
AŚOKA DOCUMENTS - EDICTS XII AND XIII 

Introduction by John Sheldon 

Translation by Gil Davis 

These Greek inscriptions now in the museum of Kabul were discovered on a 
stone block in 1963 among the ruins of ancient Kandahar (Alexandria in 
Arachosia). They are translations of two edicts of the Mauryan Emperor Aśoka 
(Skt. a - śoka ‘free from grief’ – called Piodasses here) who ascended (probably 
usurped) the throne of Bindusāra, son of Chandragupta (Gk. Sandra/kottoj) 
about 269 BCE. A.L.Basham describes Aśoka as ‘the greatest and noblest ruler 
India has known, and indeed one of the great kings of the world.’ His edicts, 
which are similar in content and involve statements of policy and instructions to 
the army, are engraved on rocks and pillars all over India. They are written in a 
number of different Old Indian scripts and dialects. It is likely that he was 
emulating Achaemenid inscriptions, although these are mainly records of 
conquest. Although we read of the conquest of Kalinga at the beginning of Edict 
XIII, the rest of this famous text tells of the king’s change of heart and his 
Buddhist- inspired compassion for living creatures. In Edict XII the eu)se/beia 
‘righteousness’ of the Greek version translates the much wider Buddhist 
concept of dharma (Pali dhamma). There is a lacuna in this text caused by 
broken stone which can be supplemented from the Brahmi version. What is 
more interesting is that it contains some words not in the original which have a 
distinctly Greek flavour. See lines 8-10. While the Indian version stresses the 
need for tolerance of other religions, the Greek addition seems to site this in the 
philosophical schools as well. 
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EDICT XII 

GREEK TEXT 

 

 
TRANSLATION 
1 dharma and self-control in all occupations. And especially he is a master of 

self control 
2 who has mastery of his tongue. And neither would they praise themselves 

nor criticise anything about their neighbours. 
3  For it is vain. And they try more to praise their neighbours and  
4 in no way at all to criticise. By doing these things they exaggerate their own 

importance and 
5 laud it over their neighbours. But doing otherwise they become both more 

inglorious and 
6 hated by their neighbours. And those who praise themselves, and criticise 

their neighbours,  
7 acting in a more ambitious way, wishing in comparison to the rest to be 

conspicuous, by much more do they harm 
8 themselves. For it is proper to value one another and to receive lessons from 

one another. 
9 and by doing these things they shall be more learned, and hand over to one 

another such things as 



10 each of them understands. And do not hesitate to speak plainly to those 
practising such things, in order that  

11 they may improve through practising dharma in everything.  
 

NB: Line 3 - keno/g should be keno/n; Lines 10/11 – dei-amei/nwsin  taken as 
diamei/nwsin ‘improve’ from comparison with the Indian text, rather than 
diame/nwsin ‘remain’. 
 



EDICT XIII 

 
GREEK TEXT 

 

 
TRANSLATION 
11 In the eighth year of the reign of Piodasses 
12 he subjected Kalinga. Captured and carried away from there were souls 

numbering  
13 150,000. And another 100,000 were killed. And nearly as many others  
14 perished. From that time pity and compassion overcame him. And he 

bore it grievously. 
15 On account of this change of attitude he gave orders to refrain from the 

desire for living things, and had a treatise drawn up 
16 concerning piety. And yet the King found this undertaking more difficult 

(than he expected). The ones living there who were 
17 Brahmans and Buddhist monks and some others who devoted their time 

to religious matters living there  
18 ought to appreciate the beneficial things of the King, and (treat) the 

teacher and father and mother 
19 with respect and admiration, and love and not deceive their friends and 

companions, 



20 using their slaves and servants as lightly as possible. Of those there of 
such kinds, doing these things 

21 if someone is killed or abducted, it (the treatise) is sidelined and the 
others take precedence*. And the 

22 King was exceedingly irate on account of these things. And that in the 
remaining peoples are   

 
* h(gei=ntai = h(gou=ntai   
 


