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Abstract: 

My talk will be an investigation of a specific issue that has played a defining role in how the history of ancient India has been written.  The issue is the time in which Aßoka, well-known as the patron and propagator of Buddhism and as the main character in several South Asian, East Asian and South-east Asian accounts (including legends), could have lived. In two Rock Edicts, evidence has been seen of the contemporaneity of Aßoka with Antiochus II Theos, ruler of Syria and Western Asia, 261-246 B.C., Ptolemy II Philadelphus, ruler of Egypt, 285-247 B.C., Antigonus Gonates, ruler of Macedonia, 278-239 B.C., Magas, ruler of Cyrene, 300-258/250 B.C., and Alexander, ruler of Epirus, 275-255 B.C. (or Alexander, ruler of Corinth, 252-247 B.C.). As the dates of the non-Indian rulers are deemed fairly certain, Aßoka has been placed in the third century B.C. by most specialists of Aßokan history and a reign period of 269/268-233/232 B.C. has usually been assigned to him. This dating is the basis, directly or indirectly, of practically all ancient Indian chronology, particularly that part of it which precedes the times of the Chinese travelers to India. Without it, one cannot relate Indian time reckoning to the one based on the Christian Era. However, I will point out that there is no certain evidence for proceeding on the assumption that Aßoka was a contemporary of the non-Indian rulers mentioned above. A number of oddities have been peppered over in the eagerness of scholars wanting to furnish a temporal frame for ancient Indian history with the result that the foundation for the frame is not as firm as it should be, especially for as significant an undertaking as the historical understanding of a major continuous civilization in the world. When the evidence is objectively and collectively viewed, it seems more justifiable to proceed on the assumption that Aßoka ruled much earlier than is commonly stated at present. While such a view has been voiced before, my argumentation will have several new details and a more objective and comprehensive consideration of evidence. 

