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Chapter- 8
The first empire and an inspiring emperor
STUDY NOTES
INTRODUCTION
Between the 6th and 4th centuries BCE Magadha emerged as the most powerful mahajanapadas (kingdoms). From the 4th century BCE, Magadha, under the inspiring leadership of the Mauryas, grew from a kingdom into an empire – the first empire of the Indian subcontinent.
WHAT IS AN EMPIRE?
An empire consists of several kingdoms or states that have been brought under the control of a single ruler. The stronger janapadas captured neighbouring states to form mahajanapadas or kingdoms. Out of 16 Mahajanapadas Magadha was the strongest and powerful.
THE INVASION OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT
The Macedonian king, Alexander the Great, was one of the world’s greatest conquerors. His empire stretched from Macedonia in Greece to the borders of the river Beas in Punjab. Alexander wanted to conquer India, tempted by the stories he had heard of India’s wealth. His attempt at crossing the river Beas failed, with his battle- weary Greek soldiers refusing to move further. Alexander’ s invasion weakened all the smaller kingdoms in the north of the Indian subcontinent, making it easier for Chandragupta Maurya.
CHANDRAGUPTA MAURYA
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Around 325 BCE, an ambitious young man by the name of Chandragupta overthrew the Nandas and established the Mauryan Empire. He did with the help of his mentor, Kautilya or Chanakya. Chandragupta and Kautilya first attacked and conquered the outer parts of the Nanda kingdom, areas which had been weakened by Alexander’s invasion. They conquered Punjab, Malwa and Saurashtra. They finally captured Pataliputra, the capital of Magadha, in 321 BCE. Chandragupta then extended his empire and laid the foundation of the Mauryan Empire.
The Greek general Seleukos Nikator who was in charge of the eastern part of his empire was defeated by Chandragupta in 305 BCE. 
Megasthenes, a Greek ambassador, stayed at Chandragupta’s court at Pataliputra for many years and wrote a book Indika with a source of information about life in India during Mauryan times.
The Mauryan Empire stretched from the Hindukush in the west to Bengal in the east, and from the Himalayas in the north to the Narmada in Central India.
BINDUSARA
Chandragupta was succeeded by his son, Bindusara. He ruled from 297 to 273 BCE. He conquered 16 states, and extended the Mauryan Empire greatly.
ASHOKA THE GREAT
The greatest king of the Mauryan dynasty was Ashoka, a king who was inspired by Buddhism to conquer people with kindness rather than war.
Ashoka ascended the throne in around 273 BCE. Ashoka was regarded by historians as one of the greatest rulers of the world. He tried to extend the frontiers of the Mauryan Empire with the fresh conquests. He finally turned his attention to the Kalinga. In 261BCE, Ashoka attacked Kalinga.
THE KALINGA WAR (261BCE)
The turning point of Ashoka’s life was his conquest of Kalinga (Odisha). Kalinga was a powerful kingdom at the centre of important trade and pilgrimage routes. Therefore, conquering it was of great significance. Bindusars tried to capture it but failed. For Ashoka, the possession of Kalinga became essential.
The conquest of this kingdom was bloody, and many thousands of soldiers and common people were killed. The sight of the battlefield filled Ashoka with horror and dismay. Shocked at what he had done, he vowed never to wage war again. Soon after, Ashoka became a Buddhist. He adopted the policy of ahimsa or non-violence. He was filled with compassion, and felt the need for ‘right living’. The year after Kalinga War, Ashoka is said to have gone on his first Buddhist Pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya.
ASHOKA AND HIS DHAMMA
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Ashoka carved his policy of dhamma—ie., a person’s duty to live according to certain religious and social code—on pillars, caves and rocks. These edicts were spread throughout the land, so that people could read and follow them. The edicts were in Prakrit, the language of the common people.
Ashoka appointed special officers called dhamma mahamattas who devoted themselves to the maintenance of dhamma. He worked hard to make people accept values that were accepted in principle, but rarely practised.
He told his subjects:
· To obey the parents
· to be liberal to friends, acquaintances, relatives and ascetics
· to abstain from killing animals, and practise ahimsa and non –violence
· to be moderate in expenditure and in acquiring possessions
· to cultivate compassion, truthfulness, purity, gentle and virtue
· to treat servants with care, show reverence to teachers and gentleness to all.
Ashoka lived his life the way he wanted his subjects to. During his reign, he dug wells, planted trees, built hospitals, and even created public gardens for medicinal herbs. He built monasteries where bhikshus(monks) and bhikshunis (nun) could study the Buddhist scriptures and live peaceful lives.
THE MAURYAN ADMINISTRATION
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The Mauryan administration was a totalitarian one (the monarch had absolute power), though a benevolent one.
Adhyakshas (superintendent), Yuktas (subordinate officers), Pradesikas (provincial officers) and rajjukas (district officers) were responsible for a variety of duties, including the collection of taxes and revenues.
The monarch was advised on policy matters by a privy council, or mahamantriparishad. The privy coubcil had very few members and was given great responsibility. The policies of the government were made by the privy council, and were carried out by the council of ministers or  mantriparishad. 
The empire was divided into smaller units for better administration.
Empire--Provinces  Districts Villages
PROVINCES
The Mauryan provinces were huge and were ruled by viceroys who were generally princes. The empire was divided into four provinces----Magadha, Ujjain, Taxila and Swarnagiri.
DISTRICTS
The provinces were divided into administrative districts called Janapadas. They were managed by officials called sthanikas.
VILLAGES
Each district consisted of groups of five to ten villages. Gopas orb ganardhans maintained records of all the resources of the villages under them. Each village is headed by an official called the gramin. His job was to regulate land and water rights to collect taxes and fines.
THE CITY OF PATALIPUTRA
The most complex and well organised system of urban government was the administration of the imperial city of Pataliputra. A committee of 30 people was appointed to look after the administration of the city. The city was divided into six groups:
        Group I-Industrial Activities
        Group II- Entertainment of foreigners, assigning them lodging, taking care of them
        Group III – Registration of births and deaths
        Group IV- Trade and commerce, checking weights and measures
        Group V – Supervision o manufactured articles
         Group VI – Collection of taxes
SOCIETY
The varna system was followed strictly. Kautilya prescribes different laws for different castes. The laws generally favoured the upper castes.
A large number of people were farmers. They grew rice, barley, pulses, cotton and vegetables. To have increased agricultural production was the main goal of the Mauryan state. Therefore, it built facilities like dams and canals. 
Environmental protection seems to have been of great concern for Mauryans. Kautilya warns against ‘damaging plants and trees in city parks, sanctuaries, holy places and cremation grounds. Fines were imposed for urinating near holy places, water reservoirs, temples or royal buildings,
Also important was consumer protection (protecting the common people from getting cheated by traders or service providers. 
TRADE AND INDUSTRY
Next to agriculture, the main occupation of the people was trade and industry. Both inland and overseas trade were significant. Weights and measures were standardised, trade was regulated strictly.
Textiles, wooden and ivory objects, perfumes, jewellery from semi-precious stones and shining black pottery were some of the items bought and sold.
The Mauryans maintained a commercial tie with the Greek kingdoms of Central Asia and Middle East. The Mauryans built a royal highway from Taxila to Pataliputra.
TRADE GUILDS
Shrenis or guilds was like an association for each trade and had rules and regulations. Some of the groups acted as the bankers to its members.
COINS
Punch-marked coins became widespread in the Mauryan kingdom. They were mainly made of silver with different symbols.
MILITARY POWER
The Mauryan was massive, and was commanded by the senapati. Chandragupta had an army of 600,000. The soldiers were well trained and well equipped. The army had six branches—Cavalry, infantry, chariots, Elephants, transport and navy.
There were secret agents who informed the monarch of happenings in the state. Kautilya recommended having spies to spy secret agents.
CONTACT WITH FOREIGN LANDS
Ashoka sent missions to several lands, mainly to Greek states to the north-west of the Indian subcontinent. IT is believed that Ashoka’s son Mahindra and daughter Sanghamitra took Buddhism to Sri-Lanka.
THE END OF THE EMPIRE
Ashoka ruled for about 37 years, and the empire continued for another 50 years. After that the empire began to break up. Many reasons are suggested for this:
· The administration might have become less efficient
· It might have become financially difficult to run such a vast empire
· Perhaps the army had become weak due to the policy of peace followed by Ashoka.
· Finally, the Sungas took over the throne of Magadha from the Mauryas.
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