Ashoka Maurya’s
“SEVEN PILLAR EDICTS”

Ashoka had several different types of edicts enshrined into law throughout his kingdom.
e The “Minor Rock Edicts” - Edicts inscribed at the beginning of his reign; inscribed in Prakrit (an old,
no-longer used spoken language group of India), Greek and Aramaic.
e The “Major Rock Edicts” - 14 Edicts (termed 1st to 14th) and 2 separate ones found in Odisha; inscribed in
Prakrit and Greek.
e The “Minor Pillar Edicts:” - 4 Edicts, inscribed in Prakrit.
e The “Major Pillar Edicts” - 7 Edicts, inscribed at the end of Ashoka's reign; in Prakrit.
So what you’re looking at are edicts after he’'d been ruling for 26 or 27 years! These are seen as a culmination of
his reign, written sometime from c BCE.

“Dhamma edicts” = Laws that upholds, supports, or maintains the regulatory order of the universe, i.e. laws
that keep order in the world.

1 Beloved-of-the-Gods speaks thus: This Dhamma edict was written twenty-six years after my coronation.
Happiness in this world and the next is difficult to obtain without much love for the Dhamma, much
self-examination, much respect, much fear (of evil), and much enthusiasm. But through my instruction this regard
for Dhamma and love of Dhamma has grown day by day, and will continue to grow. And my officers of high, low
and middle rank are practicing and conforming to Dhamma, and are capable of inspiring others to do the same.
Mahamatras in border areas are doing the same. And these are my instructions: to protect with Dhamma, to make
happiness through Dhamma and to guard with Dhamma.

2 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: Dhamma is good, but what constitutes Dhamma? (It
includes) little evil, much good, kindness, generosity, truthfulness and purity. I have given the gift of sight in
various ways.[40] To two-footed and four-footed beings, to birds and aquatic animals, I have given various things
including the gift of life. And many other good deeds have been done by me.

This Dhamma edict has been written that people might follow it and it might endure for a long time. And the one
who follows it properly will do something good.

3 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: People see only their good deeds saying, "I have done this
good deed." But they do not see their evil deeds saying, "I have done this evil deed" or "This is called evil." But this
(tendency) is difficult to see.[41] One should think like this: "It is these things that lead to evil, to violence, to
cruelty, anger, pride and jealousy. Let me not ruin myself with these things." And further, one should think: "This
leads to happiness in this world and the next."

4 Beloved-of-the-Gods speaks thus: This Dhamma edict was written twenty-six years after my coronation. My
Rajjukas are working among the people, among many hundreds of thousands of people. The hearing of petitions
and the administration of justice has been left to them so that they can do their duties confidently and fearlessly
and so that they can work for the welfare, happiness and benefit of the people in the country. But they should
remember what causes happiness and sorrow, and being themselves devoted to Dhamma, they should encourage
the people in the country (to do the same), that they may attain happiness in this world and the next. These
Rajjukas are eager to serve me. They also obey other officers who know my desires, who instruct the Rajjukas so
that they can please me. Just as a person feels confident having entrusted his child to an expert nurse thinking;:
"The nurse will keep my child well," even so, the Rajjukas have been appointed by me for the welfare and
happiness of the people in the country.

The hearing of petitions and the administration of justice have been left to the Rajjukas so that they can do their
duties unperturbed, fearlessly and confidently. It is my desire that there should be uniformity in law and
uniformity in sentencing. I even go this far, to grant a three-day stay for those in prison who have been tried and



sentenced to death. During this time their relatives can make appeals to have the prisoners' lives spared. If there is
none to appeal on their behalf, the prisoners can give gifts in order to make merit for the next world, or observe
fasts. Indeed, it is my wish that in this way, even if a prisoner's time is limited, he can prepare for the next world,
and that people's Dhamma practice, self-control and generosity may grow.

5 Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: Twenty-six years after my coronation various animals were
declared to be protected — parrots...ruddy geese, wild ducks, bats, queen ants, terrapins, boneless fish,...fish,
tortoises, porcupines, squirrels, deer, bulls, wild asses, wild pigeons, domestic pigeons and all four-footed
creatures that are neither useful nor edible. Those nanny goats, ewes and sows which are with young or giving
milk to their young are protected, and so are young ones less than six months old. Cocks are not to be caponized,
husks hiding living beings are not to be burnt and forests are not to be burnt either without reason or to kill
creatures. One animal is not to be fed to another. On the three Caturmasis, the three days of Tisa and during the
fourteenth and fifteenth of the Uposatha, fish are protected and not to be sold. During these days animals are not
to be killed in the elephant reserves or the fish reserves either. On the eighth of every fortnight, on the fourteenth
and fifteenth, on Tisa, Punarvasu, the three Caturmasis and other auspicious days, bulls are not to be castrated,
billy goats, rams, boars and other animals that are usually castrated are not to be. On Tisa, Punarvasu, Caturmasis
and the fortnight of Caturmasis, horses and bullocks are not be branded.

In the twenty-six years since my coronation prisoners have been given amnesty on twenty-five occasions.

6 Beloved-of-the-Gods speaks thus: Twelve years after my coronation I started to have Dhamma edicts written for
the welfare and happiness of the people, and so that not transgressing them they might grow in the Dhamma.
Thinking: "How can the welfare and happiness of the people be secured?" I give attention to my relatives, to those
dwelling near and those dwelling far, so I can lead them to happiness and then I act accordingly. I do the same for
all groups. I have honored all religions with various honors. But I consider it best to meet with people personally.

7 ...Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, says: Along roads I have had banyan trees planted so that they can give
shade to animals and men, and I have had mango groves planted... I have had wells dug, rest-houses built, and in
various places, I have had watering-places made for the use of animals and men. But these are but minor
achievements. Such things to make the people happy have been done by former kings. I have done these things for
this purpose, that the people might practice the Dhamma.

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: Whatever good deeds have been done by me, those the people
accept and those they follow. Therefore they have progressed and will continue to progress by being respectful to
mother and father, respectful to elders, by courtesy to the aged and proper behavior towards Brahmans and
ascetics, towards the poor and distressed, and even towards servants and employees.

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, speaks thus: This progress among the people through Dhamma has been
done by two means, by Dhamma regulations and by persuasion. Of these, Dhamma regulation is of little effect,
while persuasion has much more effect. The Dhamma regulations I have given are that various animals must be
protected. And I have given many other Dhamma regulations also. But it is by persuasion that progress among the
people through Dhamma has had a greater effect in respect of harmlessness to living beings and non-killing of
living beings.

Concerning this, Beloved-of-the-Gods says: Wherever there are stone pillars or stone slabs, there this Dhamma
edict is to be engraved so that it may long endure. It has been engraved so that it may endure as long as my sons
and great-grandsons live and as long as the sun and the moon shine, and so that people may practice it as
instructed. For by practicing it happiness will be attained in this world and the next.



