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July 20th of 356 B.C. was a very important date in human history, for two major
events were said to have taken place on that particular day. The first was the burning of
the famous Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, near the present-day city of Izmir in Turkey.
The second was the birth of Alexander the Great.

Alexander the Great was the son of the Macedonian king Philip II and the Epirus
princess Olympias. He ascended the throne at the age of twenty after his father was
assassinated. During his short reign of twelve years, he set out to conquer the world and
almost succeeded. His army swept across Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and Central
Asia. He captured Egypt in 332 B.C. and defeated the Persian Empire in 330 B.C.
Overwhelmed by the victories, Alexander the Great decided to press ahead. This time, he
aimed for the Indian subcontinent in South Asia. In 326 B.C. he and his troops crossed
the Indus River and disarmed the two kingdoms in the Punjab region (located in
present-day India and Pakistan). Just as he was ready to advance to the kingdom of
Magadha in the Ganges Valley, his soldiers rebelled and refused to go any farther. Under
immense pressure, Alexander the Great discarded his grand plan and, thus, spared the rest
of India and other countries in Asia. Three years after his reluctant withdrawal, he died in
Babylon.

The sudden death of Alexander the Great dismantled the massive empire almost overnight. With no apparent
heirs competent enough to continue the legacy, a power struggle quickly broke out. The instability helped give
rise to a man named Chandragupta Maurya (pronounced "chun-druh-GOOP-tuh MOW-ur-yuh") who later
assembled a strong army and became the first person to unite India.

Chandragupta was an intelligent man with a murky past. Some historians believe that he was from the second
social caste of Kshatriya (pronounced "shuh-TREE-uh") that consisted of warriors, rulers, and government
officials. But others disagree. They argue that he was really from the third, lower social caste of Vaishya
(pronounced "VYSH-yuh") that consisted of farmers and merchants. While we may never find out what class
Chandragupta belonged to originally, we know one thing for sure. His chance encounter with a castaway priest
Kautilya (pronounced "kow-TEEL-yuh", also known as Chanakya) was the turning point of his life.

According to local legends, Kautilya had a falling out with the ruler of Magadha and got thrown out of the
royal court. Determined to avenge the humiliation, he took a promising 10-year-old boy (Chandragupta) from the
streets and raised him to become one of India's greatest emperors. Chandragupta certainly did not let Kautilya
down. Once he amassed a strong military and secured help from Macedonian mercenaries, he staged a coup and
overthrew the king of Magadha. He established the Mauryan dynasty in 321 B.C. and made Pataliputra
(present-day Patna) the capital of the new empire.

With Magadha out of the way, Chandragupta set out to wage wars against other small kingdoms in India and
gradually expanded his territory to include all but the southern tip of the Indian peninsula. Though busy with his
conquest, he did not ignore the infrastructure of his country. He entrusted his mentor, Kautilya, with this
daunting task. Kautilya took the responsibility seriously and did an excellent job. He even wrote a political
handbook, "Arthasastra" (pronounced "arth-A-SHASH-tra"), discussing at length every aspect of a good
government. Working hand-in-hand, the duo built a strong, prosperous country.

Chandragupta passed away in 297 B.C., and the throne went to his son Bindusara. During his reign of 25
years, he continued his father's military campaign and added more land to the dynasty's already vast territory.
Bindusara's son, Asoka (also spelled as Ashoka), became the next emperor in 272 B.C. He was, by far, the most
famous king of the Mauryan dynasty.

Like his father and grandfather, Asoka was a warrior king. But he had a complete change of personality after
he conquered Kalinga on the east coast of India. Shattered by the aftermath of the war, he converted from
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Hinduism to Buddhism and began pursuing peace. He never waged another war in his lifetime. Though a
devoted Buddhist, Asoka exercised great tolerance of different religions. He allowed competing faiths to co-exist.
Asoka made the laws less harsh, gave up hunting, and became a vegetarian. To instruct his people on the topics
concerning nonviolence and proper ethical behaviors, he had his edicts (rules) inscribed on sandstone pillars and
put up throughout the kingdom. Under his encouragement, Buddhist monks traveled to faraway places so the
religion quickly spread to other parts of the world, most notably to Nepal, Tibet, China, Thailand, and Japan.

After Asoka's death in 232 B.C., the Mauryan dynasty fell into a slow and steady decline. Over the next
several decades, a succession of five kings came and went, and none left behind any notable achievements. By
the time the last emperor, Brhadrata, ascended the throne in 187 B.C., the kingdom's territory had shrunk
considerably. In 185 B.C., he was assassinated during a military parade by a general named Pusyamitra Sunga.
The coup effectively ended the long reign of the Mauryan dynasty!

The Mauryan Dynasty

Questions

1. How long did the Mauryan dynasty last?

A. 163 years
B. 136 years
C. 157 years
D. 142 years

2. Who founded the Mauryan dynasty?

A. Asoka
B. Kautilya
C. Brhadrata
D. Chandragupta

3. Who invaded the Indus Valley in 326 B.C.?

A. Alexander the Great
B. Mark Antony
C. Genghis Khan
D. Julius Caesar

4. Which of the following about the Mauryan dynasty is correct?

A. It was the first kingdom that unified India.
B. Its founding father was Kautilya.
C. It was toppled over by Alexander the Great.
D. Its capital was at Mumbai.

5. What religion did Asoka convert to after he conquered Kalinga?

A. Islam
B. Hinduism
C. Buddhism
D. Christianity
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6. Which of the following about Asoka is NOT true?

A. He made the laws less harsh.
B. He had his edicts inscribed on sandstone pillars and put up throughout the country.
C. He tolerated all religions.
D. He was the second emperor of the Mauryan dynasty.

7. Which of the following emperors had the longest reign?

A. Bindusara
B. Alexander the Great
C. Chandragupta
D. Asoka

8. Which of the following countries did Alexander the Great NOT invade?

A. India
B. Persian Empire
C. China
D. Egypt

Suppose Alexander the Great had insisted on advancing to the kingdom of Magadha despite the objection of his
troops. How would world history have changed? Use your imagination and write a story about it.

Suppose you were Asoka. Describe what went through your mind after the conquest of Kalinga that prompted
you to adopt a policy of nonviolence.
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