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Abstract—The Mauryan Empire (c. 321-185 BCE) represents one of the earliest and most significant
experiments in imperial governance in Indian history. The emergence of a centralized state under
Chandragupta Maurya and its consolidation under Bindusara and Ashoka transformed the political
landscape of the Indian subcontinent. This article examines the nature of kingship and the sources of
political legitimacy in the Mauryan Empire. Drawing upon literary, epigraphic, and foreign accounts,
the study investigates how Mauryan rulers constructed and maintained their authority through
military conquest, administrative centralization, religious ideology, and ethical governance. Special
attention is given to the Arthashastra tradition, which provided a pragmatic framework for statecraft,
and to Ashoka's conception of Dhamma, which sought to establish moral legitimacy alongside political
power. The article argues that Mauryan kingship combined traditional notions of divine and hereditary
authority with practical mechanisms of governance and welfare-oriented policies. The transformation
of imperial ideology under Ashoka marked a significant departure from purely coercive authority
toward a model emphasizing ethical responsibility and public welfare. The study highlights the
multifaceted nature of political legitimacy in the Mauryan state and demonstrates how the Mauryan
experience contributed to the development of political thought and state formation in ancient India.
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I Introduction

The Mauryan Empire occupies a prominent place in the political history of ancient India. Established
by Chandragupta Maurya in the fourth century BCE, the empire became the first large-scale political entity
to unify extensive territories of the Indian subcontinent under a centralized administration. The Mauryan rulers
developed sophisticated mechanisms of governance that enabled them to exercise authority over diverse

populations and regions.

Kingship in the Mauryan period was not merely an expression of military power. Political authority had to be
justified and accepted by society. Consequently, Mauryan rulers relied upon multiple sources of legitimacy,
including dynastic succession, administrative efficiency, religious ideology, and public welfare. The notion
of legitimacy refers to the acceptance of authority by subjects and the moral or ideological basis upon which

political power is exercised..

The study of Mauryan kingship assumes importance because it reveals the interaction between political
authority and ethical principles. While Chandragupta Maurya and Bindusara focused primarily on territorial

expansion and imperial consolidation, Ashoka introduced a moral dimension to kingship through his policy
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of Dhamma. His inscriptions provide valuable evidence regarding the responsibilities of rulers and the ethical
foundations of governance. The Mauryan experience therefore offers important insights into the relationship

between state power and legitimacy in ancient India.

l. Review of Literature

The question of Mauryan kingship has attracted considerable attention from historians and scholars of
ancient India. H. C. Raychaudhuri viewed the Mauryan Empire as a remarkable achievement in political
integration and emphasized the administrative capabilities of its rulers. He regarded Chandragupta Maurya as

the architect of imperial unity and highlighted the importance of centralized authority.

D. D. Kosambi interpreted the Mauryan state from a socio-economic perspective. He argued that the rise of
the Mauryan Empire reflected changes in material conditions and economic structures. According to Kosambi,

the emergence of a centralized administration facilitated agricultural expansion and commercial development.

Romila Thapar provided a comprehensive analysis of Mauryan political ideology. She examined the
relationship between kingship, administration, and religion and argued that Ashoka's Dhamma served as an
instrument for promoting social cohesion and political stability. Thapar rejected the view that Ashoka's

policies weakened the empire and instead emphasized their integrative function.

lll.  Sources for the Study of Mauryan Kingship
The reconstruction of Mauryan political institutions depends upon a variety of sources. The

Arthashastra attributed to Kautilya constitutes one of the most important texts dealing with statecraft and
administration. Although its precise date remains debated, the text provides valuable insights into the

principles underlying kingship and governance.

The inscriptions of Ashoka represent the earliest deciphered records of ancient India and constitute primary
evidence regarding imperial ideology. Through these edicts, Ashoka communicated his conception of

Dhamma and outlined the duties of rulers toward their subjects.

Greek accounts, particularly the writings of Megasthenes in his work /ndica, provide important information
concerning the administrative organization and social conditions of the Mauryan Empire. Buddhist texts such
as the Mahavamsa and Dipavamsa and Jain traditions concerning Chandragupta Maurya supplement the

epigraphic evidence.

IV. Theoretical Perspectives on Palitical Legitimacy
Political legitimacy refers to the acceptance of authority by the governed and the justification of power

through ideological, religious, and institutional mechanisms. In ancient India, kingship was traditionally

associated with the concept of Dharma, which prescribed moral obligations and social responsibilities. The
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ruler was expected to protect society, maintain order, and promote prosperity. Consequently, political

authority was not merely coercive but was expected to conform to ethical principles.

Modern political theorists such as Max Weber classify legitimacy into traditional, charismatic, and legal-
rational forms. Although these categories emerged in a different historical context, they provide useful
analytical tools for understanding Mauryan kingship. The Mauryan rulers derived legitimacy from hereditary
succession and established traditions. Chandragupta Maurya's personal qualities and military achievements
provided charismatic legitimacy, while the administrative framework described in the Arthashastra and

evidenced in inscriptions represented elements of institutional authority.

V. Chandragupta Maurya and the Foundations of Imperial Authority
The rise of Chandragupta Maurya marked a turning point in the political history of ancient India. After

overthrowing the Nanda dynasty with the assistance of Kautilya, Chandragupta established a vast empire
extending across northern India. His military victories against Seleucus Nicator further enhanced his prestige

and strengthened his political position.

Chandragupta's authority rested primarily upon military success and effective administration. The conquest
of territories enabled him to unify diverse regions under a centralized political system. His alliance with
Kautilya provided ideological and intellectual support for imperial expansion. The Arthashastra presents the

king as the central authority responsible for ensuring security, economic prosperity, and social order.

VI. Kautilya and the Arthashastra Tradition

The Arthashastra attributed to Kautilya represents one of the most important treatises on statecraft in
ancient India. It provides a comprehensive discussion of kingship, administration, diplomacy, taxation, and
military organization. The text presents the ruler as the protector of society and emphasizes the importance of

practical wisdom in governance.

According to Kautilya, the king's happiness lay in the happiness of his subjects. The ruler was expected to
promote economic prosperity, maintain justice, and safeguard the kingdom from internal and external threats.

Effective governance was therefore regarded as the basis of political legitimacy.

The Arthashastra advocates a strong and centralized monarchy. The king occupied the highest position in the
political hierarchy and exercised extensive powers. However, these powers were accompanied by
responsibilities. The ruler was expected to act in accordance with Dharma and pursue the welfare of his

subjects.
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VIl. Bindusara and the Consolidation of the Empire

Bindusara, the successor of Chandragupta Maurya, played an important role in maintaining and
consolidating the empire. Although historical information regarding his reign is limited, literary traditions
suggest that he preserved the administrative institutions established by his father and extended Mauryan
influence into southern India.

VIIl. Ashoka and the Moral Basis of Kingship
The reign of Ashoka (c. 268-232 BCE) represents the culmination of Mauryan imperial power and

the transformation of the ideology of kingship. Unlike his predecessors, Ashoka sought to establish legitimacy
not only through military conquest and administrative efficiency but also through ethical and moral principles.
His inscriptions reveal a new conception of kingship in which the ruler assumed the role of a benevolent

guardian responsible for the welfare of all living beings.

The Kalinga War proved to be a decisive event in Ashoka's life. According to the Thirteenth Rock Edict, the
devastation caused by the war led to profound remorse and inspired him to adopt a policy based on Dhamma.
Instead of pursuing aggressive expansion, Ashoka emphasized moral conquest (Dhammavijaya) and
promoted peace, tolerance, and compassion. This transformation represented a significant shift in the

foundations of political legitimacy.

Ashoka regarded his subjects as his children and emphasized the duties of rulers toward society. He ordered
the construction of roads, wells, rest houses, and medical facilities for humans and animals. Such welfare
measures enhanced his popularity and strengthened the moral basis of his authority. Consequently, Ashoka's

reign represents one of the earliest examples of welfare-oriented governance in world history.

IX. Dhamma as an Instrument of Political Legitimacy

One of Ashoka's most important contributions to political thought was the formulation of Dhamma as
an ethical principle capable of uniting diverse communities. Dhamma did not represent a sectarian religious

doctrine but rather a universal code emphasizing compassion, truthfulness, tolerance, and respect for elders.

Ashoka employed inscriptions as a means of communicating his ideals to the people. These edicts were
engraved on rocks and pillars throughout the empire and reflected the ruler's concern for the moral welfare of
society. Through these inscriptions, Ashoka sought to establish direct communication with his subjects and

present himself as a just and compassionate ruler.

Dhamma served several political purposes. First, it promoted social harmony in an empire characterized by
cultural and religious diversity. Second, it enhanced the moral authority of the ruler. Third, it provided a
common ideological framework that facilitated imperial integration. Thus, Dhamma functioned as an

instrument of political legitimacy and contributed to the maintenance of stability within the empire.
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X.  Administrative Structure and Imperial Governance

The effectiveness of Mauryan administration constituted an important source of political legitimacy.
The empire was divided into provinces governed by royal officials who supervised revenue collection, law
and order, and public welfare. The centralized nature of administration enabled the rulers to exercise effective

control over vast territories.

The Arthashastra and Greek accounts indicate the existence of an elaborate bureaucratic structure. Officials
were responsible for agriculture, trade, taxation, public works, and military affairs. A system of espionage
ensured loyalty and enabled the king to monitor administrative activities. Such mechanisms contributed to

efficient governance and strengthened the authority of the state.

Xl. Religion and Statecraft in the Mauryan Empire
Religion played an important role in legitimizing political authority during the Mauryan period.

Chandragupta Maurya is associated with Jain traditions, while Ashoka embraced Buddhism after the Kalinga
War. Nevertheless, Mauryan rulers generally adopted a policy of religious tolerance and respected different

traditions.

Ashoka's inscriptions emphasize the importance of harmony among religious communities. He encouraged
mutual respect and discouraged sectarian hostility. Such policies reflected a pragmatic approach to

governance and contributed to the integration of diverse populations.

The relationship between religion and politics in the Mauryan Empire demonstrates that ideological principles
were closely connected with statecraft. Religion provided moral legitimacy, while the state ensured social
order and public welfare. The interaction between these two spheres strengthened imperial authority and

facilitated political integration.

Xll.  Mauryan Kingship in Comparative Perspective
The Mauryan conception of kingship can be compared with contemporary empires such as the

Hellenistic kingdoms and the Chinese Empire under the Qin dynasty. Like these empires, the Mauryan state
emphasized centralized administration and imperial authority. However, the Mauryan rulers, particularly

Ashoka, placed greater emphasis on ethical principles and welfare-oriented governance.

Unlike the divine kingship prevalent in certain ancient civilizations, Mauryan rulers derived legitimacy
primarily from their ability to maintain order and promote prosperity. Ashoka's policy of Dhamma introduced
a moral dimension that distinguished Mauryan kingship from many contemporary political systems. This
combination of practical statecraft and ethical responsibility constitutes one of the unique features of Mauryan

political thought.
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Xlll. Conclusion

The Mauryan Empire represents a landmark in the evolution of political institutions and kingship in
ancient India. The legitimacy of Mauryan rule rested upon multiple foundations, including military success,
administrative efficiency, dynastic continuity, religious ideology, and public welfare. Chandragupta Maurya
established the framework of centralized governance, while Bindusara ensured the continuity of imperial
institutions. Ashoka transformed the nature of kingship by introducing ethical principles and emphasizing the

welfare of society.

The Arthashastra provided the theoretical foundation for pragmatic statecraft, whereas Ashoka's Dhamma
supplied the moral basis of authority. Together, these elements produced a distinctive model of kingship
characterized by both power and responsibility. The Mauryan experience demonstrates that political
legitimacy depends not merely upon coercion but also upon the acceptance of authority by society and the

ruler's commitment to public welfare.

The study of Mauryan kingship thus reveals the complex interaction between power, ideology, and morality
in ancient India. The political thought and administrative practices developed during the Mauryan period
exercised a lasting influence on subsequent Indian traditions of governance and continue to attract scholarly

interest in contemporary historiography.
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