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Abstract 

Ashoka, the Mauryan emperor, stands out as a historical figure who integrates environmental ethics into governance. 

His inscriptions revealed commitments to animal welfare, afforestation, and sustainable resource management, 

reflecting early ecological awareness. This study critically examines Ashoka’s environmental policies and their 

practical implementation, explores their philosophical foundations, and contextualizes their relevance in 

contemporary sustainability challenges. Drawing from primary sources and secondary analyses, this paper identifies 

research gaps and proposes a nuanced understanding of Ashoka’s vision of harmonious coexistence between 

humans and nature. 
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Introduction 

Ashoka, the third Mauryan emperor (r. 268–232 BCE), is renowned for his transformative leadership following the 

Kalinga War. His inscriptions, etched onto rocks and pillars, provide insights into ancient Indian statecraft, 

particularly in environmental governance. This paper examines Ashoka’s ecological vision with a focus on animal 

welfare, afforestation, and public welfare, while also exploring its contemporary relevance.1 

 

 

Ashoka’s Edicts: A Repository of Ecological Ethics 

Animal Welfare in Ashoka’s Edicts 

Ashoka, the Mauryan emperor renowned for his ethical governance, prominently emphasized animal welfare in his 

edicts. His policies reflect a profound commitment to minimizing violence against animals, resonating with the 

Buddhist principle of ahimsa (non-violence). By embedding compassion for animals within state policy, Ashoka 

sought not only moral upliftment but also societal transformation.2 

 

Prohibition of Animal Slaughter 

The prohibition of animal slaughter is central to Ashoka’s vision of ethical governance. Rock Edict I explicitly 

addresses the reduction of animals killed in the royal kitchen, signaling a shift from ritualistic violence to a culture 

of compassion. 
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Primary Source 

 Rock Edict I: "Formerly, in the kitchen of Beloved-of-the-Gods, hundreds of thousands of animals were 

killed daily to make curry. But now, at the instruction of Beloved-of-the-Gods, only three animals are killed, 

and even these animals will not be killed in the future."3 

The Fifth Pillar Edict further expands this vision by prohibiting animal sacrifices entirely, emphasizing non-violence 

as a cornerstone of Ashoka’s Dhamma. 

Primary Source 

 Pillar Edict V: "The Beloved-of-the-Gods forbids animal sacrifices and festive gatherings that involve the 

slaughter of living beings."4 

Compassion for All Living Beings 

Ashoka’s commitment to animal welfare extended beyond mere prohibition. In Rock Edict II, he emphasized the 

planting of medicinal herbs and the establishment of animal hospitals, showcasing an integrated approach to 

ecological and ethical well-being. 

Primary Source 

 Rock Edict II: "Medicinal plants useful for humans and animals have also been grown wherever they did 

not previously exist."5 

Interpretations and Impact 

1. Basham’s Perspective 

A.L. Basham highlights the revolutionary nature of Ashoka’s animal welfare policies, noting that they 

aligned statecraft with ethical and moral principles. His focus on reducing animal slaughter marked a 

significant departure from the prevailing Vedic ritual practices.6 

2. Singh on Non-Violence and State Policy 

Upinder Singh contextualizes Ashoka’s policies within the broader framework of his Dhamma. She 

argues that these measures aimed to promote compassion as a state ideal, fostering social harmony and 

reducing intercommunal tensions7. 

3. Thapar on Practical Implications 

Romila Thapar suggests that Ashoka’s prohibition of animal sacrifices also had economic implications, as 

it reduced the financial burden on marginalized communities who were expected to participate in 

expensive rituals8. 

4. Dhammika on Ethical Leadership 

S. Dhammika underscores Ashoka’s vision of leadership that integrates ethical considerations into 

governance. He interprets Ashoka’s edicts as a template for sustainable living and humane governance 9. 

Ashoka’s policies on animal welfare, as outlined in his edicts, represent a pioneering integration of ethical, 

ecological, and societal considerations. By institutionalizing compassion for animals, Ashoka sought to create a 

society where moral values and governance converged. His vision remains a testament to the potential of ethical 

leadership in fostering ecological harmony. 

2. Ashoka's environmental policies, as reflected in his edicts, demonstrate a profound commitment to sustainable 

development and ecological stewardship. His initiatives in afforestation and water management were integral to his 
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vision of public welfare, blending environmental conservation with infrastructural development to benefit both 

human and animal populations. 

Afforestation: Greening the Empire 

Ashoka’s emphasis on afforestation, as documented in Rock Edict II, highlights his foresight in promoting greenery 

for the well-being of travelers, animals, and local communities. By planting trees along roads and in public spaces, 

Ashoka sought to provide shade and sustenance, fostering ecological balance while addressing practical needs. 

Primary Source 

 Rock Edict II: "Everywhere in my dominions, wells have been dug, trees have been planted along the roads, 

and rest houses have been constructed. Medicinal plants useful for humans and animals have also been 

grown."10 

Romila Thapar interprets Ashoka’s afforestation efforts as not merely acts of public service but as symbolic of the 

Mauryan ruler’s commitment to social and ecological harmony. She argues that these initiatives were part of a larger 

framework of Dhamma, which sought to integrate ethical governance with environmental sustainability.11 

Water Management: Wells and Rest Houses 

Ashoka’s policies also extended to the sustainable use and management of water resources. Rock Edict II mentions 

the construction of wells and rest houses along roads, ensuring access to clean water for both travelers and animals. 

This emphasis on infrastructure demonstrates Ashoka’s recognition of water as a vital resource for maintaining 

societal well-being. 

Gregory Schopen highlights the infrastructural elements of Ashoka’s environmental policies, noting their 

significance in state-building and administrative efficiency. By linking water management to broader strategies of 

governance, Ashoka ensured that these projects served as both practical and ideological tools.12 

Medicinal Plants: A Holistic Approach 

Ashoka’s directive to grow medicinal herbs further reflects his holistic approach to environmental policy. By 

cultivating plants that were beneficial for both humans and animals, Ashoka acknowledged the interconnectedness 

of ecological and human health. 

Harry Falk emphasizes that the cultivation of medicinal plants was a strategic decision aimed at improving public 

health across the empire. This initiative aligns with the Mauryan tradition of integrating governance with welfare-

centric policies.13 

Broader Implications 

Ashoka’s focus on afforestation and water management had significant implications for both environmental 

conservation and statecraft. These initiatives not only addressed immediate public needs but also served as tools for 

fostering loyalty and unity across his vast empire. By embedding ecological concerns within the framework of 

governance, Ashoka demonstrated a progressive vision that continues to inspire discussions on sustainable 

development. 

3. Public Welfare and Environmental Ethics in Ashoka’s Vision 

Ashoka's inscriptions present a unique synthesis of public welfare and environmental ethics, reflecting his vision of 

a harmonious society deeply rooted in ecological balance. By embedding environmental concerns within his broader 
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framework of Dhamma, Ashoka articulated a philosophy that sought to align ethical governance with the well-being 

of all living beings. 

Ecological Compassion in Rock Edict VII 

Rock Edict VII captures the essence of Ashoka’s ecological ethics, emphasizing his desire for all creatures, human 

and non-human, to coexist without fear. The edict states, "The Beloved-of-the-Gods desires that all beings should 

live without fear, be they human or animal"14. This statement underscores Ashoka’s inclusive approach to welfare, 

wherein compassion extends beyond humanity to encompass all life forms. 

Upinder Singh interprets this edict as an early expression of environmental governance, emphasizing Ashoka’s 

progressive outlook in integrating ecological considerations into state policies. Singh argues that Ashoka’s vision 

of welfare was not limited to economic or social dimensions but extended to fostering an ethical relationship 

between humans and the environment.15 

Non-Violence and Environmental Harmony in the Thirteenth Rock Edict 

The Thirteenth Rock Edict, primarily known for its pacifist message following the Kalinga War, also reflects 

Ashoka’s ecological sensibility. While the edict focuses on the horrors of war and the importance of non-violence 

(ahimsa), it simultaneously conveys a commitment to creating a balanced relationship between human society and 

nature. By advocating for non-violence, Ashoka implicitly promotes a form of ecological harmony that discourages 

exploitative practices harmful to the environment. 

Gokhale examines the ethical underpinnings of Ashoka’s Dhamma, emphasizing its dual focus on non-violence and 

compassion. He posits that Ashoka’s environmental ethics were a natural extension of his moral philosophy, which 

sought to minimize harm and maximize well-being across all dimensions of life, including ecological systems.16 

A Critical Perspective 

While Ashoka’s inscriptions reveal a pioneering vision of environmental ethics, some scholars have critiqued the 

practical implementation of these policies. Thapar suggests that while Ashoka’s inscriptions articulate noble ideals, 

their actual impact on the ground remains difficult to assess due to limited evidence of systematic ecological 

planning in the Mauryan administration.17 Similarly, Schopen highlights the potential symbolic function of these 

edicts, arguing that their primary aim may have been to legitimize Ashoka’s authority through a moral and ethical 

framework rather than to enact concrete environmental reforms.18 

Despite these critiques, Ashoka’s policies remain significant as an early articulation of ecological awareness within 

the context of governance. His emphasis on compassion, non-violence, and public welfare provides a foundational 

framework for understanding the historical roots of environmental ethics in India. 

Philosophical Foundations (A Convergence of Buddhist and Pre-Buddhist Traditions) 

Ashoka’s ecological policies reflect a profound ethical framework rooted in the Buddhist principles of ahimsa (non-

violence) and karuna (compassion). These principles, central to Buddhist teachings, encouraged the sanctity of all 

life forms and emphasized the necessity of harmonious coexistence between humans and the natural world. 

Ashoka’s inscriptions articulate a moral obligation toward protecting both the environment and the living beings 

dependent on it, presenting an early model of ecological ethics deeply intertwined with spiritual values. 

Integration of Buddhist Ethics into Governance 

Ashoka’s ecological policies are exemplified in Pillar Edict VI, which declares: "All men are my children. Just as I 

desire for my children that they may obtain welfare and happiness both in this world and the next, so do I desire the 
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same for all living beings"19. This edict reflects Ashoka’s paternalistic approach to governance, wherein his care 

extended beyond his human subjects to encompass all forms of life. By adopting Buddhist ethics, Ashoka 

institutionalized ahimsa and karuna within his administration, advocating for policies that minimized harm and 

promoted the welfare of animals, plants, and humans alike. 

Gokhale argues that Ashoka’s ecological policies represent an innovative application of Buddhist values to 

statecraft, highlighting the moral and ethical dimensions of governance in the Mauryan Empire. According to 

Gokhale, Ashoka’s inscriptions demonstrate his commitment to integrating personal spiritual values into public 

policy, creating a governance model that prioritized compassion and sustainability.20 

Pre-Buddhist Traditions and Ecological Consciousness 

While Ashoka’s policies were primarily influenced by Buddhist principles, they also reflect the continuation and 

adaptation of pre-Buddhist traditions. Vedic literature, for example, often celebrated natural elements such as rivers, 

trees, and mountains as divine entities. Hymns from the Rigveda extol the sanctity of rivers like the Saraswati and 

forests as vital components of life, emphasizing the interconnectedness of nature and humanity. 

Basham identifies these pre-Buddhist influences in Ashoka’s policies, suggesting that his ecological ethics were not 

only a product of Buddhist thought but also a synthesis of older Indian traditions that revered nature. This continuity 

highlights Ashoka’s ability to incorporate diverse cultural and philosophical elements into his vision of 

governance.21 

Critical Reflections on Ashoka’s Ecological Philosophy 

Thapar offers a critical perspective, noting that while Ashoka’s inscriptions articulate a comprehensive vision of 

ecological ethics, the extent of their practical implementation remains uncertain. She argues that the policies 

outlined in the inscriptions may have been more symbolic, serving to project an image of moral authority and 

enlightened governance rather than initiating widespread ecological reform.22 

On the other hand, Singh emphasizes the historical significance of Ashoka’s policies, framing them as a pioneering 

effort in environmental governance. Singh suggests that Ashoka’s ecological ethics, rooted in a combination of 

Buddhist and pre-Buddhist traditions, provided a moral framework for addressing environmental concerns, setting 

a precedent for future rulers in the Indian subcontinent.23 

By blending Buddhist principles with indigenous cultural traditions, Ashoka’s ecological policies offer a compelling 

model of sustainable governance. They underscore the importance of ethical leadership in addressing environmental 

challenges, a message that resonates strongly in contemporary debates on ecological conservation. 

Research Methods 

This study employs a historical and textual analysis approach, supplemented by archaeological research, to examine 

the ecological policies of Ashoka, the Third Mauryan Emperor, and their modern relevance. The research is 

structured around the following methodological components: 

 

1. Textual Analysis of Ashoka's Inscriptions 

The core method used in this study is the analysis of Ashoka's inscriptions, primarily focusing on the Rock Edicts 

and Pillar Edicts. These inscriptions serve as direct evidence of Ashoka's policies and provide insights into his 

ecological vision. The research systematically analyzes these texts to extract references to environmental ethics, 

animal welfare, afforestation, water management, and public welfare. 
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 Selection of Inscriptions: The study specifically examines Rock Edict II, Pillar Edict VI, Rock Edict I, and 

Pillar Edict V, as they directly relate to Ashoka's approach to environmental and animal welfare policies. 

 Content Analysis: The inscriptions are analyzed in the context of Ashoka's philosophical and ethical 

principles, particularly his adherence to Buddhist values of ahimsa (non-violence) and karuna 

(compassion), as well as pre-Buddhist traditions of reverence for nature. 

 

2. Comparative Analysis with Modern Sustainability Frameworks 

The study draws comparisons between Ashoka's policies and contemporary environmental sustainability initiatives 

to highlight their continued relevance. This comparative approach links historical practices to modern frameworks 

such as India's National Afforestation Programme and policies focused on public health through medicinal herbs. 

 Modern Afforestation Initiatives: The study examines India's ongoing afforestation projects and compares 

them to Ashoka's efforts to plant trees along trade routes. 

 Sustainability Goals: Ashoka's principles are juxtaposed with modern sustainability goals related to 

climate change, public health, and biodiversity conservation. 

 

3. Administrative Mechanisms and Policy Implementation 

A significant part of the study is dedicated to understanding the administrative mechanisms behind the 

implementation of Ashoka's ecological policies. This involves: 

 Examination of Mauryan Governance: The research looks into the role of regional governors and local 

administrators in the implementation of imperial directives. 

 Analysis of Policy Impact: The study addresses the limitations of the inscriptions in documenting the 

practical outcomes of Ashoka's policies, acknowledging that the available evidence is sparse. Further 

archaeological research is suggested to explore the scale and real-world impact of these policies. 

 

4. Philosophical and Cultural Contextualization 

The research also considers the philosophical foundations behind Ashoka's ecological vision. By examining both 

Buddhist principles and pre-Buddhist traditions, the study explores how these cultural and philosophical influences 

shaped Ashoka's governance. 

 Buddhist Influence: The research emphasizes Ashoka's commitment to Buddhist values, particularly the 

ethical principles of ahimsa and karuna, which guided his policies on animal welfare and environmental 

preservation. 

 Pre-Buddhist Traditions: The study looks at the influence of indigenous reverence for nature, such as the 

Rigvedic reverence for rivers and forests, on Ashoka's ecological philosophy. 

 

5. Addressing Critiques and Limitations 
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The study critically addresses the debate regarding the symbolism versus implementation of Ashoka's policies. 

While some scholars argue that the inscriptions served primarily as symbolic moral statements, the research suggests 

that their impact on social values and governance was profound, even if practical evidence of their implementation 

is limited. 

 Critique of Symbolism: The study addresses the claim that the inscriptions may have been more symbolic 

than practical, exploring the broader socio-political and cultural context in which they were created. 

 Evidence of Impact: Acknowledging the need for further archaeological research, the study calls for a 

more in-depth investigation into the tangible outcomes of Ashoka's environmental and welfare policies. 

 

 

This methodology combines textual, comparative, and administrative analyses to explore Ashoka's ecological vision 

and its application. It draws on primary sources, contemporary sustainability frameworks, and philosophical 

contexts to assess the relevance of Ashoka's policies for modern governance and environmental ethics. Through this 

approach, the study aims to bridge the gap between ancient practices and contemporary environmental challenges. 

 

Relevance in Contemporary Context 

Ashoka’s environmental philosophy resonates deeply with the global challenges of the 21st century, particularly as 

nations grapple with climate change, biodiversity loss, and unsustainable development practices. His policies on 

afforestation, animal welfare, and public health highlight a holistic governance model that balances human and 

ecological needs. The emphasis on compassion (karuna) and non-violence (ahimsa) as guiding principles of 

statecraft reflects a forward-thinking vision that aligns closely with contemporary notions of sustainability and 

environmental ethics. 

One of the most striking parallels between Ashoka’s policies and modern environmental governance is his 

commitment to afforestation and resource management. The large-scale planting of trees, as mentioned in Rock 

Edict II, mirrors present-day afforestation initiatives aimed at combating deforestation and climate change. 

Similarly, his concern for animal welfare, as articulated in Rock Edicts I and V, anticipates modern animal rights 

movements and ethical debates about humanity’s relationship with non-human species.24 

Ashoka’s focus on public health through measures such as the planting of medicinal herbs and the construction of 

wells demonstrates a deep understanding of the intersection between environmental and human well-being. These 

policies find echoes in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 3 (Good 

Health and Well-being) and Goal 15 (Life on Land). His vision of a harmonious coexistence between humans and 

nature serves as a model for integrating ecological ethics into governance frameworks. 

From a philosophical standpoint, Ashoka’s integration of Buddhist values with pre-existing traditions underscores 

the universality of ecological stewardship. Scholars like Basham (1954)25 and Thapar (1997)26 argue that Ashoka’s 

environmental policies were not isolated acts of altruism but part of a broader ethical framework that sought to 

redefine the relationship between the state and its subjects, including the natural world. His inscriptions, as recorded 

in primary sources like the Major Rock Edicts and Pillar Edicts, reveal a ruler deeply invested in promoting welfare 

across all dimensions of life—human, animal, and environmental. 
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In today’s context, Ashoka’s environmental policies offer more than historical insight; they provide a moral 

compass for addressing ecological challenges. His recognition of the interconnectedness of life and his emphasis 

on ethical governance highlight the need for an inclusive approach to sustainability. Revisiting Ashoka’s vision not 

only enriches our understanding of ancient ecological thought but also inspires contemporary efforts to harmonize 

economic development with environmental stewardship. 

 

Conclusion 

Ashoka's environmental policies and his commitment to ecological ethics offer a profound model of governance 

that integrates ethical principles with pragmatic solutions for sustainability. By embedding the concepts of 

compassion (karuna) and non-violence (ahimsa) into state policy, Ashoka championed the cause of ecological 

harmony and public welfare, addressing issues such as animal welfare, afforestation, water resource management, 

and medicinal plant cultivation. His innovative approach, rooted in Buddhist teachings and enriched by pre-

Buddhist traditions, represents an early and holistic vision of sustainable governance. 

The relevance of Ashoka’s philosophy transcends his time, finding echoes in modern sustainability frameworks, 

including afforestation initiatives, public health campaigns, and efforts to combat climate change. His emphasis 

on the interconnectedness of all life forms aligns with the contemporary pursuit of the United Nations' Sustainable 

Development Goals, particularly those emphasizing health, biodiversity, and environmental protection. 

While critiques of the symbolic nature of Ashoka's policies persist, their broader socio-cultural impact cannot be 

overstated. Ashoka’s vision continues to inspire and offers valuable lessons for today’s leaders, underscoring the 

importance of ethical leadership in addressing global challenges. Revisiting his legacy provides not only historical 

insight but also practical guidance for fostering a balance between development and ecological preservation. 

Ashoka’s inscriptions, thus, remain a testament to the potential of governance that values compassion and 

sustainability—principles that are indispensable as we face the pressing environmental challenges of the 21st 

century. 
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