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Abstract 

This paper examines the single principle in Aśoka's inscriptions that most closely approximates a doctrine 

of expression: restraint in speech (vācāguti). Major Rock Edict XII, the locus classicus for the doctrine, 

identifies restraint in speech as the root of growth in the essentials of all sects, and specifies it as the 

compound abstention from praising one's own sect and condemning the sect of others without good cause; 

where cause exists, criticism is licensed only if done in a mild way (Tola & Dragonetti, 2005). The paper 

argues that Aśoka's contribution is not a doctrine of free speech but a doctrine of disciplined speech: 

expression is to be guided by self-restraint (samyama) and by a deliberate management of words, and the 

sanction for failure is internal — the speaker harms his own sect rather than incurring a penalty from the 

state (Yahya et al., 2022). A central terminological argument runs through the paper. The parent doctrine 

is sammā vācā, rendered "right speech" in the translation tradition (Sharda, 2019; Vivek, 2024); but this 

paper follows the philological sense of sammā as equilibrium rather than as a juridical verdict of right 

opposed to wrong, and reads the doctrine as a discipline maintaining a state of balance in speech — an 

experiential condition rather than a rule-compliance. On that reading, vācāguti and samyama describe the 

same work: the maintenance of equilibrium, one in the domain of speech, the other in the domain of self-

possession. The paper reconstructs the principle as a system of self-related and other-related self-restraint 

with the "control of tongue" as the condition of principled coexistence (Bhargava, 2015), analyses it as a 

civic virtue that is collectively produced rather than individually held (Bhargava, 2022), considers the 

scholarly challenge that dhamma was instrumental statecraft rather than conviction (Jayswal, 2025; 

Kumar, 2024), and concludes that Aśoka constructed the earliest documented royal program in which the 

restraint of public speakers is treated as the enabling condition of a plural public among the sects and the 

Pali language is nothing but actually living words not merely words in the language. 
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1. Introduction: Expression Under Discipline 

The claim that Aśoka taught something about freedom of speech rests on a genuine textual foundation, but 

the foundation supports a different building than is usually erected on it. The Aśokan edicts do not 

announce a right of expression, and they do not recognise a sphere in which a subject may speak without 

the sovereign's concern. What Major Rock Edict XII sets out is a normative discipline of speech: 

expression is not to be suppressed but guided, and what guides it is self-restraint exercised by the speaker 

and a considered management of the words the speaker chooses to use. 
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https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3AxZdNbxxJGcedXQJc4YBYOGxthLSJ5Hmfsce5wCQ2yTiJEzwTAgfE1nRVT1emu6pTVe2Z2ZOz8A3gwg0%2Bhj%2FCCi77FXLiBKdISFz4P9U9L94YRZAgojhpd3dVPS%2F%2F53l%2B%2FcXFzgexsWqq9LfE3NjZxc53Ez5x3vLILz%2FcHyeSWammmpmYefzyiBd2yTWTWS6tsWzgEjPj7GZUZ%2B29%2Fqvz37U7bXbn7tEtphwTynmlp4VyiRRssmQJbubW5HzKvTJh08OEZxnfZZwVWr0oJMtNqqIlPXImUjxlXAsmfaIiXEdGiyLydfYsUalkMFMo2omn6ZIp7aXNrfQ4jDvsmHGtYun8%2BjDyoLL8U1giraOl8DAz1slwEk44w31a4A27UwgBozPGY%2Bwd1k9SY8SSPeApXOPsGbe7uE%2BOcWzIuJ0W0uEO95VvbM7dLsMJkjlEUsXwRPt0ST47k2Opx51gNM7PLZ9mMDiCO0hDkUntQzDghYws7Kizoac9mdRIm5QWK2EqF8JKRydLpjIsI4dEpjT2t9jwrPSvCmqUIGTYAKZic1uQM7DnjDu%2Fi7xRCCQMxAIrI5iA8CIyyA%2BdhhAqK%2BvszpKymRlKcplAWofdN%2BkS2KXSiDPFNPFkamwcRXNlikkkxXsXPlrJM5jyhuU421uTlhZFeMvjFablfBdhx17IYggjm3CHVEDSiAHSQfuncgqNZDxCxBEcKyFE7OegM4HdYfpK1CQ9ygU0V%2FgEZeGXWGHJbnbDmdjjjbm0NxiswkaUZM2gbVxmCku5XeICTqY8ipALKQ5h3LTdbO%2FVmp2MnOBwzg51bC52rk%2FLU9x5CltRbz%2FFj7GiWW%2B2pXKukNelVz6Vi%2F6QlK2DjGHcsSnIYUrcqAzhKFJSR5KdSie5jRJ2c3g8Gp3eis9MCgV9kK%2BPfmggNWMvdq4pVKE85ZAAegBEaZ1%2Fgjvf%2FzJJIYJw%2BVUa4q4mBZa4l3hPaJ7R%2B3HM4fFyesyXbs4pwmdSz%2B7wSVqwB0XGrUC25E6ccPdExK8jJdzFzjciYdTi41azvt%2Fs9foN9dw5W0d0evWzdl316p3mXmsPTWOiz%2FGv0y9Vp9nt1w66B83E5BI%2By8XsWbfb6u73e91%2BCy895q%2Bfh1iFUD%2BnzWqtZq3ZghfoPPBiAsNQGIhZJJ%2FadPFZ4n3ubjca8%2Fm8XpoQmawxz2vkLKTeKPLUcOEaz8s4N%2FJiAnWhhf06lHijDGqt3QgH13qNEOxgfD0X8dQVE7%2FMKUwzbqGnVI7x6zUkT5r4gdJi%2B7b01Lvwbhop9IA7y7um0H4HlRBDqkiqeIa27Mq7lR7igWYDWLYkrUMFZYG9Ov%2BDY0%2FW3bNqPqERjo1JQ1HQ41LhdzcVgFan0O22uvtRKPDYm1xF7jcXO9%2BMhcmgH5g5wZJ2kIG5LD4nYyVTUb4y6XSufAeP4nGrfdDbC48Xnwycwnn3pKlqD9aiwo98os3U8jxZShehc%2F7zx3%2F%2F7aMd%2FEkQ3K1zRKfTbpZb1Ta%2BrcqBtrpcOqcyDZdQ43v2qdNsHZSGfDyILbV4NvKFUGiwZMaWh2uPfvWXz670qNUNG6UDTc0Hy8wUAnnf9vaa5TGLH63spUlk0MJCjy1SX2Bi8Upma6OPX7%2FPNAgqlG9HBeqysapLNIm6sdPGW%2FrEjHDl5%2BWovvYmxnxngzHX%2F0oYs6Xtt5ALRq0WSBtVToToo8odVchQCxJrFSZMHoupYtEGmQC3YK5VeJPSiGdSqMhXILBiHhpaAIE3oEZINtNmrulM2qSs3Tobb%2FimOlZVZcHQWVHl6FcYgAQ%2BYuVQMBtNT6JNoZvRgIxgkPM4WYfhME%2FM7op54gK2rNlmBTVzghqZTRC%2BCkvAC%2BgJ6GBizUQwb4M9TsoZnDUYzmX2VzxmTfA7EBIMIHHAawZL
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This distinction is the argument of the paper. Aśoka's vācāguti — restraint in speech — is not a restriction 

imposed from outside upon an otherwise free speaker. It is a practice the speaker is instructed to perform 

upon himself. The edict does not say that the state will punish those who denigrate the sects of others; it 

says that whoever does so "only harms his own sect”. The entire normative burden is therefore located in 

the disposition of the person speaking, and the mechanism of compliance is the speaker's own interest 

rather than the sovereign's coercion. That is a doctrine of managed expression: not the absence of limits, 

and not the imposition of limits by force, but the cultivation of a speaker who imposes limits upon himself. 

Three features of the historical and terminological setting must be kept in view throughout, because they 

condition everything the edict says. 

The first is the setting itself. Aśoka reigned c. 268–232 BCE (Suna & Gadgil, 2026), and the communities 

addressed by Rock Edict XII were not the institutionalised confessions of a later age. They were sects in 

the older sense: competing ascetic orders, schools and bodies of householders, whose boundaries were 

doctrinal and practical rather than bureaucratic. To describe the edict as regulating "religion," in the 

modern sense of a system of organised confessional belonging, would be to import into the third century 

BCE a category that had not yet formed. This paper therefore uses "sect" throughout, following those 

translation traditions that render the passage in precisely these terms. 

The second is the internal plurality of the realm. Aśoka "cemented the idea of an Indian national identity 

but sowed the seeds of religious and cultural conflicts that endure today," at the same time as he "ably 

managed his vast empire, strengthening internal government and further reinforcing the idea of a larger 

India in the entire Asian subcontinent" (Testa, 2014). His doctrine of restraint is addressed precisely to 

that seam — not to conflict between the empire and its enemies, but to conflict among the communities 

of the empire. 

The third is terminological, and it is the one your correction has clarified. If sammā names a state of 

equilibrium rather than a correctness opposed to error, then the doctrine of restraint is not a rule of conduct 

whose breach is a wrong. It is a practice of maintaining balance, whose breach is a loss of balance — and 

the difference between those two readings runs through the whole paper. Section 2 sets the reading out, 

and the conclusion returns to what it changes. 

The paper proceeds in eleven further sections. Section 2 sets out the terminology adopted and the reasons 

for it. Section 3 sets out sources and interpretive cautions. Section 4 establishes the text of Major Rock 

Edict XII and its four structural elements. Section 5 reconstructs vācāguti against the equilibrium sense of 

sammā vācā. Section 6 examines self-restraint in its two forms. Section 7 analyses the compound 

prohibited act. Section 8 examines the internal sanction and what it reveals about the theory of compliance. 

Section 9 addresses the question of "free expression" directly. Section 10 registers the instrumentalist 

challenge. Section 11 considers contemporary resonance and misappropriation, and Section 12 concludes. 

 

2. A Note on Terminology 

Three terms require definition before the argument proceeds, because the analysis depends on them. 

2.1 "Sect" Rather Than "Religion" 

The compound noun translated "religion" in the widely circulated English renderings of Rock Edict XII 

is rendered "sect" in other translation traditions. The comparative literature states the passage's rule as 

follows: "the root for the essential progress of the sects is control of language: one must not exalt one's 

own sect and criticise the others; if one must do so for some reason, it must be in a moderate form”. That 

rendering is adopted here. 
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https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3ArVW7biRFFJ2FFQREZEgEFBICCY3HMz32eA0B8mPFWiBhrVdriex21%2B3usqurmnrMIzPiM4jI%2BAVnJHwBMX%2BAiDYj4VT1rFmWJUEkVrvqPs7j3ppvb0ev1dapRpk35cq669vR2y2VPjiqwub1H4%2Bj0lKZRlgjQssiGlWrioLC%2F7YWZ0YqElS1ipcsRbkRrfKicWRkTYh3Y3GCb0dN7AONxZG31yRQnU2Da4OclMBdrxx%2F5AXJThmVuucOSBWV7Tp2FX8q0J60tzgxS3YBucGK4yglSnRjwZqXSANWFUTtbCfQqSOthecqpNhEwAcK0SfsJDq6sk6AtZbCsYYI1kzEEWIRKBkEUtyxMjJ6ciQUEJU2BlEczJ9zUUAHDQLrjSi5oo4RtrQ6yZHiDSSrNJMTPlYVe594SeX7GHiMrn4ItQb5KyiSWDpSHmfIJddtBDWkjA%2FjLEdvUaJE8LXSmuU461c6m8QWF7EjQzsX0auOwGQAu5jegTVLkqj8BWnoBD8ICErWWllo4rlTwamSNPoyJcuzv%2FCFyQd2BtLjYyxWCtKQ0OQaeAKM6KVDa2PTZu1Sn0x0RSg78K6jfg4jnUKCJqJoHpqUs2qtZk8aFmlCIfRLWqCVQTZLtMjJFXdssvmpEVzKXm6hGmHy5IACrkxQAa5AA29X2wzPLLP9W8PBO09Z1CE6pGG4aq2q4BFNQTC8d4zhkZRIZgSU5E9CN9vxBVlE5hkevzDceRQB1SU4jcXMmgQ996ujy445Vgb7V6XYvxEaxHXbDcMkpdvECGiOfGLqYwmwGHicTjRlkVmeYhSbYlrs78yKLt1jdtidocnt6F5DES45f9Pf3Xxpsc3W4VL1IPSYTMN4E7DlzodznLzVatDLXzplYUAiEnx6OaTBvKcXpKZO6Q0%2FYawXN2rJRp%2FSUklxORGnrKWDt6O6JX8u62eVkv52dL%2BSVq3fmU0ne%2FNib%2Ffw4MFsPtufLuYH08XObIr5KM0N%2Fnpz09qeoSGvry%2F35g8We4cHxf4CV1%2FRsysExIH1VTGd7e1MZzvFASCbJgJyCSugU9j0gDnigNdgA7y6Upig482JjSaMYFjNMK1ieYkX0A%2BnjOHRXB%2F9%2FD08r4PtVeW%2Fux29UUvbQTlUKZWkIktgL2ylYPJFpVIZz7UC6SGknA0x%2FshhqJL3j9KWqqDY47p%2BMpvtL%2BY5ZP3udohT1PZhC%2BIiRIlY9pV1%2FMdnvz%2F84afRaNSC1gtd5KzY9vnm8d1g%2ByHzv4CeD4hejhkAF4eQPwN%2BfxjFz9n2VoNSNTB8GFpj8SvQt5s72B%2F8Kl4Bez4vpkOpnfOhwl%2FdcqmzYYG2Sw1u%2BfP%2F5zR%2FMB1KrD98qjhkx1g8ggHW4QkGkpP8RPDLfvz2y9c3ryS29WP9XupntW2GMv%2BgKdN03q%2Bi0%2BuP2xD6T3Z35XqC5ZhY1%2Bz%2B235cpx%2Frp%2BzSM3vvTw%3D%3D
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The choice is not merely stylistic. The edict's referent is a plurality of communities defined by doctrine 

and practice — ascetic orders and their lay followings — rather than by membership in formally 

constituted institutional bodies. This paper accordingly writes of "sects" throughout its own analysis, and 

where a source is quoted whose rendering uses "religions," the sense is the same and the substitution is 

editorial. 

2.2 Sammā as Equilibrium, Not Correctness/Right 

The parent doctrine of Aśoka's vācāguti is sammā vācā, and the translation tradition in our evidentiary 

base renders it "right speech" — the third stage of the noble eightfold path, comprising four abstentions 

from false, slanderous, harsh and idle speech (Sharda, 2019; Vivek, 2024). That rendering is a translator's 

choice, and it carries an implication this paper does not accept without argument: that sammā names a 

standard of correctness against which an utterance may be judged right or wrong. 

The philological case for the alternative reading rests on the word's own field of meaning. Sammā is the 

Pāli reflex of Sanskrit samyak/samyag, whose root connections lie with sama — "even, level, equal, in 

balance" — and with the sense of "together, completely, in due order." The term therefore carries, in its 

earliest layers, the sense of evenness and balance: a going-along-with, a being-level-with, rather than a 

conformity to rule. Its semantic neighbours are equilibrium, evenness and integrity rather than rectitude. 

What the English "right" supplies is a juridical and evaluative dimension — the pairing of right against 

wrong — which the Pāli term does not require and which, on this reading, distorts it. 

Three consequences follow for the argument, and they are the reason the reading is worth adopting rather 

than merely noting. 

First, the doctrine becomes experiential rather than prescriptive. If sammā vācā names speech-in-

equilibrium, then the practice it describes is a state the speaker occupies rather than a rule the speaker 

obeys. This is consistent with the character of the four abstentions themselves, which are framed as things 

one refrains from doing rather than as commands one fulfils (Thein et al., 2019). A doctrine of equilibrium 

is not enforced; it is maintained — and a norm that is maintained rather than enforced belongs to the logic 

of self-restraint, not to the logic of law. 

Second, the doctrine acquires a diagnostic function rather than merely a prohibitive one. Hostile 

speech, on this reading, is not simply wrong; it is disproportionate. The comparative literature identifies 

exactly this pathology when it records the tradition's awareness "that truth has multiple aspects or facets 

and that generally man perceives only one of those aspects, clings to it, and in defending it as the only 

existing one, adopts violent attitudes”. Dogmatic attachment to a partial truth is a failure of balance — a 

speaker over-weighted on one side of his own position — and the remedy is the restoration of evenness, 

not the imposition of silence. 

Third, the term falls into the same semantic field as samyama. Aśoka's restraint in speech is glossed 

in the scholarly reconstruction as samyama, self-restraint, and the "control of tongue" is identified as 

crucial for morally legitimate and principled coexistence. Samyama and sammā share the root field of 

sama, evenness; one names the holding-together of the self, the other the evenness of the utterance. That 

morphological convergence is not decisive evidence, but it is illuminating: on this reading, Aśoka's 

vācāguti and the Buddhist sammā vācā are describing the same work in two domains — the maintenance 

of equilibrium, one in the domain of the self, the other in the domain of speech. Section 5 develops this. 

I state the position plainly so that it can be assessed rather than absorbed: the translation tradition renders 

sammā vācā as "right speech" ; this paper renders it as speech in a state of equilibrium, on the ground of 

the term's philological sense, and where the sources are cited for the doctrine's content — the four 
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https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3AtZpLj1zXccfHMfJYZxsEuAaCRDSGw3mIFCkIDoaSbA0iWYSGkoAMCOR039N978x9tO9jmq0VCS%2F8AbIKkADZ8wMkXGfyCfIJpKxtr7zyxr%2BqOvfR0z30UIABPrpvn1OnTlWdf%2F2rzn35eufPZmWVztPiL%2BNlWV283vnrxE3qpnLTZvUPrz7gU1nMf3JS8H%2FcTpu0LD64Fx5Gj9s4TtK6iRa%2BXGQ%2Bmvgs9Zc%2BahLX8I%2BvfJTWEZKYFbkijiofvqSF%2FB6xYhbvRU%2FtY9wNZVJb%2B1hGPbl6%2Be1%2F%2F1cauTr67sW%2Ff%2BDzn1y4PHcf3OPTdy%2F%2BQ%2BeyjONvk1TeR%2BWsl1JEkzJOs1X0js67erlyw%2BQ73bBLX01c1o26dNOrV2ujUHsQmPuiGQbnrihHY%2Fei42helnEUe1Pelt8dlhBhvQh2OeUDQ5dJmfm6zL3NNHXb2mVr%2Bi6TFBu7aOLefoW22LaG21iELSAA1xSdzGhaFuL4OlqmWYaLo0Xla1YwBRr8Hy3cwlf97tWTPGU%2BKuSLsmpc0USEWTRp0yxOizm7IF5cLc%2Frcpr6ZhU8ySiCpoiQ4auoKW2KDkKXymdOXFEn6SKarJDZVp2eunan7O5IMRRvknXFmRr7elqlE1FGIrFwTasx5EVG7X%2FR%2BmLqCV4zRzQjBsqqlvDSr9cXlnHiGFPA70XdyfmZ%2FPqVjTzWOKqHAzQErwq8SItYl1CRQbwFXy1G0fNWp030adr4SjVWs%2BH2yr8fHbAqTvysra9eXl69jF30Vcqoq1fRaTt1VdqYk6N3jjngLi1k77OqzKPGZ5l84fTWd6JDE%2FMkrdtvX%2F%2FKIWl69fK2ouoMS%2FiK73eioyAocRVx9pZyFt5hjnnE5DrRmEK1d03iqcsXiVssXHb1cvF9BV%2FytJPbOeuPmC9Smb37ulkbazwN9vxU7Dl4%2B1bOyb3D2QLBN3loL%2Fp0pWFbRqWAbC3hLBvZjTLfEBgcnmjuaw1owV9dOB8WJkA5RWHBvbODZ0FgXBZguMmSKMzLloMzgIi%2FTLNrqDACTZHab%2BPO3tnhs96sj33hZykQgtDbGGEw2Xcv%2FjX6HK1ALw7%2FrMIm9aZFDJokuSTsNkBw3aQcao7OXvQZoFKi%2BG4kO9TBvjgvV%2BEoZ1m5FFGToOb7d6Mp6FQBGGXRFiCPiNll%2Fx7A875JdqN6yf9RnQctJiwuj1205MldAS2yYrKqU4Bk11TyK1%2Bn86RRrEiQz8Tw04zZeMvgZubSCvvmIORzXTctZpnCEeoHl6PMbOZBBrItEe1l40zFUXnhazV0DpjsnR090%2Bw6bLIGxlZn7z6LsEIreb5hWbFD2L0iXNhVUxEAeziApduF5PCoSckgltozFgf42EqVM4%2FThO0duI3Fj3FS6tFI3P3lAqQn%2FVqAT51IKHXNMFUBWvB6mc6AQ8m4mJagA%2FcR9rUmPsYTmrIwyU1OsGA8u5eUtoQeTFJin4wIGEaLMmVm2dZRXbgLEykcg2H4EzSdpvxoxGMBdhbE5qQqW%2FGOpgBWBPfXlBQZDBRHs%2B0kJQTLCFhTzcRjMsdEhhlNWV7ITki8OTyjXKqM2qWWIy2ZiIlhN7tCb05AO%2BRNPPvo7Sp5U4I3ur8frYga1DaDdNmXxL7CGTPi7ISQlXwxRUOx%2FEdJn9qJHYaJsFrjOHarYIDK5wFq5JnqqOsgbeYJ48x9Y7yiLQR0ydQnRBePapFEAAk36reCQnxAl9zJ%2BRL0UGOSf2fCz%2FTwDv6xMI6KcrkHnYuOZ4JfgRqOLZSQW9UuYj7zvMmdlq1JdxMJEjBxwShZV84bZsyIC%2BGmwYV5W%2FFHSFe3QK5HKgSDKhbBL1CEo6hIw%2FN2IUSCULHzoauDMEDmslgS88GUM0BAacstHR%2B87rKlWB7WrDuYy6kuMY
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abstentions, the permission to correct, the rejection of both covert and overt sharp speech — the content 

is unaffected by which rendering is preferred. The gloss is a dispute about the term, not about the doctrine. 

 

Table 1. Renderings of the edict's disciplinary vocabulary across the translation traditions and this 

paper 

Term or phrase Rendering A Rendering B Adopted here 

The root of growth in the 

essentials of all… 
"religions" "sects" 

"Sects" — nearer the third-

century setting 

The prohibited reflection 
"religions" and 

their adherents 
"sect" and its adherents 

"Sect" — the object regulated is 

sectarian affiliation 

The discipline of 

expression 

"Restraint in 

speech" 

"Control of tongue”; 

"control of language" 

All three as convergent; 

"restraint in speech" as primary 

The ethical parent 

doctrine 

"Right speech" 

(sammā vācā) 
— 

Sammā vācā as equilibrium of 

speech 

The condition on 

criticism 

"cause" and "mild 

way" 

"Some reason" and 

"moderate form" 

Both: substantive and modal 

conditions 

 

2.3 A Caution: Equilibrium Is Not Inertness 

One further distinction must be drawn, because the equilibrium reading can be pushed too far. Equilibrium 

in speech is not the cessation of speech, and the doctrine should not be read as recommending silence. The 

canonical texts expressly reject indifference: the Buddha instructs that if others disparage him, the 

Dhamma or the Sangha, one "must explain what is incorrect as being incorrect," and the scholarship 

glosses this as advocating "a calm, clear, equanimous, matter-of-fact recognition of the nature of others' 

comments and actions, followed by clarifications of the erroneous and the affirmations of the right" 

(Caruso, 2020). Correction is permitted; it is conditioned — "done with lovingkindness and compassion, 

and only when there is forward-looking benefit in doing so”. The Buddha's own formulation is against 

both extremes: "One should not utter covert speech, and one should not utter overt sharp speech" . 

An equilibrium reading is the most natural way to describe this position. The doctrine occupies the middle 

of a range: not the covert aside, not the sharp retort. It is a balance between two failures of speech rather 

than a suppression of speech as such. Equilibrium is achieved, not withheld — and this is why the 

doctrine's positive recommendation is not silence but the honouring of other sects and the willingness to 

listen to them, and why vācāguti is best described as the management of speech rather than its reduction. 

 

3. Sources and Interpretive Method 

Three evidentiary streams sustain this study, and they differ in strength. 

The epigraphic text. The doctrine of restraint in speech is carried principally by Major Rock Edict XII, 

and its cognate passage recurs in Pillar Edict VI, which translators and analysts cite alongside Rock Edict 

XII for the same toleration-and-restraint theme. The corpus as a whole comprises 14 Rock Edicts, 

supplemented by 7 Pillar Edicts and further supplemented by Minor Rock Edicts and Minor Pillar Edicts. 

Royal proclamations on stone are first attested in Aśoka's reign (Dwivedi, 2019), and he reigned c. 268–

232 BCE . 

http://www.ijfmr.com/
https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3AtVY9cyNFENVdHR8RBdlFMEUCVMm2di2dpUson607i%2FP5riwdLshGu727Y83ObM3MShaRgD9AQAh%2FgdwRVaT8C%2F8BEogg4M2skA1nAgJcZVs76ul%2B7%2FXrlr68bN3NtBG5UPfShTazy9Y7BZ9aZ3jilvfeGClmKCHlWEoJT8m2mSvIECu4ZVMixXKjF0LlTCiHc%2BsYLzUeq0JIbXWFYIv32KLgzl9lc26Eri17VKdpIRCPUqlwQiuLpHNilou0zRKu8GrZZlylzBa6lvjnn5ELZSqEE3M6pNxk4JJVRk8llUxnLDNEbCGk3GYTVGLcOJFIQoY5cIqcO7LhviHJA4BCVCDlFp7XBt%2BGyTJg8Rf8OURL%2FrXeyCEPNIVGS5YYgEOsXDK64KVQXq5TkczYKVXknPhgo0bZZs8IXAKchvtjn%2FUMWdmHcScafBQUWBQiKRiQcJPXYIEWMs4SrRKq%2FFUP52r1Hc%2FROUkW3PEqWV6tvg85U8pIpThlc0ELn8fDs%2F7KhrbVmUPGsgKWqZDAtu2vgxkUUMzVBuzQAM5KDT8sREpXq28MV6Cds1TYpLZ2DeUvdqH4Rqar1bdaoXveGSBAcFLtUW0gkANNoPSq8xloWgregZD%2FzU6MT3XtLYwErs2qWglblNCmkbjxAAwvEM%2FREFcj1AOH0xDVRAqVilzd6Ax4wwAgTMY7zDejMRgXZZAGtl0Eem2mtGNaATh8uFFj6sclNA2FAdIydEUb6wXkbIaCf7MVszPf3STY5J8i%2BXmBF%2BdoA%2B4WJKusliyv%2FTOgSDH3WRfCYZRgTm5FstZjzWM9VKHXrrH6taElTxLYiNJDDE0ed%2BLeVhSVgO64UGRGKtOXrddyXiO9sSspYJvEPcavNmlne7dLwtqa7hK0lZR%2Fvsy1%2BumHbK5lXdL9PekzGTGtEW79SkoVL8mvpgzzIpfZATe11ZioOaniCaySs8Pt1GhJrQyb6EWa%2FZqI1F62Xk9SLUzU2Y7ws%2FMF6mxHcW8wgB%2BnaoW%2FVn0lOr1BtBXv9nsi6j7Y2xrsdbtJyfPz3c5ud9DvdHf7Ulek9gPnUeqifjzoxp1eP%2B7H8V6%2F34m7ceEjuKSL2dn1NeR%2Fzn87D1yDVOeQqrPVebDViQsJp9SYwympsqqnmCjsxka5O4EvYcppmdt66paVZz9bG2qCxzuwHensKUxx85ic3yuIlYlwlD5aHmCG3FvOYMINRp7SMyx1G07v7zbyXwwfvTw8PBqNn7XZ49PhkJ2Njo%2FbbP%2FkkL14eTIaHz0bnkwessn%2B09HJE7aOnbDh5Gh0MGbj4eno%2Bcvx8WeZ0xWc9zVEz1JdwgiAMRUpjwKb8lhkxMaJ8CgsZYJk2gRM436IkCdUG22bCJxnkygaDPbCe%2B567Xkn7of1RTbBmvj941%2F%2BuGStVquAUjfSpnG%2F0wuX5wc6V9gBmOabJV4BGodoPdaJwADcCjVqYuy%2Bcc0iOqpL7nOTbRDHg16D%2BOLdM27abBjGsVkQn9T4mMmw%2Bv3O2ID%2F8Wh1C%2Fgojhrdzl9sPm%2F%2BF8CdeC3xxXubSuGTrEEe7mCZaXMt99s%2F3yb3bYhT79w3k9rIi%2FcL5yr7cGcHA7mtTb7z6lDO%2FBeOT%2FEFAfLc%2BRM%3D
https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3AdZTLbtRIFIadETMPMKtBs6kdREq6bXc73WGDAhFSJBCIcFmXq47LlS5XmbrQ8S48DWLNKu%2BBxJaXYMWG325uC9i03afO5T%2FfOeU319lfjfNaaXtDbp3fXGf%2FtrwO0XMRh713z1pikXzHrOKebzhreWDcBMdqIsvgZoPhkSQb7eyWSCbq15Oh4%2FYWc54ZjQTcmIFdpBDhJHQcmNySMeRn7LTlvuMHjPvYjg8r2abj%2BIvCKN5oj6DYeiLGdYcicIhOEQ796DGg0GbnGz1Ke8VnbJLtdW%2BIKe9SD7XCdRSY4DH5yYltWzTQuc2o%2B7bRNURG7ew%2B07BIuWtpkuAStE0YpsxhZ%2FqpQjgboo4p7mT0yY8BaEY5oGKuYW0CDZBoiN1%2BxA3vXJKsOF6XB2yx2p%2BxB%2BAEtjpE54cfCXZMk9WNhhpUEdTHAxaA4nSrX5PUrMyLowO2XM8MF4JCIHkK%2BKrMy%2BqwKDrERK4t%2BTPbuOtsT%2FEUW%2BfDVf%2Fj5KEDE%2BdxqHuu6Cm3irAUqAnwT2C5ufe2Nfz7%2BwczRnpdJwSFcX2k5d0Y0TS802ZQ36SRwsPSI95FLr0zlDXYnSey%2BSy0DNfZ30I6fXmzyGdFVVTz49V6URT5Ub5aLYvDvKikDrW9wm%2BwV8b1ZE%2BmBs9kLNb5UZkvl%2BVifbSuVuViWeTt6MENXW5ewl4ty7yqVgh%2BzD9fIEXacbkAruPDojzMS7RkVUJLNdmNp4CBCnruzeVpG2Mf7szn2%2B12Jkn5NGDyM6zPXDqROrIRL3r%2BR%2BHzXjYqpDoOPbBkFMfdBx%2BDvSd5b7jvko1Z9NSQJ4xUvsS1C5P1v5awR7gWSH7CzqzUgp1PykITXa%2FFCPyfRroOo0PKWkteTvzduROaG3Yu9JgzEFbGyJ1LvVj81gdHzbMCC1RNx5f%2F38eYgxZwObFRv0rjPT2PCbMMFITz9OXu%2BzcfP2VZ1qK%2FXyrIxaJYTkkMIlvvemecGuSI4IZIoLr%2FnSrQzZxXf8a3Gb9CL8gH3MW9rw%3D%3D
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The translation tradition. The interpretation of the pivotal passage depends on which rendering is used. 

The version most widely quoted in the scholarship under discussion is that of Nikam and McKeon, 

reproduced in the interreligious-encounter literature ; Dhammika's 1993 translation is standard elsewhere, 

and the same passage is cited from both traditions in the work on Aśoka's modern reception (Larsson, 

2021). The variation is convergent rather than divergent, but it warns against treating any single rendering 

as the doctrine itself — which is why Section 2 has set out the renderings side by side, and why the sammā 

gloss is presented as a philological reading rather than as a sourced finding. 

The doctrinal background and analytic literature. The parent doctrine is sammā vācā and the four 

abstentions. The analytic reconstruction of Aśoka's self-restraints is supplied by Bhargava, both in his 

account of the roots of Indian pluralism and in his treatment of harmony as a collective virtue. Accounts 

of ethical verbal conduct within Buddhist doctrine supply the framework of the four abstentions and their 

opposites. The literature on the making of Buddhist studies supplies the caution that a practice-based 

tradition resists reduction to a single cognitive concept (Fuller, 2021). The instrumentalist literature 

supplies the counter-reading (Sadiq, 2009). 

The method is interpretive. This paper does not enumerate occurrences of the restraint formula across the 

corpus — no scholarly enumeration exists in the literature consulted, and any count would measure a 

translator's lexicon rather than the emperor's doctrine. It treats the principle as concentrated rather than 

diffuse: Rock Edict XII as its locus classicus, Pillar Edict VI as its principal cognate, and it specifies the 

senses in which the resulting doctrine does and does not resemble a modern theory of expression. 

 

4. The Text: Major Rock Edict XII and the Root of Restraint 

The passage must be set out in full, because the paper's argument is entirely dependent on it. In the 

rendering quoted in the scholarship, with the editorial substitutions of "sects" for "religions" noted 

above: 

"Beloved-of-Gods, King Piyadasi honors both ascetics and the householders of all sects, and he honours 

them with gifts and honors of various kinds. But Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi does not value gifts 

and honours as much as he values this – that there should be growth in the essentials of all sects. Growth 

in essentials can be done in different ways, but all of them have as their root restraint in speech, that is, 

not praising one's own sect, or condemning the sect of others without good cause. And if there is cause for 

criticism it should be done in a mild way. But it is better to honour other sects for this reason. By so doing, 

one's own sect benefit[s] and so do other sects, while doing otherwise harms one's own sect and the sects 

of others. Whoever praises his own sect, due to excessive devotion and condemns others with the thought 

'Let me glorify my own sect', only harms his own sect." 

Four structural elements of this passage carry the argument, and they should be isolated before any 

interpretation is offered. 

First, restraint is the root, not a virtue among virtues. The edict states that growth in the essentials of 

all sects can be accomplished in different ways, "but all of them have as their root restraint in speech”. 

The claim is causal and foundational. Restraint is not one item on a list of commendable practices; it is 

the condition on which every other measure directed at the flourishing of the sects depends. This is the 

strongest textual support for the proposition that Aśoka treated speech as a foundational governmental 

concern rather than as an incidental matter of etiquette. 

Second, the prohibition is compound. The edict forbids the pairing of two acts in a single breath: "not 

praising one's own sect, or condemning the sect of others without good cause”. What is prohibited is not 

http://www.ijfmr.com/
https://jenni.ai/citation?d=z%3AzVbLjtxEFO0JELHPJhtEsYkA9cNuz%2FQjGzQZHhkRiVZmkohl2XXLrnS5yqoqT0%2BzQIP4BTZ8yvwE34Ai9khIEQs2nLJ7HoggNixYzLTbvr73nnPPPdXfXQ7uSOtUqczbYmPd%2BnJwr%2BK5D44XYfvWx8eGhYpYYVvniVnZfZsmoWIFmdC67ZCdVlyxxmoVVME1I1yQZ5L7SllDgnHmcK9U9ibGUwiaamRAPh5YxT3CSke4FoQAZVCyrq1hGxVr2TMy3AQ8aXTruFa%2BHqMwbZlQgnk7ZLJ1aM3V1tGQ5VvUFMrH95wyJZJXygfgLFjjqCARS6NIRHNshOKGUd2Qs44d%2Bsqu%2BZBxI5BEmUAOr4SYJUarmpc7IpRnDXe8RJf4%2FqgVIhZha4QCe4O2GHAFG1MDofqGYgarbdmRULW1AiHbrhJnORk6szo2RnUO%2BrsqO%2BpalLoBfqIMnsZuJNf6aiqYmtVtIAbauCuqbQSYLrPpsO%2B1B2aY6hiOlOdEBhWkpiJgUDs%2BroF0g41oXl386DED44MKbcBUURXMk1Rxvg5NR6BtU1ktyN1q2%2FhXFz%2Fs0vb9j9ljuyFMZYiYKCGkOSNtmygGH1uIVXWkpFJlhSxV1AhhzlKqotVBQVzce1soHpvu9OFbH7gy%2FaQD%2BnEQSz9Bm%2BMZur2iDwLsxFpEiZSqBsvohgVc9TPvhmzIF7zhOZAZ62oe1BkId1zQyEqJoUbVdqwqg6GdkR9rXhTkPYlP0Vc5TaYHozStwVrsjNyxkfZy8E7J21BZ5y%2B0qhus2Of4s04k42xOyvuW7kBq2I1zdogutWUfPjOo7XwUCog94tCGEiV9JFG3relec13iiS04kl0O9lQDkT7lpiSst5LK%2BbDCnfuPK813ly90fM%2BpvMUrPtqAMLyO8VJyCHNbPuEONBuQhOWjU1tzL%2BKsBxLaWQn5ulDCXw7uFsKq8%2FfSZJwmi2SSHhzMk%2Bl8fwwG0nG6TOdpusAq5uYC%2F725KLBAL7N0niyzZHmQYPRkDjvqjoVPF4t5upwul4tsPp0tl8lsVsUADkbWL27eQqqv%2BOuXHWMd4S9juVGyP0oyYDRlC4zYqLppcwwdxtDzv9eB3PwDp2tHHkZX0DOnz7%2BuQmj8w8lks9mMHTUW4dZtxwWvx7wYt%2BtJrgJ8knjtJweZlLP9xWyUyIUc7S%2Bm2WgpuBwl6ZRyMU2L%2BXw5EXZjtOWi9G0etk3kes0dBKnpFF%2F3ol1a%2BaUy4vZtguvpLWJ1AWMVj7ZHtjXhLgpLcgQjEC9g2767e%2F%2FBTj3fwhvZYZ2rso3ecaih%2Fs5PehN4eLPkKNe7FTZ4dWWNQ7ayAZ8KGxNg8XEvVip0boPTgh3d%2BPHqypZu764MtlGF%2Fx7qkALCUQb950rwace%2FPYnbq9lJoSIADyMhLfqQPMveGINH8jTNkqRPcf7gxGKTCHIGpujfMf7WEXMSWgGrwB7jRNirQPmtIiLLpkmfZ7S6eaUv1aE9jr5vsPfR7NhT0t1llPt%2FC2i6PJj1jXzQw%2FiCrkDA5tDIZ6EytnS8qbY9lj8%2B%2BfX3n34eDAb%2FW0zZ4npIzxWFeIXfDo%2B7A7g%2F7Y7g41GQfxkSgP32y8UbgaW7fO93Q8YB2qf5G0wR1%2BrdosX6Zv%2B6vhVSaJqkizSZwFnS5WwdfwA9j8Zgzd6f
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criticism as such but the conjunction of self-elevation with other-degradation, and the closing sentence 

makes the conjunction explicit by naming the thought that animates it: "Let me glorify my own sect”. 

Third, criticism is licensed conditionally. The edict concedes that "if there is cause for criticism it should 

be done in a mild way”. This is a permission with two conditions — substantive (cause) and modal 

(mildness) — and its presence in the passage demonstrates that the doctrine is a regulation of speech rather 

than a prohibition of it. The comparative literature renders the same two conditions as "some reason" and 

a "moderate form”. 

Fourth, the sanction is internal and describes an imbalance. The violator is said to harm his own sect, 

and the parallel formulation in the same tradition runs that "doing otherwise harms one's own sect and the 

sects of others”. No penalty is threatened. On the equilibrium reading of Section 2.2, this is the decisive 

feature: the sanction is not a punishment attaching to a wrong but the natural consequence of a loss of 

balance. The speaker who tries to raise his own sect by lowering another's has destabilised the very relation 

on which his own sect's flourishing depends — and the edict therefore reports a consequence rather than 

threatening one. 

 

5. Vācāguti and Its Ground in the Equilibrium of Speech 

5.1 The Doctrinal Parent 

The Aśokan doctrine of restraint did not emerge in a vacuum. Sammā vācā, rendered in the translation 

tradition as right speech, is the third stage of the noble eightfold path as prescribed by the Buddha, and it 

constitutes a developed ethics of verbal conduct in its own right. In the Anguttara Nikāya the Buddha 

specifies the four kinds of abstention that constitute it: abstaining from false speech, abstaining from 

slanderous speech, abstaining from harsh or hateful speech, and abstaining from idle chatter. The same 

study gives the reasons the Buddha advances: abstaining from these four kinds of speech is favourable not 

only for maintaining peace and equanimity within an individual but within a society, since harsh or 

slanderous speech affects the speaker's own peace of mind, false speech undermines the durability of any 

social group, and idle chatter or gossip "does more harm than any good to the individual and the society”. 

That rationale deserves emphasis, because it is phrased in the vocabulary of equanimity, not of rectitude. 

The reason a falsehood is to be avoided is that a group founded on falsities "cannot really survive for long 

and will eventually lead to chaos”; the reason harsh speech is to be avoided is that it disturbs the speaker's 

own peace of mind. The four abstentions are justified by what they do to the balance of the speaker and 

the group, not by their deviation from a rule. This is exactly what the equilibrium reading of sammā 

predicts, and it is the strongest internal support for adopting that reading. 

 

Table 2. The four abstentions, with the equilibrium rationale recorded in the sources 

Abstention Prohibited conduct Rationale recorded in the source 

False speech Telling lies 
A social group based on falsities "cannot really survive for 

long and will eventually lead to chaos" 

Slanderous speech Speech that divides 
Threat to peace and equanimity within the individual and 

society 

Harsh or hateful 

speech 

Abusive or hateful 

words 

Affects the speaker's own peace of mind; associated with hate 

speech and violence 
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Idle chatter 
Gossip and 

unprofitable talk 

"Does more harm than any good to the individual and the 

society" 

 

The doctrinal elaboration of these categories is carried further in the specialist literature. Analysis of 

malicious speech (pisuṇavācā) within the framework of sammā vācā, drawing on the Sāleyyaka Sutta and 

the Abhaya Sutta, identifies the various forms of harmful verbal expression and their ethical implications 

within Buddhism, and centres on the four aspects of ethical verbal conduct emphasised in the noble 

eightfold path: refraining from improper words, harmful speech, offensive language, and communication 

that lacks constructive purpose. That study further examines the psychological, social and karmic 

repercussions of gossip and other toxic speech patterns, and draws attention to the liberating dimensions 

of time (kāla) and intention (cetanā) in genuine and beneficial communication. The presence of time 

among the operative dimensions is significant for the equilibrium reading: when speech is proper is a 

matter of proportion — of fit between utterance, moment and circumstance — and proportion is the 

vocabulary of balance rather than of rule. 

The literature also distinguishes two normative models operating in Buddhist texts: a prescriptive model, 

governing what, when, where and how one should speak, and a proscriptive model, governing what one 

should not. Aśoka's vācāguti draws on both, but it is the proscriptive face that dominates Rock Edict XII. 

On the equilibrium reading this is unsurprising: the description of a balanced state is best given by 

identifying the movements that disturb it. 

5.2 The Permitted Correction: Equilibrium Is Not Silence 

An important corrective must be entered here, because the four abstentions are frequently misread as a 

counsel of passivity, and the equilibrium reading makes the correction sharper rather than softer. In the 

Buddhist texts the Buddha expressly rejects indifference: 

"If you were to be angry or displeased at such disparagement, that would only be a hindrance to you. For 

if others disparage me, the Dhamma or the Sangha . . . then you must explain what is incorrect as being 

incorrect, saying: '[For this or that reason] that is incorrect, that is false, that is not our way, that is not 

found among us.'" 

The scholarship glosses this passage precisely: it should not be mistaken as encouragement of indifference 

to blame and praise, but rather advocates "a calm, clear, equanimous, matter-of-fact recognition of the 

nature of others' comments and actions, followed by clarifications of the erroneous and the affirmations 

of the right"; and this does not mean that one cannot point out others' mistakes — "It's just that, according 

to Buddhist ethics, when one does so, it should be done with lovingkindness and compassion, and only 

when there is forward-looking benefit in doing so" . The Buddha's own formulation is recorded as: "It was 

said: 'One should not utter covert speech, and one should not utter overt sharp speech'“. 

Read on the equilibrium gloss, this is a doctrine of the middle, and the scholarship's own word for the 

recommended bearing is telling: the recognition is to be equanimous. Its two failures are named 

symmetrically — covert speech on one side, overt sharp speech on the other — and the practice consists 

in neither. The condition attaching to correction is correspondingly a matter of proportion: a beneficial 

purpose and a compassionate manner, rendered in Aśoka's edict as a good cause and a mild manner. The 

structural agreement between the two formulations is the strongest evidence that Rock Edict XII's two-

clause rule is a deliberate political application of a pre-existing practice of balanced speech rather than an 

ad hoc imperial preference. 
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6. Self-Restraint in Its Two Forms: Samyama and the "Control of Tongue" 

6.1 The Two Kinds of Self-Restraint 

The clearest analytic statement of the vācāguti doctrine is Bhargava's. Aśoka, he argues, "not only advises 

people with deeply divergent worldviews to live together face to face but also suggests what the basis for 

this coexistence could be"; he claims that resources exist in all traditions for the exercise of self-restraints, 

and that "these self-restraints are of two kinds: self-related and other-related"; everyone should exercise 

both, "particularly in speech, because this 'control of tongue' is crucial for morally legitimate and 

principled coexistence" . 

Two features of this reconstruction deserve emphasis, because they define what kind of doctrine vācāguti 

is. 

The first is that the restraint is self-restraint. The norm is not that the state restrains the speaker; it is 

that the speaker restrains himself. On the reading advanced in Section 2.2, this is not a matter of 

institutional preference but of conceptual necessity. A standard of equilibrium cannot be enforced, because 

balance is a condition of the person and not a conformity of the act; no external authority can place a 

speaker in a state of evenness, any more than it can make him temperate. Self-restraint is the only 

instrument by which a state of balance can be achieved. This is why the doctrine is not accurately described 

either as a licence of expression or as its prohibition: it is a third thing, the cultivation of a communicative 

disposition, in which the speaker is both the object and the agent of the discipline. And it is why there is 

no enforcement mechanism in the edict — the doctrine's compliance theory is internal, and the speaker 

who breaches it suffers the injury the edict describes. 

The second is that the restraint is mutual and symmetrical. Bhargava's two-fold classification — self-

related and other-related — captures the reciprocal structure of the instruction. The speaker must restrain 

the impulse to elevate his own sect, and the speaker must restrain the impulse to diminish the sect of the 

other. Both restraints fall on the same person, and both are exercised simultaneously. Symmetry of this 

kind is the signature of a balance rather than of a rule: a rule may be one-sided, whereas a balance is by 

definition held from two sides at once. This is the sense in which vācāguti is a doctrine of "principled 

coexistence" rather than merely a doctrine of courtesy — the discipline is reciprocal by construction, and 

no sect is exempted from it. 

6.2 The Management of Words as a Civic Virtue 

A second and complementary reconstruction treats the Aśokan ethic as a civic religion — "more to do 

with the cultivation of virtues and character than with obedience to law" — and locates the speech doctrine 

within a class of virtues that are not individual possessions but collective achievements. Central to the 

Aśokan civic ethic are virtues understood as qualities, dispositions or excellences that lead humans to lead 

a good and fulfilling life; but these virtues, Bhargava argues, must not be viewed as states of being or 

actions that embody qualities of individuals conceived separately from one another. Dhamma also involves 

qualities that individuals acquire as group members — "virtues like restraint on speech and open-

mindedness" — and still others that develop when they interact as group members; these latter qualities, 

"such as the virtues of concordance or harmony, are collective in that they are jointly produced and 

collectively experienced by every participating member of the community”. 

This is the most theoretically significant formulation available for the present topic, and on the equilibrium 

reading it acquires a further dimension. If vācāguti is the maintenance of balance in speech, and if concord 

is a good that is jointly produced and collectively experienced, then the equilibrium in question is not 

private. It is a condition of the community — held, like the balance of a bridge, only so long as the strains 
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on both sides are proportionately borne. The consequence is that a speaker who fails to restrain his speech 

does not merely fall short of an individual ideal; he removes a support from a structure that others are also 

holding up. That is exactly what the edict's language of "harming one's own sect and the sects of others" 

describes, and the equilibrium reading explains why the two harms are stated together rather than 

separately: a disturbed balance injures both sides of it. 

The practical content of the doctrine is also spelled out in the comparative literature. The reading is that 

in Rock Edict XII "the root for the essential progress of the sects is control of language: one must not exalt 

one's own sect and criticise the others; if one must do so for some reason, it must be in a moderate form"; 

and, further, that one should even honour the other sects in one way or another. The same study identifies 

the doctrinal reason why the tradition was necessarily tolerant: it’s essentially non-violent position 

prevented it from adopting an attitude of intolerance, which is almost always accompanied by a spirit of 

aggressiveness; and a contributory factor was "the awareness that truth has multiple aspects or facets and 

that generally man perceives only one of those aspects, clings to it, and in defending it as the only existing 

one, adopts violent attitudes" . That last proposition is the equilibrium reading stated as a diagnosis: hostile 

speech arises from disproportion — a single facet of a many-faceted truth inflated to the whole, and then 

defended at the expense of the rest. Read against it, Aśoka's restraint doctrine is a remedy for cognitive 

imbalance as much as for moral failure. The management of words begins with the management of 

certainty. 

 

7. The Prohibited Act: Self-Praise Conjoined with the Condemnation of Another's Sect 

The edict's prohibition is frequently described as a prohibition of sectarian criticism, and that description 

is inaccurate in a way that matters. The prohibited unit is compound, and the closing sentence of Rock 

Edict XII identifies the mental state that constitutes it: 

"Whoever praises his own sect, due to excessive devotion and condemns others with the thought 'Let me 

glorify my own sect', only harms his own sect." 

Three elements of the compound act should be distinguished, and the equilibrium reading illuminates 

each. 

The act is a rhetorical pairing. Praise of one's own sect and condemnation of another's are treated as a 

single operation, not two separable ones. The diagnosis is structural: the condemnation is the instrument 

of the praise, and the two are one act. On the equilibrium reading, this is why the pairing rather than the 

criticism is prohibited — the pairing is the mechanism of unbalance. To magnify oneself at another's 

expense is to gain elevation by transferring weight to the other side of a relation, and no balance can be 

built that way. This also explains why the edict can license criticism on its own terms: a criticism offered 

for cause and in mild form does not use the other's diminution as its own elevation, and so does not disturb 

the balance. 

The motive is named. The forbidden thought is explicitly "Let me glorify my own sect”. Aśoka therefore 

regulates not only the form of speech but the purpose that animates it. This is an unusually ambitious 

legislative target, and it is intelligible only on a doctrine of self-restraint: a state cannot police intentions, 

but a speaker can examine them. The naming of the motive is also what makes the prohibition a rule about 

equilibrium rather than about content. Two utterances with identical propositional content may differ 

entirely in whether they are balanced: one may be a correction offered for cause, the other a self-elevation 

conducting itself through another's humiliation. 
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The consequence falls on the speaker, and it is stated as a loss of balance. The passage's verdict is that 

the speaker "only harms his own sect”. The comparative literature concurs in the reading: when a person 

insults, demeans or even hurts the followers of other sects, "he is degrading the sect he professes and the 

beliefs he believes in”. The same study records the positive counterpart — that Aśoka respects all followers 

of sects, whether of the same or of different beliefs, and that one should help develop their faith while 

respecting the opinions of others; when one respects different sects, one honours and exalts one's own sect 

and beliefs. The symmetry of the two statements is the equilibrium doctrine in miniature: denigration 

lowers the speaker's own side, and respect raises it — because in each case what rises or falls is the relation, 

and the speaker is inside it. 

 

Table 3. The structure of the prohibition in Rock Edict XII 

Element Formulation Analytic significance 

Prohibited pairing 
Praising one's own sect while condemning 

the sect of others without good cause 

The unit regulated is the compound 

rhetorical act, not criticism as such 

Named motive "Let me glorify my own sect" 
Regulates purpose, not merely the 

form of the words 

Substantive 

condition on 

criticism 

"Cause for criticism" must exist; "some 

reason" in the alternative rendering 
Admission of reasoned criticism 

Modal condition on 

criticism 

Criticism "should be done in a mild way”; "in 

a moderate form" in the alternative rendering 

Constraint on the manner of licensed 

criticism 

Predicted 

consequence 
The speaker harms his own sect 

Internal, non-coercive; a loss of 

balance rather than a penalty 

Positive alternative It is better to honour other sects 
Replacement of prohibition by a 

constructive norm 

 

8. The Internal Sanction: A Theory of Compliance Without Coercion 

What is most distinctive about the Aśokan regulation of speech is its enforcement theory, and on the 

equilibrium reading that theory ceases to look eccentric and begins to look necessary. 

The edict threatens no penalty. It predicts a loss. The speaker who denigrates others "only harms his own 

sect," and the parallel formulation records that doing otherwise "harms one's own sect and the sects of 

others”. The compliance mechanism is therefore a matter of self-interest rightly understood. Aśoka does 

not say "you may not speak thus, or you will be punished"; he says "speaking thus injures what you most 

value." 

Three consequences follow, and they define the doctrine's character. 

First, the sanction requires no enforcer, and this follows from the nature of the norm rather than 

from a policy choice. Because the norm is a state of equilibrium rather than a rule of conduct, breach is 

not a transgression requiring an adjudicator but a disturbance requiring correction; and because 

equilibrium is a condition of the speaker, the disturbance registers in him first. Hence the absence of any 

administrative apparatus — and also the absence of justiciability in the ordinary sense. There is no forum 

in which a claim of violation could be brought, and no remedy available to a party injured by another's 
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speech. This is a genuine limit, and it has been noted in the scholarship as a caution about the isolation of 

Aśoka's ideas and the uncertainty of their transmission. 

Second, the sanction makes the doctrine a matter of civic education rather than criminal law. A norm 

that operates by predicted self-injury must be taught if it is to operate at all, which is consistent with the 

reconstruction of dhamma as a civic religion concerned with the cultivation of virtues and character rather 

than with obedience to law. Balance in speech, like balance in bearing, is something the governed must 

come to want to practise, because no one will compel them to. The same observation explains the 

dissemination programme — the proclamation of the edicts to ordinary people through royal officials — 

as an instrument of formation rather than of warning. 

Third, the sanction is symmetrical with the prohibition, and symmetry is its whole logic. Because the 

prohibited act is the conjunction of self-praise and other-condemnation, the injury predicted is 

correspondingly directed at the speaker's own sect. The sanction fits the offence not by severity but by 

symmetry: the speaker who tries to magnify his own sect by diminishing another's is told that he has 

diminished his own. On the equilibrium reading this is not merely elegant but exact — the doctrine 

describes a relation, and the sanction consists in the relation's collapse being felt by the party who disturbed 

it. The logic is self-cancelling rather than punitive, and it is the reason the doctrine can be stated in a single 

sentence without any machinery of penalties. 

 

9. What Aśoka Taught and What He Did Not: "Free Expression" Under Discipline 

It is now possible to answer the question the paper began with, and the answer is a discrimination rather 

than a verdict. 

Aśoka did teach that expression must be guided by self-restraint and by a thoughtful management 

of words. The text is explicit: restraint in speech is the root of growth in the essentials of all sects, and it 

is specified as the compound abstention from self-praise joined to the condemnation of another's sect. The 

scholarly reconstruction specifies the mechanism: self-restraints of two kinds, self-related and other-

related, exercised particularly in speech, with the "control of tongue" as the condition of morally legitimate 

and principled coexistence. The virtue thus cultivated is collective, jointly produced and collectively 

experienced. 

Aśoka did not teach a right of free expression. There is no Aśokan text recognising a sphere of utterance 

immune from concern, and no Aśokan text vesting in a subject the standing to speak notwithstanding a 

sovereign's disapproval. The normative architecture runs the other way: it begins with a duty of the speaker 

and grounds that duty in the speaker's own communal interest. Where a modern free-expression doctrine 

asks what the state may not do to the speaker, the Aśokan doctrine asks what the speaker owes to the 

community of speakers. 

Aśoka did condition criticism rather than prohibit it. The two-clause rule — no condemnation without 

good cause, and mildness, or moderation, where cause exists — preserves the truth-seeking function of 

criticism while imposing a constraint of proportion on its manner. This is not a ban, and it should not be 

described as one. The doctrinal background confirms the reading: the four abstentions are justified by their 

effects on equanimity and social durability, correction of others' errors is expressly permitted when done 

with lovingkindness and compassion and only where there is forward-looking benefit, and the Buddha's 

own recorded instruction is against both covert speech and overt sharp speech. 

Aśoka also supplied a positive norm, not merely a negative one. The edict does not stop at prohibition. 

It recommends honouring other sects on the ground that by doing so "one's own sect benefit[s] and so do 
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other sects," and the same tradition records the exhortation that "concord is good" and that all should be 

willing to listen to the doctrines professed by others. The proposed conduct is therefore not silence but 

attention — and that is why the restraint doctrine is best described as the management of speech rather 

than its reduction. 

 

Table 4. What the Aśokan speech doctrine does and does not claim 

Question Aśokan position Textual basis 

Is expression free? 
Not addressed as a right; expression is to 

be guided by self-restraint 

"All of them have as their root 

restraint in speech" 

What is the standard? 
Equilibrium in speech, not conformity to 

a rule 

Sammā read as evenness; 

abstentions justified by effects on 

equanimity 

What is prohibited? 

The compound act of praising one's own 

sect and condemning another's without 

cause 

 

Is criticism permitted? 
Yes, conditionally: where cause exists, 

and in a mild or moderate manner 
 

Who bears the norm? The speaker 
Self-related and other-related self-

restraint 

How is it enforced? 
Not enforced: the speaker harms his own 

sect 
 

What is recommended? 
Honour toward other sects; attentive 

listening; concord 
 

What category of 

community is addressed? 

Sects — ascetic orders and their 

householders, not organised confessions 
 

 

10. The Instrumentalist Challenge 

An honest treatment must register the scholarly challenge to the sincerity of the programme, because the 

challenge bears on how the speech doctrine should be characterised rather than only on how Aśoka should 

be judged. 

One line of scholarship reads dhamma as "a sophisticated and pragmatic instrument of statecraft," 

engineered to address the immense administrative and social challenges of ruling a vast, diverse and 

recently conquered empire; by promoting a universal ethical code, Aśoka sought to foster social cohesion, 

streamline administrative control and create a new, paternalistic basis for imperial legitimacy, 

consolidating Mauryan political authority through "soft power" rather than sheer military might . A sharper 

formulation holds that dhamma was not merely a personal spiritual quest but "a sophisticated and 

calculated political ideology designed to consolidate and legitimize imperial power," functioning as the 

ideological glue binding the ruler, the bureaucracy, the territory and populace, the fort, the treasury, the 

army and the ally into a cohesive, stable and centrally controlled empire. A third reading, drawing on the 

international-relations literature, argues that ideational variables such as dhamma were bound up with 

material interests serving the strategic goals of Aśokan hegemony in the international system of South 
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Asia. A fourth, less cynical but equally structural, observes that the unification of the empire most likely 

necessitated the establishment of an ideology capable of incorporating regional and local diversity, and 

that Aśoka may have been the first monarch to recognise the necessity of an ideology to guarantee the 

consolidation of power within the empire — a recognition made abundantly clear by the concept and 

dissemination of Dhamma (Naulakha, 2023). A fifth register treats the programme as ethical statecraft: 

not merely a religious doctrine but "a detailed outlet of ethical principal" aimed at social harmony, 

tolerance, non-violence and the welfare of the common mass, establishing a moral order transcending 

sectarian boundary. 

Four consequences follow for the present argument. 

The instrumentalist reading relocates the doctrine's significance without diminishing it. If vācāguti 

is a governance instrument, it is an instrument calibrated to a specific threat: inter-sectarian invective 

within a plural and recently conquered empire. On this reading, the Aśokan state perceived the restraint of 

sectarian speech as a condition of internal cohesion — which is precisely what the edict's own causal claim 

asserts, that without restraint the essentials of no sect can grow. 

The equilibrium reading survives the instrumentalist challenge intact, and this is worth noting. The 

instrumentalist accounts concern motive: they ask whether Aśoka believed the ethic he promulgated. The 

equilibrium reading concerns content: what the promulgated ethic is. A doctrine that describes balance in 

speech remains a description of balance whatever the emperor's reasons for promulgating it, and an 

instrument engineered to reduce inter-sectarian conflict is, by that very fact, an instrument for restoring 

equilibrium. 

The readings agree on function and differ on motive, and motive is not recoverable. All five accounts 

describe a norm that is universal in form, addressed to the cohesion of a plural realm, and connected to 

the security of the state; they diverge only on whether Aśoka believed it. This paper therefore treats the 

function as established and the motive as disputed. 

The doctrine's content is unaffected by the dispute. Whatever the emperor's motivation, the text 

remains the earliest sustained royal treatment of the relation between pluralism and speech, and it remains 

the earliest statement that restraint in speech is the root of sectarian flourishing. The history of motive and 

the history of doctrine are separable enquiries. 

 

11. Contemporary Resonance and Misappropriation 

The doctrine's contemporary relevance is chiefly visible in three phenomena, one constructive, one 

cautionary, and one methodological. 

Aśoka's reception as a resource for pluralism. The Twelfth Rock Edict can be read as offering "a 

tantalizing portrait of … a strong form of religious tolerance, a positive and proactive approach toward 

religious difference," and Aśoka's vision has been lauded by figures including Amartya Sen and the Dalai 

Lama as an inspiration for contemporary troubles. Larsson's reading of the edict identifies within it an 

emphasis on literacy in the doctrines of others — "all should be well-learned in the good doctrines of other 

religions" — together with the cultivation of virtues necessary for the flourishing of spirituality, including 

humility in theology ("not praising one's own religion") and temperance ("restraint in speech"), and 

possibly even a covenant, since what Dhammika renders as "contact" between religions can also be 

translated as concord . The euphoric register of earlier commentary survives in the record of Luzzatti's 

assessment of the edict as "the gospel … of the great Buddhist king, the epitome of real freedom of 

conscience," reconciling two antagonistic principles by placing religious freedom under "the custody and 
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inviolable guarantee of religion itself," with the state's task centred on arousing two feelings at once: 

"ardour for one's own belief, respect for the beliefs of others" (Larsson, 2022). 

The misappropriation of the precedent. The cautionary phenomenon is that Aśoka's speech doctrine is 

invoked by movements that act against it. The irony is documented: the 969 movement in Myanmar uses 

a pillar representing Aśoka in its own logo, notwithstanding that the emperor himself urged respect for 

other religions and restraint from condemning others — as not only a moral good in itself but because the 

effect of criticising others is often to "deprave" one's own religion (Walton & Hayward, 2014). The same 

body of scholarship notes that the question of the Buddha's own attitudes toward other religions has been 

richly debated, with one assessment holding that Buddhist texts contain the message that the Buddha's 

teachings may offer the most direct or useful path to liberation while other teachings can also offer insight 

and spiritual growth, while other scholars point to negative portrayals of practitioners of other Indian faiths 

in the Buddhist scriptures. Larsson's broader conclusion is that Buddhist kingship functions as precedent, 

potentiality and pitfall for pluralist projects — the pitfall being exactly this availability of the symbol to 

purposes contrary to the doctrine. 

Resonance in the ethics of modern communication. The most direct contemporary continuation of 

vācāguti is not in state regulation but in applied Buddhist ethics. Recent work on malicious speech 

integrates elements of Buddhist ethics with contemporary mindfulness practices to propose the application 

of these principles in today's world, with particular emphasis on interpersonal and virtual communication, 

and highlights the relevance of the doctrine in addressing modern challenges such as conflict resolution, 

ethical communication and the restoration of harmonious social relationships in an increasingly 

interconnected society. Comparable work grounded in the principles of false speech (musāvāda) and 

sammā-vācā extends the analysis beyond explicit lying to include selective disclosure, strategic silence, 

framing and the construction of illusory success operating at structural rather than individual levels 

(NIMMAHNRATANAKUL, 2026a, 2026b). That extension is precisely a doctrine of the management of 

words, and on the equilibrium reading it is even more clearly so: selective disclosure, strategic silence and 

framing are all questions of proportion — of how much is said, when, and in what measure — rather than 

of truth and falsehood as such. 
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12. Conclusion 

The argument of this paper can be reduced to seven propositions, with their limits attached. 

1. Major Rock Edict XII articulates a doctrine of restraint in speech (vācāguti) that identifies restraint as 

the root of growth in the essentials of all sects, prohibits the compound act of praising one's own sect 

while condemning another's without good cause, licenses criticism where cause exists provided it is 

done in a mild way, recommends the honouring of other sects as the better course, and predicts that 

the violator harms his own sect . 

2. The standard the doctrine sets is equilibrium rather than correctness. The translation tradition 

renders the parent doctrine as "right speech," but the Pāli sammā carries the sense of evenness and 

balance, and its semantic field is that of sama rather than of a juridical right opposed to wrong. On that 

reading — which this paper adopts as a philological position rather than a sourced finding — sammā 

vācā names speech in a state of balance, an experiential condition rather than a rule-compliance. The 

reading is supported internally by the rationale the sources record for the four abstentions: they are 

justified by their effects on equanimity within the individual and durability within society, not by their 

deviation from a rule. And it is supported by the vocabulary of the recommended bearing itself, which 

the scholarship describes as a "calm, clear, equanimous, matter-of-fact recognition" followed by 

clarification of the erroneous and affirmation of the right (Caruso, 2020) — a description of balance, 

not of silence. 

3. The doctrine is the political transposition of a pre-existing ethics of verbal conduct. Sammā vācā 

comprises four abstentions — from false, slanderous, harsh and idle speech — and is justified by its 

effects on individual equanimity and social durability, with the analysis of malicious speech 

(pisuṇavācā) elaborating the categories in terms of improper words, harmful speech, offensive 

language and communication lacking constructive purpose, and identifying the roles of time and 

intention in beneficial communication. 

4. The doctrine regulates criticism rather than forbidding it. The doctrinal background makes this explicit: 

one must explain what is incorrect as being incorrect, and pointing out others' mistakes is permitted 

— provided it is done with lovingkindness and compassion and only when there is forward-looking 

benefit in doing so, and provided one avoids both covert and overt sharp speech. The two named 

failures are named symmetrically, and the practice lies between them; Aśoka's two conditions, cause 

and mildness, translate this into a rule of public conduct. 

5. The doctrine operates by self-restraint in two forms — self-related and other-related — exercised 

particularly in speech, with the "control of tongue" identified as crucial for morally legitimate and 

principled coexistence. On the equilibrium reading, self-restraint is not one enforcement option among 

several but the only possible instrument, since a state of balance in a person can be achieved by that 

person alone. The virtue cultivated is collective rather than individual: restraint on speech and open-

mindedness are qualities acquired as group members, and concordance or harmony is "jointly 

produced and collectively experienced by every participating member of the community" . The 

management of words is, on this account, a contribution to a good that no speaker can produce alone, 

held from both sides at once. 

6. The doctrine is enforced internally rather than coercively, and this follows from the nature of the norm. 

The sanction is that the speaker harms his own sect, and the complementary formulation records that 

the violation harms both one's own sect and the sects of others; the comparative reading is that one 

who insults or demeans the followers of other sects degrades the sect he professes. On the equilibrium 

http://www.ijfmr.com/
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reading, the sanction is not a punishment attached to a wrong but the collapse of a relation felt by the 

party who disturbed it. The doctrine therefore has no forum, no remedy and no justiciability — a limit 

that follows necessarily from its compliance theory rather than from any oversight in its drafting. 

7. The instrumentalist challenge to the sincerity of the programme does not alter the doctrine's content, 

and the equilibrium reading is insulated from it by construction. Whether dhamma was pragmatic 

statecraft engineered for a vast, diverse and recently conquered empire , a calculated political ideology 

binding the limbs of the state , a strategic deployment of ideational variables in the service of 

hegemony , an ideology necessitated by the incorporation of regional diversity , or an ethical statecraft 

aimed at social harmony, tolerance and the welfare of the common mass , the text remains the earliest 

sustained royal treatment of the relation between pluralism and speech, and its causal claim remains 

the same: without restraint in speech, the essentials of no sect can grow . The instrumentalist accounts 

dispute motive; the equilibrium reading describes content; and content is not altered by motive. 

What Aśoka bequeaths on this question is therefore neither a charter of free expression nor a licence to 

silence, but a doctrine of speech under discipline: expression is not to be suppressed, and it is not to be 

left unmanaged; it is to be held in balance by the speaker's own restraint, and the restraint is owed not to 

the sovereign but to the community of speakers whose concord it makes possible. That is a more 

demanding position than either of its caricatures, and it has one feature that no modern speech regime has 

been able to reproduce: it seeks compliance without coercion, and it locates the entire burden of a 

functioning plural public in the disposition of those who speak. And in reading sammā as equilibrium 

rather than as correctness, the doctrine acquires a diagnostic sharpness that the juridical rendering 

obscures. If hostile speech is a breach of rule, the remedy is prohibition, and prohibition is what modern 

law supplies. If hostile speech is a loss of balance — the inflation of one facet of a many-faceted truth 

until the rest must be suppressed — then the remedy is the restoration of proportion, and the only 

instrument capable of restoring it is the speaker's own restraint. The English word "right" invites the first 

reading, and Aśoka's vācāguti belongs to the second. It means equilibrium. The Pali language is nothing 

but actually living words not merely words in the language. 
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