
Edicts of Ashoka 
 

Ashoka was a powerful ruler of the Maurya Dynasty, ruled from 273 BC till his 

death in 232 BC. He had many edicts inscribed on stone throughout his empire, in the 

common language of the people (Prakrit).  “Dhamma” means, among other things, 

righteousness and goodness. “Piyadasi” is a name given to Ashoka that means “he who 

looks with kindness upon everything.” 

 

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, has caused this Dhamma edict to be written. Here (in 

my domain) no living beings are to be slaughtered or offered in sacrifice. Nor should 

festivals be held, for Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, sees much to object to in such 

festivals, although there are some festivals that Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, does 

approve of.  

 

Formerly, in the kitchen of Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, hundreds of thousands of 

animals were killed every day to make curry. But now with the writing of this Dhamma 

edict only three creatures, two peacocks and a deer are killed, and the deer not always. 

And in time, not even these three creatures will be killed. 

 

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: Twelve years after my coronation this 

has been ordered -- everywhere in my domain the Yuktas, the Rajjukas and the Pradesikas 

shall go on inspection tours every five years for the purpose of Dhamma instruction and 

also to conduct other business. Respect for mother and father is good, generosity to 

friends, acquaintances, relatives, Brahmans and ascetics is good, not killing living beings is 

good, moderation in spending and moderation in saving is good. The Council shall notify 

the Yuktas about the observance of these instructions in these very words.  

 

In the past, for many hundreds of years, killing or harming living beings and improper 

behavior towards relatives, and improper behavior towards Brahmans and ascetics has 

increased. But now due to Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi's Dhamma practice, the 

sound of the drum has been replaced by the sound of the Dhamma.  The sighting of 

heavenly cars, auspicious elephants, bodies of fire and other divine sightings has not 

happened for many hundreds of years. But now because Beloved-of-the-Gods, King 

Piyadasi promotes restraint in the killing and harming of living beings, proper behavior 

towards relatives, Brahmans and ascetics, and respect for mother, father and elders, such 

sightings have increased. 

 

These and many other kinds of Dhamma practice have been encouraged by Beloved-of-

the-Gods, King Piyadasi, and he will continue to promote Dhamma practice. And the sons, 

grandsons and great-grandsons of Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, too will continue to 

promote Dhamma practice until the end of time; living by Dhamma and virtue, they will 

instruct in Dhamma. Truly, this is the highest work, to instruct in Dhamma. But practicing 



the Dhamma cannot be done by one who is devoid of virtue and therefore its promotion 

and growth is commendable.  

 

This edict has been written so that it may please my successors to devote themselves to 

promoting these things and not allow them to decline. Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, 

has had this written twelve years after his coronation. 

 

 

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: In the past, state business was not 

transacted nor were reports delivered to the king at all hours. But now I have given this 

order, that at any time, whether I am eating, in the women's quarters, the bed chamber, 

the chariot, the palanquin, in the park or wherever, reporters are to be posted with 

instructions to report to me the affairs of the people so that I might attend to these affairs 

wherever I am. And whatever I orally order in connection with donations or 

proclamations, or when urgent business presses itself on the Mahamatras, if 

disagreement or debate arises in the Council, then it must be reported to me immediately. 

This is what I have ordered. I am never content with exerting myself or with dispatching 

business. Truly, I consider the welfare of all to be my duty, and the root of this is exertion 

and the prompt dispatch of business. There is no better work than promoting the welfare 

of all the people and whatever efforts I am making is to repay the debt I owe to all beings 

to assure their happiness in this life, and attain heaven in the next.  

 

Therefore this Dhamma edict has been written to last long and that my sons, grandsons 

and great-grandsons might act in conformity with it for the welfare of the world. However, 

this is difficult to do without great exertion.  

 

 

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, 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. 

 

 

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, does not consider glory and fame to be of great 

account unless they are achieved through having my subjects respect Dhamma and 

practice Dhamma, both now and in the future. For this alone does Beloved-of-the-Gods, 

King Piyadasi, desire glory and fame. And whatever efforts Beloved-of-the-Gods, King 

Piyadasi, is making, all of that is only for the welfare of the people in the next world, and 

that they will have little evil. And being without 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. 


