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What If….

The rise of religions has had a major effect on the power dynamics of hierarchies and the

connections between them. This essay will explore the role of religion in hierarchical power

structures, the impact that Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism had on Indian history and examine

potential alternative scenarios if Ashoka had not converted to Buddhism. By understanding

Ashoka's decision to convert and its impact on Indian history, we can gain a better insight into

the power of religion to shape both individuals and societies.

The reign of King Ashoka of the Mauryan Empire had a profound impact on Indian history.

According to VA Smith (1920), Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism in the 3rd century BCE was

an incredibly influential event, which resulted in far-reaching consequences. It brought

Buddhism to the forefront of Indian religious life and culture, and allowed it to spread

throughout the country. This had a huge influence on the Indian people, as it gave them an

alternative spiritual path to that of Hinduism. It also provided them with a moral framework for

their lives, based on the teachings of the Buddha. In addition, Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism

led to a period of peace and prosperity in India, as the emperor promoted Buddhist principles of

non-violence and compassion. This resulted in increased trade and cultural exchange, as well as
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the development of many new cities. It also facilitated the spread of Buddhism to other countries,

such as China and Sri Lanka. Thus, Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism had a major impact on

Indian history, and it is still felt today.

If Ashoka had not converted to Buddhism, the history of India would have been significantly

different. According to D Loy (2003), Ashoka was an influential leader who embraced Buddhism

and spread its teachings throughout India. His conversion to Buddhism had a lasting impact on

the region, leading to the adoption of the Buddhist faith and its principles of non-violence,

morality, and the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. Without this influence, other religious

traditions, such as Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism, could have spread more widely and may

have impacted India's culture and history in ways that we cannot begin to imagine. Additionally,

without Ashoka's embrace of Buddhism, it is possible that other sects of Buddhism, such as the

Theravada and the Mahayana, may never have developed. Furthermore, without Ashoka's

conversion and the subsequent spread of Buddhism, India could have been deprived of the great

Buddhist monuments, such as the Sanchi Stupa, that now draw tourists from around the world.

Ultimately, it is difficult to predict how India would have developed without the influence of

Ashoka and Buddhism, but it is clear that his conversion was a pivotal moment in Indian history.

If Ashoka had not converted to Buddhism in the 3rd Century BC, it is likely that the power

dynamics of hierarchies, networks, and religions in India and surrounding regions would have

continued along different paths. This could have resulted in the growth of alternative religions

and the preservation of existing spirituality without replicating the hierarchical structure created

by the Mauryan dynasty. Without the establishment of Buddhism, India may have encountered a

different set of political and religious changes, without incurring the widespread adoption of a

centralizing religion that helped to shape power dynamics for centuries to come.
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