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Abstract: 

This study explores the theme of religious tolerance in ancient India, focusing on the edicts of 

Emperor Ashoka, who reigned during the 3rd century BCE. After witnessing the devastation of the Kalinga 

War, Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism marked a pivotal shift in his governance, leading him to prioritize 

non-violence and ethical conduct over territorial expansion. His edicts, inscribed on pillars and rocks 

across his vast empire, are among the earliest state-sponsored declarations promoting religious tolerance, 

emphasizing respect for all faiths.  Ashoka advocated for the practice of Dhamma, a moral code that 

transcended individual religious doctrines and highlighted shared ethical values, such as compassion and 

truthfulness. His approach encouraged mutual respect among diverse religious communities, including 

Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. By institutionalizing these principles, Ashoka not only aimed to mitigate 

religious conflicts but also fostered a climate of coexistence that celebrated India's rich spiritual diversity.  

The impact of Ashoka's policies extended beyond his reign, influencing subsequent rulers and contributing 

to a culture of pluralism in India. His emphasis on dialogue and ethical engagement laid the groundwork for 

inter-religious harmony, making his governance a model for future dynasties. Furthermore, Ashoka’s efforts 

helped facilitate the spread of Buddhism beyond Indian borders, reinforcing a legacy of tolerance that 

resonated throughout Asia. 

This exploration of Ashoka's edicts illustrates the importance of ethical leadership in promoting 

religious tolerance, offering valuable insights into the complexities of governing a diverse society. 

Ultimately, Ashoka’s vision remains relevant today, serving as a powerful reminder of the enduring value of 

respect and compassion in fostering peaceful coexistence among different religious traditions. 

Keywords: Religious Tolerance, Ancient India, Ashoka’s Edicts, Impact, Religious Diversity. 

INTRODUCTION: 

Ashoka, the third emperor of the Maurya Dynasty, reigned from approximately 268 to 232 BCE and 

is often regarded as one of India's greatest rulers. Born into a royal family, he ascended to the throne after a 

violent struggle for power. Initially, Ashoka followed a policy of conquest, expanding his empire through 

military campaigns, including the brutal Kalinga War around 262 BCE, which resulted in massive loss of 

life and suffering.  Deeply affected by the horrors of war, Ashoka embraced Buddhism, converting to its 

teachings of non-violence and compassion. His transformation led him to adopt a policy of Dhamma, 

promoting moral values and ethical governance over territorial expansion. He became known for his efforts 

to promote religious tolerance and coexistence among various faiths, advocating respect for all religions 
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through a series of edicts inscribed on pillars and rocks throughout his empire. These edicts emphasized 

principles such as non-violence, charity, and the importance of moral conduct.  Ashoka's reign marked a 

significant period in Indian history, as he established a vast empire that supported cultural and commercial 

exchange across Asia. His commitment to spreading Buddhism led to its expansion beyond India, 

influencing many regions, including Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. Ashoka’s legacy endures today, 

symbolizing the ideals of peace, tolerance, and ethical leadership. His life and reign have become an 

enduring example of how a ruler can influence the moral and spiritual landscape of society. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

This study explores the theme of religious tolerance in ancient India, focusing on the edicts of 

Emperor Ashoka. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 

 This study is based on secondary sources of data such as articles, books, journals, research papers, 

websites and other sources. 

RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE IN ANCIENT INDIA: ASHOKA’S EDICTS AND THEIR IMPACT ON 

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY 

Religious tolerance in ancient India finds one of its most compelling narratives in the edicts of Emperor 

Ashoka, a ruler from the Maurya dynasty who reigned in the 3rd century BCE. Ashoka's embrace of non-

violence and religious tolerance after the brutal Kalinga war marked a revolutionary shift in governance and 

philosophy, with far-reaching implications for Indian society. His edicts, inscribed on pillars and rocks 

across the Indian subcontinent, emphasize the need for respect and compassion across religious boundaries, 

advocating for a social order in which various religions could coexist peacefully. These edicts, some of the 

earliest state-sponsored documents advocating for religious tolerance, reflect Ashoka’s philosophical and 

ethical transformation influenced by his conversion to Buddhism, which subsequently impacted religious 

diversity in ancient India. 

Ashoka’s embrace of Buddhism and subsequent turn towards non-violence formed the cornerstone of his 

approach to governance. The Kalinga war, a conflict he initially waged to expand his empire, culminated in 

massive casualties and suffering, which deeply affected him. This event is believed to have catalyzed his 

conversion to Buddhism, a religion that espouses compassion, non-violence, and a middle path. However, 

despite his personal commitment to Buddhism, Ashoka did not impose his beliefs on his subjects or mandate 

Buddhism as the state religion. Instead, he focused on promoting moral values that aligned with the ethical 

teachings of Buddhism but were broadly applicable across different religious and cultural groups. This 

approach set the tone for his policies on religious tolerance, as he viewed ethical governance and moral 

welfare as universal aspirations transcending individual faiths. Ashoka’s edicts served as a public 

declaration of his commitment to religious tolerance, urging mutual respect and harmony across different 

religious communities. The edicts themselves were written in accessible Prakrit languages rather than 
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Sanskrit, the language of the elite, allowing a broader audience to engage with these messages and 

underscoring his intent to reach out to the common populace. 

The edicts are organized around several key ideas promoting religious harmony. Ashoka encouraged people 

to practice their own faiths sincerely while respecting the beliefs of others, fostering a climate where 

individuals could pursue their religious paths without fear of persecution. His approach was pragmatic, 

aiming for social cohesion and stability within a diverse empire where Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, and 

other local religions coexisted. Rather than endorsing one specific religious tradition, he advocated for an 

ethical framework that highlighted the shared values of compassion, truthfulness, and self-restraint found 

across these faiths. Through this, he aimed to mitigate religious strife, as he viewed the mutual tolerance of 

beliefs as essential to a just and peaceful society. His approach demonstrated that the state could act as a 

neutral entity upholding peace and moral virtue without endorsing a particular religion, a notion that was 

advanced for his time. 

The tolerance Ashoka propagated went beyond mere acceptance and touched on active respect and support 

for other religions. He advocated for the principle of “dhamma,” a term associated with righteous conduct 

and ethical living, emphasizing moral values over specific dogmas. Dhamma was portrayed as a universal 

moral code compatible with the core principles of various religions, thus providing a common ethical 

ground. Ashoka’s dhamma, however, was not strictly religious in the doctrinal sense; it was a secular 

approach that espoused values such as non-violence, charity, kindness, and truthfulness. By framing 

tolerance within the context of dhamma, Ashoka promoted a sense of shared purpose and ethical unity, 

subtly encouraging people of different faiths to appreciate one another’s practices. His policy of appointing 

“dhamma mahamattas” or officers of righteousness was intended to monitor and encourage the practice of 

dhamma throughout his empire, further reinforcing his commitment to religious tolerance. 

Ashoka’s call for religious tolerance extended to his own government. He urged state officials to treat the 

religious beliefs of all communities with respect and actively discouraged actions that might harm religious 

sentiments. This is evident in the Rock Edict XII, where Ashoka instructs his administrators to maintain 

harmony across religious groups and avoid derogatory behavior. Such policies were rare in a historical 

context where rulers often supported specific religions, sometimes to the detriment of others. By holding his 

officials accountable for maintaining religious harmony, Ashoka institutionalized religious tolerance, setting 

a precedent that had a lasting impact on the governance of religious diversity in India. 

Moreover, Ashoka’s policy towards religious tolerance had an international dimension. His outreach 

extended beyond his empire as he sent emissaries to neighboring regions, including Southeast Asia, the 

Hellenistic kingdoms, and Sri Lanka, with the aim of spreading dhamma and fostering goodwill. His 

diplomatic missions were rooted in respect and understanding of different cultures and religious traditions, 

an approach that helped strengthen India’s cultural ties with other regions. This not only promoted 

Buddhism but also created pathways for cultural exchange, ultimately contributing to a more tolerant and 

diverse religious landscape in the broader region. Ashoka’s edicts indicate that he valued diplomatic 



© 2017 IJRAR March 2017, Volume 4, Issue 1                      www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR19D6547 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) 365 
 

relations built on mutual respect and cultural appreciation rather than religious dominance, a philosophy that 

enhanced India’s reputation as a land of spiritual and religious diversity. 

The edicts further show Ashoka’s insistence on religious tolerance as a necessary condition for social 

stability. He understood that religious discord could threaten the harmony and cohesion of his empire, which 

encompassed a vast range of ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups. By promoting tolerance, Ashoka sought 

to prevent inter-religious conflicts that could destabilize his realm. He reasoned that religious diversity 

should be viewed as a source of strength rather than division, a perspective that encouraged citizens to 

respect differing beliefs as expressions of shared human aspirations. Ashoka’s focus on social harmony 

through religious tolerance was a proactive strategy to secure a stable empire, showcasing his innovative 

approach to governance and his sensitivity to the social dynamics of religious diversity. 

One of Ashoka’s significant contributions to the discourse on religious tolerance was his emphasis on open 

dialogue and the exchange of ideas among different religious groups. In his edicts, he encouraged 

individuals to listen to and learn from each other’s teachings, fostering an environment where people could 

freely explore different religious philosophies. This approach implied that religious understanding and 

tolerance could be strengthened through communication and knowledge-sharing. Ashoka’s emphasis on 

dialogue reflects a forward-thinking approach to religious diversity, acknowledging that the process of 

learning from others can reduce prejudice and promote empathy. His encouragement of inter-religious 

dialogue thus created a framework for peaceful coexistence, where diversity was not merely tolerated but 

embraced as an opportunity for mutual enrichment. 

Ashoka’s policies on religious tolerance had a profound impact on Indian society and contributed to a long-

standing tradition of respect for religious plurality in the Indian subcontinent. His approach was instrumental 

in establishing a culture where different religions could coexist with minimal conflict, a legacy that 

influenced successive rulers and shaped the social fabric of ancient and medieval India. The Indian 

subcontinent became known for its spiritual richness and diversity, attracting pilgrims, scholars, and 

travelers from different parts of the world. Ashoka’s model of governance, which balanced the promotion of 

a moral code with respect for religious diversity, set a historical precedent for religious tolerance that 

continued to resonate in Indian culture for centuries. His policies not only fostered peace within his empire 

but also laid the groundwork for an Indian society that valued religious and philosophical diversity. 

Ashoka’s emphasis on religious tolerance also had implications for the development of Indian philosophy 

and ethics. His promotion of dhamma influenced later philosophical discourse in India, inspiring thinkers to 

explore the ethical dimensions of inter-religious relations. By framing tolerance as an ethical imperative, 

Ashoka contributed to the intellectual tradition in India that emphasized the universal values underlying 

diverse religious practices. This focus on shared ethics provided a foundation for philosophical 

developments that transcended religious divides, allowing for a more inclusive discourse on morality and 

human values. The emphasis on ethical tolerance encouraged later Indian thinkers to explore questions of 

pluralism, coexistence, and the ethical treatment of individuals from different faiths, reinforcing a cultural 

ethos of respect and understanding. 
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However, it is essential to recognize that Ashoka’s model of religious tolerance was not without its 

complexities. While he promoted harmony and discouraged religious animosity, his policies were largely 

shaped by his personal adherence to Buddhist principles, which may have influenced his vision of dhamma. 

Some scholars argue that Ashoka’s approach, while tolerant, subtly favored Buddhism by promoting ethical 

values that aligned closely with Buddhist teachings. His sponsorship of Buddhist missions and monasteries 

suggests that his commitment to religious tolerance coexisted with a desire to see Buddhism flourish. This 

raises questions about the balance between his personal religious beliefs and his policies on tolerance, 

illustrating the nuanced nature of his approach. Nevertheless, Ashoka’s focus on tolerance did not lead to 

overt favoritism or suppression of other religions, allowing his legacy to be remembered primarily for its 

emphasis on coexistence and mutual respect. 

Ashoka’s approach to religious tolerance had a ripple effect on subsequent Indian history, with various 

dynasties and rulers drawing inspiration from his policies. The Gupta dynasty, which followed the Mauryan 

Empire centuries later, also upheld a culture of religious tolerance, although with Hinduism playing a more 

prominent role. The Gupta rulers supported different religions, including Buddhism and Jainism, allowing 

these faiths to flourish alongside Hinduism. Later on, during the medieval period, the Indian subcontinent 

saw a range of rulers, from the Cholas to the Mughals, who, despite their distinct religious affiliations, often 

adopted policies that promoted religious coexistence. Ashoka’s model of tolerance thus served as a historical 

precedent that influenced Indian rulers across different eras, contributing to India’s identity as a land of 

religious diversity. 

In the broader historical context, Ashoka’s commitment to religious tolerance offers insights into the 

possibilities and challenges of governing a religiously diverse society. His edicts remain one of the earliest 

documented examples of a state promoting religious tolerance as a matter of policy, illustrating a 

progressive approach to governance that prioritized ethical values over sectarian divides. Ashoka’s model 

demonstrates that religious tolerance can be a pragmatic choice for ensuring social stability and unity in a 

diverse society. His policies highlight the importance of respect, compassion, and ethical engagement in 

fostering coexistence among differing belief systems, principles that continue to resonate in contemporary 

discussions on pluralism and interfaith dialogue. 

Moreover, Ashoka’s edicts can be understood within the larger framework of Indian philosophical traditions 

that emphasize harmony and non-violence. The idea of “Ahimsa,” or non-harming, is a fundamental 

principle not only in Buddhism but also in Jainism and Hinduism. Ashoka’s embrace of these ethical ideals 

reflects a broader cultural ethos that values peace and respect for all living beings. His policies can thus be 

seen as an extension of these philosophical teachings, demonstrating that effective governance requires a 

foundation rooted in ethical conduct. This ethical approach to governance can foster a sense of community 

among diverse groups, encouraging cooperation and dialogue rather than conflict. 
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In addition, Ashoka’s promotion of religious tolerance was not merely a top-down imposition but involved 

active engagement with various religious communities. The edicts encourage dialogue and understanding 

among different faiths, suggesting that tolerance requires effort and commitment from both rulers and 

subjects. By advocating for the open exchange of ideas and respect for differing beliefs, Ashoka laid the 

groundwork for a more dynamic and interactive religious landscape. His edicts serve as an invitation to 

engage with the teachings and practices of others, creating a culture of mutual learning and respect. 

The significance of Ashoka’s policies can also be seen in the context of their long-term impact on Indian 

society. The emphasis on religious tolerance helped to shape a social fabric that embraced diversity and 

pluralism, influencing subsequent rulers and political philosophies. The Mauryan Empire under Ashoka 

established a model of governance that prioritized ethical values and religious harmony, serving as a 

template for future dynasties. This legacy is evident in the policies of later Indian rulers who, while often 

identifying with specific religious traditions, recognized the importance of fostering tolerance and 

coexistence within their realms. For instance, during the reign of the Mughal Emperor Akbar in the 16th 

century, similar themes of religious pluralism and dialogue were prevalent, with policies aimed at promoting 

understanding between Hindus and Muslims. 

Furthermore, Ashoka’s edicts have contributed to the broader narrative of India as a land of spiritual and 

cultural richness, characterized by its ability to accommodate and celebrate diverse beliefs. The Indian 

subcontinent has a long history of syncretism, where different religious traditions have influenced each 

other, resulting in unique cultural practices and philosophical developments. Ashoka’s promotion of 

tolerance facilitated this syncretic process, allowing various faiths to coexist and interweave their teachings 

and practices. This cultural exchange enriched the spiritual landscape of India, fostering a society where 

religious diversity was not just tolerated but celebrated. 

The teachings of Ashoka, as encapsulated in his edicts, remain relevant today, especially in an increasingly 

globalized world where religious pluralism is a hallmark of many societies. The principles of tolerance and 

mutual respect that he championed can serve as guiding lights in contemporary discussions about interfaith 

relations and coexistence. In an era marked by religious conflicts and intolerance, Ashoka’s legacy provides 

a historical reference point for the importance of ethical governance and the role of leaders in promoting a 

culture of understanding. The emphasis on dialogue, compassion, and ethical engagement offers valuable 

insights into addressing the challenges posed by religious extremism and intolerance in modern times. 

Furthermore, Ashoka's legacy is not limited to India; it has also influenced Buddhist communities 

worldwide. The universal values promoted in his edicts resonate with the core teachings of Buddhism, 

which emphasize compassion and understanding. As Buddhism spread to various parts of Asia, including Sri 

Lanka, Southeast Asia, and beyond, Ashoka's model of tolerance became a foundational aspect of how 

Buddhist societies approached religious diversity. This influence underscores the interconnectedness of 

cultural and religious exchanges in shaping historical narratives, demonstrating how Ashoka's vision 

extended far beyond the borders of his empire. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Emperor Ashoka’s commitment to religious tolerance, as articulated through his edicts, significantly 

shaped the religious landscape of ancient India and established a model for ethical governance that 

emphasized coexistence among diverse faiths. His transformative journey from a conqueror to a proponent 

of Dhamma illustrates the profound impact of personal conviction on public policy. By promoting respect, 

compassion, and moral conduct, Ashoka not only mitigated potential conflicts within his vast empire but 

also fostered an enduring culture of pluralism that influenced subsequent rulers and generations.  The 

principles enshrined in Ashoka’s edicts continue to resonate in contemporary discussions on religious 

diversity and interfaith dialogue. His emphasis on ethical leadership and open dialogue serves as a reminder 

of the importance of fostering understanding and mutual respect in today’s increasingly interconnected 

world. As societies grapple with the challenges of religious intolerance, Ashoka’s legacy offers a powerful 

framework for promoting peace and harmony.  
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