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Abstract:

This study explores the Religious Policies of Chandragupta Maurya. The religious policies of
Chandragupta Maurya, founder of the Maurya Empire (c. 321-297 BCE), reflect a nuanced approach to
governance, shaped by the diverse spiritual landscape of ancient India. Although primarily remembered for
his political achievements, Chandragupta’s religious policies were equally significant in maintaining the
vast and multicultural empire he built. His reign was characterized by religious tolerance, allowing the
coexistence of various traditions such as Vedic Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism, which thrived under his
rule. Chandragupta’s religious policy was pragmatic and inclusive. He neither imposed a state religion nor
marginalized any specific belief system. This approach fostered syncretism, where different religious
communities interacted and coexisted harmoniously. His policy of tolerance likely contributed to the
stability and prosperity of his empire, as it accommodated the spiritual diversity of his subjects and
minimized sectarian conflicts. Later in life, Chandragupta embraced Jainism, reportedly renouncing his
throne to pursue an ascetic life under the guidance of the Jain monk Bhadrabahu. This personal shift in
religious belief led to his migration to Shravanabelagola in present-day Karnataka, where he practiced Jain
asceticism and eventually undertook Sallekhana (ritual fasting unto death). Despite this personal

transformation, Chandragupta's policies remained secular and inclusive during his reign.

The influence of Chanakya (Kautilya), his mentor and chief advisor, further shaped these religious
policies. Chanakya's secular and pragmatic governance model emphasized stability and order over
religious dogma. Chandragupta’s religious policies laid the foundation for a culturally rich and diverse
empire, a legacy that his successors, especially Ashoka, would continue, with Ashoka promoting Buddhism
as a state philosophy. Thus, Chandragupta's policies significantly shaped the religious and cultural

dynamics of ancient India.
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INTRODUCTION:

Chandragupta Maurya, the founder of the Maurya Empire in ancient India, is a pivotal figure in
Indian history, known for his role in unifying a fragmented subcontinent. Born around 340 BCE in a humble
family, he rose to power with the guidance of his mentor, Chanakya (Kautilya), who played a crucial role in
strategizing Chandragupta's ascent to the throne. After overthrowing the Nanda dynasty, he established the
Maurya Empire around 321 BCE, marking the beginning of a significant era characterized by political
stability and economic prosperity. Chandragupta's reign saw the expansion of the empire, which stretched
from the Hindu Kush in the northwest to the Deccan Plateau in the south. His administration emphasized

efficient governance, integrating various regions and cultures while fostering trade and commerce. Notably,
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his policies of religious tolerance allowed for the coexistence of diverse religious traditions, including

Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. Chandragupta's later life reflects a profound personal transformation as
he embraced Jainism, renouncing worldly power to pursue spiritual enlightenment. His legacy was furthered
by his grandson, Ashoka, who would become a prominent patron of Buddhism. Chandragupta Maurya's
significant contributions to Indian history and governance continue to be studied and revered, representing a

remarkable journey from obscurity to imperial greatness.
OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY:

This study explores the Religious Policies of Chandragupta Maurya.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:

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

websites and other sources.
RELIGIOUS POLICIES OF CHANDRAGUPTA MAURYA: ASTUDY

Chandragupta Maurya, the founder of the Maurya Empire (around 321 BCE — 297 BCE), is known for his
significant role in establishing a vast and powerful state in ancient India. His religious policies are deeply
intertwined with the cultural and spiritual landscape of his time. While much of the detailed evidence about
his religious policies is limited, historical and literary sources provide insight into his religious outlook and

the broader context of his reign. Here are the key aspects of Chandragupta Maurya's religious policies:
1. Religious Tolerance

Chandragupta Maurya’s reign was marked by a notable degree of religious tolerance, which can be
understood in the context of the diverse and pluralistic society of ancient India. The Maurya Empire was one
of the largest empires in Indian history, encompassing a variety of ethnic groups, cultures, and religions.
This diversity necessitated a governance approach that could accommodate different religious practices and

beliefs to maintain social harmony and political stability.
Context of Religious Diversity

The Indian subcontinent during Chandragupta's time was home to multiple religious traditions, including
Vedic Hinduism, Jainism, and early Buddhism. The Vedic tradition, rooted in the texts known as the Vedas,
was dominant in many regions, especially among the ruling classes and Brahmins. Jainism had gained
significant traction, promoting ideas of non-violence and asceticism that resonated with many who were
disillusioned with Vedic rituals. Buddhism, founded by Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha), was emerging as a

significant force advocating for ethical living, non-attachment, and a path to enlightenment.
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The Need for Tolerance

Given the diverse religious landscape, Chandragupta's administration likely understood that promoting one
religion at the expense of others could lead to conflict and rebellion. Religious tolerance was a pragmatic
approach to governance that allowed various communities to coexist peacefully. By fostering an
environment where different religions were accepted, he could maintain loyalty among various groups

within his empire.
Impact on Governance

Chandragupta's policy of tolerance would have facilitated the integration of various communities into the
political and social fabric of the empire. By allowing religious leaders to exercise influence and permitting
the practice of diverse faiths, he cultivated goodwill among his subjects. This strategy helped him secure a
stable and loyal populace, which was essential for maintaining control over the expansive Maurya Empire.
Moreover, religious tolerance may have encouraged trade and cultural exchange across regions, as people
of different backgrounds felt safer and more accepted in a diverse society. This would ultimately contribute

to the prosperity and unity of the Maurya Empire, allowing it to thrive economically and culturally.
2. Jainism

Chandragupta Maurya’s later life is particularly significant in the context of Jainism, as he embraced this
ancient Indian religion after abdicating the throne. His relationship with Jainism profoundly influenced his

personal beliefs and, to some extent, his policies during his reign.
Adoption of Jainism

As he aged and transitioned from being a ruler to an ascetic, Chandragupta’s conversion to Jainism was a
pivotal moment. According to Jain texts, he became a disciple of Bhadrabahu, a prominent Jain monk and
teacher. This conversion is often highlighted as a key aspect of his legacy, reflecting a shift from the
political ambitions of a monarch to the spiritual aspirations of a devotee. Jainism emphasizes ahimsa (non-
violence), satya (truth), and aparigraha (non-possessiveness), which resonated deeply with Chandragupta
as he moved towards a more ascetic lifestyle. This transition illustrates a personal evolution that reflects the
spiritual currents of his time and highlights how rulers were not merely political figures but also individuals

influenced by religious and philosophical ideologies.
Migration to Shravanabelagola

After ruling for approximately 24 years, Chandragupta abdicated the throne in favor of his son, Bindusara,
to embrace a life of asceticism. He reportedly migrated to Shravanabelagola, a significant Jain pilgrimage
site in present-day Karnataka. This location is notable not only for its religious importance but also for its
association with the Gommateshwara statue, which represents the principles of Jainism and its ethos of

non-violence.

IJRAR19D6410 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) ‘ 385



© 2016 IJRAR September 2016, Volume 3, Issue 3 www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138)
In Shravanabelagola, Chandragupta is said to have adopted the practice of Sallekhana, a voluntary and

deliberate fasting until death, which is a revered practice in Jainism. This choice underscores the depth of his
commitment to Jain principles and marks a significant departure from the political life he had led as a
monarch. His embrace of Jainism not only reflects his personal transformation but also highlights the

religion's influence during the Mauryan period.
Impact on Jainism and the Maurya Empire

Chandragupta's conversion and subsequent lifestyle choices likely contributed to the promotion of Jainism
within his empire. His status as a former emperor lent significant legitimacy to the faith, potentially
encouraging others in the ruling class and among the general populace to explore Jain teachings and
practices. Moreover, the Mauryan Empire provided a conducive environment for the flourishing of Jainism.
The establishment of trade routes, the promotion of education, and the general atmosphere of tolerance and

acceptance under Chandragupta and his successors helped Jainism spread beyond its traditional strongholds.
3. Buddhism and Vedic Religion

Chandragupta Maurya’s reign occurred during a transformative period in Indian history when Buddhism
was beginning to establish itself as a significant religious movement alongside traditional Vedic practices.
While Chandragupta’s direct involvement with Buddhism is not extensively documented, the broader

context of his era reveals important dynamics between these religions.
Emergence of Buddhism

Buddhism emerged as a reform movement within the existing religious landscape, advocating for ethical
living, compassion, and a path to enlightenment that was accessible to all, regardless of caste. The teachings
of the Buddha appealed to many who were disillusioned with the ritualistic practices of Vedic religion,

particularly the emphasis on animal sacrifices and the rigid social hierarchies associated with Brahmanism.

During Chandragupta’s reign, Buddhism was still in its formative stages but was gaining followers,
particularly among the merchant class and those seeking alternatives to the established Vedic traditions. As
the Mauryan Empire expanded, the diverse communities within it began to encounter Buddhist teachings,

leading to an evolving religious dialogue.
Chandragupta’s Relationship with Buddhism

While Chandragupta did not actively promote Buddhism, his administration likely facilitated the coexistence
of various religious practices, including Buddhism. Historical accounts suggest that he may have been
influenced by Buddhist monks during his rule, contributing to the religion's gradual integration into the

fabric of Indian society.

Chandragupta's grandson, Ashoka, would later become a major patron of Buddhism, which may indicate
that the seeds of Buddhist influence were sown during Chandragupta’s time. The relative freedom to

practice Buddhism under Chandragupta’s rule set the stage for Ashoka's more explicit support and
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propagation of Buddhist principles, leading to a significant transformation in the religious landscape of

ancient India.
Vedic Religion and Brahmanical Traditions

Despite the emergence of Jainism and Buddhism, Vedic religion and Brahmanical traditions retained their
importance during Chandragupta’s reign. Vedic rituals, sacrifices, and texts were still revered, particularly
among the Brahmin class, which played a crucial role in the social and religious life of the time. While there
is no strong evidence suggesting that Chandragupta actively promoted Vedic rituals, the Mauryan Empire's
administration likely included Brahmins in advisory roles. This inclusion would have provided the empire
with a connection to traditional Hindu practices while also maintaining the loyalty of the Brahmin class.

Religious Pluralism

Chandragupta's policies contributed to a form of religious pluralism in which multiple faiths could coexist
and flourish. The acceptance of various religious practices not only ensured stability but also enriched the
cultural and spiritual life of the empire. This pluralistic approach fostered a sense of shared identity among
different religious communities, allowing for dialogues and exchanges that would ultimately shape the

religious landscape of ancient India.
4. Influence of Chanakya (Kautilya)

One of the most significant figures in the Maurya Empire’s early history was Chanakya, also known as
Kautilya, who played a pivotal role in establishing Chandragupta as a powerful ruler. His influence
extended beyond political strategy to encompass ideas about governance, ethics, and religion.

The Role of Chanakya

Chanakya, a Brahmin and a scholar, served as an advisor to Chandragupta and was instrumental in the
latter's rise to power. After the fall of the Nanda dynasty, Chanakya assisted Chandragupta in uniting various
factions and territories, ultimately laying the foundation for the Maurya Empire. His insights into statecraft
were documented in the Arthashastra, a comprehensive text covering politics, economics, military strategy,

and administration.
Secular Governance

While the Arthashastra is a practical guide to governance rather than a religious text, it reflects Chanakya’s
understanding of the complex interplay between religion and politics in ancient India. His emphasis on
pragmatism and realpolitik suggests that he advocated for a governance model that prioritized stability and
order over religious conformity. This approach likely influenced Chandragupta’s policies of religious

tolerance and pluralism.
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Religious Integration in Governance

Chanakya’s teachings may have encouraged Chandragupta to incorporate religious leaders from various
traditions into his administration. By recognizing the influence of Brahmins, Jain monks, and Buddhist
monks, Chandragupta could establish legitimacy and ensure support from different religious communities.
This integration would have been crucial in managing the diverse populations within the Maurya Empire,

fostering a sense of shared identity while respecting individual beliefs.
Advisory Role in Religion

Although the Arthashastra focuses primarily on secular governance, it recognizes the importance of
religious sentiment in maintaining social cohesion. Chanakya’s insights could have informed
Chandragupta’s policies toward various religious traditions, emphasizing the need for respect and
cooperation among different faiths. Through his guidance, Chandragupta likely adopted a policy that
acknowledged the spiritual needs of his subjects while ensuring that no single religion dominated the
political landscape. This balance allowed for the flourishing of multiple faiths, including Jainism and

Buddhism, alongside traditional Vedic practices.
5. Integration of Religious Figures into Governance

Chandragupta’s rule illustrated the importance of integrating religious figures into governance as a means
of fostering stability and legitimacy. In ancient India, religion and politics were often interlinked, and rulers

relied on the support of religious leaders to maintain authority and social order.
Role of Religious Leaders

Religious leaders, including Brahmins, Jain monks, and Buddhist monks, played critical roles in society by
providing moral guidance and spiritual authority. By incorporating these figures into his court,
Chandragupta could leverage their influence to garner loyalty among different communities. This approach
was essential for maintaining peace and order in a diverse empire where religious affiliations were closely

tied to identity.
Advisory Positions

It is likely that Chandragupta appointed prominent religious figures to advisory positions within his
administration. These advisors would have provided insights into the needs and concerns of their respective
communities, enabling the ruler to make informed decisions that considered the religious sentiments of his
subjects. By fostering relationships with various religious leaders, Chandragupta could build a network of
support that transcended individual religious affiliations. This collaboration would not only enhance his

legitimacy as a ruler but also promote a sense of unity among different religious groups.
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Promotion of Religious Practices

Chandragupta’s policies may have included the promotion of religious practices as a means of solidifying
his rule. While he did not actively endorse any particular faith, his administration likely recognized the
importance of supporting religious festivals, rituals, and institutions as a way to connect with the populace.
For instance, sponsoring religious ceremonies or constructing temples and monasteries would have
demonstrated the ruler’s commitment to the spiritual well-being of his subjects. Such actions could also
serve as a means of reinforcing social hierarchies, particularly among the Brahmin class, while fostering

goodwill among other religious communities.
Cultural Exchange and Cooperation

The integration of religious figures into governance would have encouraged cultural exchange and
cooperation among different faiths. By promoting dialogue and interaction between religious communities,
Chandragupta’s administration could facilitate the development of a shared cultural identity that transcended
individual beliefs. This approach would not only enhance social cohesion but also contribute to the
intellectual and artistic flourishing of the Maurya Empire. The resulting syncretism would shape the cultural

landscape of ancient India, leaving a lasting legacy that continued to influence subsequent generations.
6. Syncretic Approach

Chandragupta Maurya’s religious policies can be characterized as a syncretic approach, allowing various
religious traditions to coexist and interact within his empire. This approach reflects the complexity of

ancient Indian society, where multiple faiths, philosophies, and cultural practices were deeply intertwined.
Cultural and Religious Interactions

The Maurya Empire encompassed a wide range of cultures and religions, creating an environment ripe for
interaction and exchange. Chandragupta’s policies facilitated dialogues between different religious
communities, promoting mutual respect and understanding. This syncretism allowed for the blending of
ideas, rituals, and practices, enriching the spiritual life of the empire. For example, the coexistence of
Jainism, Buddhism, and Vedic traditions may have led to shared philosophical discussions, influencing
ethical and moral teachings across these faiths. Such interactions fostered a sense of unity amid diversity,

contributing to a harmonious societal fabric.
Impact on Art and Architecture

The syncretic approach under Chandragupta’s rule also had a profound impact on art and architecture. The
period witnessed the construction of various religious structures, including stupas, monasteries, and temples,
reflecting the diverse beliefs present in the empire. Artistic expressions, such as sculptures and reliefs, often
drew inspiration from multiple religious traditions, creating a unique cultural heritage. For instance, the
influence of Buddhist art can be seen in the Mauryan period, particularly in the construction of the Great

Stupa at Sanchi, which showcases intricate carvings and architectural styles that incorporated elements from
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various traditions. This blending of artistic styles reflected the syncretic ethos of the empire, leaving a

lasting impact on Indian art.
Philosophical Exchange

The religious diversity of the Maurya Empire facilitated philosophical exchanges among different traditions.
Intellectuals and scholars from various backgrounds engaged in discussions about ethics, metaphysics, and
spirituality, contributing to the development of a rich philosophical landscape. The integration of Jain,
Buddhist, and Vedic ideas led to a more nuanced understanding of concepts such as karma, dharma, and
moksha. This exchange of ideas not only enriched individual religious traditions but also laid the
groundwork for future philosophical developments in India.

Long-term Legacy

Chandragupta Maurya's syncretic approach to religion set a precedent for future rulers, particularly his
grandson Ashoka, who would further promote Buddhism and its ethical teachings. The legacy of this
religious tolerance and pluralism continued to resonate throughout Indian history, influencing subsequent
dynasties and their policies toward religion. Chandragupta Maurya’s religious policies were characterized
by a nuanced understanding of the diverse religious landscape of ancient India. His emphasis on religious
tolerance, his personal embrace of Jainism, and his integration of religious figures into governance reflect a
ruler deeply attuned to the spiritual needs of his subjects. By adopting a syncretic approach that allowed for
the coexistence of multiple faiths, Chandragupta fostered an environment of stability, cultural exchange, and

intellectual flourishing that left a lasting legacy on the Indian subcontinent.
CONCLUSION:

Chandragupta Maurya's religious policies were instrumental in shaping the socio-political landscape
of the Maurya Empire. His commitment to religious tolerance allowed diverse faiths, including Vedic
Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism, to coexist harmoniously within his expansive realm. This inclusivity not
only fostered social stability but also encouraged cultural exchange and mutual respect among different
religious communities. Chandragupta’s personal embrace of Jainism later in life, along with the influence of
his mentor Chanakya, underscored the pragmatic and secular nature of his governance. By integrating
religious figures into his administration and promoting a syncretic approach to spirituality, he established a
legacy that would influence future rulers, particularly his grandson Ashoka, who would further propagate
Buddhism. The impact of Chandragupta's religious policies extended beyond his reign, setting a precedent
for subsequent dynasties in India. His emphasis on tolerance and respect for diverse beliefs not only
contributed to the stability and prosperity of the Maurya Empire but also left an enduring mark on the
spiritual and cultural fabric of the Indian subcontinent, reinforcing the importance of coexistence in a

pluralistic society.
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