  rulers  appointed  numerous  officials  to  collect  taxes,  supervise  trade,

maintain law and order, and ensure that royal policies were implemented throughout the kingdom. A

strong army protected the empire from external attacks and maintained internal security.



Kingdoms and Empires

A kingdom is generally a smaller territory ruled by a king, while an empire consists of many kingdoms

or regions brought under the control of a single ruler. Because empires cover vast areas and include

diverse populations, they require more complex administrative systems than ordinary kingdoms.

The Mauryan Empire developed an efficient taxation system, maintained a large standing army, and

established a network of officials to govern different provinces. These administrative improvements

helped maintain unity and stability across the empire.

Ashoka's Inscriptions

One of Emperor Ashoka's greatest contributions was his use of inscriptions to communicate directly

with his people. Unlike earlier rulers, Ashoka had his messages carved on rocks and stone pillars

placed throughout his empire.

Most of these inscriptions were written in the Prakrit language using the Brahmi script, making them

understandable to ordinary people.  Through these inscriptions,  Ashoka shared instructions about

good conduct, honesty, compassion, religious tolerance, and responsible citizenship. Today, these

inscriptions serve as valuable historical sources that help historians understand the administration,

beliefs, and policies of the Mauryan Empire.

The Kalinga War

One of the most significant events in Ashoka's life was the Kalinga War, fought against the kingdom

of Kalinga in present-day Odisha. Although Ashoka won the war, it resulted in enormous destruction

and the loss of thousands of lives.

After witnessing the suffering caused by the conflict, Ashoka experienced deep sorrow and regret.

Instead of celebrating his victory, he realized that violence brought only pain and misery. This life-

changing  experience transformed his  outlook  and changed the  course  of  Indian  history.  Ashoka

became  one  of  the  very  few  rulers  in  history  who  willingly  abandoned  wars  of  conquest  after

achieving military success.



Ashoka's Dhamma

Principles of  Righteous Living: Following the Kalinga War,  Ashoka adopted the peaceful

teachings of Buddhism and devoted himself to spreading Dhamma, meaning righteous conduct

or moral living. His Dhamma was not intended to establish a new religion but to encourage

ethical values that everyone could follow.

Ashoka taught people to respect parents and elders, treat servants and animals with kindness,

always speak the truth, avoid unnecessary violence, and maintain harmony among followers of

different religions. He believed that a ruler should care for his people just as a father cares for

his children. His policy of Dhamma promoted compassion, tolerance, honesty, self-discipline,

and mutual respect throughout society.

Spread of Dhamma

To spread these values across the empire, Ashoka appointed special officers known as Dhamma

Mahamattas. These officials travelled to villages and towns, educating people about moral behavior

and resolving social disputes peacefully.

Ashoka also sent messengers to neighboring kingdoms and distant countries such as Sri  Lanka,

Syria, Egypt, and Greece to share his message of peace and goodwill. These efforts helped spread

Indian culture and Buddhist teachings beyond the borders of the Mauryan Empire.

Importance of the Mauryan Empire and Ashoka

The  Mauryan  Empire  demonstrated  how  a  vast  territory  could  be  governed  through  efficient

administration and organized institutions. Ashoka's transformation after the Kalinga War remains one

of history's most remarkable examples of leadership based on compassion rather than military power.

His ideas of peace, religious tolerance, justice, and public welfare continue to inspire people around

the world. The inscriptions, monuments, and historical records left behind by Ashoka remain among

the most valuable sources for understanding ancient Indian history.

Practice Questions

Who founded the Mauryan Empire?

Name the capital city of the Mauryan Empire.

Why are Ashoka's inscriptions important?

How did the Kalinga War change Ashoka's life?

What were the main principles of Ashoka's Dhamma?
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2. 

3. 
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Answer Key

ANSWER  1: The  Mauryan  Empire  was  founded  by  Chandragupta  Maurya  with  the

guidance of Chanakya (Kautilya).

ANSWER 2: The capital city of the Mauryan Empire was Pataliputra, present-day Patna.

ANSWER 3: Ashoka's inscriptions are important because they provide valuable information

about his administration, policies, and the principles of Dhamma.

ANSWER 4: After  witnessing the destruction and suffering caused by the Kalinga War,

Ashoka  gave  up  violence  and  dedicated  his  life  to  promoting  peace  and  moral  values

through Dhamma.

ANSWER 5: Ashoka's  Dhamma emphasized  kindness,  truthfulness,  respect  for  elders,

compassion  towards  animals,  religious  tolerance,  peaceful  living,  and  concern  for  the

welfare of all people.
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