CONTRIBUTION OF ASOKA

Historians’ debate about Asoka – fact and fiction? What is the source of authentic information about this great emperor that India forgot for a long long time. 

Took Archeologist Princep 20 years to decipher inscriptions on some excavated stone tablets. Constant mention of Devana Piyaraja but no one knew who he was. Consulted Turner who was then translating Mahavamsa about Devana Piyaraja. Turner recalled the name Devanampriya (Beloved of the gods) whom he had identified as Asoka.

Immortalized in Buddhist scriptures. 

Who is Asoka?

Third emperor of the Mauryan Dynasty, after Chandragupta and Bindusara. Chandragupta was a warrior, advised by legendary Brahmin Kautilya on how to destroy Nanda dynasty. He was founder of Mauryan dynasty and he witnessed how India’s northwestern was shaken to fragments by Alexander’s abortive invasion in 325BC. His son, Bindusara, nicknamed ‘Slayer of Foes’, was clearly a successful conqueror and added to the size of its territory. 

Asoka was a worthy successor. Came to the throne about 250 years after Buddha’s parinibbana. Early career – viceroy who distinguished himself by subducing a border province Sanchi in the kingdom of Avanti. Brutal and bloody ascension to the throne. The legend.

Conquest of Kalinga Kingdom (modern Decca), on the eastern seaboard. Turning point of his career and life. Horrific massacre. Remorse – 13th Rock Edict – he noted that, 100,000 deaths, 150 000 prisoners and many more suffered in other ways.  Gave up war from then on and urged his descendants to follow likewise. In the following 37 years of reign he went by the sound of a different evocation – Dhammaghosa (sound of religion/righteousness).

Policy changes – no more use of violent means to enforce order or to expand territory. Continue to spread his influence but through propagating of Dhamma principles (Dharmavijaya). Transformed himself into a benevolent ruler who placed the welfare of his people above his own. Some governing principles – compassion, tolerance, spirituality, generosity, etc. Welfare projects to improve living standards of all alike. Emphasis on spiritual development.

Some evidences pointed to his becoming a Buddhist. Turned from vihara yātrā (expeditions for pleasurable pursuits such as hunting) to Dharma yātrā (Dhamma tours, visits to Buddhist holy places). Evidence – pillar he erected in Lumbini to mark the spot of Buddha’s birth still standing. Declared his devotion and exempted residents in the area from taxation. Erected pillars in Bodhagaya, Benares and Kusinara.

Contribution to Buddhism

1. According to Theravadin records -- Advised by Arahant Moggaliputta Tissa. Helped to resolve conflict in the sangha. Threw support behind Theravadin tradition. Theravadin texts said that in the 17th year after his coronation, king made some 80,000 heretics disrobed. Accepted Vibhajjavada (Doctrine of Analysis). Made available all facilities for monks to conduct Uposatha ceremonies. Patron of the 3rd Buddhist Council, threw his support behind the Sthavira monks. Council was held at Pataliputta for 9 months with 1000 monks participating, under the stewardship of Moggaliputta Tissa. To consolidate doctrine. Completed 4th book of Abhidhamma, Kathavatthu.

2. Helped to popularize Buddhist ethics. Erected pillars with Dharma teaching inscribed, in prominent places to educate the public. 

In the Bhabra Edict, he recommended 7 texts that shd be read:

· Vinaya samukase (Tuvataka Sutta in the Sutta Nipata?)

· Aliyavasani (AN iv 29)

· Anagatabhayani (AN v 77)

· Muni Gatha (Muni Sutta in the Sutta Nipata)

· Moneyya Sute (Either Nalaka Sutta in Sutta Nipata or Moneyya in AN iii 23)

· Upatisa Pasina (Rathavinita or “Ye dhamma hetuppabhava”)

· Lahulovade (Ambalatthika & Maharuhulovada Suttas)

Spoke of:

· Dharmadana excels all other giving;

· The most commendable sacrifices is well-treatment of one’s slaves and servants, and service to one’s teachers, recluses and Brahmanas (RE 9 & 11);

· Person with no good moral would find it difficult to live a good life (RE5);

· One should do good which results in joy on reflection and should not do evil which ends up in repentance. (RE4); and

· Good qualities can be developed even by the poor (RE7).

3. Governed his empire according to Buddhist principles – set a historical example that showed how Buddha’s teaching could be applied in real world. Buddha had taught that whoever attended upon the sick attends to him (Vo gilanam upattheyya so mam upattheyya). Asoka put up hospitals for Man and beasts (first animal hospital in the world). Said that all citizens were his children (Sa ve munisa paja mama RE6). Officials appointed to see to their grievances (rajjukas, yuttakas). Created the post of Dharmamahamatras, a religious official whose task was to check if people were living up to moral standards. Admonished his subjects to abstain from killing animals and prohibited animal slaughter in sacrifices (RE 1 & 3). In one inscription, said that he imposed heavy penalties for killing pregnant pigs and castrating bulls.

4. Credited for making Buddhism a world religion. Before Asoka, Buddhism was confined in India. Buddhist records and his own rock edicts mention that he sent missionaries beyond the border of his empire. RE 13 spoke about dispatching missionaries to 2 regions, one of which was Sri Lanka. RE 2 also said that he sent medicine to SL. Took place during 3rd century BC. RE 13 spoke of following countries where missionaries were sent to:

· Antiochus (Antiyok) II, King of Syria

· Ptolemy (Thurameya) of Egypt

· Antigonos (Antokini) of Macedonia

· Alexander (Alikasundara) of Epirus, a district of northern Greece. Some considered it to be modern Albania

· Magas of Cyrenia, North Africa

RE2 records other names to whom Asoka had contact with: Yavanas, Kambojas, Pandyas, Cholas, Andras and Pulindas.

Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa said Asoka sent 9 missions to various parts of India and neighboring countries.

	Region


	Leader/Delegation
	Remarks

	Kashmir and Gandhāra (North Punjab, in districts of Pashawar & Rawalpindi)


	Majjhantika thero & 4 others


	Subsequently became stronghold of Sarvastivada. Preached Asivisopama Sutta.



	Mahisamandala (south of Vindhyan mountains, some said this is Mysore)


	Mahadeva and 5 others
	Preached Devaduta Sutta (Messager of Gods coming, AN)



	Vanavāsi (north Kanara)


	Rakkhita
	Preached Anamatagga Samyutta



	Aparāntaka (north Gujarat, Kathiawar, Kacch & Sind)
	Yonaka Dhammarakkhita (from Greek name Ionia, suggesting that he cld hv been Greek.)


	Aggikkhandhopama Sutta (Mass of Fire similie)

	Maharattha (country of the Mārāthi, modern Bombay)


	Maha Dhammarakkhita


	Maranarada Kassapa Jataka was preached

	Yona countries (clans of foreign race on the NW frontier, Greeco-Bactrian kingdom)


	Maharakkhita
	Kalama sutta was preached.

	Himavanta (Himalayan region)


	Majjhima (according to Dipavamsa, other monks were Kassapagotta,  Alakadeva, Mahadeva and Dundubhissara)


	Preached Dhammacakka.

	Suvaṇṇabhūmi (variedly said to be Lower Myanmar, Thailand, Java and even Malaya)


	Soṇa and Uttara
	Brahmajala Sutta preached.

	Tambapaṇṇi (Sri Lanka)
	Mahinda, Itthiya, Uttiya, Bhaddasāla, Sambala


	Culahatthipadopama Sutta preached to King Devanampiya Tissa.




Delegation comprised enough higher ordained monks so that Upasampada could be conducted. Vinaya rules indicated that at frontier districts, 4 monks would suffice.

Archaeology has confirmed the historicity of at least one of the missions. Two relic-caskets, probably deposited in the 2nd or 1st century BC, were found in a stupa (No.2) at Sanchi. Some of the names of the missionaries were inscribed – Majjhima and 2 of his associates, Kassapagota and Dundubhissara. 

We have no further trace of these missionaries and no subsequent record of their achievements save for those in Sri Lanka.

