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Introduction

John Clifford Holt and Jacob N. Kinnard

Religious experience is, by definition, a profoundly personal and individual
matter; it is, however, always also a communal experience. There is no escape
from this fundamental recognition. On the one hand, even the most private,
contemplative, esoteric, or otherwordly mystical religious experiences are
necessarily temporally conditioned; that is, they occur within historical and,
therefore, cultural contexts. On the other hand, all normative social construc-
tions of reality are, ultimately, individually mediated; that is, all culturally
shared conceptions of religion are apprehended as instances of personal con-
sciousness. Thus, the personal and social natures of religion and religious ex-
perience are inextricably intertwined. Taking this as a fundamental premise,
the essays in this volume address the topic of how community functions
within Theravada Buddhist culture by focusing on the ways in which the his-
torical, social, and philosophical dynamics of various Buddhist communities
have helped to forge particular apprehensions and conceptions of personal re-
ligious meaning and identity that are, at the same time, collective and social.

Although many historians and anthropologists of religion have from both
the theoretical and the culture-specific perspectives explicitly addressed the
question of what makes a religious community, the issue remains a vexing
one. We frequently talk, for instance, of the Buddhist tradition, in the singu-
lar, to describe an entity that transcends doctrinal differences and cuts across
both physical and temporal borders. In contrast, it is almost nonsensical to talk
about a single Buddhist community; how, for instance, could we meaningfully
talk about a community that encompasses the Sri Lankan fire walker, the Thai
collector of amulets, and the Californian meditator? However, we do talk
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about Buddhist communities, as the smaller entities that make up the Tradition.
But what about these groups makes them specifically Buddhist? How do dif-
ferent and often disparate communities constitute themselves as Buddhist?
And despite their disparities, in what ways are they linked by one shared tra-
dition? How do they communicate this shared identity?

The basic premise of this volume is that communities are not organically
occurring entities, but that they are, as Benedict Anderson has persuasively ar-
gued about all communities, imagined; as such, they are in a constant state of
flux, being rethought and reformed—reconstituted—in response to the flow
of specific historical events. The essays in this volume, then, explore the dy-
namics of this imagining, by looking at who has produced Theravada dis-
courses and practices in South and Southeast Asia, and why and how the
discourses and practices have shaped the identities and characters of the com-
munities of Buddhists in this region. Certainly, the most obvious Buddhist
community is the sangha, but this book attempts to push beyond the confines
of the monastic community, and to consider a variety of communities—both
lay and monastic, and their varied interactions.

Thus, from a variety of perspectives—historical, doctrinal and philo-
sophical, social and anthropological—the authors of the chapters that make
up this volume explore the types of issues that have proven important and de-
finitive for identifying what it has meant, individually and socially, to be Bud-
dhist in a plethora of ways within a variety of contexts in South and Southeast
Asia. Each individual essay, and the volume as a whole, is informed by a sin-
gle basic question: how have various Buddhists in South and Southeast Asian
cultural contexts constituted communities within which explicitly Buddhist
qualities and values have been personally affirmed?

Jonathan Walters’s lead chapter in this volume addresses this central ques-
tion by drawing our attention to how perceived dynamics of karma, a
bedrock assumption operating creatively in the lives of all Buddhist adher-
ents, are thought to sustain and alter the nature of specific social relations be-
tween given individuals over several lifetimes. That is, he points out how it
is not uncommon for the Buddhists he has known in contemporary, village
Sri Lanka to assert that karma is responsible for why and how they are related
to their siblings, parents, or friends, and how their actions in the present will
determine the nature of these same relations in future lives. What Walters is
pointing out is that karma need not be understood exclusively as an inex-
orable cosmic law that works only on the level of determining an individual
person’s present and future state of conditioning. Karma, moreover, is also
thought to function socially or collectively among or between various indi-
viduals. The karma of one individual may affect, or be in confluence with,
the karma of another. Further, families, castes, villages, and even nations may
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have collective karma. Walters refers to these phenomena as “sociokarma.”
While reviewing the work of an earlier scholar who had previously exam-
ined the idea of collective karma and had come to the conclusion that it was
a modern aberration of Buddhist doctrine and culture, Walters proceeds to
analytical studies of the Jatakas, the Buddhavamsa, the Anagatavamsa, and the
Apadana to find that instances of several different types of sociokarma are
clearly instantiated. The essay is extremely rich in its implications. For in-
stance, it has been held that Buddhists believe that consciousness is what
transmigrates as a result of karma from one rebirth to another. Usually this is
taken to explain how an individual’s identity and conditioned context has
arisen. But Walters’s essay makes it clear that there is a particular strain of
Buddhist thought that understands that the very nature of social relations, or
the very condition of a particular community, can transmigrate. That is,
communities are constituted by karma.

John Strong’s essay focuses on a neglected aspect of Buddhist community:
queenship. He argues that in ancient India, kingsghip was really something of
a family affair with the chief queen playing key roles in a type of power-
sharing arrangement with the king. That is, her role of leadership with the
community was part and parcel of a sociopolitical dynamic in which “her rule
and authority [was] part of a greater symbiosis of power and performance.” By
examining the profile of Asandhimitta, the chief queen of Azoka, as it can be
gleaned through a study of a the extended Cambodian Mahavamsa, the Pali
Dasavatthuppakarana, and the Thai Trai Phum (translated by Frank and Mani
Reynolds), Strong points out that just like kingship, queenship must be earned
through the generation of karmic merit, that it may be constituted by a dual
nature (“righteous” yet “fierce”), that a queen’s karmic merit must also be ac-
companied by the cultivation of wisdom, and that, just like kings, queens were
very active in the public promulgation of the Buddha’s dharma. What he finds
in this study, therefore, is that not only are the nature of kingship and queen-
ship co-extensive, but that they are consubstantial, symbiotic, and mutually
dependent as well.

Liz Wilson has focused on Pali and Mulasarvastivadin literature which de-
picts how the dhutanga master of asceticism, Mahakassapa (Sanskrit Ma-
hakasyapa) was especially inclined to receive alms from impoverished and
unfortunate lay donors who were in dire need of merit to transform their
conditions. She argues that in consuming the “bio-moral” status of depraved
givers, Mahakassapa, as a highly desirable field of merit, has engaged in a form
of sacrifice, or in “monastic begging as a means of unburdening others of neg-
ative karmic conditions.” Historically, this dynamic between desperate laity
and highly virtuous monk appears to be a transformation of the Vedic pattern
constituting the patron/priest relation, a kind of “Buddhist moral sacrificial
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altar in the post Vedic age.” Moreover, she argues, it is really a form of “de-
merit transfer,” a religious practice reflecting socioreligious relations constitu-
tive of “karmic communities of interdependence.”

Julie Gifford’s study strikes a similar chord in showing how the religious
practice of a Buddhist saint is seen to benefit the spiritual conditions of a
needy laity. In focusing on one of the Buddha’s most venerated disciplines,
Mahamoggallana, she demonstrates how Theravada cosmology can be re-
garded as the product of particular visionary experiences. That is, Mahamog-
gallana’s “meditation facilitates the deployment of supernatural powers” which
become the basis for his knowledge used in constructing “a cosmological map
of samsara.” According to the Vimanavatthu commentary, Mahamoggallana re-
lates his visionary experiences of the various realms of the cosmos to the Bud-
dha, who, in turn, incorporates them into his teachings about suffering,
karmic retribution, and the transformative power of the dharma. Gifford ar-
gues that karma is understood in this context as inherently social, insofar as
the karma of one person affects the totality of all members of the community.
It is for this reason alone that the Mahamoggallana’s cosmological insights, de-
rived from his meditative attainments, are made available compassionately
through the teaching of the Buddha’s dharma. Everyone has a stake in the
spiritual quality of the community as a whole.

Jacob Kinnard’s essay answers the question of how the worshiping com-
munity at Bodhgaya (Bihar, India), the historical pilgrimage site associated
with the Buddha’s enlightenment experience, has been transformed over the
past century from being a cultic community comprised almost exclusively of
Vaisnava and Zaiva Hindus to its present polyvalent constituency of Buddhists
from all over Asia. Kinnard reviews the fascinating legal history of how Bud-
dhists demanded, in colonial courts under British imperial rule, that Hindus
“return” the “Buddhist Jersuslam” to its “rightful” Buddhist heritage. This
Buddhist demand, headed by the Sinhala Buddhist Anagarika Dharmapala,
occurred only after at least a four hundred year occupancy by Zaiva brahmins
who regularly conducted rites in the Bodhgaya temple for Vaisnava pilgrims
who regarded the Buddha as Visnu’s ninth avatar. Kinnard’s study registers
how Zaivas, Buddhists, Vaisnavas, and “All-Indian nationalists” have attempted
to constitute their respective communities in staking their rival claims to this
sacred site. It is a classic study of the manner in which communities define
themselves in relation to each other.

John Holt’s study of the contemporary Visnu controversy in Sri Lanka
analyzes the processes by which aspects (worship of Visnu) of one religious
tradition (Hindu) have been assimilated, subordinated, and legitimated by
another (Sinhala Theravada Buddhist). He argues that assimilations of this
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nature are often the product of political expediency rather than the result of
doctrinal innovations, the latter of which are usually post hoc formulations.
He finds the same processes at work in the current monastic-led drive to
purge Sinhala Buddhist culture of deity propitiation, especially deities of
Hindu origin. While this attempt to extract veneration of deities is made
publicly on doctrinal grounds, Holt finds that political pressures brought
about by rising ethnic consciousness within the context of Sri Lanka’s pro-
tracted civil war between Tamils and Sinhalese has been a salient factor in
pumping the impulse for reform. That is, ethnicity, rather than doctrinal pu-
rity, is sometimes a driving force in the process of reconstituting the sub-
stance of religious community.

Anne Blackburn’s chapter “addresses questions about the processes
through which new Buddhist communities come to be localized and accepted
as natural.” Specifically, she illustrates how an eighteenth-century Theravada
monastic lineage from Thailand was imported to Sri Lanka and legitimated by
various strategies, including the translation of important Pali texts into the
Sinhala vernacular and by emphasizing monastic forest-dwelling legacies re-
garded with great respect by the Buddhist laity. She then briefly looks at sim-
ilar patterns of localization strategies in twelfth-century Pagan (Burma) and in
sixteenth-century northern Thailand.

Mahinda Deegalle’s contribution is concerned with the emergence of
new forms of monastic sermonizing in Sri Lanka and Thailand in the late
twentieth century. In particular, he notes how bana kavi (poetic sermons) have
become a popular means of preaching the dharma to the laity by innovative
monks who are trying to present the dharma in new, culturally attractive fash-
ions suitable to the contemporary age, especially youth. One of the important
issues that he raises is that music and song have been regarded traditionally in
the Theravada Vinaya monastic disciplinary code as offences to be avoided.
Therefore, the monks who have engaged in this new form of preaching are
now trying “to constitute a sense of community and religious affiliation as
they struggle against the established normative monastic authorities.” In his
sketch of how two monks (one Sinhalese and one Thai) have mounted their
campaigns, Deegalle argues that the roots of bana kavi are actually founded
upon an existing medieval Sinhala literary poetic tradition from the fifteenth-
century Kotte period.

Carol Anderson has studied the significance of the Bauddha Ädahilla, a
practical and popular guide or compendium of instructions for how Buddhists
should engage in cultic activities such as sil, the chanting of pirit, bodhi pujas,
or other forms of religious activity at Buddhist viharayas. She points out that
the text has a definite iconic value for many lay Buddhists, is often presented

I n t r o d u c t i o n 5



as a gift to adolescent Buddhists on Vesak poya days, and has remained a stan-
dard handbook since it originally appeared in the late nineteenth century.
Since the Bauddha Ädahilla, in its many recensions, constitutes a practical litur-
gical guide for engaging in traditional forms of lay ritual, Anderson rejects
categorizing the text as part of the “Protestant Buddhism” type of religiosity
which other scholars have declared as the dominant form of lay Buddhist re-
ligious piety during this particular historical time frame. Whatever the origins
of its inspiration, the Bauddha Ädahilla has iconic value not only to nostalgic
Buddhists, but for students of Buddhism seeking to gain a profile of how the
Buddhist community has understood the form and function of “congrega-
tional” life in modern Sri Lanka.

James Egge’s chapter examines “how Buddhists view the qualities of the
Buddha that are mundane, physical, impermanent, royal and auspicious in re-
lation to those that are transcendent, immaterial, permanent, ascetic and pure.”
His method is to consider the nature of the sacred marks of the Buddha body
as “signs capable of pointing to both mundane and transcendent aspects.” By
“signs,” Egge is referring to the heuristic devices deployed by Charles S. Peirce
as icon, index, and symbol. He adopts them here for the purpose of his own
analysis. In his study, Egge concludes that these signs actually mean nothing in
and of themselves, but are dependent upon “interpretive communities” for the
meanings they acquire. He points out, that is, that “a text is meaningless with-
out an interpretive community, and without imagined interpretive communi-
ties, there are no historical meanings.”

The discerning reader will find the spirit and intellectual orientations of
Frank Reynolds throughout the contents of the various essays constituting
this volume. That is hardly a surprising fact: all of the contributors to this col-
lection were, at one time, students of Frank Reynolds at the Divinity School
of the University of Chicago. All of these essays are reflective of Reynolds’s
various buddhalogical, theoretical, and methodological interests. Reynolds’s
approach has been almost always dialogic or collaborative in nature; his
method has usually been one of conversation, and his wide interests have
spanned concerns for the self on the one hand to concerns of the cosmic di-
mension of religion on the other, from the classical to the popular, and from
the political to the contemplative. His vision has always been to seek a plural-
ity of voices speaking to a common problem of importance. It is therefore fit-
ting that this collection of essays dedicated to him is thoroughly a
collaborative work containing a plurality of voices focused on a common
problem of fundamental importance to the understanding of Buddhism per se
and the history of religions in general.

The essays comprising this volume were originally formulated for a con-
ference held July 21 through 23, 2000, at the Breckenridge Center of Bowdoin
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College in York, Maine, to honor Frank Reynolds as our teacher extraordinaire
and to thank him warmly and genuinely for the great compassionate influence
he has exercised upon all of our professional and personal lives.

On behalf of the contributors to this volume, the editors acknowledge
and thank Clark Gilpin, former Dean of the Divinity School of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, and Craig McEwen, Dean for Academic Affairs of Bowdoin
College, for their very generous financial support.

I n t r o d u c t i o n 7



yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.



One

Communal Karma and Karmic Community
in Theravada Buddhist History

Jonathan S. Walters

I N T R O D U C T I O N :
S O C I O K A R M A  I N  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  S R I  L A N K A

THIS ESSAY BEGINS with my experience studying and living in a rural Sri
Lankan Theravada Buddhist village on and off since 1984. On numerous oc-
casions my deep affection for this village and its environs has been given a
karmic explanation by my village friends, who consider it obvious that during
previous lives I have lived there and experienced parallel social relationships
with the rebirth precursors of these same villagers. Thus, for example, my
university friend’s mother very quickly decided that I must be a son of hers
who died shortly before my own birth, come back to her in this unlikely
form, a belief she instantiated by calling me “son” and teaching me to refer
to everyone else in her extended family and indeed in “our” village at large
according to the kinship terms that would be appropriate were I in fact her
own son. Likewise, my friends often have tried to make sense of our friend-
ships—sometimes an odd meeting of worlds, to say the least—as the karmic
result of having been friends during previous lifetimes (pera atma mitrayo).

More striking still is the commonplace expression of an aspiration or
hopeful intention (called prarthanawa) for the constitution or continuance of
specific social relationships during future lives. Typical is this aspiration, which
I happened to receive in the mail while composing the present essay: “I think
that you really are as it were my very own brother,” writes the wife of a village
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friend, “We make the aspiration, ‘definitely during the next life, may you be
born in our very own family.’ ”1 Such aspirations, expressed in person or in let-
ters, may include different social relationships (be my friend, father, son, hus-
band), different specifications as regards time (in the next life, in some future
life, in many future lives, in every life until we meet Maitreya Buddha and at-
tain nibbana), and as regards space (in this village, here in Sri Lanka, in Amer-
ica, in a Buddhist home). But the underlying assumption that karma
constitutes present and future social relationships is clear throughout the varia-
tion. Family, friendship, and village community itself are constituted, at least in
part, by previous karma, and will be constituted in the future by present karma.
And it is important to remember that such prarthanawas, far from being merely
descriptive or informative, are themselves mental actions (karma) believed effi-
cacious in bringing about desired sociokarmic results.

I should be clear from the outset that I do not take karma to be a mere
proposition, idea, doctrine, concept, or hypothesis. The ordinary way it
comes up in discussion is instead as an assumption, presupposition, starting
point, perspective, orientation, or category of the imagination. Karma is like
temperature; no one asks whether temperature exists, but rather whether this
particular object is hot or cold, or how to act in response to its temperature.
Likewise, I have never heard my village friends debate whether there is karma
and rebirth, but I have often heard them debate what this particular karma
might be. In terms of the present discussion, I have not in fact ever heard any-
one doubt that I (and they) do have karmic connections to that village com-
munity, but rather have heard and participated in lively and sometimes very
entertaining reflections on just how it all plays out. And whatever one may
consider their epistemological value, these sorts of discussions have very real
social effects in the present life, expressing and deepening the bonds of affec-
tion and loyalty that characterize social relationships, and implying various
rights and responsibilities within the larger community.

It makes perfect sense that community should have a karmic dimension,
given the social dimension of virtually all karma. The classic acts of both
puñña (merit) and papa (sin) almost always are social affairs. Dana (giving) is al-
ways a gift to someone else (or to a group of others), and like other acts of
merit ( puja, poya, bana, pilgrimage) is regularly performed in groups; it is al-
most de rigueur to dedicate the merit of such acts to other humans (the stock
phrase is jñatimitradi, “family, friends, etc.”), to the dead, and/or to deities.
Likewise, most demeritorious acts also occur in communal settings: various
types of killing, theft, sexual impropriety, falsehood, and intoxicated excess
would be impossible for the isolated individual, who nevertheless usually re-
mains the predicate of scholarship on karma. So too, karma as result (vipaka,
phala) inevitably has social dimensions because the goodness or badness of a
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good or bad rebirth is largely conceived according to social categories such as
family, status, wealth, caste, power, and/or political situation. Even birth
among the gods, animals, or hell-beings has its social dimensions.

Indeed, it might seem unnecessary to argue that karma has social dimen-
sions and society has karmic dimensions, an overlap that for convenience I
dub “sociokarma.” But as I shall now proceed to suggest it is actually aston-
ishing how little this conjunction of karma and community has been recog-
nized in the scholarship to date.

S O C I O K A R M A  I N  T H E R AV A D A  S T U D I E S  
A N D  I N  T H E R AV A D A  H I S T O R Y

To the best of my knowledge the only scholarly study of the phenomenon I
call sociokarma has been made by James P. McDermott, who treats it under
the designation “group karma.”2 Drawing on the writings of twentieth-cen-
tury Thai, Burmese, and Sri Lankan Theravada Buddhists, he identifies three
sorts of notions of “group karma,” which he designates “overflow karma,”
“the karma of communal relationship,” and “national karma.”3 His project
being to “analyze some of the contemporary discussion of ‘group karma,’ and
then to attempt to determine whether there are canonical precedents for such
notions,”4 McDermott proceeds to discuss early Buddhist texts relevant to
each of these types.

McDermott takes the term overflow karma from a 1956 tract on karma by
Bhikkhu Silacara of Ceylon; it refers to the effects of one person’s karma
upon the karma of others. This phenomenon is especially evident in the case
of famous people, whose deeds whether good (the Buddha, Gandhi) or bad
(Hitler, Alexander the Great) have had an enormous impact on millions
around them.5 Another variant on this theme is the well-known idea that a
righteous king’s righteousness brings prosperity and safety to the entire king-
dom, the reverse also being true; McDermott quotes a 1918 declaration by
the Thai Supreme Patriarch Prince Vajiranana (Wachirayan) that “the king’s
acts of piety merit not only himself but the people and the guardian spirits of
the kingdom” as well.6 More pervasive still is the overflow of all karma, even
that produced by ordinary people, which inevitably affects others within one’s
community.7 McDermott finds “canonical precedent” for such a notion of
overflow karma in the Kurudhamma and Manicora Jatakas, where a perspective
very similar to Prince Wachirayan’s is clearly articulated,8 and in a sutta of the
Anguttara Nikaya (III.172–73), where the Buddha enumerates among the ben-
efits of a well-given gift the inability of thieves, kings, or impious heirs (in ad-
dition to fire and water) to destroy one’s property in future lives. McDermott
writes, “This suggests the recognition that no samsaric stream of existence is

C o m m u n a l  K a r m a 1 1



completely independent. Although each individual is heir to his deeds alone,
the ripening of his karma has consequences that reach beyond himself.”9

“The karma of communal relationship” follows directly from this sense of
the interconnection of the karma of individual participants in any given social
situation: as defined by McDermott, “in any given situation the karma of each
individual must be in confluence with that of every other participant in that
situation.”10 Drawing on a book by Thai physician Dr. Luang Suriyabongs,
McDermott includes within this categorization the similarity in karma that
must underlie birth in a single family, or for that matter within any group. He
finds “canonical precedent” for the view not only in the Anguttara passage re-
ferred to above, but also in the story of the murder of Mahamoggallana as
recorded in the Dhammapadatthakatha, where “the karma of the sectaries and
of the highwaymen had to be in confluence with that of Moggallana before
they could injure him, for they are all executed shortly thereafter.”11

McDermott includes in his category “national karma” a wide range of
sociokarmic phenomena that seem to be linked together, and distinguished
from the first two types, by their shared political bent: the overflow karma of
pious or impious kings (as suggested above by Prince Wachirayan); “family
karma” conceived on a national scale (as suggested by Dr. Suriyabongs); the
idea that national groups might suffer karmic punishments or enjoy karmic
rewards together as groups in the future (or be suffering or enjoying such re-
sults as national groups in the present), a view McDermott traces to Egerton
C. Baptist of Ceylon; and a variety of group karma perspectives that emerged
in Burma during the 1950s and 1960s, including the idea that the meritori-
ous deeds of the state are the actions (karma) of the entire populace, and plans
for “state-aided karma” in which the poor would receive the dole as “karmic
boosts.”12 For his “canonical precedent,” McDermott follows Baptist’s lead in
examining the story of King Vidudabha’s slaughter of the Zakyans as reported
in the Dhammapadatthakatha (Vidudabhavatthu) and in the Jatakatthakatha
(Bhaddasala Jataka), where the Buddha explains: “Monks, if you regard only
this present existence it was indeed unjust that the Sakiyas should die in such
wise. What they received, however, was entirely just, considering the sin they
committed in a previous state of existence . . . [when] they conspired together
and threw poison into the river.”13

Oddly, having surveyed so much evidence of thinking about “group
karma” in both modern and ancient Theravada, McDermott nevertheless
consistently tries to dismiss it as aberrant, atypical, and/or merely modern.
Thus, in the case of overflow karma, he simply dismisses as “unorthodox” two
extensions of the argument made by Bhikkhu Silacara, namely that there may
be unintentional transference of merit and that there may be transference of
demerit. Likewise, the portrayal of the king’s righteousness affecting the pros-
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perity of the people, in the Kurudhamma and Manicora Jatakas, is dismissed as
“not a common one in the Pali canon,” while in the instance of the Anguttara
list of sociological benefits of individual merit, “it is not necessary, nor even
very likely that this notion implies a concept of overflow karma, however.
Rather, the point may be simply that in any given situation the karma of each
individual must be in confluence with that of every other . . .”14

In this quotation the second type of group karma, “the karma of com-
munal relationship,” appears to be fully accepted by McDermott, but here too
he will not accept the implications drawn from it by Dr. Suriyabongs that

although man creates his own individual Karma, whatever he does will have its
effect on his environment too. Thus, he at the same time has a common family-
Karma, a racial, or national Karma or a group-Karma. The good he does will
not only benefit himself but all others who live with and around him, that is, all
sentient beings. And vice versa, evil will not be suffered by himself alone.15

Shying away from such conclusions, McDermott reduces the idea of karmic
confluence to a mere extension of his staunchly individualist perspective: “[I]t
is simply the common aspects in the action of certain individuals which lead
them into membership in a group, the communal experiences of which are
due to each individual member as a result of his own individual past.”16

All of these strategies are brought to bear against the evidence of the third
type of “group karma,” “national karma.” Thus, the straightforward treatment
of sociokarma in the Vidudabha story is written off as a “rare exception.”17

Another text of the same cycle cited by Baptist, in which the slaughter of an
innocent Bandhula the Mallian and his thirty-two sons is justified as “the fruit
of their misdeeds in previous states of existence,” has according to McDer-
mott “nothing . . . to suggest that this is anything other than the fruition of
personal misdeeds of each individual member of the group. To read into this
or similar accounts [of which there are many] a developed concept of national
karma is to go beyond what is even implicitly warranted by the text. Never-
theless, the fact that Egerton Baptist cites this as an example of national karma
is significant, for it points to the shaky character of the foundations on which
any case for a classical precedent for a concept of group karma must be
built.”18 Taking up an argument by Rev. Nyanaponika, McDermott further
undermines the notion of group results for national misdeeds by pointing out
that the same beings will not necessarily be reborn into the same national
group during the next life, even though in the same breath he recognizes that
none of the authors he discusses shares Rev. Nyanaponika’s assumption that
such national continuity need be the case.19 McDermott concludes his article
with the judgment that “[a]lthough isolated cases analogous to . . . overflow
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karma, the karma of communal relationship, and national karma are to be
found in the Tipitaka and early commentaries, their nature and infrequency in
this literature make it clear that a systematic concept of group karma was in
no sense operative in early Theravada. . . . It is only in this century, then, that
one finds a conscious effort to split with this tradition.”20

But McDermott is actually more generous in allowing sociokarma some
discursive space than are the Western scholars upon whom he in turn draws,
for example Winston King, whose In the Hope of Nibbana, though the source
of McDermott’s knowledge of Burmese “state-aided kamma,” treats karma as
positively antisocial, productive only of social passivity and indifference to
others.21 And King in turn sees more scope for any discussion of karmic soci-
ety than does the primary scholar upon whom he in turn draws, Max Weber,
who considered early Buddhism in general so thoroughly “asocial” as to ren-
der contradictory the very existence of Buddhist community, even the com-
munity of monks and nuns.22 Yet in his discussion of Buddhist art Weber, like
McDermott, presents excellent evidence of the importance of sociokarma in
the Theravada tradition.23

It may be a question of half empty or half full, but especially in light of
the fact that sociokarmic thinking is so utterly commonplace in contemporary
Theravada societies the premodern examples provided (against himself ) by
McDermott, King, or Weber are alone sufficient to convince me that so-
ciokarma needs to be taken more seriously than McDermott’s dismissals
would suggest. I say this not merely because sociokarmic thinking is com-
monplace today, but also because I think McDermott vastly underestimates
the significance of the very sources he uses.

Thus, the Jataka as a whole represents an unmistakable monument to so-
ciokarmic thinking in its portrayal of the constantly intersecting previous lives
of the same group of people who dominate the Buddha’s final/present life.
Yasodhara, Rahula, Sariputta and Moggallana, Ananda, Devadatta, and a
whole cast of other characters are reborn together, life after life, developing
the social relationships they will have with the Buddha in the present, when
the soteriological aspect of those sociokarmic connections comes to the fore.
In many jatakas this implicit claim that the early Buddhist community was
constituted through karmic connections to the person of the Buddha is made
explicit by treating the early Buddhist community writ large (sometimes “the
present followers of Buddha,” sometimes “the five hundred monks”) as the
Bodhisatta’s entire community during countless previous lives human, animal
and divine. In the Jataka, the Buddhist community is one huge intercon-
nected karmic web transmigrating together across time toward a group
fruition of all the good karma combined, realized in salvific participation in
the Buddha’s own intimate community.24
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This group transmigration clustering around the Bodhisatta is charted out
and further expanded in two additional texts which McDermott and the other
scholars I have mentioned do not consider at all, the Buddhavamsa and the
Apadana. The Buddhavamsa lays out a temporal grid across which the future
Buddha, meeting up with previous Buddhas, develops his present Buddhahood;
in the Apadana the entire early Buddhist community is charted according to that
same grid. All the arahants enlightened by Gotama Buddha turn out to be reap-
ing the fruit of actions (karma) they performed in the same festivals, the same
kingdoms, the same communities—often the same families—in which the fu-
ture Buddha himself was performing his own Buddha-becoming actions. The
prediction of future Buddhahood bestowed upon the Bodhisatta by each previ-
ous Buddha in the Buddhavamsa is echoed in similar predictions given by those
same previous Buddhas to the rebirth precursors of the various ranking relatives
and followers of Gotama Buddha, as reported in the Apadana. And the Apadana
further enriches the picture of that particular mass of beings transmigrating to-
gether in the hope of attaining nirvana in the dispensation of Gotama Buddha,
a hope that was not in vain except for Devadatta and his five hundred followers
and their families (note the sociokarma) who are sucked into hell along with
him. The Apadana does this by drawing all sorts of different sociokarmic links
among various subgroups such as married couples repeatedly reborn to marry
again (the Buddha and Yasodhara, Mahakassapa and Bhadda-Kapilani), nuclear
families whose members meet up again and again as they progress along the
Path (the Buddha and Mahapajapati Gotami, Rahula and his sister, the seven
daughters of Kiki King of Kasi, numerous groups of monks), and so forth.25 In
these Khuddaka and related texts, taken as a whole, we not only find an extraor-
dinary picture of karmic confluence, but also, given the consistent centrality of
the Bodhisatta himself in this transmigrating mass, an idea closely approximat-
ing “overflow karma.” And given that most jatakas involve kings and kingdoms,
there is far more “national karma” here than McDermott has realized, too.

I would suggest further that ideas of group karma are more common in
the suttas themselves than McDermott wants to allow. Thus, I would argue that
all the suttas that describe the effects of good and bad karma imply karmic con-
fluence, given that they involve social status, wealth, and so forth.26 Even if
most suttas are not as explicit about the synchrony with others’ karma as is the
Anguttara text McDermott cites, we nevertheless have reason to see the devel-
oped sociokarmic thinking of the Jataka or the Apadana as a playing out of
ideas already there in the suttas, rather than as some sort of major deviation
from them (which anyway would have occurred long before the twentieth
century!). Indeed, in a famous sutta of the Samyutta-nikaya which is quoted not
only in Theravada but also in Mahayana sources,27 and which Buddhaghosa
treats as exemplary of “the suttas,” the Buddha is reported to have declared that
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“it is not easy to find a being who has not formerly been your mother . . . your
father . . . your brother . . . your sister . . . your son . . . [or] your daughter.”28

This being the case, the question becomes what social relationship does not
have some karmic precursor? At any rate, I obviously do not find an empirical
basis for McDermott’s claim that a systematic concept of “group karma” be-
came operative in the Theravada only during the twentieth century. What we
find in the full Jataka or the Apadana collections is considerably more ancient
than that, and more developed than either the contemporary perspectives cited
by McDermott or the warm aspirations of my village friends.

Yet sociokarma remains underdetermined in the scholarship; McDer-
mott, despite his dismissals, is the only scholar who has dealt with it in any
depth at all. Thus, John Garrett Jones’s well-known 1979 study of the Jatakas
does not notice this dimension of the collection at all; he includes a chapter
on “Karma and Rebirth” that does not mention society, and a chapter on
“Social Teachings” that does not mention karma.29 Charles Keyes and Val
Daniel’s 1983 collection of anthropological studies of karma, even the learned
introduction and summary by the editors, respectively, never moves beyond
the recognition that karma can effect social status, and that karma itself is a
cultural construct that can vary from community to community (both very
important points to be sure, but points that fall short of a recognition of
karma as constitutive of community, and vice versa).30 By the same token,
karma plays almost no role in such seminal collections on Theravada Buddhist
society as the edited volumes on Religion and Legitimation of Power in Sri Lanka,
Religion and Legitimation of Power in Burma, Thailand and Laos, and The Two
Wheels of Dhamma, nor in such narratives of Theravada Buddhist social his-
tory as Gombrich’s Theravada Buddhism: a social history from ancient Benares to
modern Colombo31 or Chakravarti’s The Social Dimensions of Early Buddhism.32

Melford Spiro’s Buddhism in Society, which makes its explicit project to deter-
mine the relationship between “kammatic Buddhism” and society, fails to rec-
ognize any but mundane (type 1) sociokarma and therefore can portray karma
as at best an obstacle to economic development and public charity.33

The only exceptions to these generalizations that I have been able to find
in Western scholarship appear in a volume of essays that in many ways is the
precursor of this present volume, and which is similarly inspired by Frank
Reynolds’s work, namely Sacred Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and
Southeast Asia, edited by Juliane Schober. Reynolds’s own leadoff essay in that
volume calls attention to the social dimensions of the Jataka identification of
“rebirth precursors” of the Buddha and “of particular members of his family,
of particular disciples, or of other contemporaries.”34 It also highlights the sev-
eral Paññ asa Jataka versions of one of the richest sources of sociokarmic spec-
ulation, the story of the romantic co-transmigrations of the rebirth precursors
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of the Buddha and his wife.35 John Strong’s contribution to Schober’s volume
takes up precisely this “family affair” in the biography of the Buddha, and re-
marks significantly that “[k]arma is not only individual, it is collective as well,
and as a result, karmic biographies treat not only of the ‘histories’ of identifi-
able karmic continua over a series of lives, but also of ongoing karmic
nexuses.”36 Likewise, Mark Woodward’s contribution to the Sacred Biography
volume highlights the significance of the “cohorts of the Buddhas” who pop-
ulate the Jataka tradition, stating, “Bodhisattvas do not journey to nibbana
alone. Every Buddha has parents, a wife, a son, disciples, chief disciples, a per-
sonal servitor, and chief male and female lay donors who follow him on the
path to enlightenment. These communities begin to form as the bodhisattva
practices the perfection. . . . Future Buddhas will have similar communities.
Presumably, they have already begun to form.”37 And my own contribution to
that volume spells out some initial thoughts about what I call “the co-trans-
migration of social units” in the Apadana narratives and about the correspon-
dence of that literary trope to a social fact of the early post-Azokan Period
when it was composed, the fact that acts of good karma were in many in-
stances performed jointly by large social groups including families, towns,
guilds, and religious associations.38

Thus, my claim that there is sociokarma in Theravada Buddhist tradition is
not an especially original one. In its admitted multiplicity the perspective is old,
ubiquitous, and fairly obvious. But recent trends in Theravada Studies—shifts
from “early Buddhism” to “Theravada Tradition,” from the ever-decaying orig-
inal core to the ever-enlarging Buddhist civilization, from the arahant in soli-
tude to the monk as social leader, from a hyper-rational philosophy to a living
religion with its own cosmology, soteriology, mythology, and communitas—
have made it increasingly important that we do recognize sociokarma. And
given the standing scholarly tradition that would minimize, ignore, or actively
deny the presence of sociokarma in Theravada Buddhist history, I hope it has
been a worthwhile exercise to review in these general terms some of the evi-
dence of its significance.

THE TYPES OF SOCIOKARMA

All the examples of sociokarma that I have been able to find fall into seven
general categories: (1) social context, (2) overflow karma, (3) karmic conflu-
ence, (4) co-transmigration of social units, (5) sociokarmic aspiration, (6) po-
litical karma, and (7) the karma of social institutions. Though these obviously
overlap, each can be clearly distinguished from the others. I have listed the
types in a sort of order, with the degree to which society is explicitly karmic,
and karma explicitly social, increasing as the numbers grow larger. In the
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present section I describe and discuss these seven types, use them to organize
the many examples of sociokarma already given above, and introduce a few
further examples. This should help bring some clarity to my so far rather hap-
hazard survey of this important topic, thereby increasing its usefulness as a tool
in the study and teaching of the cultures that have presupposed the truth of
sociokarmic phenomena. By way of conclusion I provide a couple of exam-
ples of how “thinking with sociokarma” can benefit both scholars and practi-
tioners of the Theravada.

1. The first of my categories, “social context,” refers to the most basic social
dimensions of karma, without implying anything beyond the fact that
karma can be performed and/or bear results within specifically social situa-
tions. With perhaps the exception of purely private acts of merit such as
meditation or worship in solitude, or purely self-harming sins such as sui-
cide, all karma occurs in a social context and therefore has inherently social
dimensions. Even in my hypothetical counterinstances, the kind of person
one becomes through private merit affects his or her community in all sorts
of ways, not to mention the social dimensions of suicide. The same social
dimensions are of course characteristic of most karmic effects, too, given
that most people do belong to and experience their lives within communi-
ties. Just as one’s social background, status, wealth, power, gender, age, and
other social factors will shape an individual’s actions, so the results of actions
are regularly conceived according to those same factors.

The inherently social nature of karma as both action and as result be-
comes especially clear when a social group undertakes to perform some
joint act of merit or sin. Thus, in the Apadana narratives the past-life karmic
seed (kammabija) or original act of piety which finally bears fruit in any
given arahant’s present-life arahantship often turns out to have been a group
act, such as participation in a royally sponsored festival, worshipping a stupa
“while tagging along with father,” or meeting a previous Buddha in a large
assembly, while the ultimate fruit of merit is itself participation in the
uniquely salvific, karma-transcending society, a Buddha’s own intimate
community. In the Buddhavamsa staggering numbers of people reportedly
gain entry into the Path on single occasions during the times of previous
Buddhas. “Our” (amhakam, note the sociokarmically charged pronoun)
Gotama Buddha likewise usually preached his sermons to large groups;
those in the present who are moving toward arahantship in the future have
very likely earned some merit in those very group situations, and will real-
ize its result in the future society that is the intimate community of Maitreya
or some further future Buddha still.39 As mentioned, “the five hundred
monks” or just “the followers” who constitute the Buddha’s intimate com-
munity turn out in the Jataka to have perfected themselves through group
actions performed in countless previous lives, and in the Apadana the same
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turns out to be true of “the five hundred nuns” who formed Mahapajapati
Gotami’s most intimate community. Likewise, the Zakyans who are slaugh-
tered by Vidudabha, the five hundred followers and their families sucked
into hell with Devadatta, Bandhula the Mallian and his thirty-two sons, and
other groups perform papa karma as a group in the past and/or suffer
karmic effects as a group in the present, clarifying the sometimes social con-
text for all action and result of action, evil as well as good.

2. The second type of sociokarma, overflow karma, has already been discussed
at some length above. This type differs from “social context” in two ways.
First, it is not necessarily the case that overflow karma would bear its results
in a shared social time-space; the effects of Gotama’s preaching (or Hitler’s
Holocaust) continue to overflow beyond the time-space that Gotama or
Hitler occupied. Second, whereas “social context” implies no more than
the fact that some karma and results of karma occur within specific social
situations, overflow karma implies further that within such a situation one
person’s karma directly affects that of others. The directness of this effect in
the case of a good king’s overflow karma is clear in the 1345 Trai Phum,
where the Great Cakkavatti King states in his “Sermon of Victory” that “[i]f
any ruler or king, while he reigns, acts righteously, and does righteous
things, the common people, slaves and free men, will live peacefully and
happily, will have stability and balance, and will enjoy good fortune and
prosperity; and this is because of the accumulation of the merit of the one
who is the Lord above all.”40 In his mythic continent of Utturukuru, all the
ranking people are born with beautiful bodies and, should they exhibit any
flaw, or the common people any affliction, the merit of the Cakkavatti is
enough to remove them.41

The overflow karma of Gotama Buddha is paradigmatic of this type be-
cause people in the present moving on toward future nibbana in the time of
Maitreya or some future Buddha are doing so as part of the ongoing result of
their karmic connection(s) with Gotama Buddha during previous lives,
which were inadequate to warrant rebirth in his intimate community and nib-
bana in his sasana, but nevertheless remain soteriologically charged. Accord-
ing to the Buddhavamsa, all Buddhas create such soteriologically charged
“overflow” karmic connections with “countless crores” of beings who meet
them but do not attain one of the four stages of the Path then and there.42

Woodward recognizes the teleology implicit in this vision of karmically con-
stituted Buddhist community when he speculates that future Buddhas are al-
ready constituting sociokarmic connections with members of their future
intimate communities in the here and now. These bodhisattas and those with
whom they forge their connections are in turn already linked together as on-
going overflow karma of Gotama and other previous Buddhas, whom all
have met during previous lives, as becomes explicit in the Anagatavamsa.43

I would also categorize as “overflow karma” various doctrines and
practices surrounding the so-called transference of merit, in which many
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beings somehow share the merit of one individual’s piety, through physical
actions (such as touching offerings) and verbal expressions (uttering
“sadhu!,” inviting the deities or the dead to mentally share the merit, dedi-
cating merit to friends, family and relatives) and the ideas upon which these
practices are based (about the mechanism by which anumodana works, what
non-human beings can and cannot do karmically, etc.). Moreover, and still
within this same rubric, it would appear despite McDermott’s protestations
that, as Bhikkhu Silacara maintained, demerit also can be “shared” or “over-
flow” in this same way. Thus, for example, the originary sin of the Bod-
hisatta together with his companions (sahagata) who eventually are
massacred as the Zakyans (the final result for the Buddha himself was the
headache he once suffered) is said in the Apadanatthakatha to be the mental
pleasure they experienced when watching a fishmonger kill fish (somanassam
uppadayimsu, note the collective verb). Though the papa belongs most prop-
erly to the fishmonger rather than to the boys, it is shared collectively by the
Bodhisatta and his compatriots in precisely the same way that a deity or preta
is said to share in merit; it brings them together again in a future life when
they do something even worse, namely poison a river, and together again to
suffer the effects of that, as the hapless victims of Vidudabha whose collec-
tive trickery brings on their own demise.44

3. The third type, “karmic confluence,” refers to instances when the members
of a social group such as a family or neighborhood come into their social
relationships on the basis of extremely similar karmic tracks, which,
through what Baptist calls a “conspiracy of circumstances,” all lead to that
same place and time where they find themselves, the shared motivations and
predilections that drive them as a group, and so forth. This type is to be dis-
tinguished from type 1 (social context) in that, like type 2, it implies a
karmic basis for the fact of social context. It is however distinguished from
type 2 (overflow karma) because it does not imply a direct karmic relation-
ship between anyone, merely individual karmic paths so strikingly similar as
to lead different beings to the same time and place. The Anguttara text cited
above, and indeed all the anisamsa texts from the suttas to the present that
proclaim sociological effects of merit, depend upon this sort of “conspir-
acy of circumstances”: not meeting with bad people implies a negative co-
incidence with their karma, meeting with good people implies a positive
coincidence with their karma, wealth and popularity and position and
power are all at least in part social things that must find a niche amidst the
sociokarmic circumstances of all others within one’s community.45

The somewhat common trope of co-birth clearly bespeaks a devel-
oped idea of karmic confluence. Most famously, the Buddha is said to have
been born at the same instant as his seven “Co-Borns,” or in Miss Horner’s
rendering “Connatal ones” (Sahajata)46 who would play key roles in his own
final karma-produced existence: Yasodhara, Ananda, Channa, Kaludayi,
Kanthaka, the Bodhi Tree, and the group of four treasure urns all arose at
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that same instant on that Vesak day long ago. While the first four appear
from the Jatakas and the Apadana to have had more than coincidental
karmic relationships with the Bodhisatta, and therefore to better fit the
fourth and more sociokarmically determined category, “co-transmigration
of social units,” Kanthaka the horse and of course the Bodhi Tree and the
treasure urns play no previous life role in the Jataka and therefore would best
fit within the rubric of this category. Because karmic confluence accounts
for all karmic dimensions of society that cannot be explained by the other
types, and therefore must be a vast and unfathomable thing as universal as
the complete range of everyone’s social interactions, everyone with whom
any single individual has social interactions throughout her or his entire life
is in some general sense a “co-born.” Thus, karmic confluence closely over-
laps with Sri Lankan trust in horoscopes; because karma determines birth
and asterisms encode what is thus determined, the comparison of horo-
scopes in arranging a marriage is precisely a search for an appropriate
karmic confluence. And as John Strong provocatively suggested at the con-
ference where this essay was first presented, there is also room here for
thinking about “karmic dispersal,” the disjoining of karmic associations.

4. The fourth type of sociokarma is what I consider to be sociokarma proper,
namely, the co-transmigration of social units. I believe this is also what John
Strong means by “ongoing karmic nexuses.” Here society is seen as an ex-
plicitly karma-constituted entity, while the social dimensions of karma are
explicitly emphasized. Though social context is highlighted, type 4 differs
from type 1 in assuming a karmic basis for social relationships. Though the
overflow karma of previous and future Buddhas no doubt fuels co-transmi-
gration of social units, especially the co-transmigration of their paradig-
matic own intimate communities, unlike type 2, type 4 does not imply one
primary actor affecting secondary actors but rather the group as such pro-
ceeding together in basic equality (or more precisely, in rotating inequality),
and it does require (an extended series of ) shared time-places. Likewise, the
co-transmigration of social units certainly represents a karmic confluence,
realized in lifetime after lifetime, but unlike type 3 that confluence is no
mere coincidence in individual karmic streams: the karma itself produces
what could awkwardly be called “resociety,” the interval between rebirth
and its necessary complement, redeath.

Here as in everything, the Buddha’s own life and community are para-
digmatic. Yasodhara is successively reborn as the Bodhisatta’s life-partner
through those myriads of kalpas; Mahamaya and her sister Mahapajapati Go-
tami share motherhood of him over and over; Rahula is his son, Suddhodana
his father, and Devadatta his nemesis. Though the exact social relationship
also changes from birth to birth—Devadatta may be the leader, Sariputta the
father—the raw fact of social relationship does not change. And as men-
tioned the unit that co-transmigrates with the Bodhisatta is further univer-
salized until the constituent members of the entire early Buddhist
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community turn out to be all the Bodhisatta’s close associates from previous
lives, in ongoing social relationships (of discipleship, enmity, slander, parental
or sexual love, friendship) with him and with each other which develop as
karmic patterns unto themselves through these lifetimes, sometimes in very
complex ways that have occasioned the speculation of later Theravada
thinkers.47

Summing up the importance of this nexus of co-transmigrating co-
horts of the Bodhisatta (and Buddha), at the conclusion of a lengthy reflec-
tion on the comparative superiority and inferiority of the rebirth precursors
of the Buddha and Devadatta, Nagasena tells King Milinda that:

Devadatta and the Bodisat accompanied one another in the passage
from birth to birth [and] that meeting together of theirs took place not
only at the end of a hundred, or a thousand, or a hundred thousand
births, but was in fact constantly and frequently taking place through an
immeasurable period of time. . . . And it was not only with Devadatta
that such union took place. Sariputta the Elder also . . . was through
thousands of births the father, or the grandfather, or the uncle, or the
brother, or the son, or the nephew, or the friend of the Bodisat; and the
Bodisat was the father, or the grandfather, or the uncle, or the brother,
or the son, or the nephew, or the friend of Sariputta the Elder.48

And universalizing the trope further still, the co-transmigration of social
units is by no means limited to the paradigmatic biography of the Founder
and his most intimate disciples.49 Such co-transmigration of social units is
generalized further into ordinary society at large. I have already mentioned
the ways in which sociokarma is taken to constitute village society in Sri
Lanka. Ian Stevenson’s Cases of the Reincarnation Type relates numerous mod-
ern Sri Lankan, Thai, and Burmese examples of rebirth successors recog-
nizing and/or entering into relationships with the families and friends of
their rebirth precursors. And of course if we take literally the Buddha’s
statement that it will be hard to meet someone who has not been a member
of one’s immediate family in some previous life, it will be clear that there is
room to conceive of literally all society, like its homologue the Jataka, as one
big web of co-transmigrating social units. Nagasena continues from the pas-
sage above about the Buddha’s constant co-transmigration with his cohorts
to inform King Milinda that “[a]ll beings in fact . . . who, in various forms
as creatures, are carried down the stream of transmigration, meet, as they
are whirled along in it, both with pleasant companions and with disagree-
able ones.”50 And so indeed does this category also include the negative ex-
amples mentioned above of groups transmigrating together around bad
group deeds, including the Zakyans who are destroyed by Vidudabha for
having once jointly enjoyed the killing of fish and later for jointly poison-
ing a river, the five hundred followers of Devadatta and their families who
are sucked into Avici hell together after repeated lifetimes as Devadatta’s
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minions,51 Bandhula and his thirty-two sons,52 and families tragically wiped
out in bus wrecks in Sri Lanka.

5. The fifth type, “sociokarmic aspiration,” flows directly from the fourth. It
refers to the means by which Theravada Buddhists attempt to act upon the
presupposition that social groups are karmically produced and productive in
the process of co-transmigration. Thus, for example, Milinda and Nagasena
are born together in their appointed roles as the result of such aspirations
made by these men’s rebirth precursors.53 The paradigmatic aspiration to be
born in the kingdom of Maitreya Buddha is itself fundamentally social,
predicated upon being with him in his intimate community and often in-
cluding the wish for others in one’s present community to be part of that
future community as well.

It will be clear that sociokarmic aspirations can take many forms.
These variations on the basic theme can be categorized into two broad sub-
types: (a) the aspiration that oneself or another be reborn in some particu-
lar social status, regardless of the other beings who constitute the particular
society within which that status is enjoyed; and (b) the aspiration for conti-
nuity in some particular present social relationship, that is, the aspiration
that the transmigrating individuals who constitute it meet up with each
other in future transmigrations too.

Under the rubric of the first subdivision (a) we could include explic-
itly selfish sociokarmic aspirations such as the Burmese inscriptional wishes
for high status, wealth, or pretty wives, mentioned by Weber,54 as well as
more altruistic but still individually framed aspirations such as the Bod-
hisatta’s aspiration for Buddhahood, or the typical person’s aspiration to play
a role in the intimate community of a future Buddha such as Maitreya. In the
Apadana the rebirth precursors of most of the disciples in Gotama Buddha’s
intimate community singled out for their special talents or relationship to the
Buddha—Sariputta as chief among those with wisdom, Moggallana as mas-
ter of psychic powers, Kaludayi as best “pleaser” (pasadaka) of the people,
Ananda as best servitor, and so forth55—aspire to that social status as the cul-
mination of their seed-pieties during previous lives. Thus, after a rebirth pre-
cursor of Mahapajapati Gotami witnesses a previous Buddha praising his
own combination aunt, step-mother, foster-mother, and leader of the nuns’
order she, feeling a surge of mental pleasure (pasada, pasanna) aspires to that
peculiar social status (tam thanam, lit. “that place”). This is not an aspiration
to be Siddhartha’s aunt-of-all-trades, but to be any Buddha’s aunt-of-all-
trades; the social status itself is what her karma is directed toward. In fact, the
rebirth precursor only learns the identity of the Buddha whose aunt she does
in fact become during her final life, after the previous Buddha intuits her as-
piration and provides her a prediction of its eventual fulfillment when “in
one hundred thousand eons, born into Ikshvaku’s clan the one whose name
is Gotama will be the master in the land.”56 Precisely the same pattern is fol-
lowed in the apadanas of various other early disciples singled out for their
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“special talents,” who similarly are portrayed enjoying their then-present sta-
tus in the intimate community of Gotama Buddha as a result of a specific so-
ciokarmic aspiration for it during the time of a previous Buddha. I do not
know of any Theravadin examples of individuals consciously aspiring to a
bad future status, but the Bodhisattvas of some Mahayana texts who aspire
to birth in hell in order to assist hell beings would certainly fit that bill. This
subtype would also embrace sociokarmic aspirations for birth in a specific lo-
cale (such as the aspirations of contemporary Sri Lankans or occasional odd
foreign scholars who want to be reborn in their same villages during future
lives), or for a more generalized social status (such as the Burmese prayers,
cited by Weber, to be reborn as a Buddhist).57

In addition to these more individual sorts of sociokarmic aspirations,
those in the other subtype (b) represent aspirations for the continuity of so-
cial relationships with particular individuals, paying less regard to one’s
own specific status or circumstance and more to the identity of one’s com-
panions. Most of the examples of this subtype, too, are aspirations for con-
tinual rebirth with people whom one holds dear, such as the Burmese
prayers for rebirth with the members of one’s own present family, or with
friends or lovers, or with particular Bodhisattvas (say, particularly noble
kings claiming to be such).58 But other apirations in this subtype are instead
despicable ones for rebirth with enemies whom one will attack or revile
perpetually, such as the former aspirations in this life and in many previ-
ous lives of Ciñcamanavika, Sundari the Slanderer, and most of all Deva-
datta to harass the Bodhisatta throughout his Jatakas and final existence.59

There is also a middle ground here, in which aspirations to harass are for
the good of the victim, such as the aspiration by Nagasena’s rebirth pre-
cursor to be reborn as King Milinda’s gadfly.60 Following from John
Strong’s idea of “karmic dispersal,” it is also easy to conceive of aspirations
not to be born with bad people in general and/or the particular bad people
whom one suffers in this lifetime.

6. I am uncertain that my sixth type, “political karma,” ought to be a type at
all, because, unlike the examples of the first five types, and of the seventh,
which I shall mention momentarily, all the examples of this sixth type could
be absorbed under the other headings. Put differently, sociokarma, which is
specifically political, or what we could call “politicokarma,” is no more than
a specific and particularly large version of one of the other types. Thus, no-
tions that karma and its results can occur in a specifically political context—
that the state can act as a group entity, or that cakkavattihood is a karmic
result of previous merit, or the Burmese plans for “state-aided karma” sur-
veyed by McDermott—are subsumed under type 1, social context; notions
about the ability of the king’s merit (or demerit) to affect everyone in his
kingdom exemplify type 2, overflow karma; conceiving of the polity as a
confluence of the karmic paths of its citizens obviously belongs to type 3;
the state as a co-transmigrating social unit (as in the Jatakas when the Bod-
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hisatta and his five hundred are the king and his men, or the historical Za-
kyans reborn together as a political unit) exemplifies the co-transmigration
of social units, type 4; aspirations such as Azoka’s to be overlord of all India
clearly belong to type 5, sociokarmic aspiration; ideas that the polity itself
has a karmic destiny outside the individuals who constitute it in any partic-
ular instance, such as mentioned below, exemplify the final type I have
identified, the karma of social institutions (type 7).

Yet all of these types of politicokarma cannot be fit into a single one of
the other categories, and for the overlapping reasons that political or “na-
tional” karma has already been treated as a separate type by others; that the
polity is obviously of special centrality in any study of society; and that the
examples of politicokarma are especially rich ones, I do treat it as a separate
type here. I treat it here, at this point in the list, both because in its scope it
pushes to the upper limits of the other types, and because it begins to antic-
ipate the seventh type, the karma of social institutions. Though in most of
the examples I know the various sorts of politicokarma all presume that the
karmic connections and dimensions in the polity inhere in its constituents as
individuals or as a group, but not in the institution itself, the polity has oc-
casionally been considered to have a sort of karmic life of its own. It is pre-
cisely because the nation will not be populated by the same individuals in
future lives that Rev. Nyanaponika throws out the whole notion of so-
ciokarma, but to the extent that one’s nation’s reputation, wealth, power,
military situation, and so forth are dimensions of the goodness or badness of
one’s birth in it, that is, are karmically constituted, it is at least possible that,
say, the populations of imperialist or genocidal polities should be reborn into
the populations of postcolonial societies where they experience the poverty
and other forms of suffering they created during previous lives, and some-
times repeat and/or experience the terror they used in creating it. In this
vein I have heard interesting ideas about the connections between the play-
ers during World War II and those in contemporary Sri Lanka.

7. The distinguishing characteristic of the seventh and final type of so-
ciokarma, the karma of social institutions, is that the institution, whatever
it may be, takes on a life of its own quite apart from the individuals who
participate in it. Thus, for example, it appears from the Buddhavamsa, the
Anagatavamsa and similar texts that intimate communities of Buddhas share
a structure unto themselves—with the Buddha (himself a type) at the top,
two chief disciples and a servitor, orders of monks and nuns living accord-
ing to the same vinaya and laypeople observing the same precepts, various
specified relatives of the (every) Buddha, etc.—which roles the Buddha and
arahants become karmically prepared to fill but which, like the office of
God, exist outside the individuals who fill them. The karmic independence,
as it were, of social institutions from the individuals who constitute them is
especially clear in the Mahaviharan vamsas, in which for example Arahant
Mahinda declares that the Sri Lankan Sangha of monks and nuns, a number
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of the most famous religious monuments of Anuradhapura and indeed the
kingdom of Anuradhapura itself, and its kingship, are merely the this-
Buddha-era versions of social institutions that existed as such (only the
names and certain details vary) during the times of three previous Buddhas
as well.61 The “resociety” of these institutions, like the succession of Bud-
dhas and their intimate communities, cannot be effected by precisely the
same masses of people, given that at least some among them became ara-
hants who escaped karma and rebirth altogether.

C O N C L U S I O N :
S O C I O K A R M A  A S  A  H E U R I S T I C  D E V I C E

In terms of scholarship and teaching, perhaps the best justification for paying
attention to sociokarma is the raw fact of its presence in Theravada tradition.
While I do not want to overstate sociokarma’s significance—karma is only
one dimension of society, and society only one dimension of karma—I do
think that any study of or class about Theravada society, or karma, would be
incomplete without a recognition of the ways in which these two intersect.
Even if it were the case that no Theravadins before the twentieth century ever
contemplated the social dimensions of karma, and the karmic dimensions of
society, surely today, at least some Theravadins take sociokarma very seriously
indeed. That alone is reason to give it some attention in thinking about both
society and karma.

But knowing that sociokarma represents one part of Theravada tradition
is only a preliminary step in really making use of the typology; the payoff
comes in learning to see sociokarma in the thick of the Theravada histories
we study. By way of example, I want to suggest—and for the sake of brevity
merely suggest—that sociokarma opens up interesting new angles on the
Jataka stories as ethical paradigms.

The role of sociokarma in the Jataka has already been spelled out in some
detail above, and recognized by Reynolds and Woodward. But while reflecting
on the various layers of sociokarma in the Jataka in order to compose this essay,
I have come to question an assumption that I think has been made universally,
certainly by me, in readings of the Jataka as key transmitter of basic ethical par-
adigms. That assumption is that ordinary Buddhists would read or listen to or
look at a jataka identifying themselves with or taking the subject-position of
the Bodhisatta.62 Even if the twenty-five Buddhas of the Buddhavamsa narra-
tive, which only covers a period of one hundred thousand plus four incalcula-
ble kalpas, should be extended into the past or into the future to produce vaster
Theravadin visions of the Buddhas of the universe, like the Kandyan “Thou-
sand Buddha Motif ” studied by John Holt,63 still, as far as I know all Ther-
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avadins insist that Buddhas are extremely rare, that as Nagasena proves to
Milinda only one can exist at a time, and that the achievement of Buddhahood
requires an effort which in every birth across that vast expanse of time is be-
yond the capability of any but the most exceptional being.64 These dogmas un-
derlie the historical record that at least publicly none but a tiny handful of
Theravadins has considered himself or herself a Bodhisatta, or has been so con-
sidered by others. Instead, the vast majority of Theravadins in literature and in
fact have aspired to become arahants in the dispensation of such a Buddha, and
in the meantime to develop foundations for such salvific participation in his in-
timate community. From the beginning Theravadins have vehemently rejected
the Mahayana claim that all Buddhists should and in fact do aspire to the Bud-
dha-vehicle (emulate the Bodhisatta, Skt. Bodhisattva).

Yet when we treat the Jataka as an ethical text, we always seem to assume
that Theravadins do just that. Though I do I think there is clear basis in the
Jataka and related texts for considering the Ten Perfections (dasa-paramita) to be
a set of general ethical guidelines intended for imitation by all Buddhists,65 the
manner in which the Bodhisatta himself fulfills them is always extreme, going
beyond how even a really good person (or buffalo, or god, or rabbit) could be
expected to act in such a situation. The extremes to which the Bodhisatta goes
in perfecting himself have been especially glaring to commentators both in the
tradition and in the academy in the case of the Vessantarajataka, where the Bod-
hisatta’s commitment to dana plays out in giving away his own kingdom, chil-
dren, and wife; the ethical tension, the gut reaction that I could never do that,
has been widely noted.66 But this invites the questions, who then does imagine
himself or herself Vessantara, capable of such extreme sacrifices? And if it is not
with Vessantara himself, then identifying with whom can Buddhist audiences
of this widely popular tale take away moral and ethical values?

John Holt’s study of the “visual liturgy” of the eighteenth-century
Kandyan king Kirti Zri Rajasimha provides an excellent foundation for an-
swering those questions. Holt’s study demonstrates that Kirti Zri himself em-
ulated Vessantara and attempted to portray this self-identification as an
all-giving bodhisatta to his people.67 Holt makes most clear the ethical—and
political and economic and military—tension embodied in this self-identifi-
cation; Kirti Zri faced real challenges, but by all rights does indeed appear to
have possessed exceptional qualities that made successful his bid to be among
that handful of Theravadin Sri Lankan kings self-identified and identified by
others as bodhisattas or at least as the sorts of cakkavattins who could become
the same. And Holt demonstrates the many ways in which Kirti Zri did in fact
read in the story of Vessantara his own “precarious situation.”

Holt also provides a basis for answering the second question when he
points out that in the Kandyan paintings, King Vessantara and the other
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characters in the story—indeed, the characters in all the Jatakas that Kirti Zri
chose to depict—are dressed like (maybe even portraits of ?) the Kandyans of
the day.68 The Kandyans under Kirti Zri could certainly have imagined
themselves in the scene, participants in the story of a Vessantara as their own
king—but not as Vessantara. They would be participants as Vessantara’s fam-
ily members, sharing in the sacrifices and rebukes; or as Vessantara’s minis-
ters, trying in vain to get him to steer a more prudent economic and
political course; or as Vessantara’s subjects, angered at the expense and con-
fused about the reasons. For them, from the sociokarmic perspective, the
story would have different morals to convey, about the reasons to stop being
angry with such a Bodhisatta husband, father, or king, or about how to
share in the merit of such a being with whom one is lucky enough to be
co-transmigrating, and/or about how to deepen sociokarmic connections
with him.

Many further examples of the positive benefits of “thinking with so-
ciokarma” could be adduced, but such benefits go beyond scholarly ones. In
practice, to express friendship or kinship in such religious terms deepens social
bonds, providing society and the relationships that constitute it a transcendent
foundation intimately bound up with Theravada conceptualizations of the Path
and soteriology. Moreover, as with all Buddhist teachings on karma, so so-
ciokarma carries with it profound ethical implications, inculcating a sense of
responsibility, obligation, and/or gratitude to other actors whom one encoun-
ters in life. The Samyutta claim that virtually everyone we meet in this life has
been a close relative during previous lives is interpreted by Buddhaghosa as a
method for cultivating the sublime virtue of loving-kindness (metta):

[An angry person] should think about that person [at whom he is angry] thus:
this person, it seems, as my mother in the past carried me in her womb for ten
months and removed from me without disgust as if it were yellow sandalwood
my urine, excrement, spittle, snot, etc., and played with me in her lap, and
nourished me, carrying me about at her hip. And this person as father went by
goat paths and paths set on piles, etc., to pursue the trade of merchant, and he
risked his life for me by going into battle in double array, by sailing on the great
ocean in ships and doing other difficult things and he nourished me by bring-
ing back wealth by one means or another thinking to feed his children. And as
my brother, sister, son, daughter, this person gave me such and such help. So it
is unbecoming for me to harbour hate for him in my mind.69

On a larger scale, inculcating ethical responsibility for the evil deeds of the
group or nation, of the sort implied by Egerton Baptist and the Vidudabha-
vatthu, and the cultivation of such anger-killing sociokarmic sympathies for
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opposing groups or nations, no doubt have more place today than ever in
various Theravadin societies.

In a different vein, the varieties of sociokarma always serve the funda-
mental Buddhist purpose of undermining self-centered visions, in this case of
karma and the Path, by helping one recognize that the acts and fruits of merit
occur in a social context, that one’s merit overflows to others in the same
community (and vice versa), that all karmic fruition requires a confluence
with the karma of others, that people co-transmigrate with those who play
roles both good and bad in their lives, that people can act to deepen such con-
nections with those whom they hold most dear, that even political communi-
ties have karmic dimensions (or that even karma has a political dimension), or
finally, that some communities complete with their social hierarchies persist
karmically independent of the individuals who in any particular birth occupy
them. Any of these types of sociokarmic reflection or aspiration serves to dis-
locate attachment to one’s own individual karma and its results, promoting in
its place the kinds of altruistic compassion exemplified and advocated by the
Buddha himself. After all, in the end, all karma and attachment, including that
karma we call community, must be left behind.
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28. Samyutta-nikaya II. 189-90, cited in Visuddhimagga 305–307 (translated by
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vinced of karmic individualism that he enters into some real intellectual gymnastics, jump-
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31. See Richard F. Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social History from Ancient
Benares to Modern Colombo (London and New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988),
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the Chronicle-To-Be (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993), 52–54: “Maitreya Buddha . . . will
assist those who have gained merit during the lifetime of [Gotama] Buddha to ferry safely
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44. C. E. Godakumbara, ed., Visuddhajanavilasini nama Apadanatthakatha (London:
P.T.S., 1954), 124–25; cf. Vidudabhavatthu of the Dhammapadatthakatha (n. 13, above).

45. Cf. n. 26 above on the sociokarma of anisamsas in the suttas.

46. Godakumbara, Visuddhajanavilasini, 58, 358, 531, etc.; Jataka i. 54, BvA tr. 395.

47. Thus, for example, King Milinda (demonstrating considerable facility with the
Jataka collection!) asks Nagasena in some detail to explain how it is “that Devadatta was
altogether wicked . . . and that the Bodisat was altogether pure, full of pure dispositions 
. . . and yet Devadatta, through successive existences, was not only quite equal to the
Bodisat, but even sometimes superior to him, both in reputation and in the number of
his adherents,” which of course Nagasena proceeds to do. Rhys Davids, Questions of King
Milinda, Part I, 285 (Miln 200).

48. Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda, Pt. 1, 291–92; Miln 204.

49. Thus, according to Theravadin versions of the story (e.g., Mahavamsa
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of Kassapa Buddha a monk and a novice, respectively. The novice belligerently refused
a request of the monk to carry away the heap of rubbish swept up in the temple until
the latter hit him with the broom. “Then for the whole period between one Buddha
and the next these two people wandered from existence to existence among gods and
men. And our Buddha saw them too, and just as he did to the son of Moggali and to
Tissa the Elder, so to them also did he foretell their future fate, saying: ‘Five hundred
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years after I have passed away will these two reappear, and the subtle Law and the Doc-
trine taught by me will they two explain, unravelling and disentangling its difficulties by
questions put and metaphors adduced’ ” (Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda,
Pt. 1, 4–6; Miln 2–3). And such co-transmigration continues into the future, too, as in
the claim of the Mahavamsa that what we might call the “rebirth successors” of Dut-
thagamani, his father, his mother, his younger brother and his son will be born together
as the Sariputta, Suddhodana, Mahamaya, Moggallana, and Rahula, respectively, of
Maitreya Buddha (Mhv 32:81–83).

50. Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda, Pt. 1, 292; Miln 204.

51. Cowell, The Jataka, Vol. 4, 98ff. (# 466, Samudda-Vanija-jataka), explains one
strand of the sociokarma that brought them to their ruin together (which was the im-
mediate result of slandering and reviling the Buddha), namely, that in a previous life they
were marooned together on an island, which to the disgust of the original inhabitant and
the local deities, they befouled with their excrement while eating all the fruits and oth-
erwise spoiling the place. Though they were warned, they grew so fond of this life that
they refused to leave even when given the opportunity and were therefore swept off the
island to their death by the sea.

52. The story of Bandhula the Mallian, his wife Mallika, and their thirty-two sons
who are slaughtered with him is told in DhA and J (see n. 13). In this instance, the di-
gression is embedded entirely within the story of Vidudabha and his slaughter of the Zak-
yans (Bandhula is Vidudabha’s father’s Commander in Chief ), which we have seen
contains the most explicit evidence of traditional assumptions about “national karma.”
Thus, context alone would warrant Baptist’s assumption that group karma is operative in
this part of the cycle too. This could also be argued on the basis of the specific content of
the various frame stories that embed it. Thus, having their heads chopped off is clearly a
parallel to Bandhula’s simultaneous decapitation of 500 Licchavi kings (who try to pre-
vent him from fulfilling Mallika’s pregnancy craving for their private drinking water, after
the Buddha himself has foretold her pregnancy, which turns out to be sixteen sets of
twins, born in succession), but the “former deeds” of the thirty-two sons, mentioned by
Mallika in consoling her thirty-two widowed daughters-in-law, are not specified. Espe-
cially in the context of the Vidudabha story, it does not seem a great stretch to intuit that
these former deeds, which produced their remarkable co-birth to be co-decapitated, was
in some way a matter of “group karma.” Moreover, in the Jataka version the whole cycle
is somewhat oddly framed explicitly in terms of sociokarma, as a karmic explanation of
why the Buddha is friendly with his kinsmen, to the point of saving them from Vidu-
dabha three times until he finally allows their bad group karma to bear its inevitable fruit.
Their this-life deception is a form of false friendliness (they provide Vidudabha’s father,
Pasenadi king of Kosala, the daughter of a Zakyan nobleman’s slavegirl who becomes
Vidudabha’s mother, rather than the pure Zakyan Pasenadi requests of them, and Vidu-
dabha vows revenge when he learns of it). The request of Pasenadi, ironically enough, is
an attempt to get chummy with the Zakyans so that the Buddha and his followers will feel
for him the friendship they feel for their Zakyan relatives. So at many levels the concerns

3 6 J o n a t h a n  S . Wa l t e r s



of this particular text clearly do seem to be both society/the group and the shared karmic
effects of group deeds, despite McDermott’s statements to the contrary (see above, n. 18).

53. The story continues (for first part, see above n. 49) to relate that after being hit
with the broom the novice (King Milinda’s rebirth precursor), weeping as he carried
away the garbage, uttered sociokarmic aspirations that he should be powerful and silver-
tongued in future lives. Not to be outdone, the monk (Nagasena’s rebirth precursor)
makes a sociokarmic aspiration to be born as the person who in life after life puts that
novice in his place.

54. See above, n. 23.

55. These “special” saints who appear in the Apadana are enumerated in an earlier
list of foremost (agga) disciples, which is found in the Anguttara Nikaya (F. L. Woodward,
tr., The Book of the Gradual Sayings [Anguttara Nikaya] Vol. I [London: P.T.S., 1970 repr.
of 1932 original], 16–25). They provide important structure to the Apadana collection
as a whole, punctuating the monks’ and nuns’ sections of the collection, and united ac-
cording to the pattern of merit/aspiration/prediction/realized statuses described here.

56. For complete text see Jonathan S. Walters, “Gotami’s Story,” in Lopez, Buddhism
in Practice, 113–38. Here this standardized prediction verse, which also appears in the
apadanas of other “special” members of the early community, is v. 103.

57. King Azoka’s previous life aspiration that the bowl of honey should win him
overlordship of all India would be a good example here, and the stories surrounding his
unwilling brothers illustrate how literally sociokarma can be taken. Angry that the honey
has been given away, the former Nigrodha reviles the Paccekabuddha as an outcaste, and
as a result is himself born in low circumstances; the former Devanampiyatissa curses him
across the sea and as a result is born in Sri Lanka. But these crimes do not draw them into
hell because after their brother promises to share the merit they give their assent to the
good deed, which bears its fruit in the positive relationships they enjoy with each other
in the present. See Mhv 5:48 (“Well pleased was the king by [Nigrodha’s] grave bearing,
but kindly feeling arose in him also by reason of a former life lived together”); in the ab-
sence of any other explanation, presumably the sociokarmic connection is responsible for
the fact that when marvelous treasures appear at Devanampiyatissa’s consecration, he im-
mediately wants to give them to Azoka because “the two monarchs . . . already had been
friends a long time, though they had never seen each other” (Mhv 11:7–19).

58. In this same vein, according to the Mahavamsa (5:59) the maid who points out
the honey store, rebirth precursor of Azoka’s chief queen Asamdhimitta, aspires to rebirth
as the elder brother’s rebirth successor’s (Azoka’s) beautiful wife.

59. For a discussion of these co-transmigrating nemeses, portrayals of them in the
Tipitaka and later Theravadin sources, and the Bodhisatta’s own role in their enmity for
him, see Jonathan S. Walters, “The Buddha’s Bad Karma: A Problem in the History of
Theravada Buddhism,” Numen XXXVII, 1 (1990): 70–95.

60. See above, notes 49 and 53.
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61. This way of thinking about social institutions, monuments, and so forth as
karmically persistent during the time of four Buddhas seems to have been commonplace,
as it is found in sources as widely ranging as Buddhaghosa’s commentaries and the travel
accounts of the Chinese pilgrims. From the earliest Theravadin work proper, the Di-
pavamsa, it would appear that Mahinda’s revelation originally circulated in independent
documents, one of which systematized it as “The 13 Subjects and the 4 Names” (Dpv
17:4), that is the institutions with a karmic life of their own and the different names by
which they were known during the times of the four Buddhas (Kakusandha, Konaga-
mana, Kassapa, and Gotama), at least two versions of which have been included in Dpv
(15:34–73, 17:1–73). See Hermann Oldenberg, Dipavamsa: An Ancient Buddhist Histori-
cal Record (New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1982), 196 (Dpv 17:4). The institu-
tions are (as named in the time of Gotama Buddha): the Island of Sri Lanka; the
Kingdom (of Anuradhapura); the kingship (of Devanampiyatissa); the Island-wide afflic-
tion (inhabitation by Yakkhas) which the Buddha came to solve; the first stupa (here the
Thuparama in Anuradhapura); the main irrigation tank in Anuradhapura (unnamed
here); the mountain monastic complex associated with the pasadaka (here Mihintale/
Silakuta); the garden given over to the pasadaka and his disciples (here the Mahamegha-
vana=Mahavihara); the Bodhi Tree (here the Bodhi Tree of the Mahavihara); the nun
who brings the Bodhi Tree (Sanghamitta); the monk who brings the Dhamma and Vinaya
(here Mahinda); and the Buddha himself.

62. For specific statements of this truism in terms of Vessantara, the example taken
up below, see Forrest McGill, “Painting the Great Life,” in Schober, Sacred Biography, 207
(“After listening to it [the story of Vessantara], we know what we must do: emulate Ves-
santara and give”); Richard Gombrich and Margaret Cone, trs., The Perfect Generosity of
Prince Vessantara: A Buddhist Epic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), xxi open the possibil-
ity that “women could empathize with Maddi. The loss of a child is in poor countries an
experience all too familiar,” then quickly close it on xxii, dismissing out of hand the pos-
sibility of reading from any other subject position (“Maddi and the children may arouse
empathy in the audience, but they are not moral agents. The moral problem is that of
Vessantara himself: is it right to give away one’s family?”).

63. John Clifford Holt, The Religious World of Kirti Zri: Buddhism, Art, and Politics in
Late Medieval Sri Lanka (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 67–68 and plate 11.

64. See for example Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda, Part 2, 47–51,
which in addition to answering Milinda’s question about why only one Buddha can exist
at a time, expands on the peerlessness of Buddhas. That point is explicit several times in
the Mahaparinibbanasutta (Rhys Davids, tr., Dialogues of the Buddha, 152, where the gods
declare “Few and far between are the Tathagatas, the Arahant Buddhas who appear in the
world . . .”; cf. 164 on Subhadda).

65. See the “Envoi-verses” of Cariyapitaka (102–103, vv. 8–14; translated in Horner,
Minor Anthologies, Pt. III, 49–50 of Cp), the oldest extant Jataka collection, for an explicit
statement of this; these same explicit verses also appear as the conclusion to Buddhapadana,
vv. 69–75 (Mary E. Lilley, ed., Apadana [London: P.T.S., 1925] Vol. I, 5–6).
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66. Jones, Tales and Teachings, 133–34 finds “disconcerting features” in the story, whose
“extravagant scale . . . shows a total disregard for personal feeling and . . . retains a rather dis-
tasteful ulterior, contractual character.”); cf. Gombrich, Precept and Practice, 267 (“Western-
ers are not favorably impressed by the famous Jataka story of King Vessantara. . . . This
strikes us as excessive. It strikes the Sinhalese in the same way. The two monks with whom
I brought up the subject both said that Vessantara was wrong. Generosity is very well, but
even there one must exercise moderation.”); Steven Collins, Nirvana and Other Buddhist Fe-
licities: Utopias of the Pali imaginaire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 522ff.
for an especially thoughtful treatment of the issues involved in judging Vessantara’s moral
rectitude; Gombrich and Cone, Perfect Generosity, xxi (“Whether any male auditors would
identify with Vessantara is doubtful, for he is too apparently superhuman . . .”), xxii–xxiv
(“implicit hint that Vessantara is doing something dubious . . .” even in the original text).
Whether it is there in the original or not, certainly by the time of the Milindapañha it was
problematic enough to have a lengthy dilemma conceptualized around Vessantara’s exces-
sive generosity (Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda, Pt. 2, 114–32).

67. Holt, The Religious World of Kirti Zri, passim (esp. 89). In his focus on paintings
of the Vessantarajataka McGill, “Painting the ‘Great Life,’ ” provides some interesting Thai
parallels to Holt’s work. Gombrich and Cone, Perfect Generosity, provide nicely comple-
mentary plates.

68. Holt, The Religious World of Kirti Zri, 81 (here in reference to the Khantivada-
jataka, but Holt’s plates as well as those in Gombrich and Cone, Perfect Generosity, suggest
that this was the common practice); for the suggestion that some of this could be direct
portraiture cf. ibid., 54 and on Kirti Zri as Vessantara above, n. 63.

69. Cited in Dharmasiri, Fundamentals of Buddhist Ethics, 58–59.
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Two

Toward a Theory of Buddhist Queenship

The Legend of Asandhimitta

John S. Strong

When they had founded settlements in the land, the ministers all came to-
gether and spoke thus to the prince: “Sire, consent to be consecrated as king.”
But, in spite of their demand, the prince refused the consecration, unless a
maiden of a noble house were consecrated as queen at the same time.

—Mahavamsa 7.46–47

IN BUDDHIST SOURCES, whenever a cakravartin (Pali cakkavatti ) king goes
anywhere, he is always said to take with him his fourfold army, his “caturanga
balakaya.” King Azoka, for example, equips himself with such an army when
he goes to Northwest India to subdue the Taksazila uprising, when he breaks
into the Ajatazatru’s stupa to acquire the Buddha’s relics, and even when he
goes on pilgrimage with the elder Upagupta.1 This fourfold army, which may
or may not actually be used, is so called because it comprises elephants, cav-
alry, chariots, and foot soldiers.

It is well known that the makeup of this army is ideologically related to
the formation of the game of chess. The cakravartin is represented by the king;
the foot soldiers by the pawns, the cavalry by the two knights, the chariots by
the castles (the rooks), and the elephants, through a curious set of transforma-
tions both etymological and cultural, are what Anglo-Americans know as the
bishops, what the French know as the court jesters ( fou), what the Germans
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know as the couriers (Läufer), what the Italians know as the flag-bearers
(alfiere), and what the Tibetans know as the camels (ngamo).2

But what of the queen, the most powerful piece on the board? Interest-
ingly, her role, in the history of chess, has been intertwined with that of the
minister. In the early Indian game, her position was, in fact, taken by a min-
ister, a counsellor, who stayed close to the king but who had relatively few
powers; he could move only one square at a time, and only on the diagonal.3

Later, in Medieval times, in Europe, this minister became identified with the
queen when chess became a metaphor more for the court than for war, and
eventually she acquired her present moves and prestige in the new speeded-up
game that was called “chess of the mad Lady” (“eschés de la dame enragée”).4

There is some evidence to suggest that this magnification of the powers of the
lady—the queen—can be connected to a background of courtly love; indeed,
poetic works associating chess with love play were common.5 There is also the
tantalizing suggestion of an etymological confusion between the old French
word for counsellor, fierge (a man in whom one could confide), with the word
for the virgin, “la Vierge,” who was seen as the powerful Queen of Heaven.6

Some of the same transformations may perhaps be found in the listings of
the seven endowments of jewels of the cakravartin, in which the perfect
queen—that “gem of a woman” (striratna)—figures right up there along with
the wheel (i.e., the chariot), the elephant, and the horse, while the minister
is relegated to the very bottom of the list.7 In this mythic set of attributes of
the cakravartin, however, the queen is described in hackneyed, sexist language.
She is “lovely, fair to see, charming, with a lotus-like complexion.” She is a
sort of living air conditioning unit for the king—cool in summer and warm
in winter. She is a model of subservience and obedience; she gets up before
her husband and retires after him, is “always willing to do his pleasure,” but is
never ever unfaithful, in body or in mind.8

The queen, whose queenship I wish to examine in this article was not as
stereotyped as that. But neither was she an anomalous heroic or saintly female
ruler—a Camadevi or Empress Wu or Ye-ses-mtsho-rgyal9—who never had a
husband—a king—nor ever needed one. Reality is both less and more misog-
ynistic than myth. Kings, in ancient India, had several wives. They served dif-
ferent ritual and sexual functions,10 but some of them at least, by Mauryan
times, acted as partners in patronage and power with their husbands. This is
clear from a couple of Azokan inscriptions. In the Seventh Pillar Edict, for in-
stance, there is mention of separate donations made by Azoka as well as by his
queens.11 More specifically, in the so-called “Queen’s Edict,” Azoka’s second
queen, Kaluvaki, either is given credit for dharmic actions of her own,12 or
takes credit for dharmic actions of the king, in what Bongard-Levin has seen,

4 2 J o h n  S . S t r o n g



a little too imaginatively perhaps, as a usurpation of power.13 In the Sri
Lankan chronicles, Azoka’s wife, Vedisa-devi, the mother of Mahinda and
Sanghamitta, is left to govern in her hometown when Azoka acceeds to the
throne in the capital.14 On the basis of this and other evidence, B. M. Barua
has speculated that Azoka may have kept palaces with wives and/or sons in
several different key places as part of a network of political alliances that uni-
fied and governed his empire.15 The picture that emerges here is that in an-
cient India (as elsewhere in Asia) kingship was a family affair, not just because
of marital alliances but because of cooperative connubial rule. This meant that
the queen was more than just an adornment of the king; she and he were
both crucial. Again, the chess metaphor comes to mind: without the queen,
the king is as good as dead; without the king, the game is over. What is
needed, then, is an understanding of Buddhist queenship that takes this into
account and sees her rule and authority as part of a greater symbiosis of power
and performance.

In order to move toward such a definition, I want to look at the legend of
one of Azoka’s queens, Asandhimitta, whose life story is variously told in a
number of different traditions. I first became aware of Asandhimitta when I
read about her in the Three Worlds According to King Ruang, the fourteenth-cen-
tury Thai cosmology translated by Frank and Mani Reynolds more than
twenty years ago.16 I distinctly remember Frank’s footnote in that work: “In
many of the Azoka legends found in the Buddhist tradition, Asandhimitta is
not mentioned at all, whereas in most of the others she plays a different and
much less crucial role.”17 Indeed, Asandhimitta is completely unknown in the
Sanskrit legend of King Azoka, and the few references to her in the Mahavamsa
present, as we shall see, a rather different portrait of her,18 while the commen-
taries on the Digha Nikaya, and on the Majjhima Nikaya, recount a completely
different episode in her life.19

The story of Asandhimitta in the Three Worlds—the Trai Phum—does
appear, however, in two relatively late Pali sources: the so-called Cambodian
or Extended Mahavamsa,20 which G. P. Malalasekera dates to the ninth or
tenth century,21 and the Dasavatthuppakarana,22 a collection of legends which
JacquelineVer Eecke is only willing to say was well known by the fifteenth
century.23 By reading these texts in conjunction with the Trai Phum it is pos-
sible to form a good idea of the overall legend of Asandhimitta and its par-
ticular formulations of a theory of Buddhist queenship. I want to distinguish
five separate tales or episodes concerning her which I propose to deal with
under the following headings: (1) Asandhimitta’s past life; (2) the merit
making of a queen; (3) queenship in a piece of cake; (4) Asandhimitta’s
enlightenment; and (5) Asandhimitta’s teaching of the dharma.
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The fifth chapter of the fifth-century chronicle of Sri Lanka, the Mahavamsa, is
well known for its story of King Azoka’s past life as a merchant, in which he
made a gift of honey to a pratyekabuddha. This offering eventually resulted in his
kingship and corresponds to the gift of dirt that is featured in Sanskrit texts.24

Long, long ago, we are told, a certain pratyekabuddha was out questing for honey
for a sick fellow practitioner. He soon came to a town and stopped at a house
where a young woman, upon learning what he wanted, kindly pointed out to
him the nearby shop of a honey merchant. The merchant then generously filled
the pratyekabuddha’s bowl up to the rim with honey, and, inspired by the sight of
this, he made a vow to one day become lord of Jambudvipa.25 The housewife,
observing the merchant’s gift and hearing his vow, made a wish of her own—
that she might become the merchant’s queen in the birth that he became king,
and that she might be a beautiful woman whose joints (e.g. elbows, knees, etc.)
were so smooth and well rounded as to be invisible. Needless to say, as a result
of these various deeds and vows, the honey merchant eventually became the
emperor Azoka, and the young housewife became Asandhimitta, whose name,
we are told, means “with invisible joints.”26

This Mahavamsa story is noteworthy for the picture it presents of Asand-
himitta as being totally secondary to and dependent on her future husband
and future king. Granted, it might be argued that she does take the initiative
in pointing out the honey shop to the pratyekabuddha, but apart from that,
her actions and wishes are all appendices to Azoka’s, and her very name is said
to reflect her hope for feminine physical beauty. In fact, a more straightfor-
ward reading of her name would have been that it means “friend” (mitta) of
“detachment” (a-sandhi).27

A rather different picture emerges from the Extended Mahavamsa, which
summarizes this tale of the gift of honey,28 but then goes on, a few pages later,
to recount a completely different past life story of Asandhimitta in which no
mention of Azoka is made at all and which features her giving a piece of cloth
to a pratyekabuddha.29 This, as we shall see, becomes, in this tradition, the stan-
dard act of merit that is chiefly responsible for her queenship. The same past
life story is found in the Trai Phum with, again, no mention of Azoka.30 It is
as though, in these two texts, she were being given karmic independence.

The Dasavatthuppakarana, on the other hand, combines the two tales, re-
counting, first, Azoka’s gift of honey and Asandhimitta’s desire to become his
queen, but adding that she then accompanied her statement of that formal
wish with a gift of a piece of cloth—her cloak or shawl (sa taka) which she
rolled up and presented to the pratyekabuddha for use as a “cumba taka.” 31 This
detail is not without significance. A cumbataka is a rolled-up circle of cloth
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whose purpose is to serve as a stand for a round vessel, either when it is put on
the ground or carried on the head.32 Without it, a bowlful of honey or any-
thing else is likely to spill. Thus, we can see that, though made second, after
the future king’s offering, Asandhimitta’s gift here nonethess has primary sup-
portive intent. Her gift is complementary to his, but, without it, his is likely
to come to nought.

T H E  M E R I T  M A K I N G  O F  A  Q U E E N

In due time, the honey merchant and the housewife are reborn as Azoka and
Asandhimitta, and he becomes king, and she becomes one of his wives. In the
Mahavamsa, she is said to be his chief queen—his “agga mahis i” (literally, his
“number one buffalo cow”) with, among other things, authority over all the
lesser queens and concubines.33 In all three of the sources we are dealing with
here, we are told how she achieved this position. The version of the tale in the
Extended Mahavamsa may be translated as follows:

One day, after assisting in the feeding of 60,000 monks, the queen
[Asandhimitta] entered the palace and sat down on a couch. There she noticed
a great pile of sugarcane, as big as areca nut trees, which the gods had brought
from the Himalayas. Wishing to eat a piece of sugarcane, she had one broken
off, about a span in length, and sat there sucking the juice from it. Just then
King Azoka entered the room. Seeing her eating, he teasingly said to her: “O
wide-eyed beauty, what is this juice that you are drinking that is smooth and
honey-like?”

These words [of feigned ignorance] upset Asandhimitta and she said in ir-
ritation to the king: “There is a forest of sugarcane in the Himalayas and the
deities have brought this here on account of my merit.”

The king . . . replied: “You speak exaggeratingly of your merit, my dear,
as though it mounted up to the highest heaven, while you degrade the merit
of others as though it were as low as the Avici Hell. My dear, tomorrow, I need
sixty thousand robes in order to give alms to the monks. Please procur them
for me. In that way, your merit will be known to all. But if you are unable to
get me the robes by tomorrow, you will meet with royal punishment.” Thus
speaking, he departed.

At this, Asandhimitta thought “the king is angry with me,” and, in great
distress, she lamented: “Oh, how am I to obtain so much cloth?” Tossing and
turning on her bed, she did not sleep the whole night through.

Now the four world guardian gods—Kuvera, Dhatarattha, Virupakkha,
and Viruhaka—protect the world according to dharma. And that day Kuvera
saw that the queen was distressed, and approaching her, he said: “Your majesty,
do not worry, do not grieve. Long ago, in a past life, you gave a beautiful piece
of cloth to a pratyekabuddha; today, you will see the fruit of that deed.” And

T o w a r d  a  T h e o r y  o f  B u d d h i s t  Q u e e n s h i p 4 5



he showed her then a polished ball made of lacquer which dispensed cloth
from within itself by means of its own power. And giving it to her, Kuvera
said: “Take this ball and you will be able endlessly to draw precious cloth from
it.” He then departed.

The next day, the king paid puja to the assembly of monks with flowers
and excellent food. He then addressed Asandhimitta: “My dear, give me now
the 60,000 sets of cloth which you were to procur by means of your merit so
that I could provide robes for the samgha.”

“As you wish, Lord . . .” she declared, and taking the divine ball given to
her by Kuvera, she drew out a pair of robes, priceless like the cloth from the
Wish Granting Tree, and she placed them in the king’s hand. One by one, she
placed garments in the hands of the king, and there was enough cloth to pro-
vide three robes for each of the monks there. The king gave the first set to the
senior-most monk, and the next to the second one in rank, and so on until he
had given enough cloth for all 60,000 monks.

Then, taking leave of the monks, he entered his harem. Wishing to show
his delight personally to the queen, he sent for her, and, standing there like
Indra in the midst of all his concubines, he said to her: “My dear, I am pleased
at your merit. . . . Please forgive my anger. I now give to you my sovereignty,
all of it. You will have authority over these 16,000 women.”34

The Trai Phum and the Dasavatthappakarana tell much the same story, but
they include a number of interesting additions. First of all, they make it clear
that the pile of sugarcane is, in fact, due entirely to Azoka’s merit. It is because
of his merit as a dharmaraja, a righteous king, that the gods and various animals
daily bring him all sorts of supplies and foodstuffs from the Himalayan regions,
including special toothsticks made of the best wood, pure water from Lake An-
otatta, savory rice hulled by mice, multicolored cloth woven by the gods that
never needs washing but can be fire-cleaned, and, of course, the specially suc-
culent sugarcane.35 In this context, Asandhimitta is clearly in the wrong to be
claiming that the sugarcane is due to her merit; it is due to Azoka’s, and he play-
fully reminds her of that fact by asking her what it is she is eating.36

The sugarcane acts, in fact, as a symbol of sovereignty. In the Trai Phum,
Azoka himself makes this very clear: “Listen, young Asandhimitta,” he asks,
“if the devata truly bring sugarcane from the Himavanta forest to offer to you
because of your merit, would you say that I have acquired all the royal pos-
sessions in the entire Jambu continent because of your merit?”37 Asand-
himitta may have certain rights as queen, or concubine, or whatever status
she has at this point (she has yet to be made chief queen), but rights should
not be confused with merit, and one of the overall messages of this story is
that Asandhimitta cannot truly be a sovereign queen until she has demon-
strated her own worthiness.
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And herein we can find an assertion of a theory of queenship that con-
firms what we have already seen in the tale of Asandhimitta’s previous life.
Buddhist sovereignty, whether that of a queen or of a king, cannot be
granted by another, or usurped, or inherited; it must be earned, it must be
merited. The same principle may be found in the myth of the cakravartin
who, each generation, must earn his right to rule (his wheel of dharma) by
the demonstration of his merit.38 Regardless of her rights or relationships,
Asandhimitta cannot come to full queenship on the coattails of the king.
Thus, the sugarcane, because it ultimately stems from Azoka’s merit, cannot
be her vehicle to sovereignty.

Significantly, however, Azoka is quite willing to give her a chance to
prove herself. His asking her to provide, on her own, enough cloth for sixty
thousand monastic robes, is not entirely an attempt to put her down. In all of
these texts, he indicates that he would be delighted to learn that she is very
meritorious, and, in fact, when she successfully meets his test, he expresses
that delight by granting her authority over the sixteen thousand women of
the harem. In other words, he affirms her as chief queen, as the agga mahisi.
But if this is to be something more than just another gift of his to her, just an-
other piece of sugarcane, he has to go beyond this. Consequently he is also
said to give her all of his sovereignty (issariya). He does the same in the Dasa-
vatthuppakarana.39 What this means is not spelled out in these two texts, but it
is in the Trai Phum, where, upon witnessing the proof and power of her merit,
Azoka declares: “Asandhimitta, you are a divine and virtuous woman, and
from today on into the future I transfer to you the dwellings, territories, vil-
lages, cities, castles, royal houses, elephants, horses, slaves, freemen, all of the
soldiers, the silver, the gold, the precious possessions, and all the sixteen thou-
sand concubines. You may be their ruler. Also from today on into the future,
if you wish to do anything at all, you may do according to your wish.”40

This would seem to tip things, pretty clearly, in the direction of Asand-
himitta. Azoka, apparently, is now dependent on her, along with the whole
kingdom. But this is a trap that Asandhimitta is wise enough not to fall into.
She knows, from Azoka’s own example, that the greatest, most meritorious
Buddhist sovereigns are those who are willing to give up their sovereignty.41

And here we come to a slightly different vision of Buddhist queenship, for not
only is Asandhimitta an ideal ruler, she is also an ideal wife. Thus, “even though
the splendid King Dhammasoka had given her permission such as this, [she]
could never bring herself to disobey the one who was her husband, even in the
slightest way. Whatever she did, no matter how small it was, she consulted with
her husband, and then, when he gave the command she did it.”42

It is interesting to compare and contrast this with the structurally simi-
lar refusals of sovereignty by Buddhist kings. When kings give away their

T o w a r d  a  T h e o r y  o f  B u d d h i s t  Q u e e n s h i p 4 7



kingship—and they do so fairly often—it is usually because of an inclination
toward the monastic life, or a desire to express total generosity. In the case
of Asandhimitta, however, it is because of an inclination toward spousal
virtue. The ideal Buddhist queen must also be an ideal Buddhist wife. The
ideal Buddhist king, however, apparently feels no obligation toward being
an ideal Buddhist husband.

Q U E E N S H I P  I N  A  P I E C E  O F  C A K E

Asandhimitta, however, was not always to pull back in this way at the mo-
ment of sovereignty. The themes of merit and queenship are continued and
developed a bit further in another story which immediately follows in our
three texts. Despite Azoka’s affirmation of Asandhimitta as chief queen, or
perhaps because of it, the women of the harem are said to be spiteful toward
her. They themselves have not seen proof of her merit and grumble at the
favor she enjoys with the king. Accordingly, Azoka arranges for a demonstra-
tion of her qualities. Again, the text of the Extended Mahavamsa may be
translated as follows:

That very day, Azoka had sixteen thousand sweet cakes baked and inside
one of them, he placed his own priceless signet ring. He put this on top of the
pile with the other cakes and then assembled all the women of the harem. “Let
each of you, one by one,” he declared, “take whatever piece of cake you
want.” They did so and Asandhimitta, going after all the others, took the only
cake that was left. In truth, it was the one with the signet ring! Breaking it
open in front of all of them, Azoka then showed them the ring and declared
“Behold, all of you who are angry and of little merit; behold Asandhimitta’s
glory and great merit!”43

This scene, intriguingly reminiscent of the Christian tradition of epiphany
cakes, serves, of course, not only to prove Asandhimitta’s merit but to offer to
her, once again, sovereignty over the realm. Possession of the king’s signet ring,
with its royal seal, was a mark of power. And this time, Asandhimitta goes a bit
further in demonstrating that power. Taking her magical lacquer ball, she pro-
ceeds to dispense more offerings of cloth, not as before through the interme-
diary of her husband, but directly herself to all those assembled. She first gives
a thousand pieces of cloth to Azoka, then five hundred to each of his atten-
dants, and five hundred to the viceroys; then five hundred more to the other
queens and to the princes, and fifty to each of the concubines. Then she makes
offerings of cloth to every soldier in the army and finally to anyone else who
wants some. Declaring that she could cover the whole earth with cloth if she
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wanted to, she then explains to all, once again, the source of her merit: her
gift, long ago, of a single piece of cloth to a pratyekabuddha.44 This whole sce-
nario exhibits two of the proper queenly (and kingly) uses of authority: the
provision of goods (in this case cloth) to all in the realm who need it, and the
reinforcement of hierarchical structure, in so doing.

It is interesting to contrast this story with the Sanskrit tale of Azoka’s
“other” queen, the evil-minded Tisyaraksita. Tisyaraksita, as a result of her
conniving (and not of her merit), also is granted sovereignty over the realm,
for a period of seven days, and also acquires Azoka’s seal. Unlike Asandhimitta,
however, she grabs her authority and misuses it for malignant purposes, or-
dering the blinding of Azoka’s saintly son, Kunala.45 The texts we are dealing
with here do not know the story of Tisyaraksita (Pali: Tissarakha), but the Ma-
havamsa does and it specifically contrasts the two queens. Four years, it tells us,
after the death of “that dear consort of the king, Asandhimitta, who was a
faithful believer in the Sambuddha, . . . the treacherous Tissarakha was ele-
vated to the rank of queen.” It then goes on to tell the story of Tissarakha’s
jealousy of the attentions Azoka was lavishing on the Bodhi tree at Bodhgaya,
and her use of black magic to cause that tree to wither and die.46 This is in
clear contradistinction to the tradition preserved in the Mahabodhivamsa that
describes Asandhimitta as extremely devoted to the Bodhi tree, to which she
makes all kinds of offerings.47

With this story, we have a warning about what might be called “the other
side of Buddhist queenship.” I have argued elsewhere that Azoka, throughout
his life, exhibits two aspects of kingship: he is both “Righteous Azoka” (Dhar-
mazoka), and “Azoka-the-Fierce” (Candazoka). He does both great dharmic
deeds, and he occasionally flies off the handle with power-mongering acts of
violence.48 The same dual traits mark queenship, only, since Azoka’s wives are
multiple, the ambiguity does not have to fall on a single individual but can be
polarized into different persons. Thus, the very meritorious Asandhimitta can
be contrasted to the cruel and demeritorious Tisyaraksita, and neither one is al-
lowed the complexity of contradictory personality traits.49 And here again, we
come to an important factor in considering theories of Buddhist queenship:
kings are singular, queens are not. Kings are thus complex individuals; queens
tend to be stereotyped.

A S A N D H I M I T T A ’ S  E N L I G H T E N M E N T

Merit, however, is not the only thing that lies at the basis of dharmic sover-
eignty; wisdom must enter the picture as well. In this regard, it is important
to take an excursus and look at a tale concerning Asandhimitta that is not
contained in the three sources we have been looking at. It is found instead
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in parallel passages in two works attributed to Buddhaghosa: the Sumangalavi-
lasini (the Commentary on the Digha Nikaya), and the Papañcas udani (the
Commentary on the Majjhima Nikaya). Both stories are contained within
explications of the list of the thirty-two marks of the great man (mahapurusa),
and they focus specifically on the mark that says that the Buddha’s voice was
like that of a karavika bird—the so-called Indian cuckoo.50 The story may be
summarized as follows:

Asandhimitta once asked the monks what the sound of the Buddha’s
voice was like, and they told her it was like that of a karavika bird.

“And where does this bird live?” she queried.
“In the Himalayas,” they answered.
Upon learning this, Asandhimitta then went to Azoka and told him she

would like to see a karavika bird, and he immediately ordered that one be
brought. It was put into a golden cage, but, to Asandhimitta’s disappointment,
it never uttered a sound.

Azoka went back to the monks and asked them what made the bird sing?
They told him it sang when it saw one of its kind. So the king then sur-
rounded the cage with mirrors, and the bird, seeing its reflection, thought
there were other birds there. Spreading its wings, it began to sing with an in-
toxicating voice, as though it were blowing a crystal flute. The whole town was
transported with joy, and Asandhimitta herself was so delighted by the realiza-
tion that this was what the Buddha’s voice was like that she attained the first
stage of enlightenment, the fruit of stream-winner.51

Here, in this dharmic context, we can see some of Asandhimitta’s in-
dependence return but it is put in a context of interdependence. She attains
insight into the dharma as a result of her own efforts and her demand to
hear what the Buddha’s voice sounds like. But her efforts are also made pos-
sible by the support she gets from her husband and the advice they both get
from the monks.

D H A R M I C  L E S S O N S

Endowed with this wisdom, there is one more thing that Asandhimitta must
do in order to make her queenship complete: she must also become a
spreader of the doctrine, the dharma. And here, we can return to our three
texts to examine the final episode of their accounts of her legend: the story
of her “sermon”—not to the women of the harem—but to the king himself.
In the Extended Mahavamsa, this is given in summary form: “Birth as a human
being,” Asandhimitta reminds Azoka, “is a rare thing, and so are faith, and ex-
posure to the Buddha’s doctrine, and meeting a preacher of the Dharma.”
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Furthermore, since he, Azoka, has come by all these rare things, he should
strive with diligence. And she exhorts him as follows: “Great king, give of-
ferings repeatedly, make great merit in support of the Religion of the Bud-
dha. The merit of gifts given to buddhas or pratyekabuddhas or arahants
cannot be measured. . . . Guarding morality, discipline your mind, associate
with good friends, be diligent, walk in the ways of the Dharma, and be a
dharmaraja; protect all beings without exception. Great is the fruit of the
seed planted and nurtured.”52

Much the same sermon is given in the Trai Phum, though with greater re-
dundancy, and with the noteworthy addition of the fact that we are told
Azoka’s response to this sermon: first, he repeats his commitment to respect
Asandhimitta’s queenship. “Asandhimitta,” he tells her, “from now on into the
future I will listen to your words concerning what is wrong and what is right;
when you who have merit speak to me, I will listen to everything you say.”53

And then, we are told, he goes on to perform his own greatest royal act of
merit: he builds the eighty-four-thousand stupas as well as eighty-four-thou-
sand monasteries throughout the whole of Jambudvipa.54

This dénouement is striking. Here we can see that Azoka’s own final con-
firmation in the dharma, the act that defines his own identity as a Buddhist
king and which truly establishes him as Dharmazoka, comes as a result of a re-
alization brought on by his queen. Up until now, we have seen Asandhimitta’s
queenship as more or less being defined by Azoka, despite the insistence that
she have her own merit and realization and that she achieve this indepen-
dently. Here we find the flipside of that relationship: Azoka’s full kingship is
presented as being occasioned by Asandhimitta. The queen is telling the king
how to rule, and he is listening.

C O N C L U S I O N S

What can we say, after all this, about theories of Buddhist queenship? Three
things, some of them contradictory, but all of them starting with the sentence
“just like a king.” First, just like a king, a Buddhist queen is independent; she
earns her queenship by virtue of her own merit achieved in her own past life,
and by virtue of her own realization of the truth of the dharma. Secondly, just
like a king, a Buddhist queen is interdependent; she must enjoy a symbiotic
relationship with her husband, whose kingship she supports, just as he sup-
ports her queenship. Without him, she is no queen; without her, he is no
king. Finally, just like a king, a Buddhist queen is dependent; she must be a
good wife, and this implies subservience to her husband. He, on the other
hand, is in her debt spiritually; she has the wisdom to know what makes a
ruler truly great and is able to tell him that.
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Three

Beggars Can Be Choosers

Mahakassapa as a Selective Eater of Offerings

Liz Wilson

IN THIS ESSAY I focus on monastic begging as a means of unburdening others
of negative karmic conditions. I showcase the socially conscious begging prac-
tices of the saint Mahakassapa as seen through the eyes of redactors working in
Pali and Sanskrit. This Buddhist saint shows a pattern of taking food from im-
poverished, unfortunate donors so as to vanquish their bad karma and help
them to achieve a better rebirth. In the narratives I have selected to discuss
here, the former brahmin Mahakassapa goes out of his way to receive highly
unpalatable food from a very poor elderly woman donor. He approaches her
for alms, knowing that she has very little to give. He receives from her some
water in which rice had been cooked (the food was cooked, significantly, in
someone else’s home: according to several accounts, she had herself obtained
the gruel through begging). By taking secondhand cooked food that would be
considered by Brahminical authorities to be tainted with impurity for him,
Kassapa serves as a field of merit for someone in dire need of the opportunity
to gain merit. These stories also have an element of competition, underscoring
the intentionality of Mahakassapa’s choice of donors. In all the accounts of this
incident that I know of, there is also at least one other person on the scene
who wishes to seize the opportunity to plant seeds in the fertile field of Kass-
apa’s virtue. Sakka wants to be the donor who feeds the great monk Kassapa.
This old Vedic god uses guile to compete with the poor woman. He disguises
himself as an old, decrepit weaver and offers divine ambrosia in the guise of a
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humble meal. But Kassapa—in most accounts—sees through the disguise and
spurns Sakka’s offering, intent on eating the more unfortunate donor’s leftovers
so as to benefit the poor woman karmically. In eating her food in preference to
what Indra and others offer him, Mahakassapa intentionally favors a disadvan-
taged donor. In this way he allows those who have little to give to enjoy the
fruits of being a dana-pati, a generous donor.

I argue (with help from J. C. Heesterman, McKim Marriott, Jonathan
Parry, and others) that in eating the poor woman’s food, Kassapa may be said
to consume something of the poor woman’s bio-moral status. If as Manu sug-
gests, giving dana is a surrogate for the Vedic sacrificial procedure in which
sacrificer and victim are identified, the poor woman’s rice-gruel (the post-
Vedic “victim”) contains something of her person (as the post-Vedic “sacrifi-
cer”). In one Sanskrit account, this ideology is materially instantiated; her
leftovers literally contain something of her person. In the Mulasarvastivada
Vinaya’s account, the woman loses a leprous finger in Kassapa’s (Sanskrit:
Kazyapa; for consistency, I will use the Pali throughout) bowl while fishing a
fly out of it. By drinking the liquid remains of her meal, unconcerned about
the presence of the fallen finger, Mahakassapa guarantees that the charity of
the poor woman will bear karmic fruit in her next life. She plants seeds of
merit in feeding Kassapa that she will enjoy at a later time in the form of a
divine body by which to consume heavenly ambrosia. Thus, his eating rids
her of her lowly status and enables her to take a higher birth with a higher
bio-moral status. Thanks to Kassapa’s acceptance of her meager secondhand
rice-gruel, she will eat much better fare in her next life than she eats in this
life. Mahakassapa thus rids her of her bad karma (or at least serves as the ma-
terial cause for its vanquishing). Put in the food idiom of Vedic texts, one
could say that he metabolizes her bad karma. This latter interpretation sug-
gests a Buddhist continuation of the old Vedic pattern of the brahmin guest as
consumer of the moral taint (papam) of the host’s sacrificial killing that
Heesterman has detected in preclassical texts and that Parry sees in contem-
porary Varanasi in ritual prestations of dan.

In other ways, too, these Buddhist dana-dharma tales show continuity
with Vedic practice. Part Three of the essay suggests that these stories about
cooking, eating, and the ripening (or natural cooking) of seeds of karma re-
verse the old Vedic “law of the fishes” alimentary ideology as described by
Brian Smith. In the Vedic texts Smith discusses, the big fishes who enjoy su-
perior status and power are said to triumphantly consume their inferiors. In
the old dog-eat-dog Vedic world, the top dog is the one with the most status
and power. In this Buddhist context, eating is still a mark of superiority, but
the top dog is the one with the least status and power. Here, the poor woman
triumphs over the king of the gods—the Chihuahua eats the Great Dane.
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In addition to considering Kassapa’s legendary preference for unpalatable
foods, I also discuss in Part Four Kassapa’s preference for shabby (and in one
interpretation, ritually polluting) robes. Kassapa’s mode of dress is a matter of
great significance because this saint is said to have exchanged robes with Za-
kyamuni. Hence, what applies to Kassapa in regard to his legendary filthiness
of frock would also apply to the Buddha. In building a case for Kassapa as one
who reduces the bio-moral burdens of others, I draw on the Thai text called
the Brapamsukulanisamsam that comes at the end of a collection of Pali Jataka
tales.1 This text associates the great Kassapa’s robe with a shroud in which a
stillborn fetus and afterbirth were wrapped and given to the Buddha as a pam-
sakula or rag robe, an account that echoes that of the Lalitavistara.

P A R T  O N E : M A H A K A S S A P A  A S  
A N  A M B U L A T O R Y  A LT A R

The great Kassapa figures prominently in both Pali and Sanskrit sources.2 In
some Pali traditions, he is represented as a monk who loves wilderness, an
araññav asin or forest-dweller. In others, he is a gamavasin, a town-dwelling
monk. But whether he is depicted as a forest-dwelling monk or monk of the
settled world, he is always shown to be a master of ascetic practices. Mahakas-
sapa exemplifies the meticulous observance of the dhutanga. As a practitioner
of ascetic ways he is represented as someone with a great capacity to tolerate
discomfort; he does not seek pleasure or quality in what he eats, what he
wears, or where he dwells. He looks the part, too: Mahakassapa has long hair
and a beard that in at least one account of his selective begging practices gets
him mistaken for a non-Buddhist renouncer.3 In fact, all the accounts that I
discuss here turn on the fulcrum point of deceptive appearances. Our master
of the dhutanga is so unkempt that he is taken for a non-Buddhist, and Sakka,
when he assumes the appearance of a humble weaver, looks like someone
who needs merit badly.

In the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya’s account of Mahakassapa’s taking alms
from a leprous woman, he is first turned away by the doorkeeper when he
goes to join the sangha as they are dining at the home of Ananthapindika. His
lack of tonsure and beard mislead the doorkeeper into classifying Mahakassapa
as a tirthya, a non-Buddhist renouncer. Going unrecognized and being thus
turned away from the door of the wealthy merchant serves Mahakassapa’s in-
terests, and the story goes on to tell how he set off for the section of Zravasti
where poor people dwell. I will return to this narrative presently, but for the
moment I will use commentaries on several Pali accounts that establish a clear
profile of selectivity in begging and also highlight the desire of Indra and
other divine beings to feed this most abstemious of monks.
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Two linked narratives on who gets to feed Mahakassapa are to found in the
Pali Udana. These stories, set in Rajagaha, focus on Mahakassapa’s contentment
with the bare necessities, praising him for being an austere eater who follows
the exacting code of a strictly eremetic wanderer. He avoids flavorful foods in
favor of more ordinary fare. He eats to live, eating medicinally for the good of
his body, rather than living to eat the next meal. He eats nothing but what he
obtains through his own locomotion, begging only what he needs to sustain
him for that day. He does not collect extra food beyond his needs to redistrib-
ute to others. Dhammapala’s Udana commentary says that Kassapa has no de-
pendents on behalf of whom he begs.4 He supports no students; he feeds no
servants, aged parents, or other dependants through the redistribution of food
received as dana. In other words, he does not practice the art of regifting, to
use Jerry Seinfeld’s term.5

There are obviously not many opportunities to feed a highly abstemious
monk such as Mahakassapa. His belly can only contain so much food and his
legs can only carry him so far. Since he practices the honey-bee vow rather
than following the cenobitic monk’s practice of eating stored food that’s been
brought to the vihara, feeding him is a rare opportunity. He is, as John Strong
and David White might say, a moveable sacrificial altar of the post-Vedic age,
a mouth of Agni who consumes what is offered in the fire pit of his belly.6 But
only a limited number of such oblations can be made.

Moreover, he spends a great deal of time in the forest absorbed in samadhi
for up to a week at a time, so he will very often go without any sort of mate-
rial food. For days on end, Mahakassapa feeds on samadhi alone. In samadhi, as
in some forms of illness, the body’s metabolic system is suppressed to free up
resources for other functions. One who emerges from samadhi, like someone
recovering from a fever, may have gone without food for a number of days.
These analogies between trance and illness are suggested by the two linked
narratives in the Pali Udana. One tells of how Mahakassapa was offered food
by divine beings while seeking alms after an extended illness; the other depicts
a similar alms-seeking expedition, only this time Mahakassapa goes out to beg
after a seven-day samadhi.7

The first story, briefly recounted in the Bodhi chapter of the Pali Udana
and elaborated in Dhammapala’s commentary on this text, depicts Mahakas-
sapa entering Rajagaha for food after recovering from a serious illness.8 Dham-
mapala’s commentary explains that during his illness, the monk had subsisted
only on leftover alms collected by other monks. Hence, in Dhammapala’s
view, Mahakassapa is not above accepting regifted foods, even if he himself
does not regift. In any case, five hundred apsara s station themselves along his
route and offer him choice foods.9 The terse Udana account simply says that
Mahakassapa dismisses the heavenly nymphs and procedes to seek alms “in the
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direction of the streets of the poor (daliddavisakha), the streets of those suffer-
ing great hardship (kapaavisakha), the streets of the weavers (pesakaravisakha).10

Dhammapala enlivens his commentarial narration with a bit of devata-slam-
ming. Kassapa snaps at the nymphs, “Off with you—you’ve earned merit, you
have mahabhoga (great enjoyment) because of it. I’m going to act in sympathy
with those who are badly off !” And the nymphs respond, “Lord, please don’t
destroy us; please act in sympathy with us.”11 In other words, “We desperately
need to deposit some karmic funds in your high-yield bank account if we are
to maintain the lives and the lifestyles to which we’ve become accustomed due
to past meritorious actions.”

One can almost see the stern, no-nonsense Kassapa grimacing at this sug-
gestion that devatas are truly more needy of merit-making opportunities than
the miserable weavers of Rajagaha. His patience at an end, he says, “You don’t
know your place—go away,” and snaps his fingers menacingly. A variant read-
ing suggests that the great Kassapa really loses it at this point and slaps one of
the nymphs.12 Whether he manhandles them or just intimidates them, they
flee back to the devaloka. The story then quickly comes to a close, with Kas-
sapa going off to the slums for his humble meal and the Buddha, apprehend-
ing the choice that the monk has made, speaking this udana: “I call a brahmin
the one who doesn’t feed others, the one who’s well-known, tamed, estab-
lished in the essence. I call a brahmin the one in whom the asavas have been
destroyed and faults purged.”13 What a brahmin indeed! Mahakassapa does ex-
emplify something of the brahmin’s legendary discriminative faculties. For ex-
ample, he does not readily accept food from others. People vie to feed him in
the hope of karmic returns; however, he is extremely picky about whom he
will permit to feed him. But clearly this is a Buddhist subversion of the dhar-
mazastric profile of the brahmin. This is a man who seeks out food that to an-
other brahmin would be equivalent to poison or toxic waste, requiring
elaborate purification procedures. And unlike that brahmin who serves as the
butt of folk humor due to his notorious appetite, this brahmin-born monk
has a limited need for food. As one who has tamed his senses, who has banked
the fires of his appetite, Mahakassapa is a superior field of merit, a higher
yielding karma-depository than some portly gentleman with an untamed
need to feed—especially one who makes a pretense of accepting little but
somehow manages to obtain a great deal more.

There are not many opportunities to feed the great Kassapa because in
addition to his abstemiousness, he quite obviously discriminates in favor of
those who have the least to give, in material terms. All accounts of Kassapa’s
begging practices stress the monk’s anukampa, his compassion for those who
are destitute. The Pali Vimanavatthu commentary is most explicit on this
point.14 This narrative is set in Rajagaha, where a poor neighborhood has
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been struck by an epidemic of some sort. One old woman survives by break-
ing through a wall, fleeing her infected home, and going to live with others in
the city. She survives by begging, eating whatever leftover rice-scum remains
in her benefactors’ cooking pots after serving their own meals. This second-
hand rice-flavored liquid is what Mahakassapa is determined to eat. He knows
that the old woman is very near death and that rebirth in hell would be her
fate due to a former deed of hers. “When I go to her,” Mahakassapa reasons,
“she’ll give me the rice-scum she’s received for herself and by this means she’ll
arise in the Nimmanarati-devaloka.”15 Continuing his reflections in a vein that
Heesterman and Parry would find congenial to their thinking about dana in
Vedic-Hindu contexts, Mahakassapa suggests that his eating of her donated
food will prevent a bad afterlife and ensure her of a better postmortem fate:
“When I have thus released her from arising in hell, come, let me accomplish
for her the excellence of arising in heaven!”16 He sets off to visit the home
where the woman is staying. On the way, of course, our old friend Indra ap-
pears in disguise and presents Kassapa with divine alms. But the great Kassapa
is not fooled. He upbraids the king of the gods: “You’ve acted well (in the
past). Why are you acting this way now? Don’t plunder the excellence of
those suffering great hardship!”17

Mahakassapa continues on to where the old woman is staying and pre-
sents himself for alms food, but she is embarrassed by the poor quality of the
food she has to offer. Other people in the house offer Kassapa food. But he
declines and continues to stand in front of the old woman until she realizes
that he had come specifically to beg from her and gives him dana. He eats her
rice-scum there in the home and then explains to the old woman that in a
former life she was his mother. The woman is overjoyed by this news; that
night, she dies and arises as a Nimmanarati deity. “She was,” Kassapa explains
afterward to Indra, “set free (vippamutta)”—she was released from “this human
misfortune through the exercise of the highest compassion.”18

If it is not just the act of offering that changes the woman’s fate, if it is Ma-
hakassapa’s consumption of the food that changes her postmortem destiny—and
he is, after all, a superior field of merit, a more productive samsaric garden for
the ripening of karmas than others, so his eating matters—then we may be deal-
ing with a ritualized transfer somewhat akin to what Jonathan Parry has ob-
served in contemporary Varanasi. It is not clear from the Vimanavatthu account
that the woman donor is aware that in feeding Mahakassapa she is unloading a
bio-moral burden, but Mahakassapa’s language suggests that he sees himself, in
his capacity as a field of merit, as a means of atonement for her. In interviews
with funeral priests and other ritual specialists, Parry’s informants declared
themselves anxious about the untoward effects of the dan they receive from
clients. These foods and other gifts embody “something of the biomoral sub-
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stance of the donor—and something nasty at that,” suggests Parry.19 In Varanasi,
givers of dan free themselves of the consequences of their misdeeds by the rit-
ual transfer of gifts. Priests who accept such gifts thereby incorporate into them-
selves the inferior essence of others. Precedents from Vedic sacrificial practice
undergird such ritual transfers, as Parry’s citation of Heesterman suggests.

Another precedent—one that may shed light on Indra’s persistent at-
tempts at feeding Mahakassapa in our narratives—is the well-known story of
Indra’s brahminicide. Indra frees himself of the consequences of killing Vrtra
by transfering the sin of brahminicide to others, who are assured that the buck
will not stop with them. They will be relieved of the fever of brahminicide by
passing it on, in turn, to others. Like the recipients of Indra’s sin, Parry’s fu-
neral priests have ways to rid themselves of moral burdens assumed from oth-
ers. Practicing the art of regifting what is taken as dan, these ritual specialists
toss the moral “hot potato” to someone else. But Mahakassapa, as we know,
does not regift. Instead of tossing the potato to someone else, he sits down
and eats it. As long as Mahakassapa determines that the donor of said potato is
truly in need of karmic relief, the monk takes and consumes it. So in this
regard, our stories deviate from Vedic and Hindu patterns.

The perfect donor, in Mahakassapa’s eyes, is the donor who has the least
to give, in material terms. The most eligible to give, the most deserving of this
opportunity, is she who eats recycled remnants, gifted leftovers. She who eats
this kind of unappetizing and impure food is worthy to feed this former brah-
min. Indra, it would seem, has not got a prayer in his attempt to compete with
a woman who truly deserves the merit to be gained from feeding this ab-
stemious monk. But in the Pali Udana, Indra realizes that Mahakassapa favors
the unfortunate and capitalizes on this knowledge. Impersonating a poor
weaver, he succeeds in feeding the choosy monk by using deceit. It is really a
hilarious account, with Indra and Sujata the nymph taking on the appearance
of an old and decrepit weaver couple. There is a great deal of what can only
be described as wacky physical humor, suggesting the possibility that the text
would lend itself to dramatic enactment. For example, the pensioners manqué
pretend to be a little hard of hearing, forcing Mahakassapa to make a lot of
noise to get their attention. Once they acknowledge the monk’s presence,
Indra tells his mate to answer the door. His consort replies, rather sassily,
“That’s YOUR job, mister.” Sakka goes to the door and—in the most ludi-
crous moment of the pretence—slowly and painfully genuflects before
Mahakassapa with creaky arthritic limbs, groaning all the while.

All this wonderful geriatric play-acting does not fool Kassapa. But it is
not until he detects the smell of the ambrosial offering that the god has in the
meantime placed in his bowl that Mahakassapa realizes his error. As in the Vi-
manavatthu account, Mahakassapa sternly upbraids Indra for making off with
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merit destined for someone else, someone truly in need of it. Sakka counters
here with the suggestion that he is truly in need, having had to suffer the
dimunition of his previously earned merit to the point where rival gods with
greater tejas than him are outranking him in radiance. Admitting that he
tricked the great monk, Indra asks whether there is merit in his donation even
though it was deceitfully done. Mahakassapa admits that it is so, and Sakka and
his consort rise into the air singing a pithy verse in praise of dana and of Kas-
sapa as the recipient of the highest dana (paramadanam).

Even though given in deceit, Mahakassapa accepts Sakka’s food offering.
Receive it Mahakassapa must, in this Pali Udana account, because he was
tricked into taking it. In the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, however, the great Kas-
sapa outsmarts Indra by turning his bowl upside-down so that the food falls on
the ground. Here, in contrast to the Pali accounts, the Buddha is not pleased
with Mahakassapa’s actions and Mahakassapa is censured for refusing Indra’s
offering. Kassapa’s rejection of the pinda on this occasion provides the Buddha
with an opportunity to establish a monastic rule that forbids selective begging
practices of the very sort that wins Kassapa praise in the Pali sources. In the
Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, Kassapa seems to be characterized as the sort who is
too choosy in his begging practices. After all, everyone deserves a chance to
be a dana-pati, even the dumbest, most ham-fisted of the gods.

Perhaps the insistence on alimentary accessability or openness here has
something to do with the fact that this account of Kassapa’s spurning Indra’s
donation is given in the midst of the Bhaisajyavastu, a compendium of cases
determinative of what foods are permitted as medicine. It is well known that
medicinal eating has historically served as the proverbial camel’s nose-in-the-
tent for liberal monastic eating practices, especially those appropriate for the
colder climates associated with the expansionist missionizing milieu of North-
west Indian Sarvastivadin texts.

P A R T  T W O : B U D D H I S T  S U B V E R S I O N  
O F  V E D I C  F O O D  H I E R A R C H I E S

My discussion of who by rights ought to reap the rewards of giving by con-
suming the fruits of generosity suggests that the Vedic pattern Brian Smith has
described lives on in the form of karmic accountancy in my texts.20 In the
competition between the old woman and the king of the gods over who will
feed Mahakassapa and eat the fruits of generosity later on, our Buddhist tales
perpetuate the agonistic aspects of Vedic food theory. Through the mouthpiece
of her spokesperson Mahakassapa, the old woman is in effect saying to Indra,
the preeminent consumer of the spoils of conflict and offerer of large-scale sac-
rifices, “Let somebody else eat ambrosia in heaven: you’ve had your fill!”
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But while Buddhist literature continues the contestational aspects of
Vedic thinking about food, it also reverses the Vedic pattern. It is not the eater
of food but the giver of food, the one who donates what could be consumed
as sustenance, who outranks her inferiors. She has the power to plant karmic
seeds in a field or ksetra that Indra desires for his own cultivation of merit. She
thereby earns merit sufficient to win heaven, perhaps even to attain the posi-
tion of a deity such as Indra himself in some later life.

And so the Vedic pattern of eating as a show of power remains intact,
with the proviso that helping others to eat is itself a kind of eating, a form of
deferred consumption in which one skimps now but eats ambrosia in heaven
later. But the old Vedic pattern is reversed, quite clearly, in terms of the hier-
archy of eaters. Here, the law of the fishes still rules, but it is a different rank
order. The little fish eats the big fish, steals the karmic fruit right out of the
greedy maw of the king of the gods. A poor woman outranks both a wealthy
merchant and the king of the gods.

P A R T  T H R E E : I M P U R E  O F F E R I N G S  
A N D  T H E  T R A N S F E R  O F  D E M E R I T

I will admit that I am not sure what Mahakassapa’s legendary begging prac-
tices say about Buddhist renouncers generally. It seems reasonable to conclude
from my Pali materials that the Buddhists who composed and preserved these
texts valued monks and nuns who discriminate between worthy and unwor-
thy donors, while those who composed and passed down the Mulasarvastivada
Vinaya favored indiscriminate eating.

Whether beggars should or should not be choosers is, as I hope my in-
vocation of Heesterman and Parry suggests, a serious issue with consequences
for our understanding of Buddhist soteriologies. If I am correct in drawing on
Vedic and Hindu notions of food as a mechanism of transfer, then we in Bud-
dhist studies ought to be amending our textbooks to include reference to de-
merit transfer as well as merit transfer. In other words, just as compassionate
people may be said to transfer their merit to those in need of it, so too peo-
ple such as Kassapa may be said to invite transfers of demerit, to relieve un-
fortunate beings of their negative bio-moral status by accepting their gifts,
especially gifts of food, that ultimate medium of social transaction. For those
who may be skeptical of how relevant Vedic and Hindu models of ritual trans-
fer really are to Buddhist studies, I suggest examining how donations of ritu-
ally impure cloth operate in various Buddhist economies. This part of the
paper explores narratives about donations of cloth to the bodhisattva and to
members of the sangha. In some of these legends, the cloth given away is lit-
erally soaked with blood from the ritually polluting process of childbirth and
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in other cases, contains a corpse. In our Thai text, the Brapamsukulanisamsam,
the cloth holds a stillborn child, the afterbirth, and the corpse of the young
mother who died giving birth to her first child. From a dharmazhastric point of
view, such cloth is clearly infused with the negative bio-moral status of the
deceased and the surviving relatives. To make sense of how such gifts operate
within Buddhist economies of substance transfer, it seems sensible to draw on
the work of scholars such as Heesterman, who says that the preclassical Vedic
sacrificer offers donations that “are the sacrificer’s dead self, which he disposes
of by burdening his guests with it.”21 The Vedic sacrifice is a ritual of trans-
formation, of symbolic rebirth. Sacrificial donations serve as instruments of
transformation in this process. By accepting the sacrificer’s gifts, guests help
the sacrificer to attain a new identity, purified of the sin of sacrificial violence.
In carrying off his sacrificial gifts, the sacrificer’s guests carry away the sacrifi-
cer’s old, karmically tainted self. Only by disposing of his old self through gifts
that represent his personhood can the sacrificer achieve a new identity.

What is fascinating about these Buddhist accounts of cloth donations,
from the standpoint of anthropological theories of the gift, is the insistence of
authorities such as Buddhaghosa on the absolute alienation of these gifts from
their donors. When you give a cloth to a dhutanga-practicing monk, Bud-
dhaghosa says in the Visuddhimagga, you are not giving it as a gift but rather
throwing it away as refuse. Such a monk can only receive what is abandoned
as trash, what is completely alienated from the donor. The “refuse-ragman’s
practice” is over the moment he accepts a robe given by a layperson. He
should refuse such gifted robes and instead practice recycling by washing and
re-using cast-off fabrics found in cremation grounds, refuse piles, and other
places where old, torn, or filthy cloth is disposed of. The rationale for this re-
cycling can be inferred from Buddhaghosa’s comments on the advantages of
the refuse-ragman’s practice: if a monk takes from no one, he enjoys an “in-
dependence of livelihood,” an “absence of the lust for enjoyment,” and “the
fruit of fewness of wishes.”22 If a monk accepts fabric from lay donors, he will
presumably more readily succumb to desire for nice fabrics, attractive colors,
and so on. His wishes will multiply, thus bringing him more often into rela-
tionships of dependence upon donors than is suitable for such a monk.23

But what is to prevent a donor from offering his or her finest goods as
trash? The offering of expensive cloth disguised as shrouds and other funeral
refuse is indeed, if Martini is correct, in her introductory remarks to her trans-
lation of the Brapamsukulanisamsam, the strategy used today for donating rag
robes in Thai funerary rites. And disguising expensive cloth as trash is certainly
the modus operandi of the wealthy donors in the key narrative of the Brapam-
sukulanisamsam. Although the cloth such donors give is no longer acceptable
to many because sullied by contact with birth and death, it is costly fabric, not
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something one casually throws away. These fabrics put on the refuse pile or
wrapped around a corpse function as status symbols and as vehicles for the
transfer of merit. In the Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa himself cites the exam-
ple of the mother of the minister Tissa who wrapped the afterbirth of her de-
livery in an expensive cloth and left it on a trash pile in the hope that a
refuse-ragman would pick it up.24 This valuable cloth not only bespeaks the
affluent status of the family but is also emblematic of the newborn son, con-
taining as it does the afterbirth or embryonic housing in which he gestated for
nine months. Another example of a cloth given away as waste goods: The La-
litavistara tells of how the bodhisattva aquired a rag-robe from a hemp funeral
shroud after the death of Radha, servant of Sujata (who, incidentally, is about
to become, as this narrative proceeds, one of the first to feed the bodhisattva).
When Radha died, her corpse was wrapped in a hemp cloth and left in the
corner of the cemetery. The bodhisattva saw that dirty, earth-caked rag and
took it, to the wonder of the observing deities.25 In the Lalitavistara, it is not
clear that anyone intended that the hemp cloth should become the bod-
hisattva’s robe nor that the merit of the donation was dedicated to Radha. But
this story is invoked in Thai Buddhist funerary rites with the explicit intention
of making a meritorious connection between the newly deceased and the
monastic wearer of the donated cloth. The Brapamsukulanisamsam tells a nar-
rative similar to that of the Lalitavistara, only here the deceased female is not
Radha, the servant of Sujata, but rather the daughter of a wealthy merchant
who has died in childbirth.25 The text explicitly states that she and her still-
born son will receive the merit that accrues from “giving” a pamsukula.

We can see from these tales about the transfer of merit through the
“abandoning” of funeral fabrics that cloth can be as powerful an agent of bio-
moral transaction as food. Furthermore, if we examine the twenty-three kinds
of rags that Buddhaghosa specifies as acceptable to the refuse-ragman, we find
some other powerfully transactive examples. We see in Buddhaghosa’s list all
kinds of fabrics that people would do well to be rid of, like cloth used for pu-
rificatory purposes after visiting the cremation ground and cloth that “sick
people throw away as inauspicious when, with the advice of exorcists, they
have washed their heads and bathed themselves.”27 The cloth that a sick per-
son disposes of to ward off disease-causing forces is a cloth infused with the
substance of the giver. It says to the vengeful spirit or deity of disease (in the
silent language of sartorial signification, or through sympathetic magic, if you
prefer that terminology), “Look, you’ve got your victim right here, in this
cloth; now go away, consume your offering, and leave us alone!” So people
would do well to be rid of such cloth. But, consistent with the famous essay
on the gift by Marcel Mauss, the cloth by which people get rid of their ill-
ness or their status as mourners represents the wearer/donor; it is infused with

B e g g a r s  C a n  B e  C h o o s e r s 6 7



the spirit of the gift. Hence, it is the perfect medium for improving one’s bio-
moral status through the elimination of demerit. By a kind of postmortem
transaction whereby a dead donor can profit from “divesting” him- or herself
of cloth that is no longer needed and “investing” in the career and merit-
earning potential of a pure dhutanga-practicing monk, the dead women and
children of our funerary legends can reinvent themselves and reconfigure their
fates. Likewise, the poor woman with nothing to give is endowed with a form
of agency she never dreamed of, just by giving away that humble rice-gruel
for which her benefactors had no use.

The unfortunate woman donor of the food-giving accounts is not play-
ing hide and seek with her food tin the way that the wealthy givers of fabric
carry on the pretense that their expensive cloth is just rubbish (childbirth and
funeral detritus). She does not dispose of her food as if it were trash, although
leftover food is pretty much so classified by brahmanic authorities (who ad-
monish Hindus to dispose of their leftover food as if it were contagious). So
the parallel between my food stories and my clothing stories is not exact. But
in both forms of donation (whether that which is given away is food or cloth)
we see that bad karma can be eliminated and bad destinies avoided by dona-
tions that relieve the donor of his or her afflicted condition. Just as in the pre-
classical Vedic sacrifice, where the brahmin recipient of karmically tainted gifts
becomes the conduit of purification, so in these Buddhist transactions, the
monastic receiver of food or cloth serves as a means of purification and trans-
formation for the donor. By virtue of their abstemiousness, their propensity
for recycling waste goods, monastic recipients are in a position to make use
of goods that others regard as valueless. In this way, they can bring relief to
those who have died or are terminally ill and therefore unable to help them-
selves through the ongoing performance of meritorious actions. These ac-
counts showcasing the redemptive powers of leftover food and clothing
suggest ways in which Buddhists help each other to vanquish bad karma and
so constitute communities in which the dispossessed are empowered.
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Four

The Insight Guide to Hell

Mahamoggallana and 

Theravada Buddhist Cosmology

Julie Gifford

I N T R O D U C T I O N .

ONLY TO A SELECT FEW are given both the gift of insight and the ability to
use it to guide an entire community. In his introduction to Three Worlds Ac-
cording to King Ruang,1 Frank Reynolds—building on the work of Joachim
Wach—claims that the history of Theravada cosmology develops from a fun-
damental insight which the Buddha gained on the night of his Enlighten-
ment. During the second watch of the night, the Buddha acquired the
Divine Eye, which allowed him to see the various karmic circumstances of
all beings caught in the web of samsara.2 Reynolds adds that the “visionary
experience” from which Theravada cosmology developed was not limited to
the Buddha, but was also the “special forte of the Buddha’s great disciple Ma-
hamoggallana.”3 This last remark is what we might call an “anticipatory con-
tribution” to what has now emerged in the field as a discourse on the
character and social role of Buddhist saints. My concern here will be to draw
out a few of the theoretical implications of Reynolds’s remark by examining
the particular nature of Mahamoggallana’s legacy, and exploring its implica-
tions for the theoretical discussion of Buddhist sainthood.
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Perhaps the most sustained recent comparative study on Buddhist saints is
Reginald Ray’s Buddhist Saints in India.4 Not only does Ray offer a wealth of
descriptive material, he also provides two theoretical models. First, he lists
thirty-five characteristics which constitute a paradigm that distinguishes for-
est-dwelling saints from monks living in settled monastic communities. He
then argues that the usual two-tier model of Buddhism, which contrasts the
practices and goals of the monastic community with those of the laity, is in-
adequate because it does not acknowledge the distinctive practices and goals
of forest saints. He therefore proposes a threefold model of Buddhism that in-
cludes a separate category for forest saints and describes the ways in which
they interact with the monastic community on the one hand, and with the
laity on the other.

The picture of Mahamoggallana that emerges from legends found in the
Pali canon and in the commentarial literature fits Ray’s paradigm of the forest
saint quite well. But as I will show, Mahamoggallana’s legacy affects the larger
Theravada community—particularly the lay community—in ways for which
Ray’s threefold model does not fully account. Mahamoggallana’s meditative
practice, though it may be pursued in solitude, is directed toward establishing a
public teaching: his storied insights are not so much aimed at his own libera-
tion as they are intended to guide others by providing a cosmological and
karmic map of samsara. To do justice to his legacy, it is necessary to account
theoretically not only for the charismatic presence of this forest saint, but also
for his activity as a teacher whose efforts shape the larger Buddhist community.

M A H A M O G G A L L A N A , M E D I T A T I O N , A N D  T H E
C O S M O L O G I C A L  M A P  O F  K A R M I C  F A T E S

Since there is likely to be little controversy about the matter, I will not
demonstrate in detail that Mahamoggallana’s hagiography features most of the
characteristics listed in Ray’s paradigm of forest sainthood. Instead, I will focus
on the two characteristics listed by Ray that are most closely associated with
Mahamoggallana: the possession of supernatural powers, and the intensive
practice of meditation.

According to the Anguttaranikaya, Mahamoggallana is foremost among
those who possess the abhiññ as, or supernormal powers.5 These include: 1)
iddhi powers, such as the ability to walk on water, fly through the air, multi-
ply oneself, pass through solid objects, and the like; 2) the ability to hear
conversations and other sounds at ordinarily impossible distances; 3) the abil-
ity to read minds; 4) the ability to recollect one’s previous lives; 5) the ability
to know the rebirths of others; and 6) the certain knowledge of one’s own
final liberation.6
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The possession of supernatural powers is not unique to Mahamoggallana,
but as Ray states, is one of the standard elements of forest sainthood.7 But the
legends suggest not only that Mahamoggallana characteristically uses these
powers more often than the Buddha’s other disciples, but also that he possesses
them to a greater degree. For example, before the Buddha performs his fa-
mous Miracle of the Doubles, several members of his entourage offer to dis-
play their own supernormal powers. The miracles they offer to perform
become progressively grander and more complex, until Mahamoggallana
makes the most astonishing offer of all: he vows to crunch Mount Meru be-
tween his teeth like a kidney bean, to roll up the earth like a mat and thrust it
between his fingers, to cause the earth to revolve like a potter’s wheel, and so
forth, and finally, to use Mount Meru as an umbrella-stick, put the earth on it
and walk around in the air using it as a parasol.8 The fact that Mahamoggal-
lana’s offer is the last suggests that his miraculous powers are second only to
the Buddha’s own, and the story makes it clear that he is able to transform the
entire cosmos at will.

Although the legends describe cases in which people attain the abhiññ as
almost instantly in a face-to-face encounter with the Buddha, these powers
are usually acquired through the intensive practice of meditation. So it is not
surprising that some sources state that Mahamoggallana is particularly adept at
meditation.9 This, perhaps more than any other element of his profile, identi-
fies Mahamoggallana as a forest saint, because as Ray argues, “the intensive
practice of meditation . . . makes up the substance of the spiritual quest” in
the lives of the saints.10

But it is important to note that according to the legends, Mahamoggal-
lana’s meditative practice exhibits features that do not figure in Ray’s discussion.
Quite rightly, Ray says that the practice of meditation is primarily a quest for
enlightenment. In general, acquisition of the abhiññ as is not the goal of medi-
tation, but merely a byproduct of intensive practice aimed at enlightenment.11

When people continue to meditate after enlightenment, Ray explains that this
is either because it makes them happy to do so, or because the practice has be-
come so internalized that it simply is what the saint does.12 Mahamoggallana,
by contrast, continues to meditate after his own enlightenment in part to fa-
cilitate the deployment of his supernormal powers. For example, when the ob-
streperous naga Ahicchatta spits smoke and fire at Mahamoggallana, the saint
enters into a “meditation on the element of fire” and while in that trance,
bursts into flames that reach all the way up to the world of Brahma, yet do not
burn the saint.13 Mahamoggallana fights the naga’s fire with his own medita-
tionally produced fire and wins—in the end, the naga spreads his cobra-like
hood to shelter the saint.14 This pyrotechnic one-upmanship is not without a
higher purpose. When a group of local sages learns that Mahamoggallana has

T h e  I n s i g h t  G u i d e  t o  H e l l 7 3



tamed the naga, the sages become receptive to the Buddha’s teaching as the
thought occurs to them: “If such is the supernatural power of a mere disciple,
what must the supernatural power of this man [the Buddha] be like?”15 Here,
Mahamoggallana’s meditation facilitates the deployment of his supernatural
powers in the service of a religious conversion.

Mahamoggallana also meditates in order to deploy his physics-defying
power to travel through the air. For example, at the end of his life, Ma-
hamoggallana is lying on the ground after thieves have beaten his bones liter-
ally to a powder when he decides that it would not be proper to die before
paying his respects to his guru, the Buddha. He then “swathes himself with
meditation as with a cloth” and “makes himself rigid” before flying through
the air and into the Buddha’s presence.16 In this case, Mahamoggallana medi-
tates in part literally to pull himself together, and in part to access the partic-
ular abhiññ a that will allow him to make the journey.

Meditation also facilitates Mahamoggallana’s travels to cosmological realms
ordinarily inaccessible to human beings, and it is this aspect of the saint’s activ-
ity with which I am primarily concerned. According to the commentary on
the Vimanavatthu, Mahamoggallana meditates prior to his extended “deva
tours” through heaven. At the beginning of a tour, he “enters upon the fourth
jhana which provides the basis for the abhiññ as and, emerging therefrom, goes
at that very instant through the power of iddhi to the Heaven of the Thirty-
three . . .” in order to meet a series of deities and ask them to recount the mer-
itorious deeds by which they achieved rebirth in heaven.17 Each karma
conversation begins when a particular heavenly being notices the saint and ap-
proaches in order to worship him. Mahamoggallana assesses his or her karmic
condition first by conducting a detailed visual inspection of the deity’s physi-
cal beauty, the richness of his or her raiment, and the shape, size, and adorn-
ments of his or her heavenly palace.18 Although the Vimanavatthu commentary
suggests that Mahamoggallana experiences these visions after he has already
concluded his meditation, the care with which he observes each visual detail
suggests some relationship to visualization-inspection meditation, a practice
that is fully developed in the Mahayana and later Pure Land traditions.19 In any
case, as Reynolds observes, Mahamoggallana’s contribution to the develop-
ment of Theravada cosmology is rooted in experiences that are vividly visual.

These visual experiences, facilitated by meditation, are not for Ma-
hamoggallana’s own benefit, but rather for the benefit of gods and human be-
ings. When the saint has seen a particular deity, he asks for an account of the
meritorious deeds that led to his or her rebirth in heaven, and the deity
obliges. But as the Vimanavatthu makes completely clear, Mahamoggallana al-
ready knows what each deity has done, because he possesses the fifth abhiññ a—
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knowledge of the rebirths of others. Regarding his first visit with a goddess,
the text says:

Even though the Elder, by means of the diversity of the power of his wisdom,
saw clearly for himself as though beholding a myrobalan fruit placed upon the
palm of his hand the good and bad deeds that had been accumulated by her as
well as by other beings, on account of the potency of his knowledge of corre-
spondent results of deeds, nevertheless . . . wanting to make clear the fruit of
the deed to the world with the devas, [he] made this devi tell about the deed
she had done. . . .20

In the first instance, then, the deity’s story benefits other heavenly residents
who may be listening because, although they clearly figured out how to get to
heaven once, they will eventually be reborn elsewhere and will need to accu-
mulate more good karma in order to return.

But Mahamoggallana undertakes his cosmic journeys and collects these
stories about the workings of karma primarily for the benefit of human beings.
When he has completed a particular “deva tour,” he returns to this world, goes
to see the Buddha, and tells the stories to him so that he in turn will “take
them as a matter arising and set forth a great teaching on Dhamma. . . .”21 As a
result, those present hear the Buddha teach about the workings of karma,
which he does by telling Mahamoggallana’s stories. We might say, then, that Ma-
hamoggallana teaches by proxy.

Not only does Mahamoggallana provide the occasion for the Buddha to
teach, he also performs a service for those present by asking for clarification—
which he, of course, does not need—of difficult or surprising points. For ex-
ample, on one particular deva-tour, Mahamoggallana sees a vast, incredibly
beautiful, fabulously adorned heavenly palace which, though fully staffed with
nymphs, has no resident “master of the house.” When the saint inquires, he is
told that the palace belongs to a man named Nandiya, who has accumulated
so much good karma by giving regular and lavish dana that his heavenly palace
has come into being even though he has not yet died. When Mahamoggallana
returns to this world, he asks the Buddha if it is really true that one’s heavenly
rewards could begin to appear while one is still alive. Thus, he provides an op-
portunity for the Buddha to clarify the point for others. To make it clear that
his answer is not for Mahamoggallana’s benefit (and perhaps also to let the
saint know that he has presented enough teaching opportunities lately) the
Buddha replies: “Moggallana, you have seen with your own eyes the heavenly
glory which Nandiya has attained in the World of the Gods; why do you ask
me such a question?”22
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Of course, Mahamoggallana’s visionary experiences are not by any means
limited to the splendors of the heavens, but also include the wretchedness of
ghostly states and hellish realms. The legends include several stories that de-
scribe Mahamoggallana’s visions of suffering ghosts, or petas, which he sees as
he accompanies the disciple Lakkhana on a descent from Vulture’s Peak. For
example, in one story, Mahamoggallana sees a peta with the head of a man and
the body of a giant snake entirely engulfed in flames.23 Like his visions of the
heavens, Mahamoggallana’s visions of ghostly states provide the occasion for
teachings on the nature of karma. When Mahamoggallana sees each peta, he
smiles, and because the petas are invisible to others, his companion Lakkhana
asks why. Later, in the presence of the Buddha, Mahamoggallana explains his
smiles by recounting his visions of the petas. The Buddha confirms that these
beings exist, and explains what each peta did in a previous life to deserve his
suffering in the present. The burning snake-man, for example, had once been
a farmer who, in order to prevent his crops from being trampled by hoards of
devotees, burned the residence of a pratyekabuddha.24

Mahamoggallana’s travels to the hellish realms are systematically described
in the first chapter of the Mahavastu, which lists eight levels of hell and gives
vivid descriptions of the saint’s visions of six of these.25 But the accounts of
Mahamoggallana’s cosmic travels to the hells become even more detailed,
gruesome, and oddly fascinating in the later vernacular stories of Theravada
Southeast Asia. In addition to the stories from Thailand and Laos that discuss
Mahamoggallana himself, there are also several tales devoted to the cosmic
travels of Phra Malai, who is explicitly said to be “like Moggallana.”26 Though
it might be possible to trace the narrative genealogy of the Phra Malai stories
back to the Pali or Sanskrit tales of Mahamoggallana, such a project is beyond
the scope of this essay.27 Here, I claim only that Phra Malai is modeled on Ma-
hamoggallana and that the stories about him are therefore a part of Ma-
hamoggallana’s legacy. Phra Malai’s visits to the hells are rendered particularly
vividly in the Phra Malai Klon Suat, which describes the tortures undergone
by various types of hell beings and recounts the misdeeds that led each one to
be reborn in his or her particular condition.28

Taken together, Mahamoggallana’s insights and the tales of karmic reward
and retribution that they generate constitute a kind of cosmological travel
guide—an “Insight Guide” to heaven and hell. They describe a world of exotic
places, explain how to get to each one, and give reviews of the accommoda-
tions and amenities to be had on arrival. And like the books in the Insight
Guide series, the tradition surrounding Mahamoggallana also includes a wealth
of visual detail intended to help one anticipate the joys (or torments) of one’s
destination. This aspect of Mahamoggallana’s legacy, inherent already in the
descriptive passages of the texts, is realized fully in the rich Southeast Asian
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visual culture devoted to Phra Malai. One finds vivid illustrations of his visits
to heavens and hells on the walls of temple compounds, on temple interiors,
in posters and comic books, and in three-dimensional sculptures. These im-
ages, found usually in very public places, are an important part of the way in
which the legacy of the forest saint is currently disseminated in the wider
monastic and lay Buddhist communities.

But unlike most travel guides, this one is ultimately more about the place
one is leaving than it is about the place to which one is going. Each future
journey is launched by deeds that affect the community within which one
acts. Clearly, the consequences of dana on the one hand, or of murdering
one’s parents on the other, are inherently social. Karma is, among other things,
a way of explaining how it is that each of us has a personal stake in the qual-
ity of our community. Ultimately, then, Mahamoggallana’s “Insight Guide” is
intended to help each of us plan a trip that will make home better.

C H A R I S M A  A N D  B U D D H I S T  S A I N T H O O D

According to Ray, lay Buddhists may expect to receive three things from for-
est saints: 1) merit stemming from dana; 2) teachings, possibly including med-
itation instruction; and 3) the opportunity to “participate in the intensity of his
or her enlightened charisma.”29 However, the first two of these benefits may
also be obtained from monks living in a settled community; the only benefit
obtained exclusively from contact with a forest saint is that of participation in
his enlightened charisma. Drawing on Max Weber, Ray argues that the
charisma of the forest saint, which derives not only from his personality, but
also from his ascetic and meditative practices, is perceived as a kind of religious
power that may be partially transferred to others in face-to-face interactions.30

Writing a decade earlier, Stanley Tambiah makes a similar point: contemporary
Thais seek out charismatic forest monks, he says, because merely being in their
presence is thought to confer powerful religious benefits.31

If one could not participate in a saint’s charisma except by meeting him
face to face, then one could obtain this distinctive benefit only while the saint
was still alive. And this is clearly not the case. Although a face-to-face meet-
ing with a living saint is the primary way in which one may participate in his
charisma, one may also derive benefits by coming into contact with a place or
thing ritually imbued with his power. Ray asserts that the body of the Bud-
dha, and by extension the bodies of the saints are “even after death, imbued
with enlightened charisma.”32 One may still derive benefits, then, from wor-
shipping reliquary stupas and other sacred objects/places infused with a saint’s
postmortem charisma. And as Tambiah explains, the charisma of a saint—liv-
ing or dead—may also be objectified in small portable items such as amulets.33
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Certainly, there is ample evidence to show that after Mahamoggallana’s
death, cult practices arose that allowed both monks and laity to derive at least
some of the benefits that would have accrued from a face-to-face meeting
with the saint. According to Faxian, there were in the early fifth century var-
ious stupas at Mathura that memorialized several of the Buddha’s disciples, in-
cluding Mahamoggallana. He reports that there was a yearly ceremony in
which various groups of people each made offerings to the stupa of their spe-
cial disciple, presumably to obtain some facsimile of the powerful qualities
that disciple had embodied.34 Although Faxian does not tell us which group
worshipped the stupa of Mahamoggallana, Xuanzang’s seventh-century ac-
count of similar ceremonies at the Mathura stupas explains that Mudgalaputra
(i.e., Moggallana) was worshipped by “the Samadhists.”35 One presumes that
these devotees—who, incidentally, were monks rather than laypeople—hoped
to increase their facility at meditation, and perhaps thereby to acquire super-
normal powers. Analogously, in contemporary Rangoon, there is a pagoda
with a number of shrines to various disciples, each of which has a sign that
“announces,” as John Strong puts it, “what each saint is good for.” Not unex-
pectedly, Shin Moggallana turns out to be good for getting magical powers.36

From ancient to modern times, then, people have worshipped stupas and
other powerful objects/places associated with Mahamoggallana in order to
participate in the saint’s objectified charisma.

But this does not account for a significant portion of Mahamoggallana’s
legacy—that is, his substantial contribution to the vividly rendered cosmolog-
ical map of karmic fates. There are at least two ways in which one might try
to extend the Weberian analysis of personal charisma to explain this aspect of
the saint’s continuing influence in modern Southeast Asia, but neither of
them is entirely satisfactory.

The first is to attempt to account for the visual culture surrounding Ma-
hamoggallana by extending the (already extended) rubric of objectified
charisma so that it applies not only to ritually charged objects such as stupas
and amulets, but also to objects more usually described as “art.” In this case,
one would begin with the hypothesis that images of Phra Malai are infused
with the saint’s charismatic power, and that viewing them allows one to par-
ticipate in it. This approach might work for three-dimensional images if
ethnographic materials were to show that Southeast Asian Buddhists see Phra
Malai in his statues in a manner that parallels the way in which South and
Southeast Asian Hindus see (and are seen by) the gods in their images.37

However, the vast majority of visual representations of Phra Malai are not
three-dimensional images but two-dimensional paintings. Could these, too,
be infused with the saint’s charismatic power? Something akin to this has al-
ready been suggested in relation to medieval Christian art by David Freed-
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berg,38 who argues that images may be suffused with power by virtue of the
fact that they resemble their subjects so thoroughly as to create a cognitive slide
between image and subject, signifier and signified. In other words, seeing a re-
alistically rendered image is so much like seeing the original person that it has
a similar effect. Tambiah explains the efficacy of amulets partially in this way.39

But to make this line of argument convincing in relation to temple
paintings of Phra Malai, it would be necessary to show that indigenous artists
and viewers are deeply concerned that paintings of the saint realistically de-
pict him. While it is not impossible that at least one case of this might exist,
and further research is needed, the flat and highly stylized appearance of
many of these paintings suggests that this avenue of inquiry will prove less
than fully satisfying. And even in the odd case in which resemblance may
turn out to be crucial, this would explain only the images of Phra Malai
himself, not the elaborate depictions of heavens and hells that figure so
prominently in these paintings.

The other way in which one might try to extend Weber’s analysis of per-
sonal charisma to explain Mahamoggallana’s continuing influence is to claim
that the communal uses of the cosmological schema constitute an institutional
routinization of the saint’s charisma. Although the theoretical construct of the
routinization of charisma is more fully developed in the post-Weberian work
of Edward Shils and others, Weber himself makes it clear that personal
charisma must be transmuted into institutions in order to survive the death of
the charismatic individual. He gives a brief account of the way in which this
process—here conceived as a continuous decline—occurred in the history of
Buddhism. Early on, “Buddhism’s influence beyond the circle of the educated
was due to the tremendous prestige traditionally enjoyed by the zramana, i.e. as-
cetics, who possessed magical traits of anthropolatry.”40 Certainly, Mahamog-
gallana’s propensity for effecting conversions by performing miracles qualifies
him as the type of person Weber has in mind. But then Weber goes on to ex-
plain how this sort of personal charisma eventually gives way to an institution-
alized “popular” religion that substitutes—very imperfectly—for the personal
presence of ascetic practitioners. “As soon as Buddhism became a missionizing
popular religion, it duly transformed itself into a savior religion based on karma
compensation, with hopes for the world beyond guaranteed by devotional
techniques, cultic and sacramental grace, and deeds of mercy.”41 According to
Weber, the “popular” tradition, including the teachings on karma and, by im-
plication, almost the entire Theravada cosmology, is a kind of lesser substitute
for the powerful presence of individuals whose personal charisma derived in
part from ascetic, and one might add meditative, practices.

But this clearly cannot work as an explanation of Mahamoggallana’s
legacy, because the evidence does not support Weber’s distinction between an
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early, elite, and pure Buddhism and a later, popular, and degraded Buddhism.
Even in the canonical literature, Mahamoggallana’s extraordinary powers,
which are integral to his charismatic presence, are deployed in the service of
concretizing what Weber posits as their inferior substitute—that is, a system of
ethical norms based on the operations of karma and mapped onto a cosmo-
logical scale. In Mahamoggallana’s case, the vivid portrayal of karmic deeds
and their consequences is not a later and lesser substitute for his charismatic
presence; it is one of the central reasons that he is charismatic in the first place.

T E A C H I N G  A N D  B U D D H I S T  S A I N T H O O D

If Mahamoggallana’s legacy cannot be satisfactorily explained by these exten-
sions of the Weberian concept of personal charisma, then what sort of ac-
count might one give of it? Recall that Ray lists three things that laypeople
may expect to receive from forest saints: in addition to benefits that stem from
participating in the personal charisma of the saint, a layperson may also expect
to accrue merit from the act of giving dana, and to receive teachings. Initially,
I set these latter two items aside because merit and teachings are benefits that
can also be obtained from monks who are not saints; to explore these cate-
gories of interaction would therefore seem to do little to advance a theoreti-
cal discussion of Buddhist sainthood as such. But “teachings” is a very broad
category, and it may be possible to arrive at something distinctively saintly by
narrowing it a bit.

Ray argues that teachings of saints can be distinguished from the teach-
ings of monastics in the following ways. “The saints teach others, including
both human beings and the gods,” but they do so without regard for the
“scholarly considerations” that attend “textual study.”42 Rather, the saints
teach in the context of “oral interchanges between master and followers, both
renunciate and lay.”43 Not only do the saints instruct others orally, they also
tailor each lesson to a particular audience. “[D]octrine appears less as an ab-
stract and free-standing phenomenon with its own internal logic and more as
a clarification of immediate life situations and experience.”44

Clearly, oral teaching that addresses the particular character and circum-
stances of the student requires that teacher and student meet face to face. This
is also precisely the situation in which it is possible to experience and to par-
ticipate in the saint’s charisma. Ray explicitly states that for a layperson, the
face-to-face activity of giving alms provides both the opportunity to partici-
pate in the saint’s charisma and the opportunity to receive teachings. “[T]he
situation of the laity’s donation, a source of the forest renunciants’ indebted-
ness, also provides the occasion for their discharging of it through the trans-
mission of their charisma to the laity and through teaching and counseling
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them at the time of receiving alms.”45 For Ray, it would seem that a saintly
teaching is one that is necessarily accompanied by a surge of the saint’s per-
sonal charisma. With this, we return to the original set of difficulties.

But it is possible to make headway by drawing out the implications of
points that Ray makes elsewhere. If, as Ray argues, the intensive practice of
meditation is the sine qua non of Buddhist sainthood, then it stands to reason
that one criterion of a distinctively saintly teaching is that it be a product of
the saint’s meditative practice. Obviously, the Buddha’s own meditative prac-
tice is both the source of and the ultimate warrant of authority for his teach-
ings, and one might expect that the teachings of the saints would be similarly
grounded. With minor qualifications, it can be said that the cosmological vi-
sions of Mahamoggallana are grounded in this way. While the visions them-
selves are not clearly meditative, the saint’s supernormal powers, which make
his cosmological travels possible, are derived from and deployed by medita-
tion. The saint’s meditative practice is therefore the ultimate, if not the prox-
imate, source of his teachings on karma. As I have shown, the ultimate
warrant of authority for these teachings usually derives not from the saint’s
own meditative experience, but rather from the fact that the lessons are actu-
ally delivered by the Buddha himself. But there are also cases in which the
Buddha’s own visions of karmic states are subsequently validated by Ma-
hamoggallana’s similar visions. For example, when Mahamoggallana sees a peta
with the body of a man and the head of a pig, the Buddha says: “I also saw this
creature as I sat on the Throne of Enlightenment. But I thought to myself,
‘Should men not believe me, it would be to their woe.’ Therefore, out of
compassion for others, I said nothing about it. But now that I have Moggal-
lana for my witness, I speak the truth boldly.”46

The second criterion of a distinctively saintly teaching, I would argue, is
that it be motivated by compassion. Although Ray identifies compassion as
“a central component in the saint’s enlightened personality,”47 he does not
explicitly link this component to the teaching activity of the saint. But one
of the primary expressions of the Buddha’s own compassion is that he agrees
to teach, and this creates the expectation that the saints will be similarly in-
spired. The evidence shows that Mahamoggallana’s teachings on karma are
motivated by compassion: he undertakes his cosmic journeys in order to help
make manifest for others what he himself already knows about actions and
their karmic consequences. The compassion inherent in this is underscored,
I believe, by the saint’s own unusually poignant karmic situation. As a disci-
ple of the Buddha, Mahamoggallana experiences the fruits of eons of posi-
tive actions. But he is also acutely aware of the fact that, despite the nearly
innumerable rebirths he has already spent in hell, there remains a heavy, un-
expiated karmic residue resulting from a single truly hideous act committed
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in a life he lived long, long ago. In that life, he killed his mother and father
by beating them to death; in this, his final life, he will be beaten to death by
robbers before he enters nirvana.48 It is not unreasonable to suppose that Ma-
hamoggallana’s particular preoccupation with teaching about the workings of
karma might be aimed at least in part at compassionately helping to prevent
others from making such a costly mistake.

Although it is certainly an important component of the saintly profile,
personal charisma alone cannot account for the variety of ways in which a
Theravada saint may influence his or her community. In order to explain the
social relevance of Theravada saints more fully, it is necessary to explore their
role as teachers who compassionately shape their social worlds by making the
insights gained in the practice of meditation available to the wider Buddhist
community.
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Five

When the Buddha Sued Visnu

Jacob N. Kinnard

S E T T I N G  T H E  S T A G E

CONTEMPORARY BODHGAYA presents a decidedly polyvalent scene, with
all sorts of variations and permutations of tourism and religious praxis on dis-
play: around the Mahabodhi temple and its environs co-mingle American and
European tourists, Tibetan, Japanese, and Burmese Buddhists, Zaiva sannyasins,
Vaisnava pilgrims, each responding to and interacting with the same images in
sometimes very different ways. Only one hundred years ago, however, Bodh-
gaya would have been a very different place, and although there may well have
been crowds, the crowds would have been distinctly more homogenous than
they are today. Indeed, of the various groups and individuals that gather at the
temple complex today, probably only the Zaivas and the Vaisnavas would have
been present a century ago. This paper examines how this transformation in
the make-up of Bodhgaya’s religious and cultural community has come about,
and in particular, the ways in which the various individuals and groups who
make up that community have altered and redefined both their relationships
with one another as well as their self-identities as part of the process of com-
munity formation. I begin with what is at least in appearance the most signif-
icant moment in the process.

On May 28, 1953, a ceremony was held at Bodhgaya marking the for-
mal transfer of control of the Mahabodhi Temple, the site of Zakyamuni’s en-
lightenment, from the Zaiva Mahant, Harihar Giri—whose lineage of
sannyasins had overseen the temple complex for nearly four hundred years—
to the Mahabodhi Temple Management Committee. Assembled together on
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that day were Buddhist monks from Sri Lanka, Burma, Cambodia, Tibet, and
India; Zaiva sannyasins from Bodhgaya’s math; the nine members of the Com-
mittee itself (four Buddhists, five Hindus); various government officials, for-
eign dignitaries, and influential Hindu and Buddhist lay people; and a sizable
crowd of local Hindus and Muslims.1 During the ceremony, Sanskrit verses
were recited by one of the math’s brahmin priests; a bhikkhu from the Maha-
bodhi society recited the tiratana in Pali; a popular Indian singer performed
two bhajans (in Hindi) in praise of Visnu; felicitations from Jawaharlal Nehru,
the Sri Lankan prime minister, the Maharaja of Sikkhim, and others, were
read aloud; and, finally, an employee of the Bihar Education Department read
passages from Edwin Arnold’s epic poem, The Light of Asia.

On the surface, this was a stunningly ecumenical moment, bringing to-
gether not only individuals and groups with different and heretofore compet-
ing interests and conceptions of Bodhgaya—Zaivas, Buddhists, Vaisnavas,
government officials—but also very different factions within the Buddhist
world. The obvious question, then, is how did this apparent moment of com-
munitas come about after what had been many years of acrimony at Bod-
hgaya? And, perhaps more importantly, what did this coming together signify?
Was this indeed the realization of Arnold’s vision of Bodhgaya as the place
where, as he put it, “a million oriental congregations” would come together?2

The answer to such questions are, predictably, complex, but one thing
that can be said at the outset is that this apparent moment of unity seems to
bear little resemblance to the communitas described by Victor Turner, the
“spontaneously generated relationship between leveled and equal total and in-
dividuated human beings, stripped of structural attributes. . . .”3 Certainly, the
group gathered to mark the transfer of control of Bodhgaya could be said to
represent a single community, a pan-Asian religious community with its roots
in India: in this they would appear to be both “leveled” and “equal,” and the
very fact that they were gathered together seems to indicate a certain “strip-
ping” of their individual identities, and the formation of what Turner de-
scribes as a “comity of comrades and not a structure of hierarchically arrayed
positions.”4 However, there was virtually nothing spontaneous about the re-
lationships between the individuals who seemed to constitute the single com-
munity represented that day at Bodhgaya. Rather, this was a highly
orchestrated and tensely negotiated single moment, and must be seen not so
much as a conclusion but as simply one act in an ongoing drama being played
out at Bodhgaya, a long process of intentionally constructed definitions and
redefinitions of the different communities that had a stake in the place.

Furthermore, when we look beyond the single moment, at the actual
process of communal definition that led up to it, one thing that becomes clear
is that the definition of a religious community is not merely a matter of how
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that particular community constitutes itself, internally—as I think is implicit
in Turner’s discussions of liminality and communitas in the context of pilgrim-
age—but also of how it is conceived of and constituted by those who do not
belong to it. What we see played out at Bodhgaya over the last one hundred
years conforms to what Vasudha Dalmia and Heinrich von Stietencron have
called, describing specifically the construction of Hindu identity in India, “a
growing tendency towards ingroup-outgroup polarization,” which “has re-
sulted in most communities in a negative projection of the ‘Other’ against
which the self is set off and defined.”5 Thus, although there was in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century the construction of a new understanding of
the Buddhist community centered on Bodhgaya, one that was both interna-
tional and nonsectarian, this new communal vision was not a wholly internal
matter, but was in part constituted by various orientalist conceptions of Bud-
dhism, and, in part, constituted by this very community’s sometimes vitriolic
rejection of Hinduism.6 Likewise, we see the Hindu community at Bodhgaya
redefining itself, in part influenced by how it was portrayed by the Buddhists
and colonial administrators during the protracted legal wrangling over control
of the temple, during which the courts on a number of occasions defined, de-
lineated, and divided Hinduism. Finally, we see these two separate communi-
ties, the Buddhist and the Hindu, redefining themselves again, not as two but
as one, and this in response to both the introduction of a (largely foreign)
“brotherhood of religions” motif into the Bodhgaya discourse, and also to the
growing political discourse of “Indianness” that gains momentum at around
the time of Independence.

A C T  O N E : B U D D H I S M  R E D I S C O V E R S  I T S  C E N T E R
( A N D  R E C O N S T R U C T S  I T S  O T H E R )

In the early years of the nineteenth century, the British East India Company
began to show a new interest in the people and culture of the regions of
North Eastern India, and in 1807 the Court of Directors of the Company
commissioned Francis Buchanan to “inquire” into the habits and conditions
of the people (and, while he was at it, to survey the resources of the country
as well).7 Part of this massive project, which took seven years to complete,8

was a survey of what is now Bihar, which Buchanan visited in 1811–12. Al-
though this was the birthplace of Buddhism, Buchanan records that in the en-
tire region he had encountered only one indigenous Buddhist,9 and this a
former Zaiva sannyasin who had been converted by two Burmese Buddhists
on pilgrimage to Bodhgaya.10 On its face, there is nothing particularly sur-
prising about this absence of Buddhists; Bodhgaya had been essentially aban-
doned by Buddhists since the twelfth century, except for sporadic visits by
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foreign monks on pilgrimage,11 and those of various groups of Sri Lankan and
Burmese monks working to restore and maintain the temple.12 What is sur-
prising, however, is that only seventy-five years later, Edwin Arnold would, in
a series of articles about his 1886 pilgrimage to India published in the London
Daily Telegraph, describe what seemed to be hordes of Buddhist pilgrims,
“wending their way to the immeasurably holy place towards which we also
are bound.”13 If both accounts are correct, then the number of Buddhists in
situ had increased from one to a multitude in only seventy years. Thus, given
that this purported growth in the Buddhist population of Bihar seems noth-
ing short of miraculous, a closer examination of the context of Arnold’s
account is in order.

It was these articles, and not his more famous Light of Asia, that were the
impetus of what became a kind of Buddhist revival centered at Bodhgaya, for
as Anagarika Dharmapala, the most prominent of the Buddhists acting at
Bodhgaya, would later write: “The idea of restoring the Buddhist Jerusalem
into Buddhist hands originated with Sir Edwin Arnold after having visited the
shrine, and since 1891 I have done all I could to make the Buddhists of all
lands interested in the scheme of restoration.”14 The attempts to restore Bud-
dhism to Bodhgaya, and the conflict that ensued between 1886 and the even-
tual handover of control of the temple in 1953, have been well documented,15

but two intertwined aspects of Dharmapala’s statement warrant further
thought here: the idea that Bodhgaya needed to be returned from the Hindus,
and that it then would become the domain of “Buddhists of all lands.” I will
discuss the first of these in this section, and the second in the third part of this
essay, “Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sanatana Dharma.”

At the time of Arnold’s visit, Bodhgaya had been occupied by a lineage
of Zaiva ascetics, the Giris, who traced their inhabitancy of the temple to the
late sixteenth century, when Gosain Ghamandi Giri, according to Zaiva histo-
ries,16 arrived at the abandoned temple complex. He was then succeeded by
Caitanya Giri (1615–42), who was succeeded by Mahadeva Giri, who is said
to have set up the math that is still in existence after having received a grant
from Shah Alum.17 According to Rajendralala Mitra, there were between fifty
and one hundred sannyasins at the math at the end of the nineteenth century,18

although Buchanan records that there were thousands,19 an almost certain in-
flation and a significant negative mirror image to his report that there was only
one Buddhist to be found.20 At any rate, it is certain that there were virtually
no Buddhists in residence, and this greatly upset Arnold: “I was grieved to see
Mahratta peasants performing ‘Shraddh’ in such a place and thousands of pre-
cious ancient relics of carved stone inscribed with Sanskrit lying in piles
around. . . . Buddha-Gaya is the most dear and sacred to Asiatic Buddhists.
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Why, then, is it to-day in the hands of Brahman priests, who do not care
about the temple, except for the credit of owning it, and for the fees which
they draw?”21 Arnold proposed that Bodhgaya be returned to the Buddhists,
so that it could once again become “what it should be, the living and learned
centre of purified Buddhism. . . .”22

If, then, Arnold’s Daily Telegraph piece is taken to be the beginning of an
attempt to restore not only Bodhgaya, but Buddhism itself, it becomes appar-
ent that at the center of this discourse is not, in fact, the axis mundi of Bodh-
gaya, but rather a vilified Hindu Other. This anti-Hindu/pro-Buddhist
dichotomy was not new to either colonial or orientalist discourse, and to a
degree Arnold was merely replicating a general characterization of Hinduism,
in contrast to Buddhism, that had been in the air for at least a century.23

Buchanan, for instance, although he could not exactly be characterized as a
champion of Buddhism,24 portrayed Buddhism as possessing an ethical system
that was “perhaps as good as that put forth by any of the religious doctrines
prevailing among mankind”;25 Hinduism, by contrast, he describes as “the
most abominable, and degrading system of oppression, ever invented by the
craft of designing men.”26 Similarly, other influential Westerners who wrote
about Bodhgaya in the early nineteenth century had little positive to say about
Hinduism. Alexander Cunningham wrote of “the menaces of the most pow-
erful and arrogant priesthood in the world.”27 In the same vein, Rajendralala
Mitra described the Zaivas this way: “The monks lead an easy, comfortable
life; feasting on rich cakes (malpulya) and puddings (mohanbhog), and freely in-
dulging in the exhilarating beverage of bhanga. Few attempt to learn the
sacred books of their religion, and most of them are grossly ignorant.”28

In comparison to these administrators and scholars, Arnold himself was
relatively moderate in his views of Hinduism, and seemed to be at least ten-
tatively respectful of the Mahant and his Zaiva followers, writing that, “I
think the Mahunt a good man. I had never wished any but friendly and sat-
isfactory arrangements with him.”29 However, Arnold also felt that the only
reason that the Hindus were at Bodhgaya at all was to collect fees from Vais-
navas who came as part of their zraddha rituals centered at nearby Gaya—a
fairly typical view of the “wily Brahmin.” Thus, in his view, they were out-
siders who did not belong, and in a letter to Sir Arthur Gordon, Governor of
Ceylon, appealing for assistance in the restoration of Bodhgaya, Arnold com-
plains that “Buddha-Gaya is occupied by a college of Saivite priests, who
worship Mahadeva there, and deface the shrine with emblems and rituals
foreign to its nature.”30 This last phrase is extremely important, for it raises
what would become perhaps the most central question in the growing storm
over control of Bodhgaya, the question of origins, a discourse that resonated
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with what had become an incredibly powerful and persuasive argument in
the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century British intellectual milieu,
the basic belief that if one could uncover the origins of a given phenome-
non, then one would also uncover the essence of the thing itself (witness
Max Müller’s influence on the study of religion).31

This is also, of course, an issue that is intimately related to the nineteenth-
century construction of an original, purified Buddhism. The Buddha was
viewed, as Gregory Schopen has put it, as a “kind of sweetly reasonable Vic-
torian Gentleman,”32 and Buddhism was seen as rational, ethical, devoid of su-
perstition and ritual—the exact opposite of the simultaneous Western
construction of Hinduism.33 Furthermore, because Bodhgaya represented the
font of Buddhism, what Azvaghosa referred to in the second century as “the
navel of the world,”34 and what Arnold celebrated as the Buddhist Mecca and
Jerusalem,35 the presence of the Hindu Other was all the more offensive. In
sum, then, what we see in discussions about Bodhgaya in the latter part of the
nineteenth century is not only a discursive polarization of Hinduism and
Buddhism that had been developing since orientalists in the early eighteenth
century had first realized that they were different traditions, but the construc-
tion of a Hindu Other who had usurped the Buddhists’ rightful place of ori-
gins. Thus, the Zaivas who effectively owned the temple, and the Vaisnavas
who came there to worship, were portrayed by the non-Indians who opined
on the matter as outsiders, mlecchas in their own country, polluting the birth-
place of Buddhism. What is more, we see evidence of this not only in the de-
risive comments of the orientalist experts whose work informed Dharmapala
and the others who championed the Buddhist position, but also in Western
visual representations of the site. Thus, the Indians who would have been
present at Bodhgaya (in other words, the Hindus) were all but absent from the
drawings and paintings of the temple and its environs that were created by
Western artists for a Western audience eager for images of the mystical Ori-
ent; as Janice Leoshko has noted, “For the Indians included in such views,
their presence is at best cursory, decorating the magnificent monuments
which were so admired by those of the picturesque persuasion.”36 This can be
seen in virtually all of the popular drawings produced by Charles D’Oyly in
the 1820s and 1830s, and in another set of illustrations, Oriental Annual, or
Scenes from India, by William Danell, the accompanying text describes the
temple as “entirely deserted so that a scene of gloomy desolation is at the fore-
saken sanctuary.”37 But as much as the Western champions of Bodhgaya tried
to exclude them from the site, the Hindu Other proved rather more difficult
to avoid on the ground, and when attempts were made to remove them, they
proved to be far more active and far more vocal than the indolent natives in
Mitra’s writings and D’Oyly’s drawings.
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A C T  T W O : T A K I N G  I T  T O  T H E  C O U R T S

From the time of the publication of Arnold’s Light of Asia in 1871, various
attempts were made by Arnold, Dharmapala, and other Buddhists to gain
control of Bodhgaya, all to no avail. Dharmapala, in particular, became in-
creasingly impatient with the status quo, and after trying to persuade the
Mahanth to sell the Mahabodhi temple, he resolved to take matters into his
own hands, and in the process brought things to a dramatic boiling point on
the morning of February 25, 1895, when he attempted to install a bronze
Buddha image in the Mahabodhi temple.38 The image that Dharmapala set
up in the Mahabodhi temple did not stay there for very long, however;
shortly after it was placed on the altar it was removed by a group of the Ma-
hant’s followers and rather unceremoniously dumped on the temple lawn.

Dharmapala, outraged at the way he and the Buddha image had been
treated, pressed criminal charges against the Mahant and his followers,
charges that included defiling the Buddhist religion, disturbing a religious
gathering, and using criminal force—all of which rested upon the assump-
tion that the Buddhists held some basic rights of worship at Bodhgaya.39 Al-
though Dharmapala’s lawyer, Nanda Kishan Lall, opened the case for the
prosecution by stating that the “question of who is the proprietor of the
Temple . . . is quite irrelevant to this case,”40 it was precisely this issue that
was, in fact, at stake.

The legal wrangling over the proprietorship of Bodhgaya largely revolved
around two issues: whether it was the Buddhists or the Zaiva Mahant who
could rightfully claim control of the temple complex, and what sorts of wor-
ship were appropriately directed toward the Buddha image. The latter issue,
one might think, would also intimately involve the Vaisnava community, since
it was they who had for centuries been making the short trip from nearby
Gaya as part of their extended zraddha rites, and it was they who venerated
Bodhgaya’s Buddha images as part of the long-standing tradition in Vaisnava
circles of responding to Buddha images as Visnu’s ninth avatara. In fact, how-
ever, the issue of the Vaisnavas’ right to venerate the Buddha image was rather
quickly dealt with in the initial court proceedings, and, as we shall see below,
it would not be until the 1930s that the Vaisnavas would begin to have a sub-
stantive voice in Bodhgaya’s religious community.

The Buddhist prosecution offered what was essentially a twofold argu-
ment. First, since the government of India had neutral guardianship over the
temple as an ancient monument,41 the Buddhists, as a legitimate religious
group under government protection, had the right to worship at the temple,
a right clearly denied by the Mahant’s aggressive removal of Dharmapala’s
Buddha image. As Lall, the lead prosecutor, put it, it was “the long-standing
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right of every Buddhist to worship and perform any ceremony in accordance
with the tenets of his religion in the Temple, and neither Government nor the
Mahanth is entitled to prevent the full exercise of that right.”42 Second, Lall
argued that the Giris could not contend—as they continuously had in the pe-
riod leading up to the trial, and as they would repeatedly during the trial it-
self—that they had removed the Buddha image in order to protect their own
religious worship because, according to Lall, no Hindus had ever worshiped
there.43 Indeed, argued Lall, it was agreed upon by any number of the au-
thorities that Bodhgaya was a Buddhist site in both origin and in contempo-
rary practice, and he brought forth several witnesses to testify that they did not
worship there because it was not a Hindu temple and to do so would be to
defile themselves. Furthermore, he called the custodian of the temple, Bepin
Behari, to testify, who said that not only did Hindus not worship there, but
that he had actually heard brahmin priests on several occasions forbid Hindus
from even entering the temple.

The Zaiva defense, for its part, put forth a number of counterarguments,
some of which attempted to establish the Giri’s long-standing legal ownership
at the temple, and they offered as evidence the fact that government officials
had felt it necessary to consult with the Mahanth before allowing the
Burmese to begin renovations of the temple in 1877. Furthermore, they as-
serted that Dharmapala himself had recognized this ownership when he and
the Mahabodhi society attempted to purchase the Mahabodhi temple from
the Mahant; if he had not thought that the Mahant owned the temple, then
why had Dharmapala made such an offer? As additional proof, the Mahant’s
lawyers put forth a significant amount of textual evidence to prove that the
Buddha was in fact an avatara of Visnu, in an attempt to establish that the
Buddha image did not really belong to the Buddhists at all.44

This last argument may seem self-defeating, given that the trial centered
on the Hindus’ removal of the Buddha image (which was, according to such
logic, not a Buddha image at all, but a Visnu murti ). However, the Mahant and
his legal team were attempting to legitimize their own religious—as opposed
to proprietary—rights in order to establish that Dharmapala, as a Buddhist,
himself had no rights to worship in a Hindu temple. Most of the defense’s
evidence was, as one would expect, based on the Vaisnava textual tradition—
notably, the Bhagavata, Agni, and Vayu puranas—as well as scholarly studies by
orientalists such as Alexander Cunningham, J. D. Beglar, and Rajendralala
Mitra, which attested to the very old Hindu presence at the temple.45 The de-
fense also cross-examined the prosecution’s witness, the temple manager Be-
hari, and got him to admit that Hindus did, in fact, bow down before the
Bodhi tree and the Buddha image in the main part of the temple (although he
did stipulate that the latter practice had begun only recently).
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As might be expected, the argument over the essential nature of the fig-
ure of the Buddha proved to be a slippery legal slope, for although it is true
that from a Hindu point of view the Buddha avatara had defeated the enemies
of Hinduism and restored dharma, for the Buddhists the avatara discourse was
nothing but a bold-faced polemical attack on Buddhism;46 in other words,
from the perspective of the Buddhists and their orientalist sympathizers, this
was incontrovertible evidence of Brahmanical hegemony at its worst. Thus, in
raising the Buddha as avatara issue, the Mahant’s legal representatives opened
themselves up to a blistering rebuttal from not only Dharmapala’s lawyers, but
also from the judge himself, who was already predisposed against the Hindus,
and viewed this claim as nothing more than an obfuscating ploy, a smoke-
screen intended to hide their duplicity and greed. Indeed, in a stunningly par-
tisan and dismissive remark, George Macpherson, the local magistrate who
heard the case, pronounced that the purported Hindu bowing down before
the Buddha image was, “I dare say, of no more significance than my taking off
my hat, as I do, when I enter the sanctum.”47

But the slope proved to be even more treacherous than merely raising
doubts as to the credibility and objectivity of the evidence. When the defense
argued that the existing Buddha image in the first floor of the Mahabodhi
temple was indeed venerated as Visnu (Dharmapala, it is worth noting, had at-
tempted to install the Japanese image in the empty sanctuary on the second
floor of the temple), the prosecution countered by denouncing this as noth-
ing more than an attempt to influence the court’s decision based on a recent
innovation instituted by the scheming Mahant—and here Behari’s testimony
under cross-examination proved to be a nasty double-edged sword—in order
to create the appearance of Hindu worship in the Mahabodhi, and therefore
the precedent of normal and customary worship, which gave them certain
legal rights, when in fact no such worship had ever been performed until the
Buddhists began to claim a right to the temple. Furthermore, the prosecution
argued that even if the Buddha image in the Mahabodhi were venerated as a
Visnu murti, as a Zaiva the Mahant had no business regulating such a temple,
since it was only Vaisnava theology that recognized the Buddha. Edwin
Arnold himself had already raised this issue years earlier, when the Buddhists
had unsuccessfully attempted to purchase the Mahabodhi temple from the
Mahant, arguing that the Mahant could sell the temple to the Buddhists with-
out offending the sentiments of any Hindus, because, Arnold explained, “by
strict truth, the Mahunt, as a Brahman and follower of Sankaracharya [in
other words, a Zaiva], goes against his shastras” by keeping control of what
might be regarded as a Visnu temple.48

Magistrate Macpherson for his part accepted none of the defense’s ar-
gument, and he echoed Arnold’s logic almost exactly when he pronounced:
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“If in any case, it was felt expedient to endeavor to establish Vaisnavite wor-
ship of Buddha Bhagavan at Mahabodhi, it was an anomaly for the Ma-
hanth, a Zaivite, to set himself up as its founder.”49 This pronouncement
became a crucial moment in the establishment of Bodhgaya’s community,
because, in effect, the judge was asserting that if Hindus had any legitimate
religious interest in the temple, only a particular kind of Hindu could claim
such interest: namely, the Vaisnavas. And since the Vaisnavas themselves were
not, in fact, staking any claim to the temple, Buddhist rights to the temple
were, by default, prima facie valid. It is important here to stress that Macpher-
son was explicitly avoiding the issue of legal ownership of the temple; his
opinions were, ironically enough, limited to the religious status of Bodh-
gaya, and to him it was clear that nothing put forth by the defense altered
the essentially Buddhistic nature of the temple. However, in his final re-
marks on the case, Macpherson went so far as to denounce the “semblance
of Hindu worship” performed by a priest who “passes a light in front of the
image, sounds bells and laves the image and altar,”50 and he castigated the
Mahant for the ploy, which he saw as a mere “strategem for giving him a
pretext for interfering with the dealings of the Buddhists in the Temple and
strengthening whatever prescriptive rights he may possess to the usufruct of
the offering made at the Temple.”51 Not surprisingly, Macpherson found the
Mahant’s followers guilty of interfering with Dharmapala’s lawfully assem-
bled religious congregation; he sentenced them to one month each in jail
and fined each one hundred rupees.

In this first trial, there can be no doubt that Macpherson was highly
biased; indeed, on the day that Dharmapala placed the Amitabha image in the
Mahabodhi temple, Macpherson himself had been summoned (by the Ma-
hant, ironically enough), and upon arriving on the scene was said to have re-
marked that “a great desecration has been committed,” in the Mahant’s
followers’ removal of the image.52 By contrast, when the Viceroy, Lord Elgin,
came to Bodhgaya shortly after Dharmapala’s image had been removed—
a testimony to the potential volatility that the Government of India saw in the
situation—he had expressed the hope that an amicable solution could be
found, although he himself felt that the Buddhists’ rights to worship in the
temple must be protected. He stressed, however, the need for a solution that
would also protect the Mahant’s rights, and noted that a certain amount of
tact would be required, since, as he put it, “on some of the minor points of re-
ligious controversy a wrong word might be very unfortunate.” The Lieu-
tenant-Governor of Bengal, Gilbert Elgin, who seemed to be acquainted
with magistrate Macpherson’s opinions on Indian religions, was not con-
vinced that he would be capable of such tact: “I am afraid that Macpherson
does not take quite the same view of his [the Mahant’s] rights as I do.”53

9 4 J a c o b  N . K i n n a r d



When the new Mahant, Hem Narayan Giri, appealed the case in June
1895, it was not heard at the local level, but in the Sessions Court at Gaya, and
the judge in that venue, Herbert Holmwood, was quick to castigate Macpher-
son for his impartial meddling, which he perhaps too charitably described as
“a good deal of unnecessary animadversion on Mr. Macpherson’s assumed
unconscious bias in the matter.”54 Holmwood, however, was also not im-
pressed with the Mahant’s defense, and in particular took issue with the de-
fense’s insistence that their legitimate and long-standing religious rights had
been threatened by Dharmapala’s action. On appeal, the defense explained
that in removing the Buddha image, the Zaivas were only protecting their
own right of worship. Holmwood, however, agreed with the prosecution that
Dharmapala’s right to worship had been blocked by the removal of the
Amitabha image, and thus disregarded the Zaiva’s claims.

In particular, Holmwood singled out the current Mahant’s offer to place
Dharmapala’s image back in the Mahabodhi, but only if it first underwent the
pranapratistha ritual, an offer that was rejected by the Buddhists outright.55 This
was a remarkable gesture on the Mahant’s part, and it is difficult to discern
Hem Narayan Giri’s precise motives in making it. Was he suggesting that the
image could at once represent the Buddha and at the same time embody
Visnu? If so, this would have been a striking recognition on his part of the in-
herently polyvalent identity of sculptural images in India, and, in particular, at
Bodhgaya.56 This was not, at any rate, how Holmwood interpreted the offer;
he said that when the Mahant expressed his willingness to enshrine the image,
“whatever his theories may be as to Buddha being an avatar of Vishnu, he
must thereby have intended to prevent Buddhists from ever offering impure
articles of food, candles, scent, etc.,” this because the Hindus found the kinds
of things offered by the Buddhists to the Buddha image (as part of the ritual
installation performed by Dharmapala and company)—Huntley and Palmer’s
biscuits, candles of lard, cheap English eau-de-cologne—to be utterly impure,
and therefore unacceptable in a Hindu temple.57 In other words, the Mahant
was, according to the judge, trying to prevent Buddhist worship of the Bud-
dha image on the grounds that any such worship would be offensive and pol-
luting to the Hindu community. Notice, however, that in contrast to
Macpherson and his “assumed unconscious bias,” Holmwood went to consid-
erable lengths to avoid any judgment of the validity or appropriateness of a
particular form of worship.

In the end, the conviction was upheld, although Holmwood suspended
the jail terms (but let the fines stand). The defendants again appealed, this time
in the Calcutta High Court, and the case was heard before Goroo Das Baner-
jee and Justice William Macpherson (no relation to the magistrate George).
The latter specifically addressed the question of whether the Mahant, as a
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Hindu, had any right to interfere with Buddhist worship at Bodhgaya; but
like Holmwood, this new Justice Macpherson made a point to avoid any pro-
nouncements on the religious aspects of the matter, and held that because the
case at hand was a criminal one, “No such broad questions arise.”58 Instead, he
focused on the issue of proprietorship, and found that it was clear that the
Mahant “held ‘possession’ of the Temple and had control and superintendence
over it, subject to the right of Buddhists to worship there.”59 He raised the real
possibility that Dharmapala’s veneration of the image, just after he had in-
stalled it, might not, in fact, have been genuine—and might have simply been
intended, as the defense alleged, to incite the Mahant’s followers—but he re-
fused further speculation on the matter. However, according to the High
Court, Dharmapala’s actions had to be seen in the larger context of his mo-
tives and attitudes toward the Mahant and his community, which were clearly
the eventual removal of the Zaivas (and here Dharmapala’s own writings, in-
cluding his diaries, were brought into the discussion).60 In this context, his
veneration of the recently installed (and soon to be removed) image of
Amitabha did not, contra his lawyers’ claims, constitute normal or customary
worship at Bodhgaya. Instead, Macpherson focused on the fact that the legal
proprietor of the temple, the Mahant, had explicitly refused Dharmapala per-
mission to install the image (although he had never refused him admission to
the temple, nor the right to worship there). Thus, Macpherson concluded:
“They went to enshrine an image in a place where they had no right to en-
shrine it.”61 As such, the removal of the image on the part of the Hindus was
justified. He then set aside the original conviction, although this would prove
to be merely a brief intermission.

A C T  T H R E E : H I N D U I S M , B U D D H I S M ,
A N D S A N A T A N A  D H A R M A

It had taken three years to resolve the case between Dharmapala and the Ma-
hant, far longer than anyone had foreseen; however, given the years that the
issue would continue to simmer and occasionally boil over, with what seemed
to be an unending succession of suits and countersuits being filed every few
years, this was in hindsight a speedily resolved dispute. Indeed, it took another
fifty years to settle the issue, to get to the ecumenical moment with which I
began this essay, and even then, as I have earlier suggested, it would be hard to
see the handover of control of the temple to the Bodhgaya Temple Manage-
ment Committee as anything like closure.62 Nonetheless, it is perhaps surpris-
ing, given the discomposed and acrimonious state of things in 1896, that such
a sharing of the stage could ever be affected at all: the Buddhist and Zaiva
communities were openly hostile toward each other, the Vaisnavas were with-
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out a voice, and the government had managed to alienate and offend virtually
everyone involved with its open disdain for the Mahant and its ruling against
the Buddhists.63

During the period after the ruling against the Buddhists, Dharmapala’s au-
thority in the matter was greatly diminished, and although he continued to be
involved in Bodhgaya until his death in 1933, with his removal to the wings
the tenor of the discourse over the constitution of Bodhgaya’s community
changed dramatically. Trevithick has suggested that a pivotal figure in this
change was Kakuzo Okakura, a Japanese intellectual who brought his hy-
bridized Buddhist vision—as much influenced by Vivekananda’s neo-Vedanta
and Tagore’s humanism as by anything contained in the Pali canon—to Bodh-
gaya in 1903.64 Although I am somewhat skeptical as to the particular influence
that Okakura had on the debate, simply because it is impossible to tell exactly
what he said to whom,65 he does stand, at the very least, as an important fig-
ure symbolically, because his rhetoric seems to bring together the hitherto hos-
tile factions at Bodhgaya into a single Asian brotherhood with a mutual
understanding and commitment to the true dharma, a discourse that was, as
Trevithick rightly notes, strikingly similar to the theosophical vision put forth
by Dharmapala himself, prior to his break with Olcott.66 The different Asian
religions, sects, and subsects were, in Okakura’s opinion, just so many offspring
of a single mother: “The great Vedantic revival of Sankaracharyya is the assim-
ilation of Buddhism, and its emergence in a new dynamic form. And now, in
spite of the separation of ages, Japan is drawn closer than ever to the mother-
land of thought.”67 The question, however, was whether or not the mother
would recognize, let alone embrace, this particular child.

Okakura had come to Bodhgaya specifically to ask the Mahant for a small
plot of land and permission to build a resthouse for Japanese pilgrims; al-
though the Mahant was at the time engaged in another legal fight with the
Mahabodhi Society (he wanted to evict the Sri Lankans from the Burmese
resthouse), he was happy to grant Okakura’s request.68 The government of
Bengal, however, was not so willing, and refused to grant the Japanase a build-
ing permit, professing that there was no need for another resthouse at Bodh-
gaya, and that the further “multiplication of interest there is undesirable.”69

Although on its face this was a relatively small matter, it represents an impor-
tant development in the formation of Bodhgaya’s religious community. On
the one hand, it marks a growing reluctance on the part of the government to
meddle in matters of religion at Bodhgaya, perhaps because the colonial ad-
ministrators had learned from the earlier trial what a tangled mess the issue of
proper religious practice could become. From this point on, in fact, the gov-
ernment would officially maintain this policy of neutrality in religious ques-
tions. On the other hand, however, the refusal of the permit to the Japanese
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is indicative of the government’s desire to avoid sectarian disputes and to pro-
mote a certain ecumenical spirit amongst the religious communities of India.
However, rather than Okakura’s very broad pan-Asianism, it was vested in a
nonsectarian pan-Indianism, and thus the community that was envisioned at
Bodhgaya quite explicitly excluded the Chinese, Japanese, and Tibetan Bud-
dhists, since they did not fall within the political control of the British Em-
pire.70 The Burmese, who had been an active presence at Bodhgaya, would
also eventually be excluded from this community when Burma ceased to fall
under the administration of British India in 1935.

Thus, what we see developing at Bodhgaya in the early part of the twen-
tieth century is a new sort of community, a single community that is not now
defined primarily by its individual components of Hinduism and Buddhism,
but by Indianness, and we see both Hindus and Buddhists expressing the same
commitment to this new Indian Brotherhood.71 As early as 1911, Nanda Kis-
han Lall—who, recall, had in his represention of Dharmapala in his suit against
the Mahant shown little restraint in his anti-Hindu rhetoric—describes the
mutual admiration for Bodhgaya: “Nor does the Hindu of the day look upon
it with any less reverence than the Buddhists.”72 And one of the most promi-
nent Indian intellectuals of the period, Rabindranath Tagore, expressed great
sympathy with the Buddhist cause: “I am sure it will be admitted by all Hin-
dus who are true to their own ideals that it is an intolerable wrong to allow the
temple raised on the site where Lord Buddha attained His enlightenment to
remain under the control of a rival sect. . . . I consider it to be a sacred duty for
all individuals believing in freedom and justice to help to restore this historical
site to the community of people who will reverently carry on that particular
current of history in their own living faith.”73 Even Dharmapala himself got in
on the Indian brotherhood act, however grudgingly: “To the Buddhists the
Lord Buddha is the Supreme One. The Hindus have many devatas to receive
their worship. The Buddhists do not worship Vishnu; neither do they worship
Siva. But Ceylon Buddhists hold Vishnu as the patron God of Ceylon.”74 Thus,
the Buddhist representatives at the Indian National Congress, although still re-
questing Buddhist priority at the temple, appealed to their Hindu kin: “[W]ill
not our Hindu Brothers join hands with us and give us our shrine, at which
all are free to worship.”75 And finally, in a 1935 article in the Journal of the Ma-
habodhi Society, the Hindu-Buddhist cooperation in the matter of control of
Bodhgaya was praised, and an appeal to their shared conception of true dharma
was made: “The session also demonstrated that Buddhists and Hindus are cul-
turally one and that there should be complete harmony between them, if the
true spirit of the Arya Dharma is understood.”76

This certainly seems to be moving toward something very close to
Turner’s communitas, affected in large part by the cultivation of a kind of cul-
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tural liminality in which the substantial differences between and amongst the
actors are now being downplayed. As such, it can be seen in the larger context
of both the development of a monolithic conception of Hinduism (which, in
very many cases, encompassed Buddhism as well) and the emergence of a sin-
gle Indian identity and a united India that grew particularly powerful in the
1930s and ’40s leading up to Independence in 1948. At the center of this dis-
course was a shared religious heritage, essentialized as sanatana dharma. Dalmia
and von Stietencron note that “there was no place in this scheme of things for
overlapping identities which had once been possible when the concept of a
monolithic ‘Hinduism’ had not yet come into existence. Its emergence . . . led
to a disregard for, if not suppression of, all the differentiations within ‘Hin-
duism’. The smaller local community which had been accustomed in everyday
situations to tolerate and live with differences, was now inflated to much larger,
‘national’ proportions. These demanded a display of unity and uniformity.”77 In
this sense, the individuals gathered at Bodhgaya for the handover ceremony in
1953 can be seen as representing this new community of Indians, a seemingly
liminal state in which hitherto divisive differences of culture, belief, and prac-
tice were negated to give way to the bond of dharmic brotherhood.

If this all sounds a bit too good to be true, it should, because it is essential
to recognize that this spirit of inclusion is predicated on exclusion: the necessary
condition for membership in the community was not just Indian roots or a
common understanding of dharma (as the Buddhists of China, Tibet, Japan, and
Burma all could legitimately claim), and not just Indian residence (as the Mus-
lims could certainly claim, if they had so chosen), but the combination of the
two. Furthermore, these necessary conditions for membership were not unam-
biguous. For instance, in 1925 the Burmese delegates to the Indian National
Congress put forth a proposal for the formation of a committee that would look
into the Bodhgaya situation and attempt to find an equable solution to it. The
future president of India, Rajendra Prasad, a lawyer from Bihar and a close as-
sociate of Gandhi, was chosen to head this committee. In 1926, Prasad pre-
sented a proposal for the joint management—by a committee of Hindus and
Buddhists—of the Mahabodhi temple, but stipulated that “we should not have
Buddhists from outside the British Empire, e.g. from Japan or China or Tibet.”78

Ironically, as I have noted, this would eventually exclude the Burmese them-
selves. Questions were also raised as to whether the Sinhala Buddhists should be
included. Indeed, Sanjit Roy, a Bengali Buddhist and one of the cofounders of
the “Buddha Gaya Defense League,” a group that pressed both the Indian Na-
tional Congress and the Hindu Mahasabha to resolve the Bodhgaya matter,
eventually became so disenchanted with the Sri Lankans and Burmese because
of their treatment of the Indian Buddhists that he wrote to Prasad, complain-
ing that “Indian Buddhists who come here on pilgrimage are not given even as
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much attention [as] what common courtesy demands. . . . We the Indian
Buddhists want some concessions to do our ‘pujas’ in our own way.”79

So, in the end, we see that the formation of Bodhgaya’s religious com-
munity, or at least the community on display in May 1953, has been a ten-
sion-filled process, one that has involved both the formation of some unlikely
alliances as well as the exclusion of a number of would-be members. As I have
noted, this is a process that is still very much, in process, as many of India’s
Dalit Buddhists lobby (and protest) for a greater representation in the running
of the Mahabodhi temple. There is also evidence that various members of the
extant community wish to exclude other members, and I want to end with a
particularly clear, if not also a quite familiar and, in the end, outrageous ex-
ample, one that ironically harkens back to the old orientalist distinction be-
tween proper and improper religious behavior. Here, a Western scholar
remarks on the various visitors to Bodhgaya, and implies that it is not the
Westerners who are flocking to Bodhgaya for the wrong reason, but the Indi-
ans: “[T]he Hindus, curiously enough, behave more or less as tourists. They
are the ones who look bright and worldly, carrying cameras, and exhibiting
only a minimum of ritual behaviour.”80
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Six

Minister of Defense?

The Visnu Controversy in Contemporary Sri Lanka

John Clifford Holt

I N T R O D U C T I O N

WHEN WILHELM GEIGER published his German and then English transla-
tions of the Pali Mahavamsa in 1912,1 his accomplishment was a major and
lasting contribution for the study of Buddhism in the West. It also produced,
unwittingly so, profound affects on how many Theravada Buddhists in twen-
tieth-century Sri Lanka came to understand significant aspects of the nature
and legacy of their own religious culture. With Geiger’s translation published
for the Pali Text Society in London, the Mahavamsa was not only more read-
ily available to scholars and interested readers in the West, but it also enjoyed
an increasing popularity and enhanced authority among the English-reading
Sinhala elite in colonial Ceylon. (Indeed, a Sinhala translation of the Ma-
havamsa was not available to read in Ceylon for many years after the appear-
ance of Geiger’s.) Subsequent to Geiger’s translation, Western and
Western-educated Sinhalese scholars have analyzed its mythic values;2 Cey-
lonese and Sri Lankan scholars have mined it for its historical revelations;3 in
turn, public school educators in Sri Lanka have used its accounts continu-
ously as bases for English and Sinhala textbooks on Sri Lanka’s history; on
Buddhist holidays such as Poson poya (full moon day), Sri Lankan newspapers
print critically “innocent” articles that report Mahavamsa episodes as if they
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are historical givens; and post-Independence politicians have not hesitated to
legitimate Sinhala nationalistic ideologies or government initiatives, often for
politically hegemonic purposes, by appealing to the text’s seemingly unques-
tionable authority.4 While the Mahavamsa’s general scope of influence upon
historical, cultural, and political understandings in modern Sri Lanka has
been as broad as it has been thorough, at times producing what has been la-
beled a “Mahavamsa mentality,” Geiger’s specific translations of crucial pas-
sages have also contributed to definitive perspectives on particular issues that
remain, upon closer scrutiny, matters of perhaps irresolvable ambiguity. In
this essay, I will begin by examining implications of Geiger’s seemingly in-
nocuous translation of Mahavamsa 7.5 (I: 55), wherein he rendered Pali
devass’ uppalavannassa into English as “the god who is in colour like the lotus”
and then added an an enormously influential explanatory footnote that says
simply: “that is, Visnu.” I will then proceed to a presentation and analysis of
an ongoing and contemporary controversy in Buddhist Sri Lanka about the
place of deities, especially Visnu, in Sinhala religious culture.

B A C K G R O U N D

The Mahavamsa passage I have cited is part of a seminal myth that has assumed
great importance to the Sinhalese, especially in the twentieth century when
hotly contested ethnic claims to “home lands” or separate states have been ad-
vanced by rival communal constituencies. It forms part of the well-known
mythic story of how Vijaya, son of the lion-man king Sinhabahu, the progen-
itor of the Sinhala race, was banished from India for his ignoble conduct and
together with seven hundred men and their families, put on to a ship and sent
forth to sea in exile. Vijaya and his retinue landed in Lanka “on the day that
the Tathagata lay down between two twinlike sala-trees to pass into nibbana”
(Mahavamsa VI. 47; I: 54).

When the Guide of the World, having accomplished the salvation of the
whole world and having reached the utmost state of blissful rest, was lying on
the bed of his nibbana, in the midst of the great assembly of the gods, he, the
great sage, the greatest of those who have speech, spoke to Sakka [Indra] who
stood near him: “Vijaya, son of king Sihabahu, is come to Lanka from the
country of Lala, together with seven hundred followers. In Lanka, O lord of
the gods, will my religion be established, therefore carefully protect him with
his followers and Lanka.”

When the lord of the gods heard the words of the Tathagata he from respect
handed over the guardianship of Lanka to the god who is in colour like the lotus.

And no sooner had the god received the charge from Sakka than he came
speedily to Lanka and sat down at the foot of a tree in the guise of a wander-
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ing ascetic. And all the followers of Vijaya came to him and asked him: “What
island is this sir?” “The island of Lanka,” he answered. “There are no men here,
and here no dangers will arise.” And when he had spoken so and sprinkled
water on them from his water-vessel, and had wound a thread about their
hands he vanished through the air. (Mahavamsa VII. 1-8; I: 55)5

This specific passage, together with the narrative in the very first chapter of
the Mahavamsa in which the Buddha proclaims that Lanka will be a place
where his dharma will bear fruition (Mahavamsa I.20; I: 3), are frequently cited
Mahavamsa episodes by those Sinhalas who make national primoridal claims
on Sri Lanka’s custody and assert the island’s special place in the history of the
Buddha’s dispensation.6 The Vijaya myth is thus taken very seriously, even lit-
erally, by many Sinhalas in modern Sri Lanka as veritable political and social
history and as an ancient warrant for its continued undivided political in-
tegrity. Within this framework of understanding, Visnu is understood to play
an ancient and hallowed role as the island’s and the religion’s “minister of de-
fense.” As such, he is understood popularly, indeed it is his primary claim to
importance in contemporary Sinhala religious culture, to have prevailed over
the well-being of Buddhism and Sri Lanka since its “historical” inception.

In several tracts of late medieval Sinhala poetry dating from the seven-
teenth through the nineteenth centuries C.E.,7 and in the contemporary litur-
gical petitions (yatika) chanted by kapuralas (shrine priests) recorded recently at
important Visnu devalayas,8 Visnu is uniformly praised for his prowess in pro-
tecting the Buddha sasana (“dispensation”) for a period of five thousand years
following the enlightenment of the Buddha and for defending and supervis-
ing the general well-being of the island. That Visnu’s profile as defender of
Buddhism and Sri Lanka is more important than what might seem a mere folk-
loric accommodation can be indicated in several ways. Just one example from
among many in history can suffice: in the mid-nineteenth century, a rebel
named Gangalagoda Banda from Matale, leader of one of the two most serious
insurrections faced by the British during their political administration of colo-
nial Ceylon, swore an oath in front of the Visnu image at Dambulla claiming
that he was, indeed, a descendent of the last Kandyan king and that he was de-
termined to wrest power back from the foreign usurpers with the blessings of
the god.9 No doubt Geiger was very aware of Visnu’s acquired popular and by
then “historical” reputation as defender of Buddhism and the country, and this
awareness led him to make what is now seen, in hindsight, a controversial iden-
tification, an identification that inadvertently further cemented Visnu’s place
for virtually all sections of the modern Buddhist community.

Although, historically, Visnu’s Buddhistic identity as “minister of defense”
cannot possibly antedate the sixteenth century C.E. (if even by then), it is now
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difficult to find any general appraisal of Sinhala religion, or of Sinhala deity
propitiation more specifically, in either English or Sinhala, that does not as-
sume that Visnu is one of the four guardian deities of the island, and that he
has been, since ancient times, specifically in charge of protecting the Buddha
sasana. Moreover, Visnu devalayas are now ubiquitous throughout all Sinhala
cultural areas in Sri Lanka, especially in village contexts. His integration into
popular conceptions and transactions of Buddhist ritual cult has been as thor-
ough as any other deity in the country, probably even more so than the very
popular Kataragama Deviyo (a.k.a. Murugan, Skanda). Very recently, a small
and inconspicous Visnu devalaya has been opened within the confines of the
Dalada Maligawa (“Temple of the Tooth-Relic”) in Kandy, the only devalaya
that has ever been allowed within its premises during the Maligawa’s long his-
tory. It is clear that Visnu has been and continues to remain, an important, po-
litically significant deity in Sri Lanka, one whose veneration is now at the
center of partisan political bickering.

Given Visnu’s immense popularity among Sinhala Buddhists, it is surpris-
ing to find a comparative dearth of Sinhala literature that takes Visnu directly
as a protagonist or as primary subject matter. When he is mentioned, and he
is mentioned often, it is usually within ritual invocations that simply recall his
function as a defender of the faith and the well-being of the island. Because
of this, writers such as Gombrich have understood Visnu to be a rather “col-
orless” character.10 However, this is really not a fair appraisal if the full scope
of relevant late medieval Sinhala literature is studied more closely. Here, Visnu
figures in many supportive roles in any number of episodes, often reminscent
of his beguiling and powerful presence in the Sanskrit brahmanical puranas.
While his best known trait recalled in ritual procedings has become his bod-
hisattva destiny to become a future buddha in view of his exhalted profile and
performance as “minister of defense,” and while he is rarely a protagonist in
Sinhala myth, Visnu has been thoroughly interwoven into numerous mythic
stories about how various other gods have come to Sri Lanka and received
warrants (varam) to establish their powers by means of Visnu’s permission.11

However, his own “mythic biography” is very difficult to reconstruct, owing
to the foci of the available sources at hand.

Visnu’s conflation in identity with Uppalavanna (Sinhala: Upulvan), con-
firmed so influentially by Geiger in his Mahavamsa translation, and to a certain
extent, his overlapping profile and relations with Aluthnuwara Deviyo (a.k.a
“Dädimunda” and “Devata Bandara”) have been the subject of much schol-
arly inquiry.12 In brief, what this scholarship indicates is that Visnu per se is a
latecomer on the Sinhala religio-cultural scene, and that Upulvan’s earlier
identity is rather obscure. It would seem that Geiger’s “clarification” of Up-
palavanna as Visnu glossed over a confusing and complicated late medieval
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transformation which finally occured perhaps in the early-eighteenth-century
reign of King Narendra Sinha of Kandy,13 or even later in the mid-eighteenth
century when the nayakkar king, Kirti Zri Rajasinha, definitively reorganized
royal and civic ritual life in the capital,14 in a manner in which it generally is
retained today.15 It may very well be the case that brahmanical priests in Dev-
inuwara, on the southernmost tip of the island where Upulvan’s major tem-
ple was located from perhaps as early as the eighth century C.E., began the
process of identifying Upulvan with Visnu before the destruction of the tem-
ple by the Portuguese in 1588 C.E.,16 but until more evidence is discovered,
this cannot be proved with any degree of certainty.

T H E  P R O B L E M

Be that as it may, it is now a cultural fact that Visnu has been thoroughly as-
similated into Sinhala religious culture as a Buddhist, rather than a Hindu
deity. Indeed, many Sinhalas living in rural areas of the country would be sur-
prised to learn that Visnu is a deity of vedic and puran ic origins. A study of
Visnu’s assimilation into the Sinhala Buddhist religious culture of Sri Lanka
makes an excellent case study of how people in one religio-cultural orienta-
tion transform the identity and function of a deity whose origins lie within
another. Such a study would pose the questions: What do other people do
with other people’s gods? And why do they do it as they do? This is not a new
problem in the history of religions: Jesus becomes a prophet rather than a
messiah for Muslims, and the Buddha is regarded by some Hindus as an avatar
of Visnu.17 However, this is not the specific problem I wish to probe in the re-
mainder of this essay. Instead, I shall be concerned with a process that some-
times occurs subsequent to the types of assimilation I have just noted. That is,
how and why do people of a religious culture that has assimilated or domesti-
cated gods of a “foreign” origin go about attempting to divest them? Who de-
cides? And why? This is a very important and currently topical issue that has
arisen in contemporary Sri Lanka. In what follows, I will attempt to illustrate
that current attempts by some sections of the Sinhala community to eliminate
deity propitiation, specifically veneration of Visnu, attempts that are couched
in doctrinal terms in order to “purify” Buddhism, are a byproduct of: 1) cur-
rent ethnic tensions reflecting the deteriorating state of intercommunity
relations in Sri Lanka; and 2), the assertion of a class-bound religious con-
sciousness on the part of the urbanized, professional, and middle-class popu-
lace which is aimed at transforming the religious consciousness of rural
villagers, or those who have inherited and continue to preserve the legacy of
a more inclusive religious ethos that formerly dominated Sinhala religious life
in previous eras. In the most abstract general sense, I am arguing that social,
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economic, and political conditions are often refracted in the substance and dy-
namic of movements for religious reform, even though the ostensible ratio-
nale for these reforms is often presented within a doctrinal frame.

The nature and function of the divine in Buddhism is one of the issues
least understood by the general reading public in the West. Almost all books
on the spirituality of Buddhism sold in European and American bookstores
scarcely mention deity veneration at all. If deities are mentioned, it is usually
negatively or even derisively so. For Buddhism is often championed in popu-
lar Western circles as a religion without gods, a type of spiritual self-effort to-
tally dependent upon the will of a determined practitioner. In that sense, it is
presented as a religion of personal self-attainment, one in which mental, eth-
ical, and emotional proclivities causing existential unsatisfactoriness can be
overcome by disciplined intentional assertions generated out of contemplative
serenity. Logical rationality, the pride of the post-Enlightenment era, is often
emphasized in these presentations too. Most introductory academic textbooks
in use at American colleges and universities still present the teachings of the
Buddha and the historical development of doctrine in this manner. Moreover,
Buddhism is understood in many circles as a philosophy, not a religion, and to
others as atheistic, proudly proclaimed insofar as it is not seen as a religious
discipline dependent on the power of savior figures or omnipotent gods. On
the Sri Lankan side, learned monographs by Buddhist studies academics,
while noting the ubiquitous presence of the gods even within the oldest lay-
ers of classical literary tradition, assert that divinity is beside the concerns of
the basic Buddhist soteriological quest.18 My critique of these characteriza-
tions of Buddhism, the Western and Sri Lankan, is that they are basically pre-
sented without the benefit of social, cultural, and historical analyses and
assume often a normative posture exclusively. Historians and anthropologists
who have studied aspects of the religious cultures of South and Southeast Asia
have labored, for the past forty or fifty years, to point out that while the gods
may not be soteriologically significant in Buddhism, they function as genuine
expressions of religious consciousness for many people and that they implicate
or signify important cognitive and emotive experiences.

This persistent problem of ignoring or banishing the gods into insignifi-
cance has been compounded for two fundamental reasons. In the first in-
stance, there is a venerable tradition, a kind of “Hindu deity-bashing,” within
the textual and historical traditions of Sri Lanka’s monastic Theravada Bud-
dhism itself. There are, indeed, a number of references in the Pali canonical
corpus of the Theravadins that verge on ridiculing the perceived efficacy of
brahmanical gods, either within the context of ritual implorations,19 or as im-
pediments to maximizing the cultivation of the ethical life.20 Moreover, there
are clear instances in the history of Theravada Buddhism in Sri Lanka, partic-
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ularly in the thirteenth, fifteenth, and nineteenth centuries C.E., when learned
monks chastised their followers for worshiping the gods.21 It is an old prob-
lem. It has sometimes divided the Buddhist community. But it must be kept
in mind that monastic hardliners on this issue do not exhaust the totality of
Buddhist culture.22 The second reason for the persistence of this problem is
that popular cultural flows from the West are frequently exported to Asia and
thoroughly embraced uncritically, and not the least of these has been, ironi-
cally, popular Westernized understandings of Buddhism available to the En-
glish-reading public.23 How the West understands Buddhism has had an
indelible effect on how some Sri Lankans have come to understand their own
tradition. Geiger’s translation of the Mahavamsa is but one small episode in this
general process. A combination of these two reasons, one internal to the cul-
ture and the other an influence from without, is part of what is driving the
contemporary incarnation of this controversey today, but here I will also iden-
tify other contemporary forces that have led to the rekindling and renewal of
the debate.

The controversy about Visnu, which now is about to be detailed, can al-
most be seen as running parallel to the public fortunes of Sinhala-Tamil rela-
tions in medieval and modern Sri Lankan history. That is, it seems to be the
case that monastic reactions against deity veneration, especially to the gods of
Hindu origins, occurs in conjunction with the significant establishment and
assimilation of South Indian religious cultural traditions among the Sinhalese.
While these assimilations belie a Sinhala historical genius for inclusivity, they
have been, periodically, perceived by some as threats to the indigenous cul-
ture, or possibly as an advance signal of potential political domination. For ex-
ample, sculpted gods of Hindu origins were first placed inside of image
houses of the Buddha at Gadaladeniya and Lankatilaka, two historically im-
portant temples built and patronized by the kings and courtiers of the four-
teenth-century Gampola period in the upcountry region of the island. The
Gampola period witnessed unprecedented migrations of peoples of South In-
dian origins into this upcountry region of Sri Lanka. A tremendous amount
of folklore, including epic migration sagas, myths about the goddess, and the
introduction of several minor deities, are still extant in upcountry villages as
derivations from this migratory experience. It is not surprising that we would
find concurrently in the Gampola era, one of Theravada’s most outstanding
critics of deity veneration, Dharmakirti Thera, the chief monastic incumbent
of Gadaladeniya itself, articulating his perspective forcefully at this time.24 The
same pattern might be seen in the fifteenth-century Kotte era, when Sanskrit,
devotional Hinduism, and caste became pronounced features in Sinhala liter-
ary, religious, and social structures, but not without strident voices of dis-
sent.25 In the eighteenth century, during the Kandyan period of nayakkar rule,
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the sangharaja Saranamkara, with royal support from Kirti Zri Rajasinha, led a
conservative monastic movement to purify the sangha of what he perceived to
be decadent practice, including the worship of the gods. What I am suggest-
ing is this: it should not be surprising that during this recent period of ethnic
strife, especially since 1983, that the old issue of Buddhists worshipping
“Hindu” gods would arise once more. As the civil war has unfolded, Sinhala
public fears of potential Tamil political domination, founded or not, are sur-
facing in reactionary sections of the Sinhala community and being expressed
sometimes in a xenophobic fashion.26 There is a fear of being taken over.

T H E  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  E X A M P L E  O F  T H E  P R O B L E M

The issue of worshiping gods and the practice of Buddhism has been rather
dramatically brought to the general public’s attention by the monastic and
charismatic television personality, Venerable Gangodawila Soma Thera. Dur-
ing the past three years, Ven. Soma has become one of the most popular and
highly visible monks in Sri Lanka, frequently making the rounds of
Colombo-based television talk shows, hosting his own air times on various
TV channels, and consequently becoming an eagerly sought-after source for
publishable quotes, including comments critical of the government and the
religious establishment, by Colombo newspaper columnists. Ven. Soma’s style
of argument and presentation is widely acclaimed and appreciated by his Sin-
hala Sri Lankan audiences, even more so than the way that Ralph Buultjens
appealed to the country on the radio in the mid-to-late 1980s. Ven. Soma is
quietly frank, delightfully so to many. His criticisms of government policies,
and the political dynamics occuring between the government and the oppo-
sition party, are often witty and pointed. He is a highly recruited public
speaker and has toured the country broadly preaching at many town and vil-
lage temple venues throughout. The rise in his stock has been meteoric.

Soma has made many controversial public statements on various issues.
He has been continuously outspoken about how Muslims and Tamils do not
practice birth control and, as an eventual result, how population demograph-
ics will lead to the inevitable domination of these communities over the Sin-
halese in Sri Lanka.27 He has campaigned for the return of temple lands
distributed by the colonial British to Muslims around the sacred site of
Dighavapi in the extreme southeast quadrant of the island, an area that has
been for many centuries and remains predominantly Muslim.28 He has chided
both the government and the opposition for being bankrupt in relation to the
pañcas ila (the five cardinal moral principles of Buddhism), especially the poli-
cies of taxing alcohol and cigarettes which, he argues, gives the government
an interest in promoting these vices.29 He is now extremely well known,
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respected in many quarters while somewhat feared in others, owing to the na-
ture of his biting criticisms. The government seems to regard him warily, as he
no longer has easy access to Rupavahini, the government-controlled televi-
sion channel. Newspaper columnists generally critical of recent Sri Lankan
governments’ economic and political policies, which have brought about
rapid social and cultural change, applaud Ven. Soma’s reactionary positions.
Here is how one columnist hailed the recent impact of Soma’s now widely
disseminated views and rising popularity among Colombo’s youthful elite:

Young people whose heroes are Madonna, Michael Jackson, Maduri Dixit and
Sachin Tendulkar started listening to Ven. Soma Thero on TV. Devotees
flocked in thousands to the temples to listen to his bana [sermons].

While the [g]ods were displaced in homes, the nation and the religion
were energized anew in importance. Every kind of question was asked, ‘is
there a creator god? [h]ow does science look at these problems? [a]re the Sin-
halese becoming extinct because of population control? [c]an the Buddhists
eliminate terrorism?30

The widely read author of this column, Kumbakarana (an alias) cites the fact
that Ven. Soma appeals to modern, educated, professional, and urban people
and goes on to suggest that these people should consider uniting behind Ven.
Soma in a new political initiative independent of the established Sinhala po-
litical parties. As a columnist, Kumbakarana is known for his strident defense
of Sinhala interests and he sees in Ven. Soma a leader with the potential to gal-
vanize them. Kumbakarana’s slightly less communal, but sympathetic colum-
nist colleague at the Sunday Times, Rajpal Abeyanayake, also has acclaimed the
rising popularity of Ven. Soma.

Ven. Soma striking at the core weakness of Lankan mentality [worship of the
gods] has placed him[self ] in a unique position. The man is on the tube. From
that vantage point, once he has captured the imagination of the audience, he
becomes a superstar and like Michael Jackson he becomes a god.31

Ven. Soma’s political ambitions and potential clout are also seen in a number of
statements he has issued directly to the press. Here, for example, is what he said
in an interview to the oppositional newspaper, The Sunday Leader,32 about the
developing political situation in the spring of 2000; that is, after government
forces had lost the Vanni (the far north central region of the island in November
1999) to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, Chandrika Kumaratunga had
been reelected President in December 1999, the Sri Lankan Army was retreat-
ing on the northern Jaffna peninsula, and the government and opposition were
in the midst of talks regarding a constitutional package that would devolve more
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power to the provincial level in the hope that it would meet the political
aspirations of the moderate segment of the Tamil minority:

The choice between the UNP [the chief oppositional United National Party]
and PA [the People’s Alliance coalition of parties led by Chandrika Ku-
maratunga and the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, the coalition holding government
power] is like choosing between an insecticide and pesticide to commit suicide
with. One party won and the other collected more votes than usual. In this
sense the people approve of both so they have to put up with both.

Here, Ven. Soma seems disappointed that the electorate had not followed his
call to spoil ballots in the December 19, 1999, presidential election contested
chiefly between the People’s Alliance candidate, Chandrika Kumaratunga,33

and the United National Party candidate, Ranil Wickremesinghe.34 Soma sees
both leaders and their parties as being too interested in caving in to the
demands of militant Tamils.

Now the two have got together to discuss how to give Eelam [a separate
wholly autonomous Tamil state]. Prabhakaran [the military-political leader of
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, or LTTE] will not settle for anything
less. How can you hold talks with someone who is not willing to negotiate?
The only option is war under the circumstances.

On this issue, the Sinhala polity has been divided between a negotiated or a
military strategy for ending the almost twenty years of civil war. In point of
fact, the two approaches are not exclusive, but Ven. Soma is among those
hardline Sinhala voices who sees no hope in negotiation, arguing that the only
realistic solution to the problem of ethnic strife in Sri Lanka is a total military
victory over Prabhakaran and his LTTE forces. The phrase “give Eelam”
would be especially galling to both the PA and the UNP, given how much has
been sacrificed and lost by all sides in the conflict since 1983. With specific re-
gard to current initiatives aimed at renewing discussions through third party
mediation as suggested by Norway, Soma says:

I do not think we need foreign intervention to solve a national problem. Be-
sides, Norway has always supported the LTTE. In the first place they don’t treat
the minority group in their own country properly so I can’t see how they
could help us solve our problem. This is all a ploy to spread their religion here.

In the spring of 2000, the Norwegian government generously offered to me-
diate talks between the LTTE and the Sri Lankan government. But Ven.
Soma’s comment is a good example of the kind of cynicism Norway’s initia-
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tive generated in Colombo among Sinhala hardliners who see a conspiracy
rather than diplomacy in Norway’s initiative. A series of venomous articles ap-
peared in various newspapers attacking the sincerity of the Norwegian initia-
tive. One even went so far as to ridicule Norway’s constitutional monarchy as
medieval. Ven. Soma’s suspicions about the Norwegians wanting to spread
their religion also reflects his characteristic antipathy for any religion other
than Buddhism. It plays to a Sinhala penchant for conspiracy theories. The
conclusion to Soma’s interview in the Sunday Observer contains a rather chill-
ing suggestion that the military might be called upon to run to the affairs of
the country.

The war is now a game on which the kings dine. Everyone is just interested in
clinging on to power and are [sic] willing to do whatever it takes to stay there
at the cost of the community and country. It should be handled by those who
know how to fight and not by ministers or members of parliament who do not
know the art of winning a war.

This last parting shot is aimed not directly at President Chandrika Ku-
maratunga, though it is she who holds the government defense ministry port-
folio. Rather, the more pointed target is her uncle, Gen. Anuruddha Ratwatte,
an outspoken deputy minister of defense whose advocacy of a military solution
and celebration of past temporary successes has looked increasingly problem-
atic following the massive military setbacks of late 1999 and the spring of 2000.
Indeed, there are other reasons, including specifically the issue of venerating
deities, for why Ven. Soma would want to target Gen. Ratwatte. Members of
the Ratwatte family (i.e., President Chandrika Kumaratunga’s mother’s side),
are ardent supporters and patrons of the cult of Visnu,35 the very contested
issue which brought Soma to contemporary public fame.

Soma’s position in relation to deity veneration is usually couched first in
doctrinal terms in an attempt to establish its veracity among his Buddhist lis-
teners. Then he appeals to ethnic sentiments. Until recently, his fundamental
position has been “that the idea of the gods is totally unacceptable to Bud-
dhism.”36 However, in late October 1999, he published a column in The Sun-
day Times that indicates a distinction he now draws between Christian, Hindu,
and Muslim conceptions of the gods on the one hand, and Buddhist concep-
tions on the other. Here is what he said with my own commentary on Soma’s
statement interspersed:

Every other religion in the world is founded upon the belief that God created
the world, that the world is composed of nithya [permanence], sukha [happi-
ness] and athma [self ] and that belief in God will help you.
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Soma seems to have confused the tenets of “every other religion in the world”
with those of Hinduism alone. In analyzing many of his public statements
about “other religions,” it becomes clear that either he has never systematically
studied the major religions of the world and is therefore intellectually inno-
cent of his mistakes, or he wittingly distorts doctrinal positions for an in-
tended political affect. It would seem that many of his statements with regard
to “other religions” are simply stereotypes that play to the emotionally
charged xenophobic views of Sinhala hardliners.

According to Buddhism, if the gods possess power, that too was gained
through kamma and can be changed by no being and therefore there was [sic]
no powerful being.

The concept of gods in Buddhism teaches that there is no all powerful
being. Gods are just another group of beings whose bodies are more beautiful,
sensitive and radiant than human beings.

Here Ven. Soma asserts the ontological primacy of karmic retribution. This is
his major appeal to Buddhist doctrine and it should be noted that he is, in
general, correct in this assertion that the Sinhala Buddhist conception of
deities is dependent upon the assumption of cosmic karmic retribution. Since
his style of public speaking is bana (preaching), his references are often made
to particular scriptural passages to warrant his assertions. That is, the “Bud-
dhism” he refers to is a de-contextualized or “textual reality” and usually is
not based on appeals to history, society, or culture. It is a kind of abstract un-
derstanding only. It is clear that by “Buddhism,” Soma does not have in mind
Sinhala Buddhist culture as it has developed over the past two millenia. In-
deed, he frequently laments that “pure Theravada Buddhism” (apparently his
“Buddhism”) is not practiced by most people in Sri Lanka. Rather, “what the
Buddhists in Sri Lanka practice is a mixture, a concoction of Buddhism, Hin-
duism and Christianity.”38 To return to his desiderata: Humans are not gov-
erned by gods. However, good comes to people who receive the blessings of
the gods. Not everyone can receive the blessings of the gods.

To receive blessings a person must have an inherent fear and shame of com-
mitting sin. Thus gods love people who refrain from sin and are humane. There
is a scientific basis to this too. Those who avoid committing sin, and follow the
five precepts and other forms of righteousness and possess compassion and lov-
ing kindness [sic], have serene and contented minds. When the mind is happy,
the hormones will be activated and the power of hormones which are linked
to the blood cells will cause a special power and purity in the blood.

The aura generated by a good person’s body possesses magnetism. The gods
who see this virtuous person’s behavioral patterns are drawn to bless this person.
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Then as the blessings of the gods encircle him he becomes a person liked
by others, a charismatic person even non-human.38

Ven. Soma often appeals to science in his presentations. References of this na-
ture help him in his appeal to his supportive urbanized and educated profes-
sional constituency of Colombo who are quite understandably unable to
identify very much with the residual traditional religious life of the village.
For them, Soma has styled himself appealingly as the “modern monk” who
has emerged from a tradition that has allowed itself to become immersed in
superstition. These references to science are often regularly coupled with his
appeals to the fundamental five ethical precepts (pañcas ila), rationality, and
logic. But in making a closer reading of his statement above, it is quite clear
that Soma has interjected, quite unwittingly, basic Christian understandings of
guilt and original sin into his analysis of the gods’ relations to human beings.
It would be easy to label what he preaches as a kind of concoction of its own.
Moreover, what passes for his scientific view regarding hormones, blood, an
aura, magnetism, and charisma reflects, unfortunately, the narrow scope of his
own monastic education with its absence of basic science as a field of study.

While Ven. Soma seems to be somewhat anti-Christian and has clashed in
a publicly televised debate with a leading Muslim MP and member of the
government’s cabinet, he and his fellow columnists at the Sunday Times save
their most virulent attacks and outlandish claims for Hindus and Hinduism. In
the following piece,39 Ven. Soma is quoted at length by Rajpal Abeyanayake
on how he understands the concept of the divine in Hindu tradition. Here,
Soma is trying to distance Hindu from Buddhist understandings and chastises
Buddhists for venerating deities of Hindu origin. The degree of Soma’s un-
derstanding of the Hindu world view is self-evident in what follows. And so
are his motives as well.

Whenever a great son is born to humankind in India, it’s a practice of the Hin-
dus to call him a reincarnation [sic] of Vishnu—it’s a tradition. For example,
they say Sai Baba is a reincarnation [sic] of Vishnu. Now we know that Sai
Baba is not an avatharaya [apparition] [sic!] and that he is a good man. . . . The
Hindus say that the Buddha is a reincarnation [sic] of Vishnu. Are we prepared
to accept Buddha as a reincarnation [sic] of Vishnu? Not me! I know that the
Buddha descended from a clan of Indian kings, he is no apparition or incarna-
tion. Even Sai Baba, if you touch him nicely, would not feel to the touch as
an apparition because he is a good man.

The Hindus know their religion is the polar opposite of Buddhist philos-
ophy. The Buddha says the world is the result of causal phenomena, but the
Hindus say Brahma created the world. So they don’t try to match their religion
with ours. In which case, why do Buddhists try to match Buddhism with theirs?
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When a Buddhist worships various imaginary gods [Visnu and Skandha]
and other [Buddhistic] gods, he must be suffering from some mental condition!

The political significance of this final sentence should not be lost when it is re-
called that both the leader of the opposition and the current deputy minister of
defense have both engaged in high-profile activities in which they have indi-
cated that Sri Lanka could benefit from the assistance of the gods Visnu and
Skanda in order to find its way out of the current morass. Perhaps smarting
from Ven. Soma’s recent criticisms of the deputy defense minister (which are
detailed below), the political columnist Lucien Rajakarunanayake of the gov-
ernment newspaper, The Sunday Observer, actually co-opted Ven. Soma’s in-
creasingly popular perspective to the advantage of the government when he
wrote in response to the fact that opposition leader Ranil Wickremesinghe had
undertaken a highly publicized pilgrimage with many UNP followers to the
town of Kataragama to invoke the blessings of Kataragama Deviyo (a.k.a. Mu-
rugan, Skanda) in the hopes of enlisting the blessings of the god to help find an
end to the ethnic conflict. Again, my comments are interspersed.

It seems time for all those individuals, secular and religious organizations,
members of the Maha Sangha, sections of the media, political parties, and all
others who were opposed to the Indo-Lanka Accord, the arrival and stay of the
IPKF here, and the 13th amendment, to make a collective apology to India for
the manner in which our closest neighbour who came to assist us on the last
occasion was treated.

This is a sarcastic reference to the fact that Sri Lanka had recently asked for
India’s military assistance as the situation on the Jaffna peninsula worsened
while at the same time keeping in mind how Sri Lankans reacted so negatively
to the previous Indian military presence on the northeast of the island be-
tween 1987 and 1993, which ended when then President Premadasa (UNP)
actually colluded with the LTTE before finally asking the Indians to leave.

One does not know what Ven. Gangodawila Soma Thera will have to say
about the UNP leader making a special political pilgrimage to Kataragama, to
plead with the deity there and all other deities to save the country at this hour
of crisis.

With all his opposition to the worship of deities, we have not heard a
word from him about the UNP’s pleadings at Kataragama. Whatever Ven. Gan-
godawila Soma Thera, who is on BBC record saying “We must fight!” has to
say about the UNP seeking the aid of Kataragama to fight Prabhakaran, it
would appear that the first apology for the previous ugly treatment of India
should come from the UNP and Mr. Ranil Wickremesinghe.
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Breaking all the coconuts possible at Kataragama, and offering the richest
“pooja vattiya” cannot make up for his silence at the time Premadasa ordered
the IPKF out, and his continued silence about that shamed act even today.

It is difficult to see the UNP genuinely seeking the blessings of the
Kataragama deity for the success of Sri Lanka in the current war, because such
success would mean even further defeat for the UNP. However, to give the
devil its due let’s believe that’s what they have done.

But do they really think that Skanda, whose shrine Kataragama is, would
listen much to the pleadings of the UNP that carried out so many attacks on
Tamil Hindus in Sri Lanka during its 17 years in power?

Would not Skanda lend at least a little more ear if the pleas for assistance
come from Velupillai Prabhakaran, not because Skanda likes terror, but because
the Tiger leader at least comes from the people who were barbecued alive, and
had their homes and shops torched by the thugs of the UNP.40

The Sunday Observer is a veritable mouthpiece for the government and this ar-
ticle is grist for much discussion, but here I would simply note how Ven.
Soma, a noted critic of the government, is here co-opted by the very govern-
ment he criticizes. Note also that the author uses Sanskrit “Skanda,” rather
than the more familiar Sinhala reference to “Kataragama Deviyo” to indicate
the Indian origins of the god, though Tamil “Murugan” would have been
more appropriate for the point that the columnist is making. That is, just as
Soma would say, Rajakarunanayake is pointing out that this god is of Hindu
origins and, as such, is more likely to show favor for the Tamil community in
their times of suffering. The columnist is more generally asking: Why is the
UNP falling over itself, particularly in light of its sorry history of relations
with India after the ethnic conflict that broke out so seriously during its
regime? The barbed reference to Soma’s silence is because the popular monk
has been so vocally critical of how PA government ministers have participated
in and supported the cult of the gods, particularly Visnu.

In early June 1999, The Sunday Times (the independent newspaper that
Soma frequently writes for and the one containing the columns written by
Abeyanayake and Kumbhakarana), in one of its “special assignments,” pub-
lished a highly polemical expose on plans to build a multireligious complex,41

including a Visnu temple, just north of Colombo in Muthurajawela. Adver-
sarial in strategy, style, and substance, the expose identified the deputy minis-
ter of defense, the minister of Buddha sasana, and the president, among
others, as backing the project, which would require Rs. 600,000,000
($8,000,000) to complete.

Grasping at straws and blaming external factors for the war that is raging in Sri
Lanka, the two ministers have made the extraordinary request for funds on the
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advice of some South Indian priests who say that a Vishnu temple in
Tiruchchirapalli has malefic effects on Sri Lanka.

But religious elders and businessmen who have been approached for
funds feel the scheme is based on some religious belief or some attempt to
blame the whole ethnic crisis on supernatural forces instead of facing reality
and taking responsibility. . . .

This temple, according to these priests, is facing Sri Lanka, thus casting evil
effects. They believe it is largely responsible for the turmoil in the country.

The article goes on to state that a large Visnu image will be sea-freighted to
Sri Lanka from South India at great expense and that the entire project is
“shrouded in secrecy.” Much space is then given to the solicited reactions
from the likes of the Roman Catholic bishop of Mannar, well-known Bud-
dhist prelates and laymen in Colombo, the president of the Hindu Cultural
Council, etc., all of whom express their “shock and amazement” at how two
cabinet ministers could be heading a project based on “mere superstition.”
“From the sublime to the ridiculous,” “waste of brick and mortar,” “total fab-
rication” are but a few of the phrases attributed to the reactions of these well-
known religious leaders. Two weeks later, The Sunday Times columnist Rajpal
Abeyanayake added Ven. Soma’s reaction: “It is imbecilic to construct a Hindu
Kovil to deflect a curse on this island bestowed on it by Lord Vishnu.”42

In the wake of this publication, I held conversations with Mr. Dennis
Ratwatte, the basnayake nilame of the Maha (Visnu) Devalaya in Kandy, in
which we discussed extensively the contents of this particular story. I engaged
Mr. Ratwatte frequently during the course of intensive field work at this
venue in February and March 2000, and he was kind enough to assist me in
answering whatever inquiries I had to make about Visnu, the ritual and de-
votional life at this devalaya, and so on. Mr. Ratwatte is also a trustee on the
committee formed to oversee the funding and building of the multireligious
complex in question. He is also the brother of the current deputy minister of
defense and the uncle of President Chandrika Kumaratunga. Mr. Ratwatte
had been quoted in the the Sunday Times expose as saying, “[I]t was not Lord
Vishnu who was looking upon Sri Lanka unfavorably, but his benevolent view
was being blocked by a building 35’ above sea level.” He complained that even
though he had tried to explain that the matter was a problem of darsan and
not sorcery, the writer of the article kept referring to curses and malefics in-
stead, and that this is how the rationale for the project had been presented in
a distorted fashion to the religious and lay officials who had reacted so nega-
tively to the idea, as quoted in the expose. Mr. Ratwatte explained that M. G.
Ramachandran, a Tamil movie star turned politician whose native home is
Kandy, a key early supporter in arming the LTTE, and at the time the chief

1 2 2 J o h n  C l i f f o r d  H o l t



minister of Tamilnadu in 1983, had built a gopuram at Sri Rangam temple in
Tiruchipalli in front of Visnu’s gaze. The obstruction of this gaze corre-
sponded with the terrible riots of July 1983, and Sri Rangam priests had ex-
pressed the view to his brother, the deputy defense minister, that the loss of
Visnu’s benevolent gaze may be why Sri Lanka’s experience since 1983 had
been so problematic.43 Mr. Ratwatte explained that the Visnu temple was part
of a larger plan to build a church, a mosque, Buddhist and Hindu temples in
a complex that could come to symbolize the multireligious character of Sri
Lanka and that “the story had blown the Visnu aspect way out of propor-
tion.”44 Finally, the cost of the project was estimated at Rs, 60,000,000
($800,000) and not Rs. 600,000,000 ($8,000,000) as sensationally reported by
the Sunday Times.

Perhaps the most vituperative attack upon worshiping the gods, and
Visnu in particular, occurred two months later, again in the Sunday Times, in
a column by Soma’s ardent well-wisher and colleague, Kumbakarana. The
column was entitled: “Sanctioned by Religion, Killing Goes On.”45 The core
paragraph recorded below speaks for itself and requires little commentary for
the reader to understand its political purport:

According to a dialogue between Krishna (Vishnu) and Arjuna, the taking of
one’s life and that of another is endorsed by religious belief. Under the Hindu
concept of an unchanging soul transmigrating from life to life, death does not
end life, and life does not end with death. Krishna tells Arjuna that there is no
sin in taking one’s own life. So suicide and killing others is justified by religion.
Sections of the Defense authorities who are falling over each other to build
Hindu kovils would do well to realize the newest sustenance of the Tiger
killers is the Hindu atman concept. With great foresight, the LTTE is publiciz-
ing a video which shows Black Tigers performing Vishnu pujas before their
departure to kill their targets and themselves. The Christian missionaries sup-
porting the LTTE and propagating their religion will soon meet the re-
incarnation of Vishnu, in the Wanni and the East.

C O N C L U S I O N

The contemporary Sri Lankan controversy about worshipping the gods, Visnu
in particular, is but the most recent manifestation of an enduring issue within
the history of Buddhist religion. In the abstract, the problem would appear
to be a classic doctrinal debate between those claiming purity in adherence
to the Buddha’s “original” teachings, and those who have assimilated popular
aspects of South Asian religious culture. But as I have tried to demonstrate,
abstract analyses, without benefit of historical analysis, can be incomplete if
one is trying to ascertain what is driving the issue at hand. This contemporary
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manifestation is driven by an ethos of exclusivity among some sections of the
Sinhala Buddhist community, which have been made to believe their verita-
ble future is under siege. They are less concerned about doctrine than with
political and economic survival. That is, the catalyst for the current contro-
versy is based on fears, real or not, experienced by a largely urban, educated,
middle-class, and “modern” segment of the Sinhala Buddhist community:
precisely those who are the ardent supporters and share the religio-political
views of Ven. Soma.

This ethos of exclusivity embraced by this section of the Sinhala Buddhist
community may not be, however, indicative of the community’s views in
general. Over several months of field work at Visnu devalayas in Sri Lanka, I
directly asked scores of kapuralas and lay devotees for their reactions to Ven.
Soma’s views regarding the worship of gods, especially Visnu, in Buddhism.
At the time, I realized that what I was doing might be compared to asking
church-going Catholics whether or not they believed in the authority of the
Pope. But I asked anyway just to get a sense of what might be a Buddhist cul-
tural response to Soma’s Buddhist doctrinal critique, or to see if my inter-
viewees were aware of the class and ethnic factors driving this particular aspect
of Soma’s critique. Not a single respondent mentioned class and ethnic issues.
Instead, responses to Ven. Soma were uniformly very personal in character
and varied from the polite to the agitated. While most said that worshiping
the gods was a matter of personal religious discretion, part of the heritage of
Sinhala religious culture, or that gods such as Visnu protected the Buddhist
sasana, the more extreme responses included charges that Ven. Soma was a liar,
really a Catholic sent to destroy Buddhism, and was not aware of the damage
he was doing to Buddhism. These were among the more visceral reactions.
But perhaps the most thoughtful response was given by a kapurala at the Visnu
devalaya in Kandy who said: “Ven. Soma doesn’t have a wife. He doesn’t have
children. So he doesn’t have family. He doesn’t have property to look after,
doesn’t need to worry about his food and seems to be in good health. If Ven.
Soma had any of these problems, like the people who come to this devalaya,
he would also come to worship Visnu Deviyo and to seek his help.”

While I have tried to make the case that the recent attack on the practice
of Buddhists worshiping the gods has been driven by an ethos of exclusivity
bred by ethnic and class consciousness, the kapurala’s response gives an exis-
tential indication as to why Sinhala Buddhists worship the gods. They don’t
seem to do it for ethnic or political-economic reasons, yet these are the real
reasons that they are being asked to stop worshiping the gods by Ven. Soma
and his followers. Rather, most of them do it to express some hope that the
current existential problems they encounter might be recognized by someone,
and that some compassionate force in the cosmos will respond to their
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entreaties for help. Ven. Soma persuasively argues that people ought to solve
their own problems rather laying them at the altar of the gods. What he may
have overlooked, and perhaps his monastic ancestors overlooked this too, is
that some people may not be in a position to solve their problems by them-
selves in rational, disciplined, and “scientific” ways. They recognize that they
need some extraordinary kind of help and so they appeal to the gods for their
assistance. Here are three examples of these appeals for divine protection and
assistance which indicate why the gods continue to have appeal among Sin-
hala Buddhists.

It is not uncommon to see young families, especially mothers with in-
fants, ask the kapurala at devalayas for the deity’s santiya (“general well-being,”
“blessing,” “peace”) for their children. Young children, especially infants, are
not yet equipped to handle whatever life might be ready to serve them. More-
over, it is customary in Sinhala Buddhist culture to bring a newborn infant to
receive the blessings of the gods at the age of three months. Worshiping the
gods on these occasions, then, is a recognition that life is full of unpredictable
occasions, that in some circumstances, at least until children become adults, all
can use some help and protection in finding their ways. Asking for the god’s
protection does not imply that parents will cease to look after their children’s
well-being. Rather, worshiping provides parents with a psychological reassur-
ance, or a feeling that as parents they have done whatever they can for their
children, including asking for divine protection.

The second example is more to the point. Many people making pujas in
devalayas are seeking justice of one sort or another. It may be that neighbors
are stealing coconuts, someone is practicing sorcery against them, or that a
more powerful land owner has filed a court case against them. Anyone living
in Sri Lanka today knows that the police, the politicians, the courts, and busi-
nessmen can often act in absolutely capricious ways. Justice is often elusive
and no amount of self-effort or ethical diligence is going to change that. Visnu
is particularly relevant in this context. Unlike other deities who exist on the
lower rungs of the pantheon’s hierarchy, Visnu is never invoked to undertake
any actions that might be regarded as unethical. His bodhisattva status is not
congruent with such behavior. He can only be petitioned to perform actions
that are intrinsically good and ethically just. What he represents to those who
call for his intervention is a hope for the existence of responsive justice in this
world. Without this hope, or without gods who embody these hopes, exis-
tence can become a matter of dejection.

Finally, the third example is a direct answer to Ven. Soma’s campaign.
Over months of field work at Visnu devalayas in upcountry Sri Lanka, many
devotees have made pujas to the gods because their sons, brothers, and hus-
bands are currently serving in the government’s security forces fighting the civil
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war with the LTTE. They are frightened and concerned for the safety of their
loved ones and they have come for the obvious reason that they are seeking the
protection of the gods, expecially Visnu, the “minister of defense.” Most of
these devotees are not urban, educated, and professionals, because almost all
the young men serving in Sri Lanka’s armed forces are from the rural areas of
the country. The matter is put bluntly by some who say that “village boys are
fighting Colombo’s war.” In this context, it can then be seen that not only do
Ven. Soma and his supporters want villagers to fight their war, but Soma also
wants to relieve them of one sure source of their family’s hopes that they will
survive the carnage: that is, santiya, the protective blessings of the gods.
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Seven

Localizing Lineage

Importing Higher Ordination in Theravadin

South and Southeast Asia

Anne M. Blackburn

I N T R O D U C T I O N

THIS ESSAY ADDRESSES questions about the processes through which new
Buddhist communities and institutions come to be localized and accepted as
natural within the context of their development. Specifically, I use a single
moment of monastic institutional formation in eighteenth-century Sri Lanka
as a point of orientation for thinking about the historical processes involved in
the successful importation of monastic lineages within Theravadin South and
Southeast Asia. I ask, in effect, what makes it possible for a monastic lineage
imported from one part of the Buddhist world to another through upasampada
to become accepted as locally authoritative and congruent with local under-
standings of Buddhist “tradition.” Why, for instance, did the higher ordination
brought to Sri Lanka from Arakan in the seventeenth century fail to take root
on the island while the higher ordination introduced from Ayutthaya in the
eighteenth century succeeded unmistakably?

My account begins with a brief sketch of the circumstances in which a new
monastic order called the Siyam Nikaya was established in Sri Lanka during the
eighteenth century. I then comment on the challenges of localization faced by
members of the new order, and discuss a series of activities undertaken by
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Siyam Nikaya monks that combined to create a perception of the order as local
rather than foreign and as “traditional” rather than innovative. After a brief dis-
cussion of these activities, I suggest that the Sri Lankan case offers a model from
which we might study the importation of monastic lineage in Southeast Asia
and apply this model in a preliminary way to two moments in Southeast Asian
Buddhist history.

T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  S I Y A M  N I K A YA

By the mid-1700s there were no monks with higher ordination in Sri Lanka.1

At this time the Sri Lankan sangha was fraught with tension between two
monastic groups: those known as ganinnanses (literally, “members of a collec-
tive”) and those who modestly called themselves the Disciplined Ones (the
Silvat Samagama). Although the ganinnanses had not received upasampada, or
had chosen to give up this monastic status, they played many of the roles typ-
ically expected of monastics. Performing rituals for protection and merit-
making, they were also preachers. As temple incumbents they looked after
temple lands and other property (including manuscript collections) and they
sometimes served as teachers. Leaders among the ganinnanses possessed con-
siderable economic and political power in the Kandyan Kingdom, which re-
tained autonomy in the island’s central region despite increasing pressure from
the Dutch East India Company.

Led by a novice monk named Välivita Saranamkara (1698–1778), the Dis-
ciplined Ones campaigned for the reintroduction of upasampada to Sri Lanka
from Southeast Asia and challenged the authority of ganinnanse monks. Central
to their criticisms of their ganinnanse brethren were charges that the latter failed
to adhere to monastic disciplinary rules, causing the deterioration of the Bud-
dhist community in Sri Lanka. Leading monks among the ganinnanses feared the
rising power of the Disciplined Ones, who had begun to attract the support of
some ganinnanses resident in important temples and to win the support of lay
donors in the central region of the island. In this context ganinnanses close to the
royal court charged the Disciplined Ones with impropriety in their turn, accus-
ing those led by Saranamkara of failing to show respect for senior ganinnanse
monks. Backed by the reigning king of Sri Lanka’s central Kandyan Kingdom,
Zri Vijaya Narendrasimha (r. 1739–1747), they thus contrived the exile of the
Disciplined Ones from the Kandyan capital during the early 1740s.

By the late 1740s, however, and in large part because of the Disciplined
Ones’ skill as poets and disputants in the sophisticated performance culture of
the Kandyan Court, the novices and would-be monks led by Saranamkara re-
captured the attention of the king and began to receive considerable patron-
age. Eventually, during the reign of the next king, Kirti Zri Rajasimha
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(r. 1747-1780), the Disciplined Ones became powerful enough to gain royal
support for the reintroduction of higher ordination from Southeast Asia.
Monks arrived from Ayutthaya to perform pabbajja and upasampada cere-
monies for Sri Lankan novices and ganinnanses in 1753. This marked the for-
mal start of a new monastic order in Sri Lanka, which was called the Siyam
Nikaya in recognition of its origins and,2 in all likelihood, to distinguish the
new ordination tradition from those imported from Arakan in the previous
century.3 Many ganinnanses initially resisted the rise of the Siyam Nikaya, fear-
ing the loss of temple property and powerful incumbencies. However, even
those monks opposed to the new order eventually entered its ranks through
formal ordination since it was clear by the 1770s that the Siyam Nikaya was
there to stay as the central locus of Sri Lankan monastic power and wealth.

T H E  C H A L L E N G E  O F  L O C A L I Z A T I O N

The celebratory histories of the Siyam Nikaya composed during the eigh-
teenth century by authors sympathetic to the new order understandably por-
tray the order’s smooth progress to dominance of the Sri Lankan sangha.4

However, when one looks carefully at the land and social capital held by the
Siyam Nikaya’s ganinnanse predecessors and rivals, it is clear that the new
order’s rise to power could not have proceeded without considerable opposi-
tion.5 This is borne out by the record of the first upasampada in which several
powerful ganinnanse monks received higher ordination before long-standing
followers of Saranamkara. This apparent attempt to neutralize the opposition
of key ganinnanse leaders is reflected also in early monastic appointments
within the Malvatu and Asgiri Viharaya hierarchy.6

The conflicted and combative state of the Sri Lankan sangha during this
period also finds reflection in the polemical descriptions of ganinnanse monas-
ticism common to Siyam Nikaya monastic biographies and histories. For in-
stance, the historical introduction to a monastic regulation promulgated at the
time of the Siyam Nikaya’s formation reads:

[T]he sasana . . . declined gradually until our time when not a single monk re-
mained in all of Lanka [and only] a few novices remained. Of these novices,
apart from some who were modest and liked discipline, the remaining major-
ity . . . engaged in various improper activities such as trade and agriculture, re-
ceived villages and lands for royal service and studied reviled sciences that were
prohibited by the Buddha, such as astrology, medicine and yaksa-sorcery. They
were mixed up with kin groups [rather than monastic groups] and cared for
wives and children. The customary practices of the sasana degenerated; [it] was
on the verge of destruction.7
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In this competitive context, in which the survival of the Siyam Nikaya de-
pended upon its ability to galvanize the sustained support of as many monks
as possible, as well as that of the king and other lay benefactors, it was crucial
for the order to articulate its claim to legitimacy and authority in terms of
local Buddhist traditions.8

L O C A L  H I S T O R I E S

It would have been plausible, in these circumstances, for Siyam Nikaya lead-
ers to defend the order’s claim to authority within the sangha on the grounds
that its Siamese upasampada tradition was in fact the continuation of one of
the Sinhala ordination traditions established earlier in Southeast Asia.9 Inter-
estingly, however, the monastic histories composed by those connected to the
Siyam Nikaya failed to make any such claim. Siyam Nikaya monks and their
supporters had reason to be wary of claims to authority framed primarily in
terms of re-importation, of course. Such claims would have diminished the
distance between members of the new order and many ganinnanse rivals
whose ordination lineage (though lapsed) could also have been described as a
re-imported local tradition. In any event, Siyam Nikaya supporters moved to
naturalize the order’s claim to authority within the local context by making a
variety of overlapping arguments, in discourse and in practice, for the order’s
continuity with selected earlier Sri Lankan monastic traditions.

Siyam Nikaya claims to serve as proper leaders of the sangha were made
locally intelligible through the composition of narratives that placed the
Siyam Nikaya’s formation squarely within a longer account of the Sri Lankan
sasana’s history. This was articulated in terms of religious decline and revival.
Such narratives, which we find in vamsa form as well as in monastic biogra-
phies such as Samgharajasadhucariyava and in monastic regulations, helped to
draw attention away from the Siyam Nikaya’s foreign upasampada as well as
from its often innovative approach to monastic education and administra-
tion.10 From the perspective of these histories, the Siyam Nikaya was impor-
tant as one of a series of agents acting to sustain the Buddhist sasana for the
maximum time possible, rather than as an agent of change.11

The illusion of continuity between the Siyam Nikaya and earlier local
monastic institutions was also sustained by the new order’s insistence that it
participated in a long-standing tradition of forest-dwelling monasticism. For-
est-dwelling or araññavasi monks, as their name suggests, were associated
with a style of monasticism that emphasized the distance between lay and
monastic life as well as involvement in distinctive ascetic practices. While
Polonnaruva and Daqbadeni Period events show clearly that monks referred
to as forest-dwellers were not always distant from urban centers and power-
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ful patrons,12 the araññavasi designation was a prestigious one, crystallizing the
ascetic values of Buddhist monasticism with great efficiency. With the pas-
sage of time, the idea of forest-dwelling monasticism acquired a rich cluster
of historical associations. Particular monastic figures became emblematic of
araññavasi monasticism as did specific types of educational practice and
learned performance. Among the most important names connected with
araññavasi monasticism were Diqbulagala Kasyapa (fl. twelfth century) and
Diqbulagala Medhamkara (fl. thirteenth century). Because of the connec-
tion between araññavasi monasticism and substantial reorganizations of the
sangha conducted by kings Parakramabahu I and II, araññavasi monks were
typically associated with disciplinary purity and knowledge of all three sec-
tions of the tipitaka.13 After the thirteenth century, because of the scholarly
legacy left by the araññavasi monks of the Daqbadeni Period, forest-dwelling
monasticism was associated especially with prose preaching texts (bana pot)
written in Sinhala and Sinhala commentaries or sannayas written especially
for authoritative Pali works.14

Associations between the Siyam Nikaya and Sri Lanka’s earlier araññavasi
monks were forged through textual representations of desirable monasticism
as well as through choices made with respect to textual and ritual practice. In
texts and advisory letters composed by the Siyam Nikaya’s founder,
Saranamkara, forest-dwelling monasticism was consistently promoted as the
ideal. This comes through clearly, for instance, in the emphasis on araññavasi
asceticism that characterizes several chapters of Saranamkara’s compendium
Sararthasangrahaya and in Sararthadipani’s frequent assimilation of all monastic
life to forest-dwelling monasticism.15 Saranamkara went farther still, using an
earlier regulation composed by the famous thirteenth-century araññavasi
monk Medhamkara as the root text for his own disciplinary guidelines.16

Siyam Nikaya leaders also invoked the legacy of forest-dwelling lineages
in the sphere of monastic practice. Siyam Nikaya monks made use of several
forms of text and ritual long associated with araññavasi monasticism. In its
stress on the study of Pali language and the provision of access to tipitaka texts
through Pali and Sinhala commentarial traditions, the education provided in
the Siyam Nikaya created a practical pedagogical link between the new order
and a prestigious model of learned Sri Lankan monasticism dating to the
Daqbadeni Period. Such similitude is also visible in the move made by Siyam
Nikaya monks to privilege the composition of commentarial and compendia
genres (especially those appropriate for use as preaching texts), first popular-
ized by the Daqbadeni Period araññavasi monks.17 In this regard, the sutra
sannaya commentaries, so important to the Siyam Nikaya’s educational pro-
gram, strikingly exemplify the formulation of desirable monastic associations
through textual practice.18
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By constructing a stark disjunction between types of protective ritual
practice, early monks of the Siyam Nikaya staked a further claim to conti-
nuity with local araññavasi monasticism. Saranamkara’s composition of
Sararthadipani, a commentary on the paritta texts contained in the catub-
hanavara, was modeled explicitly on a Daqbadeni Period paritta commentary
produced by an araññavasi monastic scholar.19 Sararthadipani thus constituted
an argument through composition, and indirectly through ritual practice, in
favor of the Siyam Nikaya as heir to an earlier forest-dwelling lineage. It ex-
isted in tandem with a clear proscription of other protective ritual practices
such as sorcery and astrology, which were described as recent expressions of
degenerate monasticism.20

Because of the role played by araññavasi monks in two substantial reorga-
nizations of the Sri Lankan sangha that occurred during the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries the connection forged between the Siyam Nikaya and earlier
forest-dwelling monastics through textual and ritual practices endowed the
former with an element of borrowed authority as reformist monks. Although,
as I have shown at length elsewhere,21 members of the Siyam Nikaya were in
fact responsible for substantial innovations within the sangha rather than the
straightforward reintroduction of patterns of conduct characteristic of earlier
monastic traditions on the island, identification with an earlier araññavasi lin-
eage helped to disguise this innovation. Moreover, because identification with
an earlier araññavasi lineage delicately cloaked Siyam Nikaya monks in the
mantle of sangha reformism, Siyam Nikaya criticisms of their ganinnanse rivals
gained an element of moral authority they would not otherwise have had.

Other choices made by the early Siyam Nikaya leadership made it easier for
monks and lay patrons alike to view the order as an agent of renewal rather than
as an agent of change. For instance, all of the sima, or monastic ritual bound-
aries, established in the first years of the order were erected on the site of exist-
ing Buddhist temples, and often at temples with a long and celebrated history.22

As a result all of the new order’s most important ritual transactions occurred in
a historically and locally dense symbolic context that communicated the order’s
role as the guarantor of local “tradition.” Saranamkara and his colleagues showed
a striking selectivity with respect to Siamese Buddhist practices also, which sug-
gests a sophisticated understanding of the arguments for lineage and authority
created through Buddhist symbolic forms. As G. Vijayavardhana and P. B. Mi-
gaskumbura have shown in an important study of communication between
Kandy and Ayutthaya, leaders of the Siyam Nikaya rejected styles of image con-
struction and decoration favored by the Siamese embassies and sought approval
from the sangharaja in Ayutthaya for their favored Lankan style of paritta chant.23

The strong preference for local forms over imported ones comes through clearly
also in the nature of the monastic curriculum established for Siyam Nikaya
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monks. This curriculum altogether ignored the system of monastic examina-
tions established in Ayutthaya.24 The hierarchy of monastic offices used in Ayut-
thaya may have provided inspiration to early leaders of the Siyam Nikaya who
sought a comprehensive and centralizing scheme.25 However, Siyam Nikaya
monks preferred to create an independent, local, administrative system rather
than to replicate the Ayutthayan model.

L O C A L  L A N G U A G E

Thus far I have suggested that the Siyam Nikaya’s rapid rise to a position of
dominance within the Sri Lankan Buddhist community was due in significant
part to the skill with which members of the order presented it as continuous
with the island’s earlier monastic traditions, creating a local history for the
new order through a series of connected expressions in discourse and in prac-
tice. This impression of continuity was achieved despite the fact that the
Siyam Nikaya had its roots in an imported tradition of higher ordination es-
tablished after a period of considerable rupture within the Sri Lankan
sangha.26 Despite the circumstances of its origins, by the 1770s the new order
possessed a decidedly advantageous and locally coherent pedigree.

The response of Siyam Nikaya monks to the challenge of localization is
visible also, I am inclined to believe, in their striking preference for certain
forms of composition. Eighteenth-century monastic biographies,27 as well as
extant manuscript collections,28 reveal that Siyam Nikaya monks were preoc-
cupied with the translation of authoritative Pali texts and with the composition
of Sinhala commentaries for texts from the Pali tipitaka and atthakathas. The
transmission of tipitaka textual traditions through local language genres appears
to have been a matter of greater concern to Siyam Nikaya monks than to any
other monastic community on the island since the earliest centuries. While
Siyam Nikaya monks were, as I have already indicated, indebted to Polon-
naruva and—especially—Daqbadeni monks for certain prose genres and com-
mentarial styles, they far outstripped them in comprehensive attention to Pali
authorities. Among eighteenth-century compositions of this sort we find Sin-
hala translations of major works such as the Milindapañha and Vimanavatthu,
Sinhala compendia comprised largely of material drawn from the Pali suttas
and the Visuddhimagga, monastic handbooks (bana daham pot) containing Sin-
hala translations and commentaries of Pali disciplinary and sutta texts, and
bilingual commentaries on favorite Pali suttas composed for independent cir-
culation. The composition of bilingual texts and translations was one of the
primary methods through which Siyam Nikaya monks demonstrated their skill
before members of the royal court. Such texts were also among the most pop-
ular preaching guides used in Siyam Nikaya educational institutions.29
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The Siyam Nikaya’s preference for compositions that transmitted author-
itative Pali textual traditions in local language forms was almost certainly the
product of several influences. There is evidence that Catholic missionary ac-
tivity on the island during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries included
the composition of Sinhala-language preaching and catechetical texts, as well
as compendia composed of biblical extracts, for the Catholic fathers and their
(intended) converts.30 Välivita Saranamkara’s youth and early leadership of the
Silvat Samagama occurred at a time when Catholic priests found considerable
favor with the Kandyan King Narendrasimha.31 Catholic devotional and ser-
monic preferences were thus a visible and audible presence in Saranamkara’s
own elite Kandyan milieu. It is therefore not impossible that Siyam Nikaya
preferences in textual production were in part a response to the increasingly
audible presence of Sinhala Christian texts in the Kandyan Kingdom.

The intensity of Siyam Nikaya interest in Sinhala-language commentary
and translation, however, and the attention paid to such composition in the
biographies and historical narratives written to support the new order, signals
that these linguistic choices were important to the order’s self-definition and
that they were understood by Siyam Nikaya monks and their supporters as
signs of authority intelligible within the local Buddhist context. When read in
conjunction with evidence of the Siyam Nikaya’s early patronage at the
Kandyan Court and of the new order’s monastic curriculum, it is clear that
Siyam Nikaya monks approached study of the tipitaka and the production of
local-language and bilingual texts based on the tipitaka as a particularly bene-
ficial form of learned display.32 In addition to the role played by such textual
practices in the construction of links to a local araññavasi lineage, they placed
the new order squarely within an encompassing history of the sasana. The
knowledge of Pali required for the composition of such texts allowed Siyam
Nikaya monks to present themselves as monks conversant with pan-Ther-
avadin textual authorities, responsible to the original authority of buddhava-
cana and prepared to protect the vitality of the Buddhist sasana.33 At the same
time, however, these forms of composition underscored the order’s commit-
ment to the life of the local Sri Lankan sasana, a commitment understood to
require the mediation of buddhavacana through Sinhala for the benefit of a
local community.34 As translators and commentators writing in and preaching
through the Sinhala medium, the first generation of Siyam Nikaya monks cre-
ated an emphatically local textual tradition that influenced the character of Sri
Lankan Buddhist practice throughout the nineteenth century. Through their
innovative discourse on monasticism and their textual and ritual practices,35

these monks made clear their view that the success of the sasana in Sri Lanka,
and elsewhere, depended as much on local-language learning as on the cor-
rect implementation of Vinaya precepts.
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M O D E L I N G  L O C A L I Z A T I O N

While many aspects of the Siyam Nikaya’s formative period were, of course,
unique to the specific circumstances of eighteenth-century Kandyan Sri
Lanka, there are broader lessons to be learned from the localization processes
just discussed. A recapitulation of my argument thus far may be helpful here.
The emerging Siyam Nikaya faced considerable opposition from their ganin-
nanse predecessors on the island. Ganinnanse monks existed comfortably in
a network of local and kingdom-wide patronage arrangements that could
not be disturbed easily by an upstart monastic movement. The resistance
shown by monastic establishment and court patrons alike to the Disciplined
Ones reveals that the establishment of a new upasampada lineage on the is-
land, and with it a far-reaching new system of monastic administration and
patronage, was far from a guaranteed success. That the Siyam Nikaya came
to dominate the monastic culture of eighteenth-century Sri Lanka owes
much to the ability of its early monks and supporters to connect the new
order to the island’s earlier prestigious monastic traditions and to an encom-
passing local understanding of the sasana’s history. Through a series of over-
lapping arguments, made through strategic representations of the new order
and its rivals as well as other textual and ritual practices, Siyam Nikaya
monks gained for themselves a crucial line of symbolic continuity to preex-
isting local understandings of prestigious monasticism.36

The successful establishment of an imported monastic lineage on local
soil in South and Southeast Asia required that monks connected with the
new lineage win and sustain the attention of powerful lay patrons, among
whom the king was typically the most important. In order to sustain such pa-
tronage, and to exercise command over resources and position in the course
of day-to-day activities within the monastic community itself, monks con-
nected with the new lineage had to be recognized as plausible sources of au-
thority within the sangha. The circumstances of the Siyam Nikaya’s rise to
power suggest that the attainment of sustained external patronage and plau-
sibility within the sangha depends upon several linked achievements. New
historical models and methods are required to accommodate an imported
lineage within a locally intelligible teleology, representating the imported lin-
eage as an agent of reform or revival, rather than a harbinger of change. At
the same time, a locally acceptable history must be created for the imported
lineage, linking it to monastic traditions already accorded prestige within the
local Buddhist culture. The development of such a local history is likely to
occur through a variety of Buddhist practices operating simultaneously. The
Siyam Nikaya case leads us to look for historical arguments created through
symbolic forms in two domains of Buddhist life: textual practices and ritual
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practices. Here I understand textual practices broadly enough to include the
choices made to compose, copy, and transmit texts, as well as to protect par-
ticular genres through curriculum. By ritual practices I mean the prescription
and proscription of specific ritual forms, as well as the establishment of con-
straints on the location and style of performance.

L O O K I N G  T O  S O U T H E A S T  A S I A

This model of localization based on the Siyam Nikaya case places certain his-
torical evidence from Buddhist Southeast Asia in an intriguing new perspec-
tive. The brief discussion that follows is necessarily preliminary in nature, and
reliant on the work of other scholars. It is my hope, however, that it is sug-
gestive for further research on the historical processes involved in the impor-
tation and domestication of monastic lineages. I shall focus on events in Pagan
and then in Lan Na but note in passing that the period of King Dhammazedi’s
reign in Pegu (1472–1492) deserves further study from this perspective.37

It is striking, given the association between local-language and bilingual
literatures and the Siyam Nikaya’s rise, that William Pruitt has traced the first
reference to a Burmese nissaya text to the reign of Narapatisithu in Pagan 
(r. 1173–1210).38 A nissaya is a commentary-translation of a Pali text. While
nissayas were often composed for texts from the Pali tipitaka, manuscript col-
lections also contain nissayas for a variety of non-tipitaka texts including gram-
matical works. When composed for tipitaka texts, they could treat a tipitaka
text extracted directly or texts that made smaller sections of the tipitaka sepa-
rately accessible. Like the sutra sannaya genre discussed earlier with reference
to Sri Lanka, nissaya texts typically circulated with the Pali root text, creating
a tradition of local language access to Pali texts.39

The period of Narapatisithu’s reign was, of course, a time of general
growth for Burmese literary and inscriptional production.40 However, a con-
junction of events during the reign of Narapatisithu suggests that the emer-
gence of the Burmese nissaya genre may be related to localization processes
of the sort described above. This period saw the arrival of the Mon monk
Chapata and his companions from Sri Lanka.41 Chapata’s criticism of existing
monastic disciplinary practices deepened existing fractures within the Pagan
sangha. His insistence that all monks in agreement with him receive new or-
dination marked the importation of a new monastic lineage to Pagan.42 That
the stakes were high at the time of Chapata’s arrival is clear from Michael
Aung-Thwin’s account of Narapatisithu’s “purification” and reorganization of
the sangha.43 The Glass Palace Chronicle’s description of Chapata and his monks
as successful participants in royal patronage politics44 sits well with Aung-
Thwin’s account of their role in a royal redistribution of monastic resources.45
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I am thus inclined to view Chapata’s monastic venture as a success story,
and to seek signs that the successful importation of ordination from Sri Lanka
involved at least some of the elements proposed in my earlier model. In this
context I suggest that the rise of nissaya production in twelfth-century Pagan,
and the apparent preference given to Vinaya texts in early nissaya production,
are linked to Chapata’s rise,46 and that the genre was favored by the scholar
monks connected with his imported lineage. The Glass Palace Chronicle’s refer-
ences to the textual preferences of Chapata and his fellow monks offer some
support for this view, describing Chapata as someone who had “studied the
Three Pitakas and the commentaries, and when he had mastered them he
sought to return to Pagan” and noting that Chapata’s companions were “schol-
ars of Pali, commentaries and subcommentaries.”47 Shin Rahula, one of these
companion monks, is later associated with the Khuddasikkha, the text treated
by the earliest nissaya for which Pruitt reports a reference.48

In other words, the production of nissayas might be read as evidence of
textual practice symbolically significant as well as pedagogically important. A
fuller discussion of the successful localization of Chapata’s higher ordination
tradition, based on the model I have suggested, would also require a more
careful study of the Burmese chronicle and thamaing traditions.49 My hypoth-
esis for Pagan moves from evidence of textual production to suggest the pres-
ence of other elements in a process of localizing lineage. For Lan Na, I
identify historical narratives likely to have played a role in the localization
processes modeled above. On the basis of these narratives, I suggest that we
look for related evidence in the spheres of textual and ritual practice.

David Wyatt has noted that the character of political and religious insti-
tutions in Southeast Asia changed substantially during the thirteenth century
and that such changes were reflected in an increasingly rich corpus of local
chronicles subsequently produced within the Tai states.50 The textual record
for sixteenth-century Lan Na bears out Wyatt’s views on Tai chronicle tradi-
tions. It reveals an unprecedented local interest in the composition of histor-
ical narratives relating to the history of the sangha in that region and in other
kingdoms with which the Lan Na city-states had dealings. Here I refer in par-
ticular to the well-known Jinakalamali (sometimes called the Jinakalamali
pakaranam) composed in Pali, as well as the Tamnan MulasasanaWat Pa Daeng
and the Tamnan MulasasanaWat Suan Dok, both composed in Thai Yüan. All
of these narratives devote considerable attention to monastic ordination tradi-
tions in the region and, in particular, to events relating to the arrival of two
imported lineages (directly or indirectly of Sri Lankan origin) in the middle
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The first lineage was brought by the
Siamese monk Sumana from Sukkhothai during the reign of King Kuena
(r. 1367–1388).51 Sumana’s lineage, which claimed continuity with the Sri
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Lankan Udumbaragiri (Diwbulagala) araññavasi lineage, was associated with
Wat Suan Dok given to him by the king. In approximately 1430, during the
reign of King Sam Fang Kaen (r. 1411–1442) and with royal support, the sec-
ond lineage reached Chiang Mai. Led by Lan Na monk Medhamkara or
Ñanagambhira (sources vary), and accompanied by two Sri Lankan monks,
they stayed for some time at Wat Pa Daeng in Chiang Mai but resided pri-
marily outside the city.52 Predictably, tensions arose between the two lineages
and were expressed primarily in terms of disciplinary differences.53 Monks of
the Pa Daeng lineage were clearly in ascendance by the time of King
Tilokaraja (r. 1442–1487). They were appointed to the key positions of
Rajaguru and Sangharaja, and received substantial royal support for monastic
centers including Wat Pa Daeng, which became the lineage’s center for ordi-
nation rituals. The later sections of Jinakalamali indicate strong royal support
for the Pa Daeng lineage, which appears to have retained the highest ranking
monastic appointments of the period.54

I suggest that the Jinakalamali and the Tamnan MulasasanaWat Pa Daeng
reflect the importance of historical narratives to the imported Pa Daeng lin-
eage, and that their composition played a role in naturalizing the Pa Daeng
monks’ rise to power. While a closer examination of the tropological and
rhetorical logic expressed by these texts is required to substantiate this argu-
ment, I briefly note several pieces of evidence lending support to my con-
tention. The author of the Jinakalamali, Ratanapañña Thera, lived for a time
at Wat Cedi Cet Yod, a temple important to the Pa Daeng lineage and famous
for its Anuradhapura-derived bodhi tree planted during Tilokaraja’s reign.55 He
composed at least the text’s colophon from Wat Pa Daeng.56

The density of the text’s references to the lineages of Wat Suan Dok and
Wat Pa Daeng is striking, as is the fact that such references occur as accounts
of events highly charged within a contested monastic community. These in-
clude royal patronage for temple construction, the establishment of sima and
the performance of large-scale ordination ceremonies. Such characteristics of
the work increase the odds that the Jinakalamali was written in at least partial
service to lineage-based historical argumentation. Moreover, the structure of
the text’s two concluding points, which focus on Pa Daeng monastic events,
strongly suggest that the author’s understanding of significant chronology was
influenced by his identity as a monk in the Wat Pa Daeng lineage.57

The Tamnan MulasasanaWat Pa Daeng, while almost certainly composed
at Wat Pa Daeng in Chiang Tung to the northeast of Chiang Mai, presents an
account of contested monasticism decidedly in favor of the Wat Pa Daeng
line. Its account gives Ñanagambhira central billing, describes monastic dis-
putes between the Suan Dok and Pa Daeng lineages in some detail and ends
with claims for the primacy of Wat Pa Daeng monks in the spread of the
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sasana west from Chiang Tung.58 The colophon is striking in its explicit
attention to lineage identity.

O sages, endowed with virtue and wisdom, who seek the righteous way of
knowledge, consider and read carefully, memorize orally and by heart, write
down and practice for the continuation [of the tradition] the Mulasasana
brought from Rohana by Ñanagambhira, so that the religion will not be en-
dangered and deteriorate. . . . This tamnan must be placed in every wat so
everyone will know the teachings of the Buddha. . . . The monk who is or-
dained in the sasana of Ñanagambhira, a Sinhalarattarama Order, and who does
not practice seriously, will become indolent and will not prosper. . . . There-
fore, I who have religious knowledge have spoken these words to the monks of
future generations.59

Finally, the very existence of the Tamnan Mulasasana Wat Suan Dok from
roughly the same period,60 suggests that accounts of the past and contentious
lineage went hand in hand in Lan Na as elsewhere in the Buddhist world.

If, as I have suggested, it is correct to interpret the Tamnan Wat Pa Daeng
and the Jinakalamali in relation to the successful localization of an imported
lineage, the texts themselves provide rich clues for the reconstruction of re-
lated arguments made in the symbolic sphere of ritual practices. Moreover,
given the contentious and learned character of the monastic culture repre-
sented by these texts, we should expect to discern arguments related to lin-
eage in the sphere of textual practices as well. In the light of evidence from
eighteenth-century Sri Lanka and twelfth-century Burma, scholars of Lan Na
traditions might attend to the possibility that the popularity of vohan and nis-
sai texts,51 in addition to the tamnan genre already mentioned, is in some way
indexed to life of the monastic lineage.62
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Eight

Preacher as a Poet

Poetic Preaching as a Monastic Strategy 

in Constituting Buddhist Communities 

in Modern Sri Lanka and Thailand

Mahinda Deegalle

Even if monks preach Budubana all the time
And people listen to it all the time
In terms of character and behavior
We are still in the forest.

—Rambukana Siddhartha Thero,
Samsare Api

PROSE OR VERSE? Which is more appropriate for Buddhist preaching? This
question of the most appropriate literary “form” for Buddhist preaching raises
the central concern that has challenged both the practitioner and scholar to
rethink the nature of modern Buddhist preaching traditions in Sri Lanka. The
traditional understanding is that the Buddhist preacher, being a monk, has
nothing to do with music, singing, and dancing; the seventh of the ten pre-
cepts for a young novice prohibits such indulgences.1 For a bhikkhu, watching
a performance involving dance, singing, and instrumental music is a dukkata
(minor) offense;2 for a nun, it is a pacittiya offense that requires ritual confes-
sion.3 In this disciplinary context, how can Pali recitations in verse (gatha), and
in particular, Sinhala poems (kavi), be accommodated? What are the limits of
this stipulation for modern Buddhist religious practices? What is its impact on
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modern preaching styles? In general, there is an overwhelming consensus
among believers and scholars that Buddhist preachers do not sing because they
are not supposed to put the Buddha’s words into musical tone.4

However, anyone who is familiar with Sri Lankan Buddhist religiosity is
aware that in Sri Lanka monks not only chant Buddhist suttas in Pali prose in
the paritta (protection) rituals, but also recite Pali verses and sing poems in
Sinhala as a part of Buddhist liturgies, whether as Bodhi Puja or a religious
sermon.5 Some modern monks such as the Venerable Rambukana Siddhartha
even compose popular songs (sindu) on secular and religious themes for pop-
ular singers;6 popular vocalists such as Victor Ratnayaka and Edward Jayakodi
sing his songs. In addition to these modern innovations and developments, the
most popular modern preacher who employed Sinhala poems for the liturgy
associated with the Bodhi tree is the late Venerable Panadure Ariyadhamma
(d. 1986). More than any other monk in this century, he encouraged the
young to get into the habit of using Sinhala kavi (poems) for Buddhist litur-
gies. He composed Sinhala poems which he chanted melodically, giving them
an aesthetic and religiously emotional tone. Like the Thai Buddhist preacher
Phayom, he also had a strong desire that his poems and Buddhist liturgy
would attract the young and compete with films and popular songs.

Because Ariyadhamma’s style of preaching and his devotional liturgy have
been adequately examined by others,7 this essay examines a poetic movement
that predated Ariyadhamma’s innovation: for the active use of Sinhala verse
for sermon and liturgy existed even before the appearance of Ariyadhamma
on the Sri Lankan religious scene. While addressing the issues surrounding
monastic involvement with poetry and the active use of poems as a part of
Buddhist liturgy, this paper explores the way “poetry” has been used by a
modern preacher as an efficient means of communicating Buddhism to a
modern audience in the twentieth century. The poetic preaching (kavi bana)
that I discuss here is not a devotional liturgy like Ariyadhamma’s Bodhi Puja.
Rather, it is a full-fledged Buddhist sermon. In every sense of the word, as a
religious genre, it stands within the modern understanding of a Buddhist ser-
mon. Its distinct feature is that unlike traditional preaching, the preacher uses
Sinhala poems with occasional prose explanations to elucidate the teachings of
the Buddha. After describing the religious work of the late Venerable Siyam-
balangamuve Gunaratana, who founded the modern poetic genre of preach-
ing in Sri Lanka, I will compare his poetic contribution to preaching with
that of the modern innovative Thai Buddhist preacher, Phayom. My purpose
is to demonstrate the way that two modern preachers in two Theravada soci-
eties constitute a sense of community and religious affiliation as they struggle
to establish themselves against the normative monastic authorities.
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There is no doubt that the kavi bana is the most recent monastic innova-
tion in the field of preaching in modern Sri Lanka. The Sinhala term kavi bana
is rendered here into English as “poetic preaching.” As a generic term, in
modern Sri Lanka, it is quite often used to refer to the innovative style of
preaching that began in the mid-1950s. As a religious genre, its origin lies
within the monastic sphere. Unlike other preaching movements, the founder
of this style of preaching has been identified; credit is given to the late Vener-
able Gunaratana for the original introduction of this preaching style, and to
his immediate pupils for its adoption and propagation. Today this style of po-
etic preaching is widespread, going beyond its original fraternity affiliation
with the Ramañña Nikaya, which was established in 1864.

One advantage of examining this modern religious phenomenon is that
as a devotional and an artistic movement its proponents, its expansion, and its
influence on later generations of preachers can be identified and investigated
with considerable certainty. As a religious innovation, this preaching style had
a deliberate and clear purpose. Through this style, the founder wanted to pop-
ularize Buddhist teachings in post-Independence Sri Lanka; it aimed at
strengthening Buddhist values and virtues among ordinary people in urban as
well as in rural areas. As a Buddhist revival response, it had as its explicit pur-
pose the constitution of strong Theravada lay communities in the wake of the
Buddha Jayanti celebrations in 1956.

Given this post-Independence socioreligious background, this essay traces
the gradual development of the style of poetic preaching by examining the
life of the charismatic poetic preacher Gunaratana, the religious content of his
poetic preaching, and the way this new preaching genre was adopted into the
twentieth-century preaching style.

T H E  P R E C U R S O R S  O F  M O D E R N  K A V I  B AN A

It is difficult to determine the exact beginnings of the use of poetry to dis-
seminate Buddhism; it is much harder still to identify the original use of po-
etry as a preaching tool. However, certain precursors that perhaps influenced
the modern innovations in poetic preaching in Sri Lanka can be identified
through the study of the vast corpus of Sinhala literary works. The Buddhist
literature of Sri Lanka included both prose writings and collections of poetry.
From the early Dawbadeni Period (1232–1284), Sinhala prose literature dom-
inated the religious and literary scene. However, from time to time, monks as
well as lay persons composed poetry having Buddhist themes as subject mat-
ter. In general, for literary inspiration, most writers of the medieval period
turned to collections of Buddhist narratives. One medieval poet, the author
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of the Siyabaslakara, captured this literary tendency stating explicitly “if it is
poetry, its subject matter should be Buddhacarita [‘the life of the Buddha’].”8 As
a result of this religious orientation and literary preoccupation, existing Sri
Lankan literature contains a large collection of poetry that elucidates the
virtues of the Buddha, his life, and his teachings.

Beginning from the late Anuradhapura Period (c. 301–1029 C.E.), Sinhala
authors had composed poems celebrating the virtues of the Buddha. In cer-
tain periods, poetry became the popular literary genre of religious expression.
Prolific authors in their poems used religious narratives in elucidating the
value structure of the Buddhist community. In comparison with previous
writings, one witnesses a strong tradition of poetry related to Buddhist ser-
mons during the Kotte Period (1411–1597 C.E.). This new genre of Buddhist
writings in verse became a distinctive feature of this period. These collections
of poetry functioned as sermon books that had the explicit purpose of edu-
cating lay and monastic members in religious matters through the cultivation
of morality and wisdom.

Though Sinhala verse had developed since the late Anuradhapura Period,
it was not until the Kotte Period that verses were used to write an entire
preaching story. The following Buddhist poems illustrate well the incorpora-
tion of Buddhist narratives into poetry. They accomplished a recorded success
in composing poems to explain values, concepts, and Buddhist doctrines
through narratives. The two masterpieces of the Kotte Period were Rahula
Thero’s Kavyazekharaya (1449) and Vättäve’s Guttila Kavyaya (1450–1460).
While the former was based on the Sattubhatta Jataka, the latter followed the
narrative in the Guttila Jataka. A close examination of the Kavyazekharaya’s
content shows that it was an epic as well as a Buddhist sermon in poetry.

Rahula had written the Kavyazekharaya, the second Sinhala epic, to ful-
fill the desire of King Parakramabahu VI’s daughter, the queen Ulakudaya.
As the following verse (v. 22) well illustrates, she wanted to listen to bana in
Sinhala verse:

utum me biso saxda, This great queen invited me with delight
helu basini nisi pada bäxda, To compose a poem in Sinhala
kiyanuva banak soxda, To be preached as a wonderful sermon.
kelen aradhana mana naxda

This monastic author’s intention is explicit: it had been strictly a religious mo-
tivation—to write a bana in poetry. In this case, poetry had become only a ve-
hicle in elaborating the teachings of the Buddha. Over and above the aesthetic
pleasure derived from literature, the generation of religious sentiments
through the elaboration of Buddhist doctrines received priority. Thus, this
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early work—the Kavyazekharaya—played a dual role: a literary work of epic
genre and a Buddhist work that functioned as a Buddhist sermon. In fact, evi-
dence suggests that early Sinhala authors did not make a rigid division be-
tween the two genres, and their interests overlapped in writing as well as in
the use of literature.

Though Rahula wrote the Kavyazekharaya following the rules that apply
to an epic, it also bears the structure of a Buddhist sermon. When its epic fea-
tures are eliminated, a Buddhist sermon emerges from it. The primary narra-
tive of this work, the strategies that the author used to bind the listener to the
text, and the descriptions that the author gave with regard to the dharma and
righteous living support that it was intended as a sermon.

Vidagama’s Budugunalankaraya (1475) and Lovädasaxgarava (1446) were
not strictly based on one banakatha as were the above-mentioned two works;
they also functioned as bana in poetry. While the Budugunalankaraya was writ-
ten to tell Buduguna (Buddha virtues) day and night, the Lovädasaxgarava was
composed in sivupada (quatrain) genre as a bana. They fulfilled the audience’s
desire to listen to bana in poetry. The production of these works during the
Kotte Period demonstrates Sinhala readers’ desire to read banapot in verse. This
gave prominence to verse over prose writings. While prose was a characteris-
tic feature of Sinhala literature of the early periods, verse writings gradually
began to take its place as the popular literary form.

Though the preoccupation of giving sermons in poetry in the Kotte Pe-
riod became less important in later times, some elements of this preaching got
absorbed into the two-pulpit preaching that became popular in the late
Kandyan Period (1707–1815). There is, however, an important distinction be-
tween this type of Sinhala poetry and the poetic preaching that I discuss in
this essay. The poetic preaching that I discuss here consists of Buddhist ser-
mons, strictly speaking. In this poetic preaching genre, poetry is only a vehi-
cle for preaching, as Buddhism was a vehicle for Sinhala literary works of the
early periods.

M O N K  A S  A  P O P U L A R  P O E T :
G U N A R A T A N A ’ S  P O E T I C  P R E A C H I N G

Within the twentieth century, Buddhist preaching styles in Sri Lanka have
gone through many phases and the exact changes that occurred in preaching
styles are somewhat difficult to ascertain. Though this is not the place to dis-
cuss all the transformations, as an example of innovative phase Buddhist
preaching, I have singled out the style of poetic preaching because of its in-
fluence on both monastic and lay practices. Poetic preaching has a social and
religious function, and Buddhist preachers employed a variety of strategies
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and methods in popularizing Theravada in rural areas. In examining these
preaching activities, one can identify their strategies and innovations.

In modern Sri Lanka, as a style of preaching, kavi bana can be clearly dis-
tinguished from other types of preaching. In popularizing Buddhism, modern
poetic preaching uses poems as a strategy. As a communication strategy, the
kavi bana is effective in drawing the attention of the listeners and keeping
them attentive throughout the sermon. The very use of poetry, the musical
tone of the preacher, and rhythm serve to keep the audience attentive and
interested in what is preached.

All sections of the Buddhist sangha in Sri Lanka have not yet completely
absorbed this style of poetic preaching. As a style, it demands a variety of tal-
ents from the preacher. These factors prevent it from being absorbed by the
entire hierarchy of the Buddhist establishment. Only pockets of young monks
who have pleasant voices as well as an ability to compose poems have adopted
the poetic preaching. Thus, the number of preachers who can give successful
poetic sermons is quite limited.

The beginning of the modern style of poetic preaching can be docu-
mented with a considerable degree of certainty. As a style of preaching, it
came into being as an exclusive creative enterprise of a group of monks
headed by the late Venerable Siyambalangamuve Gunaratana (1914–1989).
While the style of poetic preaching is closely associated with this monk’s
youth, his pupils are responsible for popularizing it. As a young progressive
monk, in 1953 Gunaratana Thero began to preach kavi bana.9 This was the
time that Sri Lanka was preparing itself for the Buddha Jayanti celebrations. In
a short time, his popular style of kavi bana caught the attention of young
preachers as well as lay persons. Through four decades of continuous work
and commitment, the late Venerable Gunaratana gave it its fundamental struc-
ture and shaped it as a form of religious instruction for the modern Buddhists
in Sri Lanka.

A short introduction to the life of Gunaratana Thero will not be a dis-
traction. On July 17, 1914, he was born into a Christian family in Siyam-
balangamuva (Yodhagama, Rambukkana). Until Grade Eight (1919–1926),
he pursued his early studies at a Christian school in Siyambalangamuva.
Though he went to the temple in 1926, he did not receive novice ordination
(pabbajja) until 1928. In his ordination, his preceptor was Venerable Udu-
nuvara Sarananda. Sarananda Thero, too, had an interesting religious profile.
As a Buddhist missionary, living at Isipatana (1901), Benares, Sarananda Thero
had assisted Anagarika Dharmapala (1864–1933) in constructing Mulagandh-
akuti Vihara. Further, he had taught Buddhism in Hindi for six months to the
king of Nepal.10
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Gunaratana Thero had his formal monastic education at Sirinivasa
Pirivena, Kadugannava, from 1932–1942 where he earned the pandit degree.
In 1935, he received the higher ordination (upasampada) at the Käläni River.
Though he established several temples and monastic schools, his most distin-
guished contribution to Buddhist monastic education was the establishment
of Sarananda Pirivena, Peradeniya. Although Sarananda Pirivena began with
only eight students, in a short time the number of students had increased to
three thousand by the early 1950s. To carry out these educational duties, Gu-
naratana Thero needed funds, and his new style of preaching assisted him in
raising money for his religious works. As a pioneer of a new preaching style,
Gunaratana Thero delivered the first sermon in poetry (kavi bana) in 1953, and
continued to preach in poems until 1968.11

Through preaching, he cultivated both zraddha (faith) and bhakti (devo-
tion) in the hearts of his listeners. His distinct contribution was the prepara-
tion of a poetic sermon on the theme of the Buddha’s death. His source was
the Mahaparinibbana Sutta, which records the events of the last three months
of Gotama Buddha’s earthly career. This devotional and pious sermon has left
a lasting impression among Buddhist communities in Sri Lanka.12 Within a
short time, he was able to reach even remote villages. His poetic style and his
very personality attracted the hearts of average people. His popularity as a
preacher increased and his pleasant voice attracted many crowds. He received
many gifts for his sermons including land, vehicles, and temples. For instance,
the monastic school at Narammala was a “gift that he received for the religious
instruction” (dhamma puja) that he gave in the form of kavi bana.13

On February 9, 1980, Gunaratana Thero was appointed as the Anunayaka
(deputy chief ) of Ramañña Nikaya. At the Chamber Hall, in Kandy, the act
of appointment was handed to Gunaratana Thero by the late Prime Minister
Ranasimha Premadasa (d. 1993). On that occasion, Mr. Premadasa invited
him to recite a poem. Gunaratana Thero responded candidly with the follow-
ing poem:

bana maxduvala di mahajanaya satutu kota
kavi ki namut ma podi avadiyehi sita
kolukama tarunakama yana deka gevunu vita
bana pada misak oya kavi pada mota da mata?

In preaching halls, to please the public
From my childhood, I preached in poems.
But, at present, both manliness and youth are gone.
Except bana pada, what use are those kavi pada for me?
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Gunaratana Thero transformed the pleasurable act of reciting poems (kavi
kima) into the act of preaching (bana kima). The modern poetic preaching
that I discuss here in relation to Venerable Gunaratana and his successors is
different in performance as well as in structure from the modern Buddhist
preaching. It is also different from the sermon style of the early Sinhala liter-
ary works.

Characteristically, the use of poetry became the specific feature of kavi
bana. In the traditional sermon, preachers used occasional verse quotations
from texts such as the Dhammapada and prose quotations from other canonical
texts to provide the setting for the sermon and further elucidate their points of
argument. As the title of the genre suggests, though occasional prose explana-
tions were added to the sermon in order to fill the gaps and to give clear in-
structions on the flow of the sermon, the most characteristic feature of this
new style of preaching is the use of poetry to communicate Buddhist doctrines
in the Buddhist pulpit. This very novelty attracted the attention of listeners.

The poetic preaching has a style similar to regular Buddhist sermons as
delivered today in Sri Lanka: (1) The preacher begins with the administration
of the five precepts and (2) recites the devaradhana (invitation to deities); (3)
Then he chants the namaskarapada (formula used for paying homage), (4) and
then begins the poetic sermon proper; and, (5) with the dedication of merit.
The preacher devotes a considerable portion of the poetic sermon to explain-
ing the benefits that listeners accrue through attentive listening. The poetic
style of the preacher contains some dramatic elements; he uses poems and his
musical tone like an actor or a professional singer to draw the attention of the
listener to the sermon.

P O E T I C  S E R M O N : T H E  M O N K  P O E T ’ S  C O N F L I C T S
W I T H  P R E VA I L I N G  T R A D I T I O N S

In order to show the complexities and tensions embedded in the bana tradi-
tion in Sri Lanka, I will relate the episodes that illustrate the social and reli-
gious obstructions that Gunaratana had to face in his innovation. This life
story of Gunaratana’s preaching career will illustrate the tensions that arise
when an old tradition and its orthodoxy meet the challenges of reformation
brought about by innovative members of the sangha.

In kavi bana, each poem is a quatrain often rhymed at the end of each
line. The following two verses show the simple style Gunaratana adopted in
making his poetic sermons understandable even to an ordinary person. In
them, Gunaratana questions why it is wrong to preach in verse, given that the
tipitaka contain texts such as the Dhammapada and the Suttanipata that are
exclusively in Pali verse (gatha):14
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kavikimata hoxdada mehi hamuduru vane
yanuven hitana samaharu äti bavada pen e
kanagatuyi ehema sitatot nodäna bane
sanga säta namak kavi ahalalu rahat une

Venerable Sir! Is it good (for a monk) to sing poems here?
There seems to be some who think like this.
It is sad if someone thinks like that without knowing bana.
It is said that sixty monks became arahants by listening to poems.

Buduhamuduruvan dena lesa apata seta
kaviyen desu bana Tun Pitakayehi äta
karunak kiyami e gäna yomu karanu sita
kavi vasagam be daya Budu banata näta

To cause our welfare, the Buddha preached.
The Three Baskets (tipitaka) contain preaching in poems.
I will tell you a fact. Pay attention to it!
In Budu bana, there is no difference between verse and prose.

Here, Gunaratana attempts to extend to preaching in verse the privilege that
had traditionally been assigned only to prose preaching. He does this by as-
serting that in the teachings of the Buddha, there is no difference between
prose and verse because they are merely means of expression. His primary
concern is to use a novel means of expression to teach the Buddha’s teachings
in the preaching. Gunaratana’s kavi bana focused on doctrinal concepts such as
karma, rebirth, dependent coorigination, nirvana, and Buddha biography.15 In
kavi bana, which lasts an hour or so, the preacher sings the poems rhythmi-
cally. This is an innovation in the preaching style, since in previous preaching
rituals, the preacher did not sing Sinhala poems. Though the two-pulpit
preaching since the eighteenth century included many sections with Sinhala
poems, the two preachers did not sing any of those Sinhala poems; instead,
the lay devotees sang them. This was perhaps because of the canonical in-
junction against monks’ singing: “Na bhikkhave ayatakena gi tassarena dhammo
bhasitabbo” (Monks! You should not preach the dharma in a lengthened musi-
cal tone). Glossing this Vinaya injunction, the late Venerable Päläne Vaji-
ragñana Thero, who designed the modern sermon styles in Sri Lanka for radio
preaching, stated that the Buddha had advised Buddhist monks not to preach
in a long poetical tune appropriate for songs. They are not supposed to chant
verses raising and lowering their voices according to various meters.16 They
should not use such a playful method for Buddhist preaching; indeed, a
preacher who preaches in such a musical tone may not only commit an ävät
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(P. apatti ) but also may be subject to dangerous diseases. According to him,
though the foolish may praise his preaching as excellent, even wise non-
Buddhists may make fun of that preacher by blaming him for such acts. Fur-
ther, such a preacher may bring unhappiness to deities and human beings who
are gathered to listen to bana.

Gunaratana’s innovative preaching despite canonical injunctions against
using poetry in spreading dhamma as well as his family background, the Bud-
dhist order to which he belonged, and his caste affiliations all brought about
a tense environment. In a recent Sinhala publication, Gunaratana Thero re-
marks about the tensions and negative treatment that he received (from his
environment in which he operated) as an innovative Buddhist preacher:

Perhaps, in this century, there were no other Buddhist monks, who had suf-
fered so much from social discrimination. When I went for preaching, some-
times, there was no preaching pulpit in the temple; at times, while there was a
preaching pulpit at a corner of the hall, I was forced to preach sitting on a small
chair. When I preach, there were times that I did not receive at least a gilan-
pasa.17 One day, when I went to preach in a temple, a group of people invaded
the temple; they attempted to chase me away without preaching; however, the
people of the same village who were there did not allow their disturbances. I
have a great deal of experience in facing such kind of earthly suffering.18

These remarks reflect a particular phase in poetic preaching. As Gunaratana
suggests, innovation was not easy, especially in a country in which Theravada
Buddhism had lasted for centuries. In Gunaratana’s comment, one can identify
the problems that he was undergoing. From his own perspective, there was no
other contemporary monk who was humiliated and punished for undertaking
innovations in preaching. The discrimination in his case was both social and re-
ligious. On the one hand, he was not from a prominent monastic fraternity.
On the other hand, he was challenging the prevalent tradition and the system
that was familiar to both monastic and lay members. Humiliations that he faced
in terms of preaching can be outlined. In Sinhala culture, the preacher is re-
spected with utmost care. There are traditional rules in the culture that govern
the conduct of the preacher. The most crucial symbolic feature of Buddhist
preaching is the important place given to the preaching pulpit. The preaching
pulpit elevates the preacher’s influence. In his case, when he went to deliver
poetic sermons, he did not find a pulpit prepared for him. Even in the cases
where there was a preaching pulpit, instead of allowing him to preach from it
he was given an ordinary small chair to sit and preach from. From the tradi-
tional perspective, this substitution was an insult to the preacher. The monk
poet Vidagama Maitreya, the author of the Lovädasaxgarava, captured the tradi-
tional respect associated with preaching as follows:
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bima ixda sita ki bana nasanne
vimativa uda ixda sita nasanne
kämätiva k ivot vimasasanne
ema veda sanga mok säpa s adanne 19

Sitting on the floor, do not listen to bana preached while standing.
Even with loss of memory, sitting on a higher chair, do not listen to bana.
If preached appropriately, listen with investigative mind.
Is it not that kind of listening which causes one the welfare in heaven and nivan?

This fifteenth-century monk poet has presented a glimpse of the traditional
understanding of the nature of preacher, his audience, and the message. He
emphasizes accurate reception and presents the suitable relationships among
each part of the religious activity. The proper sitting posture of the preacher
in a preaching pulpit, a location that is higher than everyone in the audience,
is very important in Buddhist preaching traditions. It is one symbolic way of
expressing respect to the Buddha and his message.

From this traditional understanding, one can understand Gunaratana’s
negative response. In the case of Gunaratana, the very denial of the preach-
ing pulpit already available in the temple was an important symbol of rejec-
tion and refusal of his contribution. The preaching pulpit is the weapon of the
preacher. If the pulpit is not given, the preacher is denied traditional respect
and honor. While his opponents wanted to disrupt his preaching, even the
people who talked with him seem to have done so without real appreciation.
Gunaratana’s case is an indication that modern popular preachers create con-
troversies when they attempt to make innovations.

Gunaratana’s critical comments about the life of Buddhists and the way
some Buddhists reacted to different methods of preaching show how difficult
it was for Gunaratana, as a popular preacher, to change the behavior of a par-
ticular class of Sinhala society that vehemently opposed the introduction of
new styles of preaching. Though Sinhala people highly appreciate the preach-
ing of the dharma, because of the stubbornness and reactions of some, certain
popular preachers such as Gunaratana found it extremely difficult to preach
the Buddha’s words. As Gunaratana Thero records, though the honor and re-
spect that Buddhist preaching demands from the audience were absent in
some of his kavi bana audiences, negative characteristics such as jealousy had
replaced virtues such as metta, which were supposed to be cultivated in reli-
gious ceremonies.

In another respect, Gunaratana’s case gives evidence sufficient to show
the dynamism of the preaching tradition as well as the problems involved in
popular preaching in Theravada; Gunaratana’s kavi bana helps us understand a
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preaching tradition that goes beyond any assumptions of uniformity in Ther-
avada preaching style. In addition, the kavi bana itself demonstrates that Bud-
dhist preaching is a continuously unfolding tradition embracing novel genres
as well as media; thus, as a tradition, bana can be conceived as “fluid” rather
than fixed. As has already been demonstrated with reference to two–pulpit
preaching, once the basic structure of a sermon is retained, the tradition itself
leaves ample room for preachers to innovate and introduce new dimensions to
religious discourse that can efficiently communicate Buddhist teachings.

C O M P A R I N G  T H E  T H A I  B U D D H I S T  P R E A C H E R
P H AY O M  W I T H  G U N A R A T A N A

A comparison of the role of two Buddhist preachers shows that religious in-
novation is an interesting aspect of modern Buddhist preaching traditions.
Both in Thailand and Sri Lanka modern preachers have introduced innovative
methods to traditional styles of preaching. Whatever their religious and social
contexts may be, preachers invent new religious strategies to meet the needs
of their immediate communities. Precisely because of this innovation, Bud-
dhism can exist as a religious system in the modern context.

However, as the following two cases demonstrate, religious innovations
are not always accepted without significant opposition and obstacles. As in the
past, modern preachers encounter obstacles to their innovative preaching
whether in Thailand or Sri Lanka. In both countries, the opposition to inno-
vation begins within the monastic community. Two recent examples of
monastic resistance against the innovative preaching styles can be examined
through the preaching career of the Thai Buddhist preacher Phayom and the
Sri Lankan Buddhist preacher Gunaratana. While there exist similarities
within their contexts, there are also differences in their styles of preaching.
The responses that they had from their audiences are also significant factors.

During the 1970s, Thailand noted the birth of a new brand of preaching
monks. Phayom Kalayano (b. 1949), a monk of the Mahanikai, the abbot of
Wat Suan Kaew in Nonthaburi, became the most unconventional Thai Bud-
dhist preacher.20 His inspiration for a new style of preaching was born from
his observation of society and its social concerns. While living at Buddhadasa’s
monastery, Suan Mokkhabalarama, in southern Thailand, he noted the daily
activities of children in the neighborhood. Phayom’s strength was that he un-
derstood the problems that people had in struggling with changes in economy
and society. At the very beginning, he realized that to address these social is-
sues he needed a new preaching style. He noticed the absurdity of rules that
Thai monastic hierarchy had stipulated with regard to preaching. Rather than
the traditional boring and dry monotonous sermons, he wanted to devise
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active and engaging sermons to keep the attention of the audience. Not lim-
iting himself to ancient stories related to the Buddha’s life and dharma, he
began to draw stories for his sermons from new sources such as newspapers.
He convinced the youth and Thai Buddhists at large that Buddhist sermons
also can be timely and used for addressing modern problems. His ability to in-
terpret old and new stories in understanding modern problems is one preem-
inent feature in his preaching style.

The cases of both Gunaratana and Phayom demonstrate well that being
a popular Buddhist preacher is not an easy task today. Urban youth in both
countries are driven by new technology and modern forms of entertainment.
Preachers find it hard to convince an urban person to listen to a sermon.
Films, television programs, videos, music tapes, CDs, and the like are readily
available to young people, and traditional methods of entertainment, which
were primarily religious in nature and served for folk and rural communities
in traditional villages in the past, have lost their power and strength. In gen-
eral, the expansion of popular culture in urban areas of Buddhist societies in
South and Southeast Asia and the domination of Western cultural values
among the youth do not encourage traditional religiosity. In short, traditional
preaching in Theravada societies is threatened. Today, even sermons that were
primarily intended for cultivating detachment have to function as entertain-
ment in order to retain the attention of easily distracted audiences. Most lis-
teners feel that modern Buddhist sermons should be exciting in order to
attract the youth; for the adults, their message should be relevant for their
daily living; they should help resolve some of the problems that they are fac-
ing when they struggle with practical problems and social issues. More than
ever before, this complex social context and its necessities create a greater
demand on the preacher and his presentation of the Buddhist material.

In Phayom’s case, the opposition between State Buddhism in Bangkok
and local forms of Buddhist religiosity in local regions became the point of
controversy. It is a battle between rational teachings of the Buddha preached
in a civilized format and the devotional form of teachings couched in the folk
tradition with humor and a relaxed attitude. Like all other regulations in the
Thai sangha, the sangha authorities in Bangkok had prepared a “standard” for
Buddhist preaching.21 This standard is that the Thai sangha should deliver their
sermons following Bangkok texts. The sermon should create a solemn atmos-
phere where the listeners listen quietly with the utmost respect. This empha-
sis on the style of preaching seems to be similar to the assumptions that
developed in Sri Lanka in the context of Protestant Buddhism in the late
nineteenth century. With increased pressure to present Buddhism as a rational
and scientific doctrine, the elaboration of Buddhist teachings as rational be-
came prominent. Ritualistic, devotional and ceremonial aspects of Buddhist
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preaching were undermined, and in both Sri Lanka and Thailand, Buddhist
sermons were emptied of the ritual practices of villagers. In this process, per-
haps, the large narrative literature, pious devotional tendencies, and entertain-
ment from the dharma were neglected.

In Phayom’s case, the innovation was that he dared to not adhere to this
rigid standard. He gave priority to practical concerns of the modern society
and used whatever efficient means to communicate Buddhist solutions to
those problems. Phayom noticed that the youngsters of his neighborhood in
the Chaiya District were addicted to watching shadow theater during the en-
tire night.22 Phayom wanted to produce sermons that could appeal to those
youngsters. His concern was strictly religious; he wanted to direct the young
who were driven to secular concerns and direct them toward more religious
pursuits. With his rich oratory skills, Phayom was able to transform the tra-
ditional book-oriented preaching into a more attractive form of religious en-
tertainment. His sermons were meant to be listened to; they were not meant
to be read as the traditional sermon. His ability to use rhyme, his great sense
of humor, and his courage to challenge the strict traditional authority of
monastic establishments proved to be effective; the result was an attractive
sermon style that could retain the attention of a large crowd comprised of
both youths and adults. Furthermore, his sermons addressed the social prob-
lems that Thai society in general and the youth in particular were facing dur-
ing the 1970s. Within a short time, through his innovative and popular
preaching, Phayom became one of the most successful popular Buddhist
preachers in modern Thailand.

Phayom’s popularity as a modern preacher also brought criticism from his
social environment. In particular, he was criticized for his improper sermon
language, for the aspect of entertainment contained in his sermons directed
toward teenagers, and as a preacher, for his relaxed attitude, which was quite
different from the dignified air of the traditional preacher.

There are differences in the nature of the difficulties that Gunaratana and
Phayom encountered in innovating new preaching styles. In Gunaratana’s
case, the obstacles were subtle; they did not come directly from the monastic
hierarchy in Sri Lanka. In Phayom’s case, however, the opposition came di-
rectly from the monastic authorities. Gunaratana had no public defenders
within monastic or lay community who took his side. In the case of Phayom,
however, at least one important Thai monk took Phayom’s side and defended
him: Nakhon Khemapali, the rector of Maha Chulalongkorn Buddhist Uni-
versity, came forward with a strong voice defending his preaching styles and
providing timely and necessary spiritual support.23

In responding to the criticism against Phayom’s use of “crude language,”
the rector advised the critics not to listen to it if it displeased them. His point

1 6 4 M a h i n d a  D e e g a l l e



is that there are people who can listen to that kind of language and that very
language helps them to get back on the right track. Here the rector empha-
sizes the social role of Phayom’s preaching. Phayom’s preaching, which is
“crude” from the point of view of some, is a medicine for others who are lost
in the society. That very language and presentation help those who listen to
him to conduct their lives in good ways; as religious instruction, it transforms
their lifestyles by providing a vision. Thus, rather than worrying about the
“means” and “methods” that various preachers use for preaching, one should
focus more on the ends at which preaching is aimed, the regeneration of val-
ues in Thai urban society. In accordance with traditional Buddhist thinking,
the rector also points out and acknowledges the diversity of listeners and their
character types. Depending on the nature of the listener and his or her char-
acter, Phayom’s sermon style has a role in modern Thai society. Even from the
point of view of preachers, as the rector points out, it is “unrealistic to expect
all monks to preach the same way.”24 The reality is, as the preachers vary, so do
audiences and their expectations. From the rector’s point of view, Phayom’s
preaching style has a place in Thai society, and such novel and timely preach-
ing should be allowed to prosper.

When one reflects on these two responses of two Buddhist communities
toward innovative preaching, one can note the differences as well as the simi-
larities in the ways in which Theravada societies respond to novel strategies.
They demonstrate the challenges that modern societies face and the burden
the preachers bear in fulfilling their religious roles as preachers when the en-
tire social system is going in the opposite direction, bent on achieving
worldly, secular, and materialistic goals.

In Thailand, the sangha authorities standardize preaching styles. This lim-
its the potential of each preacher to create an innovative sermon. In contrast,
in Sri Lanka there is no such monastic pressure on the preacher. It is increas-
ingly clear, however, that there was a passive understanding of what consti-
tutes a Buddhist sermon. With the work of Anagarika Dharmapala25 and
Päläne Vajiragñana’s radio sermons, the length of the Sri Lankan sermon was
shortened to one hour. However, this was a standard left open to each indi-
vidual. It was not a rule, and thus allowed for considerable individual varia-
tion. It did not obstruct the work of creative preachers. Though the content
and style may change depending on the preacher, all have tended to follow
an accepted style. These accepted styles in Thailand and in Sri Lanka have
hardly considered the potential to use Buddhist sermon for destitutes. Rather,
it was always used for the privileged and cultured, most often for the con-
verted elderly audience, and only very rarely for young listeners. In the cases
of Phayom and Gunaratana, one notices an extension of preaching to a wider
audience that includes children. In particular, in the case of Phayom, it is clear
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that he deliberately used his sermons to educate and discipline the young chil-
dren who were following unacceptable paths. To attract the youth to the
dharma, Phayom had to devise new strategies and new sermons, new styles,
new language that could appeal to his audience. Both Phayom and Gu-
naratana, in different ways, understood the needs of their societies and re-
sponded as powerful preachers with unique contributions. While they
introduced new dimensions, they still retained the dharma as the heart of their
message. Their purpose as preachers was to communicate the dharma in a
more attractive way. This kind of revival in preaching emerges only with an
understanding among many preachers of the necessity of making the sermon
a vehicle of the society.

C O N C L U S I O N

At the outset, this essay aimed at introducing the most recent innovations in
Buddhist preaching styles in Sri Lanka and Thailand. In examining the mod-
ern poetic sermon style, I have discussed in detail the work of Gunaratana. I
have shown that Gunaratana modified an already existing poetic tradition. His
contribution was the use of an already existing Buddhist poetic tradition
which began in the Kotte Period in an actual Buddhist liturgical context. He
demarcated a social and religious location for the poetic sermon within the
existing preaching tradition. By incorporating Buddhist poems into active
preaching, he has shown a way that the large corpus of Buddhist poetry can
be utilized in Buddhist services. In this process, he gave a new structure to the
modern sermon. While he stayed within the one-hour limit placed on mod-
ern sermons by Vajiragñana, he also showed ways to modify the style of Bud-
dhist sermons to attract new audiences as well as to reduce the monotonous
nature and boring quality of the traditional sermon. For the listeners, in gen-
eral, poems and their musical and rhythmic recitation by talented preachers
are more attractive than the mere prose sermon of the traditional type. Thus,
Gunaratana’s extensive use of Sinhala poetry of his own composition with oc-
casional prose explanations has strengthened his preaching style and has given
a broad basis and structure to the existing Buddhist sermon styles in Sri Lanka.
If even the Buddha had refused monks’ use of musical tone in preaching, he
might disagree with Gunaratana’s novel style, but Gunaratana’s innovation has
met some necessities of modern Sinhala society. In a similar way, the Thai
Buddhist preacher Phayom fulfills important needs of modern Thai society
though he became the target of opposition from monastic quarters of the
contemporary Buddhist hierarchy for attempting to interpret the Buddha’s
message in constituting Thai Buddhist community feelings and identities.
Using the sermon as a powerful religious weapon, Gunaratana has demon-
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strated ways that poetic preaching can be used positively in constituting Sin-
hala Buddhist communities in Sri Lanka along devotional and aesthetic lines,
while Phayom has given religious inspiration and hope to the urban youth lost
in the midst of capitalism and sensualistic trends in modern Thailand.

N O T E S

The epigraph is taken from Rambukana Siddhartha Thero, Samsare Api (Singapore:
Bauddha BhavanaMadhyasthanaya, 1986) 31:

Budubana kivuvat nirantare
Budubana äsuvat nirantar e
Gatiguna atin
Api tavamat vanantare.

In this song, this monk poet has captured some contrary aspects in Sri Lankan Buddhist
religiosity. As a custom, though Buddhist monks often deliver religious discourses and lay
Buddhists listen to them with great enthusiasm, such religious instructions have done very
little in the development of human character. This monk poet points out that the virtues
learned in the temple through religious instruction have very little success in cultivating
virtues and shaping the conduct and character of the people. According to him, Buddhists
in Sri Lanka have failed in practice. In this song, the Sinhala term Budubana means “the
teachings of the Buddha.” Because of the repetition in the first two lines of the original, I
have presented here their general meaning rather than their literal translation.

1. Nacca gita vadita visuka dassana veraman sikkhapadam samadiyami (Vin.I.83) “I take
the precept of abstaining from dancing, singing, playing musical instruments, and seeing
performances.”

2. The Vinaya stipulates: “Na bhikkhave naccam va gitam va vaditam va dassanaya
gantabbam yo gaccheyya apatti dukkatassa.”

3. Vin.II.107–108; Vin.IV.267.

4. Note the case of controversial six bhikkhus (chabbaggiya). The public protested
when they had begun to preach the dharma in musical tone. Responding to that the Bud-
dha stated five disadvantages in reciting the dharma in musical tone (pañcime bhikkhave adi-
nava ayatakena gitassarena): (1) one gets attached to the sound, (2) others get attached to the
sound, (3) lay people perceive the style of preaching as inferior, (4) the preacher loses his (or
her) concentration when he (or she) focuses on the tones and tunes of the recitation, and
(5) public benefit decreases. However, among these discussions, one can also discover a
thread of argument that encourages aesthetic treatment of the dharma. The Buddha had al-
ready allowed preaching the dharma in sarabhañña style. It shows that there is no inherent
problem in reciting verses according to their meter. The fundamental issue here is whether
rhythmical recitation generates attachment. The attachment alone is rejected here as inap-
propriate. As long as preaching generates detachment and as long as monk’s recitation pro-
duces freedom from lust, the verses can be accommodated in Buddhist recitations.
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5. For Buddhist attitudes toward music, see Mahinda Deegalle, “Music: Buddhist
Perspectives,” in Encyclopedia of Monasticism, ed. William M. Johnston (Chicago: Fitzroy
Dearborn Publishers, 2000). For the use of songs and other types of aesthetic elements in
the preaching tradition of the Kandyan Period (1480–1815), see Mahinda Deegalle,
“Marathon Preachers: The Two-pulpit Tradition in Sri Lanka,” Asiatische Studien: Études
Asiatiques 52, 1 (1998): 15–56.

6. First, a collection of the Venerable Rambukana Siddhartha’s Sinhala songs en-
titled Samsare Api (1986, see above, n. 1) was published. Recently, two audio cassette
tapes entitled Samanala Kanda and Samsare GiYatika (Nugegod: Singlanka, 1992) have
been released.

7. See H. L. Seneviratne and Swarna Wickremeratne, “Bodhipuja: Collective
Representations of Sri Lanka Youth,” American Ethnologist 7, 4 (1980): 734–43; Richard
F. Gombrich, “A New Theravadin Liturgy,” Journal of the Pali Text Society 9 (1981): 47–73;
Richard F. Gombrich and Gananath Obeyesekere, Buddhism Transformed: Religious Change
in Sri Lanka (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 384–402.

8. “peden budu sirita basin vat sirit.”

9. Neluvakande Ñanananda Thero, Zri Gunaratana Lipi Saraniya (Peradeniya:
Siyambalangamuve Zri Gunaratana Gunanusmarana Padanama, 1993), 6. See also the
booklet prepared for the occasion of conferring the post of Anunayaka.

10. See Sarananda’s recent biography: Gamini Senadhira, Bahujana Hitaya (Anurad-
hapura: Zri Sarananda Maha Pirivena, 2000), 94–106.

11. Candrasiri Palliyaguru (Simhala Budusamayehi Natya Laksana [Kadóavata: Can-
drasiri Palliyaguru, 1996], 83) had listened to a kavi bana delivered by Gunaratana Thero
on October 21, 1968. He has documented it partially in the above-mentioned recent
book. It is not clear why Gunaratana Thero stopped delivering kavi bana in 1968. Vener-
able Ariyadhamma seems to have adopted his style of recitation and serene manner of
presentation into the Bodhi Puji in the 1970s.

12. When the Raja Rata Sevaya of Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation began,
Gunaratana Thero had the opportunity of delivering the first dharma dezana. In that
unique event he had delivered a kavi bana on the Buddha’s death. When Gunaratana
Thero himself passed away in 1989, to commemorate his contribution, on March 13,
1989, Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation rebroadcasted his kavi bana on the Buddha’s
parinirvana (final cessation). As a very highly attractive sermon, it possesses a distinct style
and responds creatively the question of the place music and recitation have within the
Buddhist traditions. A comparison of this sermon with the chanting of Ariyadhamma
demonstrates immediate influences on the development of a style of Buddhist recitation
within Sinhala Buddhist preaching.

13. Ñanananda Thero, Zri Guaratana Lipi Saraniya, 6. I express my thanks to Vener-
able Kobbavala Dharmapriya, pupil of Gunaratana Thero and the present principal of Zri
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Silavati Pirivena, for allowing me to have a personal interview with him on August 7,
2000, at Sarananda Pirivena, Peradeniya.

14. Ñanananda Thero, Zri Gunaratana Lipi Saraniya, 23, 116.

15. Ibid., 23.

16. “dik v u gi haxdin noyek talen äda äda usko ta nangana pahatkota helana handin lelava
lelava bana nokiya yutu.”

17. As a substitute for the term te (tea) in the original text, I have inserted here the
commonly used term gilanpasa (P. gilanapaccaya), which is one of the four requisites of a
Buddhist monk. It refers to soft drinks. As a custom, the devotees offer tea (or soft drinks)
before the preacher starts delivering the sermon. By making such offerings, the lay Bud-
dhists hope to accumulate merit (P. puñña ). As reported here on some occasions, unfor-
tunately, Gunaratana had not received any appropriate hospitalities. This was partly due
to the lack of respect for him among his listeners.

18. Ñanananda Thero, Zri Gunaratana Lipi Saraniya, 3.

19. Vidagama Maitreya, Loväda Sangarava (Colombo: Department of Buddhist
Affairs, 1984), v. 7.

20. A few books have been compiled in Thai outlining the life and preaching styles
of Phra Phayom: Thamma kap sinlapin awuso (1983) andYakhwang . . . ku (1991) and Sin-
lapa hang kanthamngan hai pensuk (1997).

21. Kamala Tiyavanich, Forest Recollections: Wandering Monks in Twentieth-century
Thailand (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 276.

22. Siri Tilakasiri has published a remarkable work on The Asian Shadow Theater
(2000).

23. Tiyavanich, Forest Recollections, 277.

24. Ibid.

25. See H. L. Seneviratne, The Work of Kings: The New Buddhism in Sri Lanka
(Chicago and London: the University of Chicago Press, 1999), 36–42, for a detailed ex-
amination of the implications of Anagarika Dharmapala on the style of Buddhist preach-
ing and monks’ social work.
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Nine

“For Those Who Are Ignorant”

A Study of the Bauddha Ädahilla

Carol S. Anderson

THE BAUDDHA ÄDAHILLA is a small handbook of instruction for young
Buddhists, written in Sinhala and distributed widely in a number of different
editions and versions. The longest version is more than four hundred pages in
a four by three inch format, and the shortest is a scant twenty pages in a three
by two inch format with large print for children. The contents of all of the
editions are quite similar: they detail precisely how a practitioner should visit
a temple, and what they should do while they are there. They explain why the
three refuges are important and provide more or less information on proper
meditation. The shorter versions provide the texts alone with few explana-
tions, where the longer versions include a great deal of commentary on why
the practices should be undertaken. The text is designed for popular lay use. I
have heard many stories about how both men and women received a copy of
this text when they were young, usually around the age of seven or eight,
when they were learning to read. At present the distribution and use of the
manual is on the decline, in part due to the proliferation of devotional litera-
ture throughout Sinhala-speaking Sri Lanka during the last decade.

The title is a bit curious: Bauddha (or Buddha, as it is also used) is the Sin-
hala term for the Buddha, used adjectivally here as “Buddhist.” Ädahilla, or
belief, is a less familiar term in Sinhalese Buddhism than zraddha, faith, but
both terms evoke a similar sense of “believing in,” or “having faith in” the

171



Buddha and his teaching. Despite the fact that the term seems like it is a con-
temporary term, one that emerged into common use during the colonial pe-
riod, it appears in the Pujavaliya and other medieval Sinhalese texts. The irony
embedded in the title is the fact that the handbook is not a statement of doc-
trine by any stretch of the imagination, but is a compilation of canonical,
noncanonical, and commentarial sources on how one should practice as a Bud-
dhist. The Bauddha Ädahilla ennumerates different types of Buddhist practices,
yet the title should be properly translated as “Buddhist Beliefs.” This unwitting
conflation of “belief ” with ritual practices indicates that the author of the
version we examine here had perhaps unwittingly recognized that the hand-
book would have a greater appeal if cast as a compendium of Buddhist doc-
trines, but in actuality, the handbook focuses on the Buddhist rituals that rest
at the heart of Sinhalese Buddhism. For this reason, the Bauddha Ädahilla is a
highly useful point of entry into a study of the emergence of Buddhist lay
practice in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Sri Lanka.

In scholarship that seeks to move beyond the orientalist model, the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries are cast as the period within which unprece-
dented change resulting from British colonial domination rapidly transformed
indigenous notions of culture, community, and identity throughout South
Asia. In Sri Lanka, this process has become known as Protestant Buddhism,
which is commonly described as rationalist, textually based, and lay-oriented
in terms of religious practices as well as in terms of authority. Anagarika
Dharmapala is recognized as the architect of Protestant Buddhism, as Obeye-
sekere observes: “He became a Protestant-Buddhist, a reformer of the Bud-
dhist church, infusing that institution with the puritan values of
Protestantism.”1 Very briefly, Dharmapala created a new model for Sinhala
Buddhist lay men and women, not only in terms of religious deportment but
also in terms of daily dress, attitude, education, and behavior. The most im-
portant dimension of this new way of being Buddhist was the individual’s
own responsibility for his or her own salvation as well as for Buddhism itself.
Different scholars, including George Bond, Gananath Obeyesekere, and
Richard Gombrich emphasize different aspects of this period. Tessa Bartholo-
meusz highlights the creative and experimental tone of late-nineteenth-
century Sri Lanka, while other authors seem to deplore, if not mourn, the
processes by which Buddhism was reformed in the image of Protestant Chris-
tianity. Protestant Buddhism is virtually synonymous with the means by
which Sri Lanka entered modernity, ushered in by its colonizers.

From one angle, the existence of a handbook entitled “Buddhist Beliefs”
would seem to be a rather ubiquitous text that reflects this period of revival dur-
ing which the character of Sinhalese Buddhism was reshaped into Protestant
Buddhism. The Bauddha Ädahilla at first glance supports the model of Protestant
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Buddhism. But the content of the handbook does not lend itself to such a
straightforward conclusion. Unlike Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism, this book is not
comprised of questions and answers about right beliefs—or even right views. It
is a compilation of what to do and how to do it: it is a ritual manual, with ex-
planations in case anyone has any doubts as to the efficacy of the practices.

I suggest that we need a more refined and nuanced examination of this
handbook within the context of the rise of lay Buddhism in mid-to late-
nineteenth-century Sri Lanka. Despite the title of the handbook, the fact
that its content is a manual for ritual practice is a point not to be lightly dis-
missed. Furthermore, this handbook provides us with an excellent opportu-
nity to explore the character of Sinhalese Buddhist lay practices, particularly
in relation to monastic Buddhism, against the backdrop of the broad cate-
gories of reform, revival, and modernization. Toward this end, what follows
are my initial observations of a more detailed study of the historical situa-
tion within which the handbook appeared and within which it continued to
flourish throughout the twentieth century. My remarks are organized into
four sections: a short overview of the contents of the handbook, the canon-
ical and postcanonical sources employed, a discussion of the variety of edi-
tions, as well as the editors and compilers of the different editions and the
distribution of the handbook. I conclude this paper by offering a different
setting for the Bauddha Ädahilla.

R I T U A L S  O F  B U D D H I S T  B E L I E F S

The handbook edited by Kiriälle Ñanavimala Thero (the first edition was
published in 1955 by Gunasena’s) opens with the Pali text of the namaskara:
namo tassa bhagavato arahato samma sambuddhassa (In the name of the Blessed
One, arahat, the one who is fully enlightened). The refuges and the five pre-
cepts (sil) follow the namaskara. The Pali is printed in Sinhala script, the literal
meaning of the phrases is provided in Sinhala, and a moderately lengthy com-
mentary on the necessity of the phrases follows. This pattern continues all the
way through the eight precepts, with detailed instructions on why it is im-
portant to take sil, how to approach a monk to ask for sil, or how to take sil if
a monk is not available. There are longish explanations on why a lay Buddhist
should take the eight precepts on poya day, and on the different divisions of
the month into the quarters of the moon cycle. There is a short enumeration
of the ten precepts at the end of this section.

There are a few interesting stories told in the discussion of the refuges
and the precepts, as in the example of Queen Vessamitta, who was saved from
execution by the fact that she had taken refuge in the Buddha, dharma, and
the sangha along with the five precepts. The story unfolds on the battlefield,
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and Vessamitta realized that her husband, the king of Kosambi, had been
killed. She was immediately captured and after an attempt to talk her captor
out of executing her, the fuel stacked around her was set on fire. But the fire
was “as a cool body of water” to the queen, and seeing this, her executor
asked her why she was not burned. Her answer, as we might expect, was that
she had taken refuge in the triple gem. There is no reference to this queen in
the canon or in the commentaries, although her name does appear in the
Hugh Neville manuscripts.

Another story tells how a student named Chatta was attacked and killed
by robbers on his way to his teacher’s residence. Because, however, he had
taken the refuges and the precepts, he was reborn into Tavatimsa heaven and
all of his family became stream-enterers. This story is a late one in the canon,
appearing in the Vimanavatthu and its commentary as well as the commentary
to the Majjhimanikaya.

The second section describes different kinds of meditation, beginning
with the recollection of the Buddha’s good qualities, recollections of dharma,
and of the sangha. It includes reflections on the body and concludes with re-
flections on dying; there are a total of twenty-seven different meditation top-
ics, some of which are minor variations on others. Different types of
worship—vandana—constitute the third section, including worship of the
Buddha, dharma, and the sangha as well as the classic pilgrimage sites
throughout Sri Lanka and different types of puja.

The fourth section is entitled “Dharma Vibh agaya,” or “Investigations of
Dharma.” The topics include: the noble eightfold path, the seven noble
riches—faith, virtues, modesty, caution, tradition, renunciation, and wisdom,
the ten meritorious acts, and so on. Different kinds of dana are described, as
well as the merits of giving. This section ends with a detailed enumeration of
different kinds of suffering, some of which are the familiar old age, birth, and
death but some of which appear to be later supplements. This distillation of
dharma is intriguing, insofar as it is a mix of canonical, commentarial, and
more recent explanations of the teachings. Following the discussions of
dharma is a short chapter on the gihivinaya, which contains the Sihalovada
Sutra in its entirety. The final section is for the paritta ritual, and includes the
Mahamaygala, Ratana, Karaniya-metta, and Dhajagga Sutras.

The shortest version of this text contains only the namaskara and the pre-
cepts, and runs about twenty pages in large type-set for young children. The
longest is the one I have used here, which is the version edited by Kiriälle
Ñanavimala Thero, and it is 434 pages long in a small typeface. I have seen at
least four other printed versions, with printing dates ranging from the 1920s
up through the 1990s; all are fundamentally similar. I have also located four
ola-leaf manuscripts of this text, of varying lengths, dates, and orthography; I
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have been able to examine three at length. Of these four, two are quite simi-
lar to the long text compiled by Ñanavimala, although a good deal of the
commentary that appears in the text is missing from the manuscripts, as are
the paritta sutras that appear at the end of Ñanavimala’s handbook. Two of the
printed editions include astrological material at the end that is omitted from
Ñanavimala’s edition. This is not a classical text in any sense of the word. The
passages and verses are straightforward, and the commentary is rather mun-
dane and graceless. There is no mention of other texts or sources. It is de-
signed wholly for the lay practitioner, designed as a compilation of different
kinds of practices: the refuges, precepts, meditation, worship, and paritta. The
explanations of dharma are a loose compilation of classical teachings, although
they reflect more closely the conglomeration of teachings that are filtered
through classical Sinhala literature rather than the canonical and commentar-
ial literature. For example, the eightfold path precedes any mention of the
four noble truths. The ten meritorious actions and the ten de-meritorious ac-
tions are more important than a discussion of anatta. The classical categories
of Pali “theology” as transmitted through the academic study of Theravada
Buddhism drop away in this discussion of dharma; the section reads not as an
introduction but more as a reminder of the salient points. Furthermore, in all
of the discussions that I have had about this text with practicing Sinhalese
Buddhists, no one remarked on this section. The overview of dharma re-
ceives, on the whole, little attention among readers of this text. The impor-
tance of the content of this handbook is not its style, rhetoric, or analysis: it
is the description of the practices that make the handbook significant.

Even so, the handbook reflects the same attitude toward devotion that ap-
pears in medieval Sinhala literature described by Charles Hallisey: the Buddha is
laden with honorifics, and the relationship established between the practitioner
and the Buddha by the act of taking refuge alters the formal relationship be-
tween the supplicant and the distant Buddha.2 It is not a coincidence that the
handbook begins with the refuges and the precepts. The relationship established
by taking the refuges establishes the Buddha as a protector, as a guardian, and as
a guide. The Buddha remains the honored, omniscient one throughout the en-
tire text. Contrary to Olcott’s defense of the Buddha as an honorable man but
not divine in his own Catechism, the Buddha in the Buddha Ädahilla is “the high-
est in the three worlds who is worthy of receiving offerings . . . in a very for-
mal manner.” The refrain of the Dhammacakkapavattana-sutta also appears:
“There is no god, brahma, or anyone else who is more exalted than He. The
refuges are vested in anyone who worships and esteems his Buddha-qualities.”3

This relationship is emphasized in the Buddha Ädahilla, where editors ex-
plain how and why the refuges are efficacious and how they can be, literally,
broken. The Buddha’s authority as the highest one in the cosmos makes the
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refuges and the precepts “work.” On the other hand, if one has any doubt
about the Buddha or if one has any “unwholesome regard” about the omni-
scient one, then one’s act of going for refuge becomes defiled. Similarly, if one
does not know the qualities of the Triple Gem, if one doubts those qualities,
or if one confuses bad qualities for good, then one’s refuge is violated.4

Four kinds of prostration are enumerated, and they provide an interesting
glimpse into the reasons that one should take refuge. If one engages in the
five-limb prostration to the Buddha when reciting the namaskara and seeking
refuge, there are four reasons for doing so. (The five-limb prostration means
worshipping the Buddha first by kneeling, then by stretching out face down,
touching both elbows and the forehead to the ground. This is sometimes un-
derstood to involve kneeling, bending over at the waist, laying both hands
palm down on the ground and resting one’s forehead on the back of the
hands.) The first is recognizing that there is a kinship between the Buddha and
his clan and the practitioner, thinking “he is a relative of mine.” The second is
out of fear—thinking that not worshiping such a powerful being as the Bud-
dha will result in harm (an interesting variant on Pascal’s wager!). The third
reason for prostrating oneself is recognizing that “In the time when the Om-
niscient One was a bodhisattva, I studied the arts under him.” The fourth rea-
son is simply to regard refuge as a prudent resource in case of calamity or
misfortune.5 The authority of the Buddha as the highest being in the cosmos
grants the refuges their efficacy, but the array of reasons for seeking refuge are
scarcely the noble causes one might imagine. The altered relationship that
Hallisey describes—recognizing the Buddha as “mine” or “ours”—is the first
reason for prostrating oneself, but fear and good old common sense are
equally valid reasons for bowing to the Buddha when going for refuge.

The Buddha and the world represented in the Buddha Ädahilla is the
Buddha as cakkavattin, as wheel-turner, world-ruler, and omniscient one. He
is not the logician of the debates, nor is he the seeker after enlightenment. He
is the one who has turned the wheel, who has paved the path for others to
follow. And he generously extends his protection to seekers who believe in
him—not out of any “pure faith,” but for whatever reason. All that follows in
the Buddha Ädahilla is directed at cultivating and fixing that relationship,
whether it is pilgrimage, meditation, or paritta rituals.

A N  A U T H O R  O F  T H E  B U D D H A  Ä D A H I L L A ?

The redactor of one of the ola-leaf manuscripts explains that it is a copy of the
second part of a book that was printed in Kotahena. This is an unambiguous
reference to the earliest edition of this text that I have been able to find. The
British Library houses a printed second edition that was edited by Mohotti-
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vatte Gunananda Thero; one biography provides 1889 as the date of the first
edition. The second edition is dated in 1894, and both were printed on Gu-
nananda’s press at Dipaduttaramaya, the Sarvajña Press. Ola-leaf copies of the
printed books were not uncommon, even in the early part of the twentieth
century; they were a common means of circulating texts even on the outskirts
of urbanized Colombo. Mohottivatte Gunananda wrote a variety of tracts,
books, pamphlets, and published at least two newspapers during his lifetime.
His temple in Kotahena was at the center of the Buddhist revival, and he had
long challenged Christian missionaries even before his success at the Panadura
debates in 1873.

Born in 1823 at Balapitiya at Mohottivatta (Migettuwatta), he was edu-
cated at home, under the tutelage of his uncle Danti Nayde Gurunnanse (De-
lath Andiris Mendis) who once wore the robes (that is, had trained to become
a fully-ordained monk) and who was also highly skilled in reading ola-leaf
manuscripts. Gunananda was ordained as a novice at the Subhadraramaya Pu-
rana Vihara when he was twelve, and his teacher was Balapitiya Gunaratne
Thero. Some time later his father passed away, as did his teacher, and Gu-
nananda disrobed and returned home. Through mutual friends, he was en-
rolled at what was to become Wesley College in Colombo where he learned
English and Latin. After leaving the school over a dispute, he took a position
at the Ceylon Observer. Maintaining a close friendship with his uncle, Sinigama
Dhirakkhanda who was the chief incumbent at the Dipaduttaramaya Vihara in
Kotahena, he took the robes once again after the death of his mother. Gu-
nananda took his higher ordination in 1844 as a member of the Amarapura
order in Balapitiya, although there is some question regarding his actual status.
Richard Fox Young sides with testimony that Gunananda gave in court in
1883 that he was a novice, and suggests that perhaps Gunananda had once
been an upasampada monk but became a novice for the relative freedoms that
that status provided.6

A few years before his ordination, Gunananda was assigned to the Di-
paduttaramaya in Kotahena under his friend and teacher Sinigama Dhi-
rakkhanda. Gunananda continued to study informally with a variety of other
teachers, including Hikkaduve Sumaygala. His biographers describe how tire-
less his efforts in publishing and education were, in the over-laudatory language
found in this genre: “A new light emanated from this temple owing to the un-
tiring militant efforts and contributions of Venerable Gunananda Thero, ex-
tending gradually to the Islandwide Buddhist Revival Movement.”7 Despite
the overblown rhetoric, Gunananda apparently established a printing press that
was functioning in the early 1860s (Abhayasundara claims that it was running
in 1857), and wrote many treatises, tracts, books, pamphlets, and a series of
newsletters until his death in 1890. He was the champion of the debates at
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Panadura in 1873, and his name was widely recognized after that. Don David
Hewavitarana, who would later become Anagarika Dharmapala, was twelve
years old when he heard Gunananda’s speech at Panadura.

Blavatsky and Olcott came to Sri Lanka in 1880 after hearing of Gu-
nananda’s success at Panadura and worked closely with Gunananda for a short
time after their arrival. However, Gunananda became suspicious about Ol-
cott’s motives. Abhayasundara (one of Gunananda’s biographers) explains how
Gunananda challenged Olcott on the misuse of funds raised for the Buddhist
Education fund and how Gunananda had come to see that Olcott was “try-
ing to teach distinguished monks and scholars instead of learning from
them.”8 Young nicely characterizes the relative strengths of Gunananda and
the Theosophists: Gunananda’s strengths had always rested in the popular tra-
ditions of Buddhism—no one could “move the masses at a subconscious level
like he could.”9 On the other hand, Young suggests, Blavatsky and Olcott
were much better prepared to marshal resources at the lay level than was Gu-
nananda. The Theosophists substituted lay leaders for monastic; Olcott ex-
plicitly excluded ordained monks from leadership positions in the Buddhist
Theosophical Society. Prior to Dharmapala’s reconstruction of the devout lay
Buddhist, then, Gunananda was addressing, inspiring, and teaching those Sin-
hala-speakers who no longer knew anything about Buddhism. In fact, the
opening to one of the ola-leaf manuscripts of the Buddha Ädahilla explicitly
addresses itself to those “who do not know or who are ignorant about partic-
ipating in sil and so on.”10

As at least the earliest author of the Buddha Ädahilla, Gunananda em-
ployed his knowledge of the Sinhala tradition, his purported familiarity with
the monastic curriculum, and his oratory skills on behalf of Buddhism’s de-
fense. Young discusses at length the mentality of “beleaguerment” that seems
to have characterized much of Gunananda’s life. He took the responsibility
of damana quite seriously, according to Young, and it was the attitude of be-
leaguerment that often motivated Gunananda’s defense of the faith. Gu-
nananda is recognized today—when he is remembered at all—for his
invigorating and stalwart demeanor in public debate. The corpus of his writ-
ing that culminated in the Buddha Ädahilla reveals a highly literate and well-
trained writer of manuscripts and printed works. His other works included a
tract entitled Bauddha Prasna (Questions Relating to Buddhism) that was pub-
lished in 1887, in which he enumerated the Buddha’s ten perfections instead
of the Buddha’s dharma.11 Gunananda also edited and published three classi-
cal works in Sinhala, the Kavyazekharaya (1872), the Milindapraznaya (1876),
and the Pansiyapanas Jatakapota (1881).

A close look at the Buddhism that Gunananda espoused shows that it was
scarcely the rationalized Buddhism of the Theosophical Society. The Bauddha
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Ädahilla is a classic example of Gunananda’s emphases and interests: he empha-
sized knowledge of the rituals, the practices, and the variety of Buddhist acts
that were intertwined with Sinhalese culture. Young’s remark about Gu-
nananda’s Bauddha Prasna might also be true of the Bauddha Ädahilla: “He
never got around to the Dhamma as such, because his interests did not lay in
that domain: in his perspective, true Buddhists take refuge in the Buddha (and,
of course, the Dhamma and Saygha), not a philosophy.”12 And that is the mes-
sage of the Bauddha Ädahilla, that true Buddhists take refuge in the Buddha,
meditate on and with the protection of the Buddha, and worship the Buddha.

Even though we have this evidence that Gunananda composed the Baud-
dha Ädahilla in the context of the Buddhist revival, it is common to attribute
authorship of the handbook to more lofty periods of the past. For example,
one well-known editor of the text was Kiriälle Ñanavimala Thero, who edited
the version of the Bauddha Ädahilla that is most commonly found today. His
first edition appeared in 1955. Ñanavimala was the author of many such texts,
as well as treatises on many different aspects of Sinhalese Buddhism. In his in-
troduction to his edition, Ñanavimala explains that the Dutch commissioned
an elaborately bound and decorated volume and presented it to Kirti Zri Ra-
jasiyha. However, one of his students cast doubts on this claim during an in-
terview that I had with him—I learned that later in his life Ñanavimala was a
less precise scholar than we might have wished—and I have found no other in-
dependent evidence to substantiate Ñanavimala’s assertion about the age or
origin of the handbook. Ñanavimala, like Gunananda, was highly trained; he
edited many widely used editions of Sinhala literature. In terms of his popular
writings, he was recognized for the proliferation of his works, if not necessar-
ily his historical accuracy, particularly toward the end of his life.

During the course of my research, I have found that Ñanavimala was not
alone in his desire to locate the Buddha Ädahilla in the distant and glorious
past. Lay Buddhists and monks alike have insisted in informal conversations
that this handbook “goes all the way back to the time of the Buddha.” These
claims seem to signal a desire to identify a history for this text that equals its
popularity. The existence of ola-leaf manuscript copies of this handbook may
stem from the same desire: if we can locate palm-leaf copies of the text, then
certainly it must be a work with a revered history. The significance of this
handbook, however, lies in its reputation and continued use throughout the
twentieth century.

P O P U L A R I T Y  O F  T H E  B A U D D H A  Ä D A H I L L A

As I noted above, the most popular version of the text is that edited by Kir-
iälle Ñanavimala, and it continues to be reprinted every few years by Gunasena
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Printers in Colombo. I have seen stacks of this handbook, both in hardcover
and bound in leather, for sale during May and June; it is a familiar gift for
Vesak, the month during which the Buddha’s enlightenment is celebrated. It is
still being reprinted; during my last conversation with the manager of Gu-
nasena’s in 1998, he indicated that they would continue to reprint it as long as
it sold—but he did note that sales had dropped off in recent years. The hand-
book was in its sixteenth printing in 1998, and each run was approximately
1,500 to 2,000 copies. It is reasonable to suggest that approximately 28,000
copies of the book have been sold since the mid-1950s by Gunasena’s alone. In
a country of roughly twelve million Buddhists today, that number is rather
small: it seems that the popularity of the text outweighs the number of copies
that were printed during the twentieth century. The text appeared to share the
same popularity at the start of the century, as noted by Reginald Copleston,
the Anglican Bishop of Colombo in 1908: “Most Buddhists who can read, at
least in or near Colombo, possess a copy; and some of them who cannot read
get it read to them.”13

During the past three years since I have taken up this project, I have heard
any number of stories about how people were given this book as children.
When they first began to read, parents gave their children a copy to use as a
guide to the proper recitations when visiting temples, doing one’s evening de-
votions in the shrine at home, or when undertaking a more involved pu ja rit-
ual. A glimmer of fond recollection appears in people’s eyes when they
describe how their grandmother or grandfather slept with the book under
their pillow at night, and stored the book reverently in a nearby cabinet dur-
ing the day. I have heard about how the Bauddha Ädahilla was used to ward off
injury to infants and children by placing it in their cradles or their beds until
they were four or five years old. A good friend’s mother-in-law has described
to me in detail how she gave each of her daughters a copy of the book when
they were seven, and taught them how to recite the chants until they knew
them by rote.

Often when I ask people about the handbook, they look at it like a long-
lost friend, remarking about how long it has been since they thought of the
book. One well-respected scholar told me how he had been approached by a
member of the Premadasa cabinet to write a biography—never published—of
the president that would be published in a small format, “exactly the same size
as the Bauddha Ädahilla, so that people could carry it around in their pockets.”
In Colombo and its environs, the handbook is quite popular, and has been for
the better part of the twentieth century, although more research is required to
document this systematically.

These stories seem to reflect a different aspect of the book’s importance.
In these anecdotes, this book functions in a Sinhalese Buddhist community in
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much the same way that a Bible given to children at the time of their confir-
mation or first communion functions in Protestant or Catholic households.
It is a gift, with a frontispiece in the book to record both the recipient and the
donor. The stories I have heard about the efficacy of the book itself in ward-
ing off evil reflect the significance of the handbook as a commodity, similar in
some ways to an amulet or charm—the text is significant because its religious
teachings provide a source of protection for the bearer, not primarily because
it is read, memorized, and acted upon. At the same time, the handbook is
read, at least among some families, and the lines are memorized for use in rit-
ual practice. It is my suspicion at this early date that there was a shift in how
the text was used throughout the twentieth century. All of the stories I have
heard about how the handbook was used to ward off potential harm to chil-
dren and the elderly have been told to me by people in their sixties or seven-
ties; people in middle age who tell me about the book have tended to
emphasize the content of the book. Ironically enough, the earlier use of the
book as a medium of protection would have been closer to Gunananda’s rit-
ualized Buddhism than the more recent emphases on the content of the book.

In the past decade, other Sinhala books on how to worship, meditate, and
take the refuges have sprung up in large numbers and the Bauddha Ädahilla no
longer stands alone. All of the stories about the handbook have been told to
me by adults in their thirties or older; younger generations are perhaps famil-
iar with the title of the book but not because they own or have owned a copy.
Bookstores such as that at the Kälaniya Temple, Godage’s, Gunasena’s, and the
Buddhist Cultural Centre in Nedimala sell countless children’s books describ-
ing different types of Buddhist worship; what all of these books have in com-
mon is a focus on ritual practice. While books on different types of Buddhist
literature are equally available, those that describe Buddhist worship are by far
the more popular according to my interviews and conversations.

The Buddha Ädahilla is popular only among Sinhala-speaking families,
and thus it occupies what I have come to consider a unique niche within Sri
Lankan culture. Young has suggested, drawing on Obeyesekere, that the elite
of Sinhala-speaking culture have adopted the rational and demythologized
version of Buddhism spread by Olcott. In contrast, the popular, cosmological,
Buddha-focused practices of the Buddha Ädahilla takes center stage among a
certain strata of non-elite Sinhala-speaking people in the Colombo environs.14

This Buddhism is closest to Spiro’s notion of kammatic Buddhism, although
that distinction requires closer scrutiny to be used accurately in this context,
particularly in light of the arguments proposed in Gombrich and Obeye-
sekere’s Buddhism Transformed. At any rate, this is a Buddhism that is not overly
rational, although it does slip into the increasingly conservative forms of ra-
tionalized and crystallized Buddhism that have emerged in response to the
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civil war; nor is it predominantly spiritualized in the sense of the spirit reli-
gion described by Gombrich and Obeyesekere.

The type of Buddhism revealed in the pages of the Buddha Ädahilla is far
more cultural, perhaps, than most studies of Buddhism recognize. At its core
are the rituals of worship, the “ten good deeds” (generosity, morality, and so
on), and proper attitude. It is equally aesthetic, with a great deal of attention
placed on recognizing the proper rhythm of the chants and the demeanor in-
stilled when listening to the words, whether on television, over loudspeakers
at temples, or from a parent. Young encapsulates this traditional Buddhism
very nicely in the conclusion to his article on Gunananda. He remarks that
Gunananda had started a program offering free flowers to those who came to
worship the Buddha at the temple in Kotahena, in part as a form of protest
against those “Theosophists [who] don’t observe sil, light lamps, or offer flow-
ers to the Buddha.”15 This core of pu ja exemplifies the Buddhism reflected in
the pages of the Buddha Ädahilla .

L O C A T I N G  A N D  I D E N T I F Y I N G
T H E B A U D D H A  Ä D A H I L L A

I wish to place briefly this text in relationship to other movements of religious
reform or revival in Sri Lanka and South Asia. Seeking answers to the ques-
tion of what the genre of devotional Sinhalese literature looks like during this
period is beyond the scope of this essay; suffice it to say, however, that both lay
practice and devotion are central themes of Sinhala literature that date at least
to the medieval period, as Hallisey has shown. Models for lay practice have
been defined, constructed, and negotiated in dialogue with other religions, is-
sues of ethnicity, politics, and the larger Indian subcontinent in Sinhalese liter-
ature at least since the tenth and eleventh centuries.16 While I will not seek to
define a specific genre for the Bauddha Ädahilla, it is useful to compare the text
to similar types of literature first in South Asia, and then in Sri Lanka in order
to determine the character of other types of religious reforms. Arguments in
favor of the relevance of the category of Protestant Buddhism are weakened by
the absence of comparisons of Sinhalese Buddhist reforms with reforms in
Hinduism or Islam in South Asia during the same period.

The first parallel is found in the work of Arumugala Navalar (1822–1879)
in Jaffna and in Madras. Born to a literate Zaiva family in a small village on the
Jaffna peninsula, Navalar learned English in a Christian school while he spoke
Tamil at home. As a young man, he was hired to teach Tamil and English in the
Wesleyan Mission School in Jaffna, where he remained for eight years. Hudson
remarks that Navalar came to define himself as a devotee of Ziva during this pe-
riod of his life. When Navalar was twenty-six (in 1847), he began to preach on
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Friday evenings, criticizing Christians and Zaiva priests alike and teaching oth-
ers how to be properly Zaiva. With a colleague, Navalar left for Madras in 1849
to obtain a printing press from local supporters, and he established a press in Sri
Lanka. He later established a second press in Madras, devoted to the same causes
of education and publishing tracts on proper Zaiva devotion.When Navalar died
in 1879, he had published some seventy-four works, among which were a chil-
dren’s primer, a treatise entitled “How to Worship in Ziva’s Temple,” and a “Zaiva
catechism” of more than four hundred questions and answers.17

Rohin Bastin observes that there are similarities between Sri Lankan
Buddhist and Hindu reformers, despite the fact that Navalar began his work
nearly a generation before Buddhist reformers got underway. Most signifi-
cantly, Bastin notes that both Hindu and Buddhist reformers sought to revive
their religious traditions following centuries of Christian proselytizing, and
thus the attempts of Christian missionaries to convert, taken together with
their impact on education and on the rise of printed texts, “set the terms of
revivalism in both the Hindu north and the Buddhist south.”18 Bastin also
points out that relationships between Sinhala Buddhists and Tamil Hindus
were cooperative and cordial in the 1870s and 1880s, since the more impor-
tant adversary at that point was the British. (When Swami Vivekananda vis-
ited Anuradhapura in 1897, however, his public lecture was disrupted by
protesting Sinhala Buddhists.) On the basis of this and other similarities,
Bastin suggests that one might call the Hindu revival “Protestant” as well—but
he opts not to employ this term in part because the foreign word neglects sig-
nificant features of the Hindu renaissance.19

The most important feature about the use of the term Protestant, Bastin
points out, is not the dimension elucidated by Max Weber, namely, some fun-
damental “Protestant ethic,” but the fact that both Hinduism and Buddhism
shared a similar intensification of lay religiosity during the period. If the di-
mension of secularization highlighted by the term is understood, then the
term is a useful one. In the end, however, Bastin rejects the term for the Hindu
revival because it projects a “false causality”: neither the Buddhist nor Hindu
revivals were dependent upon Protestantism, despite the significant impact it
had on the religious revivals of nineteenty-century Sri Lanka.20 Robert Bellah’s
remarks in 1963 on the need to take up broader issues involved in applying
Weber’s work to Asia ring particularly true, specifically in comparative context
and with close historical research of the sort that Young has done.21

This point is born out when one considers the rise of Muslim reform as
well. Catalyzed by the arrival in Sri Lanka during 1883 of the Egyptian na-
tionalist ‘Urabi (Arabi) Pasha (1839–1911), the Muslim revival was also char-
acterized by increased lay devotion and increased use of religious texts.22

‘Urabi was not the active leader of the Muslim revival that Dharmapala was

“ F o r  T h o s e  Wh o  A r e  I g n o r a n t ” 1 8 3



for the Buddhist movement, or that Navalar was for the Hindu movement.
He was, on the other hand, a quiet and cautious man who was “particularly
sensitive to the opinion of the colonial authorities”—but he was also a sym-
bol around which the movement could coalesce. Similar to the Hindu and
Buddhist movements, the Muslim revival first focused on education, although
Muslim resistance to Christian schools set the task of Muslim education apart
from both Hindu and Buddhist educational reforms. Like Hindu and Bud-
dhist associations, the Muslim community also established societies to spread
the study of English; Samaraweera suggests that the Hindu and Buddhist or-
ganizations served as models; for example, the Muslim Young Men’s Associa-
tion was established in 1910. Also in keeping with the Hindu and Buddhist
revivals, the Muslim movement critiqued religious leaders and sought to de-
mocratize Islam. Samaraweera cites a review published in 1935: “[T]he com-
munity became mullah-ridden and men and women were led into a state of
blissful ignorance in the name of religion.”23 Education, increased lay partici-
pation, and the establishment of lay organizations characterized the Muslim
revival as well as the Hindu and Buddhist revivals; the Bauddha Ädahilla was
not the only text of its kind during the period by any means.

Several questions remain. First, to what degree is it useful to continue to
call the Buddhist revival movement Protestant? This brief glance at the Hindu
and Muslim movements reveals similar characteristics—education, challenges
to religious leaders, growth of popular religious texts, and increased lay par-
ticipation—both in numbers and in intensity. To what end, then, is it useful to
separate the Buddhist revival from the Hindu or Muslim revivals? Further-
more, if we identify an increased lay participation for these movements, what
does this look like? Does increased lay participation refer to a broader-based
lay participation in terms of numbers, a substantive change in attitudes toward
religious leaders, or some other as-yet-undefined form of religiosity? Partic-
ularly in light of Anne Blackburn’s work, we need to be cautious about tak-
ing the challenges to monastic authority at face value.24

Second, we need to examine more closely the rise of nonelite groups in
the Colombo area. Michael Roberts’s work on elite formation is indispensable
for a thorough understanding of the impact that colonialism had on shifting
class and caste positions, but equally thorough research is needed to determine
where the funds came from to support Gunananda’s work in Kotahena, and
similar projects. I suspect that, despite what we suspect about the support of
the elite for the Buddhist revival, the “middle class” (for lack of a more pre-
cise term) has played a central role in the support for the presses, and so on.

Third, from the perspective of the Buddha Ädahilla, the revival movement
focused on proper ritual behavior instead of rational belief. I suggest that the
feature of rational belief that is so closely intertwined with the concept of
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Protestant Buddhism requires closer and more nuanced analyses. For those
who were taught how to behave in temples from the handbook, action was
the proper vehicle to express one’s ethnic and religious identity. If one be-
haved properly as a Buddhist, one was Sinhalese (recognizing that “all Sin-
halese today are not Buddhist, all Buddhists in Sri Lanka are Sinhalese”).25 The
third question, then, is the relationship between action and profession of be-
lief in the late nineteenth century, particularly since rational belief is consid-
ered to be such a central pillar of Protestant Buddhism.

This final point is made clearer if we do return to the place and function
of catechetical texts in religious history. The genre was inaugurated when Mar-
tin Luther published his Enchiridion, or the Little Catechism in 1529. His format
was question-and-answer, and in his preface, Luther asks that his readers mem-
orize the book: “I beg of you to adopt the present booklet I offer you, and to
teach it, word for word, to your people. . . . Be faithful to that text, word for
word, in such a manner that your hearers will be able to repeat it after you and
to commit to memory.”26 This question-and-answer style remained popular
among Protestants well into the twentieth century. Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism
is just such a series of questions and answers, designed to instill the reasons for
proper belief and respect for the Buddha and Buddhism.27

Olcott’s text is divided into simple sections: The Life of the Buddha, The
Dharma or Doctrine, The Sangha, The Rise and Spread of Buddhism, and
Buddhism and Science. Unlike Gunananda, Olcott poses many questions
about Buddhism and provides answers. For example, in the first pages, he asks
“What is Buddhism? Would you call a person a Buddhist who had merely
been born of Buddhist parents?” Other questions deal with Pali terminology,
such as “what is a male lay Buddhist called?” In the section on the dharma, he
asks doctrinal questions, such as “Upon what is the doctrine of rebirth
founded?” Olcott’s catechism is designed for those who seek answers about
the doctrines and teachings of Buddhism; while he includes information on
worship, that is a minor aspect of the Buddhist Catechism. In the preface to the
thirty-sixth edition of the text (published in 1903), Olcott himself notes the
fact that there is a gap between those who value his Catechism and Buddhist
bhikkhus. He quotes an article from the Theosophical Review that calls upon
“learned Buddhists of Ceylon” to “bestir themselves to throw some light on
their own origins and doctrines.” Olcott responded: “I am afraid that we shall
have to wait long for this help to come from the Buddhist bhikkhus, almost the
only learned men of Ceylon; at least I have not been able during an intimate
intercourse of twenty-two years, to arouse their zeal. . . . [A]s I believe I have
said in an earlier edition, I only consented to write The Buddhist Catechism
after I had found that no bhikkhu would undertake it.” Olcott’s Buddhist Cate-
chism was indeed published in 1881, twelve years earlier than Gunananda’s
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Buddha Ädahilla, and has been translated into at least twenty languages (un-
like the Buddha Ädahilla, which has yet to be fully translated into English).
Despite Olcott’s protestations, however, the Buddha Ädahilla was in circulation
among Buddhist bhikkhus in Sri Lanka, but it was a very different text than
Olcott required. To compare the Buddhist Catechism and the Buddha Ädahilla
as catechisms that, by implication, are legacies of Martin Luther’s catechism
does not address the radical differences between the two texts.

Gunananda’s Buddha Ädahilla was not a question-and-answer catechetical
text, nor are any of the editions of the text at my disposal. It is a text of in-
struction, of explanation, and above all, a resource manual: there is nothing to
be memorized except the Pali passages. Entire chapters were not designed to
be learned by rote, only the few verses and phrases that a devout Buddhist
should recite when worshiping, visiting a temple, or on pilgrimage. The focus
of the Buddha Ädahilla lies in explanations of why one should practice in the
proper fashion, not in explanations of why Buddhists believe as they do. By
articulating what proper ritual Buddhist behavior is, Gunananda provided an
explanation for Buddhist identity in a quintessentially Sinhalese style. This is
one of the reasons that I find it difficult to continue to employ the terminol-
ogy of “Protestant Buddhism.” Despite an apparent similarity of form—the
Buddha Ädahilla appears to be a catechism, is given to children when they are
young as a guide to proper religious comportment, and distills the essentials of
Buddhism for interested readers—in the end, the handbook is not fundamen-
tally about belief. In spite of its title, the handbook is a manual for proper rit-
ual comportment and, as such, is a text that is thoroughly embedded within
Sinhalese ritual practice.
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Ten

Interpretive Strategies for Seeing 
the Body of the Buddha

James R. Egge

IN THE CENTURIES following the Buddha’s death, the most important focus
for his worship was his bodily relics. Material and transient remains of a being
believed to have attained final nirvana, the relics were nonetheless worshiped as
being in some sense the living Buddha.1 That seeing the relics could be an im-
portant part of this cult is succinctly expressed by Mahinda’s statement in Ma-
havamsa, “When the relics are seen, the Conqueror is seen.”2 But how did one
see a relic? Relics were normally encased in stupas, hidden from view. Even if
relics were displayed, as today at the Temple of the Tooth in Sri Lanka, one
would likely see only a reliquary, and not the relic itself. Devotees therefore
had to direct their vision to sacred objects such as stupas and bodhi trees. By the
second century B.C.E., however, Buddhists adorned the precincts of these holy
places with reliefs and other artwork visible to the eyes of the faithful. These
marks provided a focus for the devotees’ gaze, and showed the viewer how to
understand and view the stupa itself. Similarly, narratives about people seeing
the living Buddha and marveling about his physical qualities taught their audi-
ences how to perceive the Buddha’s relics and stupas, his physical body (ru-
pakaya) that remains in the world after his final nirvana.3

In this eassy, I show how some Theravadin canonical narratives and early
Buddhist stupa reliefs advance different ways of viewing the Buddha’s body.
Adopting categories from Stanley Fish, I refer to these ways of viewing as in-
terpretive strategies, and to a group whose members share an interpretive strat-
egy as an interpretive community.4 I argue that different narratives present two
distinct interpretive strategies for seeing the Buddha’s body, and that different
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sets of reliefs present two analogous interpretative strategies for viewing his
body. I further argue that if these interpretations are valid, then we can see an
analogous development in the interpretive strategies these verbal and visual
texts advance. I conclude with a brief discussion of the possibilities of locating
historically the interpretive communities that constituted, and were constituted
by, these texts and strategies.

V E R B A L  S T R A T E G I E S

In this section I discuss three sets of texts from Sutta Pitaka that represent sig-
nificantly differing attitudes toward the Buddha’s physical body. The first does
not advance a particular understanding of the Buddha’s body, but the other
two present clear and distinct views. All of these texts focus on the Buddha’s
distinctive physical characteristics. To give some precision to my discussion of
these marks, I employ Charles Sanders Peirce’s categories of icon, index, and
symbol. In brief, an icon is a sign that denotes its object by virtue of resem-
bling that object; for example, a drawing or an onomatopoetic word. An
index is a sign that denotes its object by virtue of being affected by its object;
for example, smoke or a spontaneous smile (signifying fire and happiness re-
spectively). A symbol is a sign that denotes its object by virtue of a conven-
tion; for example, a traffic signal or a numeral.5

The first set of texts I will discuss is a group of verses that appears at M II
146, Sn 548–567 and 570–573, and Thag 818–841. M and Sn frame these
verses with a prose narrative and include some additional verses; that Thag lacks
these prose and verse sections suggests that the verses common to these three
passages represent an older version of the narrative.6 In these verses, a Brahman
named Sela praises the Buddha for his glorious physical appearance, telling him
that he possesses all the marks of a great man (mahapurisalakkhana) and that he
ought to be a righteous king (dhammaraja) and a wheel-turning emperor (cakka-
vattin).7 The traits that Sela names are that Gotama is perfect in body, shining,
well-born, lovely to behold, virile, tall, erect, and majestic, with golden skin,
very white teeth, clear eyes, and a good face.8 The Buddha replies that he is an
unsurpassed dhammaraja, not in the sense of being a righteous king, but be-
cause he is a king of the dharma. He likewise claims that he is not a worldly
cakkavattin, but a turner of the unsurpassed wheel of dharma.19 After the Bud-
dha dispels all Sela’s doubts, he and his three hundred Brahman followers take
refuge in the Buddha, praising him and paying homage to his feet.

In this story, seeing the Buddha leads only indirectly to a recognition of his
buddhahood. When telling his disciples about the Buddha, Sela asks rhetori-
cally, “Having seen him . . . who would not have faith?”10 Earlier in the narra-
tive, however, Sela attains faith not immediately upon seeing the Buddha, but
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only after hearing the Buddha’s words. This narrative thus does not reveal if or
how seeing the Buddha by itself produces knowledge of his transcendent na-
ture. When Sela interprets the Buddha’s physical attributes as indices and icons
of mundane greatness, as evidence of his noble birth and potential to become
a great king,11 the Buddha neither validates nor denies the Brahman’s state-
ments, but instead contrasts the mundane attainments praised by Sela with the
surpassing greatness of Gotama’s buddhahood. Neither the Buddha nor the
narrator explains why the Buddha possesses these physical traits, and neither
states that these traits are evidence of his buddhahood.12

Our second set of texts, which includes the prose frame to the Sela story
(M II 146 = Sn 102–112), Brahmayu Sutta (M II 133–146), Ambattha Sutta (D
I 88–110), Mahapadana Sutta (D II 1–54), and Lakkhana Sutta (D III
142–179), represents the Buddha’s bodily marks as reliable indicators that he
is a great man (mahapurisa) and therefore a buddha. These passages all include
a paragraph that states that for one who possesses the thirty-two marks of a
great man, only two destinies are possible: he will become either a world-
conquering emperor endowed with seven wondrous jewels or a buddha.13

Unlike text set 1, in which Sela takes the marks as evidence that Gotama is a
great man who could (arahasi, Sn 552) become a world-conquering king, this
paragraph states that a person endowed with the marks will attain the greatest
mundane or transcendent end. Furthermore, in text set 2 the Buddha more or
less explicitly validates this allegedly Brahmanical tradition of the marks of a
great man and his alternative destinies.14 Thus, while in text set 1 the Buddha
establishes an analogy between universal kingship and buddhahood, in text set
2 Brahmans assert, with varying degrees of assent from the Buddha, that there
exists a homology between these alternative destinies, and that a great man
can and will choose between them.

The odd physical characteristics attributed to the Buddha in text set 2 are
not transparent signs of the Buddha’s beauty or strength; rather, they are arcane
omens whose significance is known only by the Buddha and by Brahmans
versed in Vedic lore. The thirty-two marks are given in Brahmayu Sutta, Maha-
padana Sutta, and Lakkhana Sutta as follows: his feet have level tread; on the soles
of his feet are wheels with a thousand spokes; he has long heels; he has long fin-
gers and toes; he has soft and tender hands and feet; his hands and feet are net-
like; he has high-raised ankles; his legs are like an antelope’s; standing and
without bending, he can touch and rub his knees with either hand; his genitals
are hidden; his skin is golden; his skin is delicate and so smooth that no dust ad-
heres to it; his body-hairs are separate, one to each pore; they grow upward,
bluish-black like collyrium, growing in rings to the right; his body is divinely
straight; he has the seven convex surfaces; the front part of his body is like a
lion’s; there is no hollow between his shoulders; he is proportioned like a
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banyan tree, that is, his height is equal to the span of his arms; his torso is evenly
rounded; he has a perfect sense of taste; he has jaws like a lion’s; he has forty
teeth; his teeth are even; his teeth (or canines) are very bright; there are no
spaces between his teeth; he has a divine voice, like that of a cuckoo bird; his
eyes are very dark; he has eyelashes like a cow’s; the hair between his eyebrows
is white and soft like cotton; his head is like a turban.15 The translation of a
number of these items is uncertain, as many of these phrases do not appear apart
from this list. However, unlike the traits named in text set 1, these attributes are
not all self-evidently beautiful or desirable; many of them seem (to me at least)
more monstrous than inspiring. Senart and Foucher are no doubt correct in
suggesting that these marks must have originally been understood as signs pre-
dictive of a child’s future destiny, and were only later interpreted as aspects of the
Buddha’s physical perfection.16

Most of the suttas of text set 2, including the Sela frame story, Ambattha
Sutta, and Brahmayu Sutta, narrate similar encounters between the Buddha
and a Brahman in which the Buddha reveals the marks normally hidden from
view—his hidden genitals and enormous tongue—in order to dispel the
Brahman’s doubts about the Buddha’s identity. In these stories, neither the
Buddha nor the narrator ever affirms the tradition of the marks of a great man
and his alternative destinies; rather, the Buddha uses this tradition as a means
of getting the Brahman to hear the transcendent dharma.17 For example, upon
seeing the marks, the Brahman Brahmayu reasons that since he is accom-
plished in the good of this life, he should instead ask Gotama how one may
become a buddha. After the Buddha speaks five lines in response to his ques-
tions, Brahmayu repeatedly kisses and caresses the Buddha’s feet while stating,
“I am the Brahman Brahmayu, O Gotama; I am the Brahman Brahmayu, O
Gotama.” The onlookers wonder at Brahmayu’s complete obeisance, and the
Buddha recognizes Brahmayu’s faith in him (M II 144). This display of devo-
tion directed to the Buddha’s body is a direct response to hearing the Buddha
teach the dharma, not to seeing the marks.

The tone of these stories is polemical and even humorous: the Buddha
demonstrates the size of his tongue by licking his ears and nostrils and then
covering his entire forehead, thus perhaps mocking Brahmanical scruples re-
garding bodily purity. The Buddha reveals his hidden genitals by granting the
Brahman supernormal powers of vision; the perhaps scandalized author of Am-
battha omits this detail.18 A question by Brahmayu reveals the upward displace-
ment implicit in this strange episode: “Though called by a word of feminine
gender, perhaps your tongue is a manly one?”19 The Buddha’s tongue is manly
because it is large; the implication may be that the Buddha’s sexual organ, al-
though like his tongue hidden within his body, is similarly large and manly, and
that the Buddha, although he restrains his sexuality, is nonetheless virile.20
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Two suttas of text set 2, however, explicitly affirm that the marks are reli-
able indices of a buddha’s identity. In Lakkhana Sutta, the Buddha himself
teaches the tradition of the alternative destinies of a great man. Explaining
that non-Buddhist sages (bahirakapi isayo) know the marks but not their karmic
causes (D III 145), the Buddha describes at great length the past actions as well
as the Brahmanical predictions associated with each mark. This sutta thus
shows that the marks are, like the Buddha’s attainment of awakening, products
of his past actions; the marks are trustworthy signs that an ascetic is or will be-
come awakened. This sutta therefore comes close to investing the marks with
immediate transcendent significance; however, it does not distinguish the
marks and karmic past of a buddha from those of a temporal cakkavattin. The
marks thus point only ambiguously to a transcendent fulfillment.

In telling the story of the buddha Vipassi in Mahapadana Sutta, the Buddha
goes a step further, implying that a buddha’s marks show not only that he is a
great man, but also that he embodies the dharma. Gotama’s account of
Vipassi’s conception, birth, and infancy combine the tradition of the marks of
a great man and his alternative destinies with another tradition, according to
which a bodhisattva’s destiny is clear from birth.21 For example, in this other
tradition, when a bodhisattva is born, he takes seven steps and proclaims that
that is his last birth (D II 15). After describing each of the standard elements in
the career of a bodhisattva, the Buddha proclaims, “Dhammat a esa,”“This is the
rule,” or, “This is the nature of the dharma.” A bodhisattva’s life therefore em-
bodies and exemplifies the Dharma even before he becomes awakened. In this
context, the tradition of the alternative destinies takes on a different meaning.
The Brahmans recognize that the child will become a world-conquering em-
peror or a buddha, but it is not really the case that two possibilities lie open to
the child. It is already determined that the child will become a buddha; the ap-
parent choice is only a function of the Brahmans’ lack of knowledge. In other
words, Gotama is not a buddha because he is a great man (mahapurisa) who
chose to become an ascetic; rather, he is a great man because he is a bodhisattva
in his final existence. For the person who believes or knows that Gotama is a
buddha, his marks, his body, and his bodhisattva career conform to and reveal
the Dharma even prior to his awakening.

The third set of texts I will discuss consists of eleven stories from the
Apadana that refer to the thirty-two marks in descriptions of Gotama or of
a previous buddha. In these stories, the physical characteristics of the bud-
dhas reference not their status as great men (mahapurisas), but their tran-
scendent buddhahood. The marks do not provide rational grounds for
belief, as they do in many of the stories just discussed; rather, they produce
immediate recognition of a buddha’s greatness and elicit devotion to that
buddha. Accordingly, seeing the marks leads to the conversions of Brahmans
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and non-Brahmans alike. Furthermore, because the marks function not as
arcane symbols but as icons that reveal these buddhas’ transcendent nature,
the stranger of the thirty-two marks are rarely named in these stories.22 In-
stead, the physical characteristics attributed to the buddhas, whether or not
these marks are included in the list of thirty-two, are transparent signs of the
buddhas’ greatness.

That mentions of the thirty-two marks do not refer primarily to the tra-
dition of the marks of a great man and his alternative destinies can most easily
be seen in the five stories in which the convert is not a Brahman, but a mon-
key, a farmer, a wealthy man, or a wealthy woman.23 In these stories, the sight
of a buddha endowed with the thirty-two marks evokes spontaneous expres-
sions of devotion. For example, two arhats recalling past lives as monkeys (or
foresters, vanaro) state, “I saw a buddha free of dust [virajam] seated in the
mountains. Seeing him, illuminating all directions like the king of sal trees in
blossom, endowed with marks and signs [lakkhanavyañjan apetam], I was happy.
Uplifted, glad, joyful, elated, I placed three blue lotus flowers about his head.”24

The woman Sakula similarly recalls seeing the Buddha in her present life,
“Seated in a window I saw at the city gate the Sugata, blazing with glory, hon-
ored by deities and humans, endowed with the lesser signs and adorned with
the marks [anuvyañjanasampannam lakkhanehi vibhusitam].25 Uplifted and glad, I
took pleasure in going forth [into ascetic life]; in a short time I attained arhat-
ship.” These responses to the marks exemplify the classical South Asian idea of
darzana (Pali dassana, literally “seeing”), an intuition of the object of worship by
means of sight, rather than knowledge gained through rational reflection.26

Although the five stories about the conversion of Brahmans more or less
explicitly reference the notion that Brahmans possess knowledge of the thirty-
two marks, these stories, like those about non-Brahmans, primarily emphasize
the converts’ affective responses to the physical splendor of a buddha.27 For
example, in recalling a previous birth as a Brahmanical ascetic, Sariputta
describes seeing the buddha Anomadassi as follows:

There I saw the fully awakened one, shining bright, pleasing to the mind.
Like a brilliant blue water lily, an oblation-eating fire,
A blazing lamp stand, a lightning bolt in a mass of clouds,
Or a king of sal trees in full bloom, the leader of the world, him I saw.
This elephant is a great hero, a sage who removes miseries.
Attaining this vision [dassanam], one sheds all miseries.
Seeing this god of gods, I looked for the mark(s):
“Is this or is this not a buddha? There, I see the one with vision!”
Wheels with a thousand spokes are seen on the best of feet;
Seeing his marks, I reached a conclusion regarding the Tathagata. (Ap I 20)
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(The future) Sariputta then worships Anomadassi with a gift of eight flowers,
and delivers a speech in praise of the buddha’s omniscience that includes the
statement, “Having attained a vision [dassanam] of you, they cross the stream of
doubt” (Ap I 20). This is all in response to seeing a buddha, without hearing a
single word of teaching. Mention of the canonical thirty-two marks (i.e., the
marks as symbols) is anticlimactic, as Sariputta recognizes the buddha’s identity
before looking for the marks. The only one of the thirty-two marks named
here, the wheels on the buddha’s feet, is one that may function as an icon of a
transcendent referent, the wheel of dharma. Another story of a Brahmanical
conversion names another of the thirty-two marks, the buddhas’ golden skin,
and this mark may likewise be understood as an index and icon of the buddhas’
transcendent glory and not as an obscure omen (Ap II 398).

Strange marks are mentioned in one apadana, that of Sela; however, this
retelling of his story portrays Sela not as a cerebral doubter but as a quick and
enthusiastic convert. When in the prose story Sela hears a report of the Bud-
dha, he recounts to himself the tradition of the thirty-two marks and the al-
ternative destinies that they foretell. The Apadana omits this part of the story,
and instead Sela states three times that joy arose in him on hearing the word
Buddha (I 320). The Apadana also adds to Sela’s inquiry as to the Buddha’s
whereabouts that he wishes to worship the one who gives the fruit of asceti-
cism. In addition, while Sela in the prose still doubts after seeing the Buddha’s
long tongue and hidden genitals and tests him further, in the Apadana Sela is
convinced upon seeing the marks and immediately becomes a monk together
with his students.28

The Apadana’s view of the marks as inspiring devotion is perhaps most
developed in the story of Gotami, the Buddha’s aunt and foster mother, who
even as an arhat at the end of her life worships the Buddha’s body with its
marks (Ap II 529–543). This story repeatedly refers to Gotami and her fol-
lowers worshiping the Buddha’s feet and gazing at his body or face.29 The nar-
rator refers to the Buddha’s body as “endowed with the 32 marks,” and the
narrator and Gotami name a number of these marks: soft feet, feet marked
with wheels, body like a mass of gold (i.e., golden skin), and feet with long
heels and long toes. Other specific physical characteristics named—feet
marked with goads and flags, feet like lotuses in bloom and shining bright like
a new sun (tarunadiccasappabhe), feet with copper-colored nails—do not corre-
spond to the thirty-two marks (vv. 39–43, 52, 137). All of these marks can be
seen either as aspects of the Buddha’s mundane splendor or as signs with po-
tentially transcendent significance; in particular, the wheels, goads, and flags
may suggest the Buddha’s roles as turner of the wheel of dharma, tamer of
persons, and leader of the world. The text makes explicit the significance 
of these marks when Gotami echoes descriptions of the Buddha’s feet as
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resembling the sun and bearing flags by stating, “I bow to the sun of men, the
banner of the solar clan.”30 It is also noteworthy that almost all of the charac-
teristics named describe the Buddha’s feet; this fact suggests that the worship
of the Buddha’s feet that is so prominent in this text is not simply a conven-
tional gesture of respect, but an act that is intensely focused on the physical
particularities of the Buddha’s body. Gotami does realize that such devotion to
the Buddha’s physical body is ultimately unsatisfactory:

This is my last vision of the lord of the world;
I will never again see your face, the sign of immortality.
My mouth will never touch your tender feet,
O hero, best in the world; I go to extinction.
Of what value is your face and body with things as they are?
Every constructed thing is thus: uncomforting and transient.31

But how is it that Gotami, an arhat who realizes the truth of impermanence,
can desire and worship the Buddha’s body at all? Clearly, in these Apadana sto-
ries the Buddha’s body with its marks stands for transcendent realities; in see-
ing or touching his body one gains a nondiscursive awareness of buddhahood,
nirvana, and the dharma.

Text sets 2 and 3 therefore present differing answers to the problem posed
by text set 1: how do the Buddha’s visible physical characteristics make possible
a recognition of his buddhahood? The tradition of the marks of a great man and
his alternative destinies in text set 2 posits a homology between mundane and
transcendent attainments by asserting that a great man is capable of attaining
earthly rule or supreme awakening. In this reading, the marks are indices and
symbols of an essentially mundane status, that of being a great man who may
or may not become a buddha. The Mahapadana Sutta, however, shows that the
destiny of a bodhisattva is determined before his birth, and that his entire career,
even before becoming awakened, conforms to and manifests the dharma; the
marks are therefore indices of a Great Being’s bodhisattvahood and symbols of
his buddhahood. Text set 3 presents an iconic relationship between the mun-
dane and the transcendent, as seeing a buddha’s physical splendor can produce
an immediate recognition of his transcendent nature. These individual Apadana
stories do not explain how or why a buddha’s physical body effectively signifies
its immaterial referent; however, the Apadana as a whole (and Buddhavamsa upon
which the Apadana draws) presents a cosmic biography of the buddhas accord-
ing to which they attain their final bodies as a result of their past bodhisattva
vow and karmic actions. As in the Mahapadana Sutta, the Great Being’s physical
characteristics are indices of his bodhisattvahood, but unlike the Mahapadana
Sutta, the marks are not only symbols, but also icons, of buddhahood.
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V I S U A L  S T R A T E G I E S

The beautiful reliefs that adorned the gates and railings of the great Buddhist
stupas at Sañci, Bharhut, and Amaravati provide us with another body of evi-
dence about how some early Buddhist communities viewed the bodies of the
Buddha and other Buddhist saints. The railing of Sañci’s stupa no. 2, which
probably represents the oldest extensive stupa decoration in existence, dates
from about the second century B.C.E. and the reliefs from the other stupas date
from about the first century B.C.E. through the third century C.E.32 Although
most previous scholarship has interpreted these reliefs as signs representing the
dharma, nirvana, and buddhahood, this interpretation runs into difficulties es-
pecially with the reliefs of stupa no. 2. I will argue that the texts discussed
above suggest a more nuanced reading of the stupas’ signs: that the marks of
Sañci’s stupa no. 2 are, like the thirty-two marks discussed in text set 2, am-
bivalent symbols of auspiciousness, while the later reliefs function more like
the physical qualities named in text set 3, as icons of the Buddha’s transcen-
dent nature.33

As Mireille Bénisti has shown, there is nothing distinctively Buddhist
about the artwork of Sañci’s stupa no. 2; rather, its images, including human
beings, animals, fantastic beings, and plants, represent traditional motifs com-
mon to the art of ancient India.34 Marshall and Foucher associated some of the
stupa’s images primarily with events in the life of the Buddha, so that the tree
stood for his awakening, the wheel for his first sermon, and the stupa for his
final nirvana. This system of interpretation breaks down with the birth of the
Bodhisattva, which Marshall and Foucher argued was represented in the earli-
est art by the figure of a woman being bathed by two elephants.35 This image
has no obvious connection with stories of the Bodhisattva’s birth, but is, as
Coomaraswamy pointed out, a standard representation of Gajalaksmi, a form
of the goddess Laksmi (or Zri) who personifies good fortune.36 Lotuses and
water pots, which appear often on the railing of stupa no. 2, also represent
Laksmi. Bénisti further notes that no aspect of the reliefs suggests the identifi-
cation of trees as signs of awakening; however, trees were in ancient India ven-
erated as deities or as the homes of yaksas and yaks is, spirits of fertility.37 Bénisti
argues that wheels do not signify the first sermon, but are simply the great solar
symbols of the universal dharma (167). That the wheel primarily signifies
mundane authority is shown by the fact that three images at stupa no. 2, of a
column on which lions support a wheel, resemble Azoka’s famous column at
Sarnath. As Snellgrove observes, Azoka’s wheel very likely primarily signified
imperial rule, and only later came to represent the Buddha’s teaching.38 Fur-
thermore, as the verse story of Sela illustrates, the primary reference of the
term cakravartin/cakkavattin is to the political sphere, and the Buddhist notion
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of the wheel of dharma is a metaphorical extension of this idea.39 Bénisti also
argues that the single representation of a stupa on the railing dates from the
time when the gates of stupa no. 1 were constructed, and thus the original
decoration of stupa no. 2 contained no representation of the Buddha’s death.
Finally, stupa no. 2’s railing also depicts symbols shaped like a small case omega
that have often been identified as triratnas, symbols of the Three Jewels. How-
ever, as Bénisti has shown, no evidence supports this interpretation, and this
motif is simply an auspicious mark.40 The railing depicts other auspicious signs
that lack specifically Buddhist significance, most frequently the Zrivatsa.

To the puzzle of why stupa no. 2 should be adorned not with distinctively
Buddhist art but with commonplace symbols of auspiciousness, the tradition
of the marks of a great man represented by text set 2 offers a possible solution.
According to this tradition, the Buddha’s marks symbolize his status as a great
man destined to become a buddha or a cakkavattin king. The Mahaparinibbana
Sutta indicates that this is also the very meaning of burial in a stupa: the Bud-
dha states that a buddha’s remains should be interred in a stupa just as is done
with the remains of a cakkavattin king (D II 142–143, 161). Text set 2 further
points out that symbols of auspiciousness would have had different meanings
for different viewers. Like the Brahmans in the stories who look for the marks
of a great man, non-Buddhists viewing the awesome sight of a monumental
stupa may have read its marks as symbols of temporal auspiciousness and
beauty. That the stupas with their marks could be so understood helps to ex-
plain how the otherworldly sect of Buddhism provided the unifying ideology
for the first great South Asian empires, and why kings devoted great wealth
for the stupas’ construction. The auspicious marks on a stupa guide one to see
it as a locus of this-worldly power and blessing, and to view the Buddha
within as a great man, an ascetic counterpart to the emperor. Persons of all
sects could afford respect to such a monument, much as many South Asians
today venerate the tombs of saints without acknowledging the exclusive
claims of the traditions associated with those saints. On the other hand, these
texts and especially the Mahapadana Sutta contend that on the body of an as-
cetic, symbols of auspiciousness indicate that one is not simply a great man,
but a being who conforms to and embodies the dharma. Adherents of the
Buddhist teachings may similarly have viewed a stupa’s auspicious marks as
signs of the Buddha’s transcendent auspiciousness.

My hypothesis that Buddhists may have understood the marks adorning
the railing of Sañci stupa no. 2 as auspicious symbols similar to the thirty-two
marks of a great man is supported by the Kalingabodhi Jataka (no. 479), in
which a Brahman identifies by its marks a tree as a place where past buddhas
attained awakening. The only mark named in this account is that the grass and
creepers growing near the tree twist to the right ( padakkhinato avatta Ja IV
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233); this sign resembles one of the thirty-two marks, that the hairs of a great
man twist to the right (dakkhina vattakajatani). Echoing claims made in the
texts discussed above that knowledge of auspicious symbols is the province of
Brahmans, the Brahman explains, “We know by signs [veyyañjanik a], great
king, but buddhas are omniscient. Omniscient all-knowing buddhas do not
know by marks [lakkhanena]; we have book-knowledge, but buddhas know
everything” ( Ja IV 235).

In contrast to stupa no. 2’s conventional symbols of auspiciousness, the
distinctively Buddhist reliefs on the gates and railings of stupas nos. 1 and 3 at
Sañci and the stupas at Bharhut and Amaravati function as icons of the Bud-
dha’s physical and transcendent qualities. These signs could have this double
reference for the interpretive communities that created them because, as in
Apadana, the Buddha’s physical body was thought to bear an iconic relation-
ship to his buddhahood. Previous scholarship has recognized that signs such
as wheels, trees, stupas, thrones, columns, parasols, walkways (cakramas),
haloes, and footprints, which often form the focal point in reliefs depicting
narrative scenes, suggest the presence of the Buddha by representing the
transcendent referents of awakening, the dharma, and nirvana. We should
note, however, that these signs also, and often primarily, signify physical and
mundane realities. Such objects as footprints and thrones by their very forms
suggest the body of the Buddha; thrones and parasols also denote kingship.41

Trees, columns, and haloes may indicate the physical stature of the Great
Being; this equivalence is suggested especially by the images at Amaravati that
combine signs to form what Snellgrove calls a “symbolic body” of the Bud-
dha.42 That such signs may refer to the physical bodies of the buddhas is also
indicated by textual sources, such as the Apadana stories cited above that
speak of the radiance of the buddhas’ bodies or which liken them to trees.
Similarly, the biographies of past buddhas in Buddhavamsa, after giving the
height of each buddha, describe his appearance, usually likening him to some
object such as a tree, a column, a mountain, the sun, the moon, lightning, a
sacrificial pole, fire, or a circlet. Of course, many images of trees on stupa
railings do represent the trees under which buddhas attained awakening, as
some inscriptions show. However, as Huntington argues, these images and
inscriptions do not denote the concept of bodhi in general, but depict par-
ticular trees; these trees therefore suggest to the mind of the viewer the bod-
ies of the past buddhas who sat under those trees.43 These signs therefore all
suggest the Buddha’s transcendent qualities by first evoking his physical body.
Even images of stupas denote primarily not the parinirvana of the Buddha,
but his continued bodily presence in the world after his death.44 It is true that
the wheel does not stand in any obvious iconic relationship with the Bud-
dha’s body; however, there is an iconic relationship between the mundane
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and transcendent referents of this symbol: as discussed above, the wheel
stands for royal authority as well as the Buddha’s dharma.

The best indication of how these signs were intended to be viewed is
given by the reliefs themselves: the majority of scenes incorporating these
icons depict people worshiping them. Alfred Foucher famously argued that
these scenes represent events in the life of Gotama, whom Buddhists repre-
sented with abstract signs to avoid portraying him figuratively.45 Against this
view, Susan Huntington holds that a great number of these scenes represent
not events in the life of the Buddha, but the worship of Buddhist objects and
sites.46 It may be that neither explanation is valid for all cases; nonetheless,
common to both of these interpretations is the assumption that Buddhists
used nonfigurative signs as objects of veneration. Foucher holds that in avoid-
ing figurative images as objects of worship Buddhists simply continued Vedic
practice (7–10); Paul Mus explains that Vedic religion had no need for figura-
tive images because the presence of deities was mediated through objects such
as fires, brick altars, and the soma plant.47 It should not be surprising that
Buddhists, who derived many cultic practices from Vedic ritual, similarly used
nonfigurative signs as foci for religious practice.48

In these narrative scenes (whether depicting the original events or com-
memorations of them), buddhas are denoted by nonfigurative signs not from
the time of their awakening, but from the time of their final birth. By con-
trast, illustrations of jataka stories portray the Bodhisattva in his previous ex-
istences figuratively. It is therefore unlikely that, as Snellgrove suggests,
Buddhists avoided representing the Buddha figuratively because he was be-
lieved to be in nirvana.49 It is difficult to see why Buddhists would hold that
the Buddha could not be figuratively represented when they believed him to
be present in his relics and when early Buddhist texts draw attention to his
physical appearance. It is more likely that Buddhists carved and venerated
nonfigurative signs of the Buddha because they (following Vedic precedent)
believed that such signs best evoked the bodily and immaterial aspects of the
Great Being in his final birth.

Being artistic creations, these lithic signs are not, like the Buddha’s body
and relics themselves, indices of his bodhisattva vow and karma (rather, they
index the karma of the donors); however, by evoking the body that came into
being with his conception and birth, they function as icons of the Buddha’s
body and, thereby, of his transcendent nature. Because these nonfigurative
icons represent the body of the Great Being from the time of his conception
and birth, they cannot refer only to the perfections attained at the moment of
awakening; rather, they reveal the body of the Great Being which throughout
his life conformed to and revealed the dharma.50 Like the glorious bodies (and
physical characteristics) of the buddhas described in the Apadana, these images
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make possible an intuitive perception of nirvana and the dharma. These images
thus function as icons of buddhahood, and not, like the signs of stupa no. 2
(and of text set 2) as auspicious symbols. In addition, while the auspicious
symbols of stupa no. 2 point to a larger symbolic body of the Buddha (the
stupa), the icons of the later reliefs by themselves evoke the Buddha’s body in
its totality. In so doing, they partly shift the devotee’s attention from the stupa
as a whole to the individual icon, creating a tension between icon and relic.
This tension perhaps stimulated the creation of freestanding images of the
Buddha, which mediate this opposition by serving as both reliquary and icon.

S T R A T E G I E S  A N D  C O M M U N I T I E S

If the interpretations proposed above are correct, then we see a parallel de-
velopment in verbal and visual strategies, from symbols pointing ambiguously
to the buddhas’ this-worldly or otherworldly auspiciousness in text set 2 and
Sañci stupa no. 2, to icons manifesting the buddhas’ physical bodies and tran-
scendent nature in text set 3 and the later reliefs. We can hypothesize that this
development reflects a shift in how some Buddhists viewed the body of the
Buddha, and we can date this shift to the last centuries B.C.E. Huntington
dates the railing of Sañci stupa no. 2 to about 100 B.C.E., and the railing and
gates of the Bharhut stupa to about 100 to 80 B.C.E., suggesting that the shift
in artistic strategies took place around the beginning of the first century
B.C.E.51 Although dating the canonical texts is notoriously problematic, the
Apadana was probably taking shape at this same time. K. R. Norman writes
that stories perhaps continued to be added to the Apadana collection until the
time of the text’s redaction in the last quarter of the first century B.C.E., and
Heinz Bechert argues that at least one section of the text probably dates from
the first or second century C.E.52

A common origin for the Apadana and the reliefs of Sañci, Bharhut, and
Amaravati has previously been proposed by Jonathan Walters, who holds that
the same karmic soteriology informs both the Apadana and the stupas’ dona-
tive inscriptions.53 Without rehearsing his larger argument, I will cite a few of
his specific claims that support my thesis. Walters shows that donations of ar-
chitectural elements to stupas figure prominently in many Apadana stories, and
that these stories describe these elements with terms that we otherwise know
only from the epigraphs found at these stupas (171–72); these similarities in-
dicate a specific historical connection between these texts. Walters also cites
several Apadana verses in which persons worship bodhi trees or stupas “as
though face to face” (sammukha viya) with the Buddha (190 n. 62). This ex-
pression indicates that the authors of the Apadana regard seeing and worship-
ing the relics as tantamount to seeing and worshiping the living Buddha, and
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it conversely suggests that the Apadana’s stories about seeing the Buddha are
simultaneously about seeing his stupas.

These texts therefore allow us to locate historically a widespread Buddhist
interpretive community that produced both the Apadana and the first great
flowering of Buddhist art. This community participated in what David McMa-
han has characterized as “a wave of visionary literature and practice” that swept
South Asia in the second and first centuries B.C.E.54 McMahan argues persua-
sively that the development of writing played a crucial role in the development
of this visual culture; I hope that this essay has identified the stupa cult as an-
other locus in which these developments occurred. Practices of seeing and
worshiping the transcendent Buddha in his physical body began not necessar-
ily with the production of figurative Buddha images, but with the emergence
of interpretive strategies for viewing the Buddha’s body in a new way.

N O T E S

1. Gregory Schopen provides inscriptional and textual evidence to support this
claim, and shows that from the second century B.C.E. on, inscriptions and texts frequently
state that the Buddha’s relics are infused with the virtues he gained through becoming
awakened. “Burial ‘Ad Sanctos’ and the Physical Presence of the Buddha in Early Indian
Buddhism: A Study in the Archaeology of Religions,” in Bones, Stones, and Buddhist
Monks: Collected Papers on the Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Texts of Monastic Buddhism in India
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 126–28; idem, “On the Buddha and His
Bones,” in Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, 154–57; idem, “Ritual Rights and Bones
of Contention: More on Monastic Funerals and Relics in the Mulasarvastivada-vinaya,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 22 (1994): 47–48.

2. dhatusu ditthesu, dittho hoti jino Mhv 17.3.

3. The contrast between the Buddha’s physical body and his transcendent
“Dharma body” (Pali dhammakaya) is a fundamental opposition in Buddhist thought. For
a good overview of how the Theravadin tradition has treated this opposition, see Frank
Reynolds, “The Several Bodies of Buddha: Reflections on a Neglected Aspect of Ther-
avada Tradition,” History of Religions 16 (1977): 374–89.

4. Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communi-
ties (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980). In applying these categories to South
Asian religious art, I follow the precedent of Richard H. Davis in his Lives of Indian
Images (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).

5. Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss
(Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1960), vol. 2:247–49, cf. pp. 274–308.

6. In Religious Giving and the Invention of Karma in Theravada Buddhism (Surrey:
Curzon, 2002), I argue that in the mixed verse and prose compositions of the Pali canon,
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the verses often predate the prose in their present form. It may also be that the Sela story
as found in M and Sn represents a combination of the verse tradition I discuss here with
an independent prose tradition represented by Ambattha Sutta (D I 88–110) and Brahmayu
Sutta (M II 133–146), discussed below.

7. K. R. Norman argues that the term cakkavattin/cakravartin originally denoted
the “possessor of a cakra-va ta, i.e., the enclosure of the earth-circle.” The Elders’ Verses I
(London: Pali Text Society, 1969), 241–42. The meaning of “wheel-turner” would
therefore represent a reinterpretation of this term and not a scientific etymology. In Dhp
352, A II 35, and S V 158, a mahapurisa is said to be a buddha, and cakkavattins are not
classed as mahapurisas.

8. Paripunnakayo suruci sujato carudassano suvannavanno . . . susukkadtho . . . viriyava Sn
548 (all references will be to Sn verse numbers in the PTS edition); Pasannanetto sumukho
braha uju patapava 549; kalyanadassano . . . kañcanasannibhattaco . . . uttamavannino 551.

9. For a discussion of the relationship between the mundane/royal and transcen-
dent/ascetic orders in Theravada, see “The Two Wheels of Dhamma: A Study of Early
Buddhism,” in The Two Wheels of Dhamma: Essays on the Theravada Tradition in India and
Ceylon, ed. Gananath Obeyesekere, Frank Reynolds, and Bardwell L. Smith (Chambers-
burg, PA: American Academy of Religion, 1972), 6–30.

10. ko disva na-ppasideyya; Sn 563, translated by K. R. Norman. In Sn 559 the Bud-
dha states that it is difficult to obtain repeatedly a sight (dassanam) of the buddhas. In Sn
561 and 563, the Buddha calls himself brahmabhuto, which could be translated as “having
the nature of (a) Brahma.” The Buddha’s use of this phrase could be understood as a claim
to great temporal status and a confirmation of Sela’s allegation that the Buddha is a ma-
hapurisa. However, other passages indicate that this phrase should be understood as a re-
ferring to the Buddha’s attainment of awakening, and translated along the lines of
“become brahman.” In M I 111 = III 195 = III 224, the phrase dhammabhuto brahmabhuto
is applied to the Buddha in connection with a discussion of the Buddha’s vision and
knowledge of the Dharma. In D III 84, the Buddha claims the titles dhammakayo, brah-
makayo, dhammabhuto, and brahmabhuto. In the only use of the term brahmabhuto that I
have been able to find in Brahmanical literature, Baudhayana Dharmasutra 2.7.22, brahmab-
huto refers to a person who has attained the highest soteriological goal.

11. E.g., sujato, sujatassa Sn 548, 549; uttamava ino, 551 may refer to the Buddha’s
social class or to his complexion.

12. Another passage that leaves indeterminate the significance of the Buddha’s
physical attributes is A II 35–37, in which a Brahman sees the wheels on the Buddha’s
footprints. Thinking that these prints must have been made by a superhuman being, the
Brahman follows them to the Buddha. The Brahman asks what sort of being the Bud-
dha will be (is), and the Buddha replies that he will not be (is not) anything, because he
is a buddha. The meaning of this exchange turns on the interpretation of the verbs,
which are future in form. (See F. L. Woodward and E. M. Hare, Gradual Sayings (London:
Pali Text Society: 1932–1936; reprint, Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1995–1996) vol. 2, 44,

I n t e r p r e t i v e  S t r a t e g i e s 2 0 3



n. 1.) I suggest that the best reading of this text takes the Brahman’s questions as present
in meaning but with the connotation of “perplexity, surprise, and wonder” (A. K.
Warder, Introduction to Pali, 3d ed. [Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1991], 55), and takes the
Buddha’s replies as future in meaning. The Buddha thus plays on the meanings of the
future form to shift the Brahman’s attention from the Buddha’s physical and mundane
attributes to his transcendent attainments.

13. The career of a cakkavattin and the seven treasures are described briefly in these
passages, and more fully in D 17 and 25. Verses expressing similar ideas appear in Sn
976–1031, which appears to have been added to Sn to provide a narrative frame for
Parayanavagga. (“Pj II 575,2 calls these verses vatthugatha, and says they were uttered by
Ananda sangitikale (580, 29)¼. They are not commented upon in Nidd II, which possi-
bly means that they did not exist at the time of the compilation of Nidd II, or were per-
haps not regarded as being an authentic part of the text at that time.” K. R. Norman, The
Group of Discourses, Volume II [Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1995], 359). Sn 976–1031 re-
sembles the prose stories of Sela, Ambattha, and Brahmayu, in that in these verses Brah-
mans set out to see whether the Buddha possesses the thirty-two marks. However, in this
version the Buddha does not reveal his hidden marks, but instead names the three marks
possessed by the Brahmans’ teacher. The Buddha therefore establishes his identity not by
a display of the marks but by a show of omniscience. The Brahmans never investigate
what they set out to find, and the Buddha does not endorse any beliefs concerning the
thirty-two marks. In Sn 679–698 (which are also said to be vatthugatha added by Ananda
at the First Council; Norman, Group of Discourses, 275), a Brahman who has mastered
“the marks and the mantras” predicts that the infant Gotama will become a buddha. The
Brahman had been told by deities that the prince was a bodhisattva, and the text does not
say that the Brahman identifies the boy by his marks. This passage also makes no mention
of the tradition of the alternative destinies.

14. Brahmanical texts attest to belief in auspicious physical marks, but not (to my
knowledge) to the tradition of the thirty-two marks presented in the Buddhist texts. For
example, Mahabharata 1 (7) 67:25–68:20 names a number of distinctive marks of a boy
destined to become a cakravartin, including sharp, bright teeth and a large head. Of
course, this passage may reflect the influence of the Buddhist tradition.

15. This list largely follows Walshe’s translation of D II 17–19. Lamotte discusses dif-
fering interpretations of some of the marks and provides a bibliography in Le Traité de la
Grande Vertu de Sagesse [Translation of Mahaprajñaparamita za stra by Nagarjuna] (Louvain-
la-Neuve: Institut Orientaliste, 1981), 271–81. Three of the less remarkable of these
marks—golden skin, erect posture, and very white teeth—are also named in the verse ver-
sion of the Sela story. The Sela frame story and Ambattha Sutta name only the two marks
that are not normally visible: the Buddha’s enormous tongue and hidden genitals. Sn
976–1031 names the long tongue and hidden genitals, as well as the tuft of hair between
the eyebrows. It may be that these three passages assume knowledge of the entire list of
thirty-two; however, one reason for thinking that this might not be the case is that, as Wal-
she points out, it is difficult to imagine how the Brahmans could see that the Buddha has a
perfect sense of taste (or, for that matter, a Brahma-like voice). In Brahmayu Sutta, however,
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the Brahmans can without aid see all thirty-two marks except for the tongue and genitals.
Ven. Bodhi addresses this problem by translating passati kho as “sees, more or less.”

16. Alfred Foucher, L’Art Gréco-Bouddhique du Gandhâra (Paris: Éditions Ernest Le-
roux, 1918), 285–86. Rupert Gethin states that the thirty-two marks are “obviously not
marks of the Buddha’s ordinary body that we normally see;” however, the canonical Pali
texts give no indication that the marks are not features of the Buddha’s physical body.
Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 232, cf. 31.

17. The Buddha’s failure to sanction this tradition is consistent with numerous pas-
sages in the canonical verses and prose that include the interpretation of marks (lakkhanas)
in lists of Brahmanical practices to be rejected; e.g., Sn 360, 927, D I 9. This prohibition
makes more remarkable the Buddha’s apparent endorsement of this tradition in Lakkhana
Sutta and Mahapadana Sutta.

18. The phrase kosohitamvatthaguyham is usually rendered as “the genitals (lit. ‘that
which is to be hidden by a cloth’) are enclosed in a sheath.” However, because kosa can
mean foreskin, this mark thus understood is hardly distinctive; in addition, this eu-
phemistic interpretation of vatthaguyha is very strained. A more plausible interpretation
is suggested by the reading kozagatavastiguhyam in Mahaprajñaparamitazastra 4.90, which
could be rendered as “the genitals (lit., ‘what is contained in the foreskin [or the scro-
tum]’) are hidden in the abdomen.” This text explains that the Buddha’s genitals are like
those of an elephant; see Lamotte, Traité, 274–75.

19. Nar i saha nama savhaya? Kacci jivha narassika? M II 143, translation by Bodhi.

20. Some manuscripts of Ap’s retelling of the Sela story give further evidence that
the Buddha’s genitals have been viewed as being in some sense feminine. While the
Burmese Chattha Sangayana text says that the Buddha reveals his hidden genitals “id-
dhiya,” “by supernormal power,” the manuscripts cited in the PTS text read “itthiy a” and
“itthissa,” “of a woman” (Ap I 321). For another interpretation of this strange mark, see
Nancy Schuster Barnes, “Buddhism,” in Women in World Religions, ed. Arvind Sharma
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 259, n. 11.

21. This second tradition also appears in Acchariya-abbhuta Sutta (M III 118–124).

22. They are only mentioned in Ap’s retelling of the Sela story, discussed below.

23. Ap I 277, 291, II 385–387, 508–510, 569–572. Also in this category would be
Ap II 584, which refers to a buddha’s feet as bearing wheels (cakkalakkhane).

24. Ap I 277 and 291. Although the literal meaning of viraja makes most sense in
this context, the figurative meaning of “free from passion” is suggested.

25. The earliest Pali reference that I have been able to find to the anuvyañjana s
forming a definite group of eighty marks is Mil 75, and the oldest Pali enumerations of
these eighty are from the Tika literature; e.g., Mil-t 17. Lists of the eighty marks appear
much earlier in Sanskrit texts; see Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dic-
tionary, s.v. anuvyañjana .
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26. For some suggestive discussions of darzana in Buddhism, see Gregory Schopen,
“Burial ‘Ad Sanctos’,” 137–38, n. 9, and Paul Harrison, “Commemoration and Identifi-
cation in the Buddhanusmrti,” in In the Mirror of Memory: Reflections on Mindfulness and Re-
membrance in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, ed. Janet Gyatso (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1992), 215–38.

27. Ap I 15–31, 316–322, 335–338, II 367–370, 398.

28. I 321. Ap thus completely omits the events included in the verses.

29. Worshiping feet: vv. 39, 42, 49, 52, 54, 91, 135, 137, 141; gazing at body or
face: vv. 40, 49, 51, 136. The nuns worship Gotami’s feet in v. 7, and Ananda is told to
look at Gotami in v. 67.

30. On a cakkavattin the same marks would suggest corresponding mundane func-
tions. This is the only appearance of the expression adiccakula, solar clan, in the canon;
however, the Buddha is commonly called adiccabandhu, kinsman of the sun.

31. Vv. 136–138, following Walters’s translation with some alternative meanings.
Jonathan S. Walters, “Gotami’s Story,” in Buddhism in Practice, ed. Donald S. Lopez Jr.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 132.

32. Susan Huntington dates the railing of Sañci stupa no. 2 to about 100 B.C.E., while
Mireille Bénisti places it in the first half of the second century B.C.E. Huntington, The Art
of Ancient India (New York: Weatherhill, 1985), 62; Bénisti, “Observations concernant le
stupa no. 2 de Sañci,” Bulletin d’Études indiennes 4 (1986): 165. This stupa did not contain
relics of the Buddha, but of ten arhats of the Mauryan period (Art of Ancient India, 62;
Maurizio Taddei, “The First Beginnings: Sculptures on Stupa 2,” in Unseen Presence: The
Buddha and Sanchi, ed. Vidya Dehejia (Mumbai: Marg Publications, 1996), 77.

33. Many of the signs I discuss in the following paragraph are arguably icons rather
than symbols; for example, the female form of Gajalaksmi visibly represents the qualities
of beauty and fertility. However, these signs do not visibly represent the auspiciousness of
the arhats interred in the stupa, and therefore, insofar as these signs refer to these arhats,
these signs function as symbols, i.e., as conventional markers.

34. Bénisti, “Observations concernant le stupa no. 2 de Sañci,” 165–66.

35. Sir John Marshall and Alfred Foucher, The Monuments of Sañch i (London:
Probsthain, 1940; reprint, Delhi: Swati Publications, 1982), 96.

36. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “Early Indian Iconography [II. Zri-Laksmi],” East-
ern Art 1 (1929): 175–89.

37. Bénisti, “Observations concernant le stupa no. 2 de Sañci,” 167; Snellgrove sim-
ilarly points out that trees were in India ancient signs of fertility and the axis mundi. Two
scenes on the railing depict an azvattha, the tree under which Gotama is believed to have
attained awakening, surrounded by a railing. However, worship of the azvattha is not dis-
tinctively Buddhist, and is attested even in two seals from Mohenjo Daro. In Ka ha Upani
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ad 6.1 the azvattha is identified as the sacred world tree. David L. Snellgrove, ed., The
Image of the Buddha (Tokyo: Kodansha International / UNESCO, 1978), 40. Marshall and
Foucher, vol. 3, plates 75 and 86. Ernest John Henry Mackay, Further Excavations at Mo-
henjo-Daro (Delhi: Government of India Press, 1938), vol. 1, 337–38, 351, vol. 2, plates
XCIX, 686a and LXXXII, 1 and 2.

38. Marshall and Foucher, vol. 3, plates 74 and 82; Snellgrove, The Image of the Bud-
dha, 24, 40.

39. K. R. Norman, The Elders’ Verses I (London: Pali Text Society, 1969), 241–42.

40. Mireille Bénisti, “À propos du Triratna,” Bulletin de l’École Française d’Extrême-
Orient 44 (1977): 43–81.

41. On the other hand, thrones and cakramas could be understood as representing
sitting and walking meditation, and therefore otherworldly values.

42. Snellgrove, The Image of the Buddha, 40. For examples, see James Fergusson, Tree
and Serpent Worship: or, Illustrations of Mythology and Art in India in the First and Fourth Cen-
turies after Christ (2d ed. London: W.H. Allen and Co., 1873), plates LXVII, LXVIII,
LXX, LXXI, LXXII, XCVIII.

43. Huntington, “Early Buddhist Art,” 403. Bodhi trees are considered paribhogika
relics, or relics of use. This classification indicates that these trees derive their sanctity
from their physical connection with a buddha. Another comparison of buddhas’ bodies
to trees is provided by one of the thirty-two marks, which specifies that he is propor-
tioned like a banyan tree.

44. The elaboration of stupas as cosmograms, which is evident as early as Sañci stupa
no. 1, also testifies to stupas’ this-worldly import. Huntington, Art of Ancient India, 92.

45. Alfred Foucher, “The Beginnings of Buddhist Art,” in A. Foucher, The Begin-
nings of Buddhist Art and Other Essays in Indian and Central-Asian Archaeology (Paris: Paul
Geuthner, 1917), 1–27. Foucher’s hypothesis is generally referred to as aniconism.

46. Susan L. Huntington, “Early Buddhist Art and the Theory of Aniconism,” Art
Journal 49 (1990): 401–408; idem,“Aniconism and the Multivalence of Emblems: Another
Look,” Ars Orientalis 22 (1992): 111–56.

47. Paul Mus, Barabuur: Esquisse d’une histoire du bouddhisme fondée sur la critique
archéologique des textes (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’Extrême-Orient, 1935), 1:62–63, 66.

48. Huntington (“Aniconism,” 121) argues that because Buddhism was a non-
Vedic or even anti-Vedic religious movement, Vedic practices are of little relevance for
the interpretation of early Buddhist art. However, I demonstrate in the first chapter of
Religious Giving and the Invention of Karma in Theravada Buddhism that there were signifi-
cant continuities between Vedic and Buddhist cultic practices.

49. Snellgrove, 23–24; Huntington argues against Snellgrove’s interpretation in
“Early Buddhist Art,” 401. On the still-debated question of whether or to what extent
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artists avoided making figurative representations of the Buddha, see among others, Hunt-
ington, “Early Buddhist Art,” 401–402 and Ju-Hyung Rhi, “From Bodhisattva to Bud-
dha: The Beginning of Iconic Representation in Buddhist Art,” Artibus Asiae 54 (1994):
207–25.

50. This iconic semiotic even more clearly informs the production and use of Bud-
dha images. One of the most popular ways of representing the Great Being shows him
before the moment of awakening as he calls the Earth to witness to his karmic past. This
image is an appropriate object for Buddhist devotion because even before his awakening
the Bodhisattva embodies the Dharma.

51. Huntington, The Art of Ancient India, 62, 65. As noted above, Bénisti dates stupa
no. 2’s railing to the first half of the second century B.C.E.

52. K. R. Norman, Pali Literature, Vol. VII, fasc. 2 of A History of Indian Literature,
ed. Jan Gonda (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1983), 10–11, 90; Heinz Bechert, “Bud-
dha-field and Transfer of Merit in a Theravada Source,” Indo-Iranian Journal 35 (1992):
102, 104.

53. Jonathan S. Walters, “Stupa, Story and Empire: Constructions of the Buddha
Biography in Early Post-Azokan India,” in Sacred Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of
South and Southeast Asia, ed. Juliane Schober (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,
1997), 160–92.

54. David McMahan, “Orality, Writing, and Authority in South Asian Buddhism:
Visionary Literature and the Struggle for Legitimacy in the Mahayana,” History of Reli-
gions 37 (1998): 264.

2 0 8 J a m e s  R . E g g e



List of Contributors

CAROL S.ANDERSON is Associate Professor of Religion at Kalamazoo College.

ANNE M. BLACKBURN is Assistant Professor of Religion at Cornel University.

MAHINDA DEEGALLE is Lecturer in the Study of Religions at Bath University
College (UK).

JAMES R.EGGE is Assistant Professor of Religion at Eastern Michigan University.

JULIE GIFFORD is a graduate student in the history of religions at the Univer-
sity of Chicago.

JOHN CLIFFORD HOLT is Professor of Religion at Bowdoin College.

JACOB N. KINNARD is Assistant Professor of Religion at the College of William
and Mary.

JOHN S. STRONG is Professor of Religion at Bates College.

JONATHAN S.WALTERS is Associate Professor of Religion at Whitman College.

LIZ WILSON is Associate Professor of Religion at Miami University (OH).

209



yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.



Index

211

Abeyanayake, Rajpal, 115, 119, 121,
122

Abhayasundara, Vimal, 177, 178
amulets. See practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: protective
Anderson, Benedict, 2
Arnold, Sir Edwin, 86, 88, 91
art, Theravada Buddhist

and charismatic power of saints,
78–79

as dassana (darzana), 194–195, 202
early Buddhist stupa reliefs, 189,

197–201
figurative elements in, 197–201
icon, index and symbol in, 190
purpose of, 189
relationship to texts, 76–77, 189–202.

See also texts, Theravada Bud-
dhist

temple decoration, 27–28, 77, 78–79,
136, 189

See also monasteries, temples and pil-
grimage sites, Buddhist

Asamdhimitta. See under queens, Bud-
dhist

asceticism. See practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: ascetic

Azoka Maurya. See under kings, Buddhist
astrology. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
Aung-thwin, Michael, 140
Ayutthaya. See under kingdoms and royal

capitals, Buddhist

bana. See practices, Theravada Buddhist:
preaching

Banda, Gangalagoda, 109
Banerjee, Goroo Das, 95
Baptist, Egerton C., 12, 28, 30n.12
Bartholomeusz, Tessa, 172
Barua, B. M., 43
Bastin, Rohin, 183
Bechert, Heinz, 201
Beglar, J. D., 92
Behari, Bepin, 92, 93
Bellah, Robert, 183
Bénisti, Mireille, 197–198
bhavana. See practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: meditation
Bible, 181
Bihar, 87
Blackburn, Anne M., 184
Blavatsky, Helena, 178
Bodhgaya. See under monasteries, temples

and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist
Bond, George, 172
Bongard-Levin, G. M., 42
Brahmayu, 192
British Broadcasting Corporation

(B.B.C.), 120
Buchanan, Francis, 87
Buddhaghosa. See under monks, Buddhist
Buddha Jayanti, 153, 156
Buddha, the. See buddhas: Gotama
buddhas

Amitabha, 91, 94–96, 103n. 38
Anomadassi, 194–95



buddhas (cont.)
bodhisattva destiny of, 193
Bodhi trees of, 199, 206–7nn. 37, 43.

See also practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: worship: of Bodhi trees

buddhahood as karmic institution, 25
Gotama

and cakkavatti kingship, 176, 190,
193, 195, 198

enlightenment of, 71, 85, 197
as focus of devotion, 175–76. See

also practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: worship: of the Buddha
(buddhapuja)

intimate community of, 14–15, 16,
18, 19, 21–22, 23. See also
queens, Buddhist: Mahamaya;
saints, Buddhist: famous ara-
hants; sinners, famous: Deva-
datta; Zakyans

nonfigurative signs of, 197–200
orientalist conception of, 90, 175,

181–182
overflow karma of, 11, 19
parinirvana and funeral of, 34n. 39,

108–109, 157, 189, 197, 198,
199. See also texts, Buddhist: in
Pali: Mahaparinibbanasutta

physical body (rupakaya) of, 189–202
preaching of, 75, 81
relics of, 41, 77, 189, 202n. 1
as subject of Buddhist poetry,

153–155, 159
transcendent body (dharmakaya) of,

189–202, 202n. 3
as Visnu avatar, 91–94, 95, 111, 119,

128n. 17
voice of. See karavika bird

Kakusandha, 38n. 61
Kassapa, 35n. 49, 38n. 61
Konagamana, 38n. 61
Metteyya (Maitreya), 10, 18, 19, 23,

35n. 43
numbers of, 26–27

omniscience of, 199
paccekabuddhas, 35n. 49, 37n. 57, 44,

45, 49, 51, 76
thirty-two marks of, 50, 191–202,

204–205nn. 13–18, 20, 25
karmic causes of, 193, 196

Vipassi, 193
Burma. See communities, Theravada

Buddhist; kingdoms and royal capi-
tals, Buddhist; monasteries, temples
and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist;
monasticism, Theravada Buddhist

Buultjens, Ralph, 114

Ceylon Observer (Colombo), 177
cakkavatti (cakravartin). See kings, Buddhist:

cakkavatti
Chakravarti, Uma, 16
chants and chanting. See under practices,

Theravada Buddhist
chess, 41–42
Chiang Tung, 142–143
Christianity. See communities, Christian
cloth. See under practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: giving
Colombo, 114, 115, 117, 119, 121, 126,

180, 184. See also communities,
Theravada Buddhist: urban vs. rural:
in Sri Lanka

communities, Christian
missionaries and missionary schools,

123, 124, 138, 177, 182, 183, 184
Wesley College (Colombo), 177
Wesley Mission School ( Jaffna), 182

in Sri Lanka, 117–19, 182–83
communities, Dalit Buddhist, 100
communities, Hindu

as constituted in relationship to reli-
gious others, 87, 99, 104n. 46

Brahmans 61, 86, 89, 93, 190–195,
197, 198

Giri lineage of Bodhgaya mahants, 85,
88–89, 91–96, 101–102n. 16,
106nn. 68, 71

2 1 2 I n d e x



Neo-vedantic, 97
reform movements in, 182–183
Zaiva

at Bodhgaya, 85, 87, 89, 90, 91–96.
See also communities, Hindu:
Giri lineage

in Sri Lanka, 182–183
in Sri Lanka conflict, 119–123. See also

Sri Lanka: civil war in
Vaisnava

at Bodhgaya, 85, 89, 90, 91–96,
102n. 31

in Sri Lanka, 113
See also deities; texts, Hindu; Vedic sac-

rifices
communities, Muslim, 111, 114, 118

reform movements in, 183–184
communities, Sarvastivada Buddhist, 64
communities, Theravada Buddhist

assimilation of Vedic and Hindu patterns
in, 63, 64–65, 108–126, 207n. 48

and caste, 113, 160
and class, 111, 123–126, 181, 184
and communitas, 86–87, 98–99
as constituted by karma, 9–39, 77
as constituted in relationship to reli-

gious others, 86–87, 89, 90,
96–97, 111, 117–123, 182

defining, 1–2
and deity worship, 111–113, 117–126.

See also deities
and individual religious experience, 1
innovation in, 131–143, 151–167
as interpretive communities, 189–190,

201–202
local histories and, 107–108, 109, 134,

139–143
localization of, 131–143
multireligious conflict and

at Bodhgaya, 85–100
in Sri Lanka, 111–113, 117–123. See

also Sri Lanka: civil war in
politics of. See karma: political; kings,

Buddhist; kingship, Buddhist; po-

litical leaders and parties; queens,
Buddhist; queenship, Buddhist

“Protestant Buddhist”
definition of, 163–164, 172–173
weakness of conceptual category,

182–186
reform movements in, 111–112, 136,

153, 158–162, 172, 177–179,
182–186

saints’ impact upon, 80–82. See also
saints, Buddhist

samgha. See monks, Buddhist; monasti-
cism, Theravada Buddhist; saints,
Buddhist

as sasana, 109, 121, 133, 134, 138,
139

Sri Lankan
origin myth of, 108–109

urban vs. rural
in Sri Lanka, 119, 156, 157
in Thailand, 163–164
See also Colombo; communities,

Theravada Buddhist: and caste;
communities, Theravada Bud-
dhist: and class

See also practices, Theravada Buddhist
Coomaraswamy, Ananda K., 197
Copleston, Reginald, 180
cosmology, Theravada Buddhist

heavens in, 61, 62, 74–75, 79, 161
hells in, 22, 24, 45, 62, 76, 79
history of, 71, 79
and institutional routinization of saintly

charisma, 79–80
“maps” of, 15, 72–77, 79–80
meditative insight and, 71, 72–77
Mount Meru in, 73
samsara, 35n. 43, 71, 72
Uttarukuru continent in, 19
See also buddhas; deities; karma

Cunningham, Alexander, 89, 92

Daily Telegraph (London), 88, 89
Dalmia, Vasudha, 87, 99

I n d e x 2 1 3



dana. See practices, Theravada Buddhist:
giving

Danell, William, 90
Daniel, Val, 16
deities

Agni, 60
Aluthnuwara, 110
apsaras, 60–61
in Buddhist thought, 112–113, 117–120,

123–126, 128nn. 17–22
Brahma, 119
as constituted by karma, 118
“deity-bashing,” 61–63, 112–114, 123,

128nn. 21–22
Dhatarattha, 45
Gangodawila Soma as, 115
God, 25, 33–34n. 31, 117
and justice, 125
Kataragama deviyo (Skanda, Murugan)

110, 120–121
Kuvera, 45–46
Laksmi, 197
nagas, 73
Sakka (Zakra, Indra), 57–58, 59, 62–65,

108–109
Upulvan (Uppalavanna), 108–109,

110–111, 127n. 12
Viruhaka, 45
Virupakkha, 45
Visnu

at Bodhgaya, 86, 91–95, 102n. 31
bodhisattva destiny of, 110, 125
as “Minister of Defense” in Sri

Lanka, 109–110
images of, 92–94, 109, 121–123
shrines of, 109, 110, 121–125, 127n.

13
worship of, 98, 107–126

See also communities, Hindu; cosmology,
Theravada Buddhist: heavens in;
practices, Theravada Buddhist: deity
cults

Dharmapala, Anagarika. See under monks,
Buddhist

dhutanga. See practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: ascetic

Dixit, Maduri, 115
Doctrines, Theravada Buddhist

co-dependent origination, 159
Four Noble Truths, 175
impermanence, 196
karma. See separate entry

nibbana (nirvana). See separate entry
Noble Eightfold Path, 174
no-self, 175
samsara. See under cosmology, Ther-

avada Buddhist
seven noble riches, 174
ten meritorious acts, 174

D’Oyly, Charles, 90

education, Theravada Buddhist. See
monasticism, Theravada Buddhist: ed-
ucational practices and institutions of

Eelam, 116
Evans-Wentz, W. Y., 30n. 12

Fish, Stanley, 189
food purity, 57, 58, 62
Foucher, Alfred, 192, 197, 200
Freedberg, David, 78–79
Full Moon Day observances. See under

practices, Theravada Buddhist

Gaya, 89, 91
Geiger, Wilhelm, 107–108, 109, 113,

126nn. 1, 3
Giri lineage. See under communities,

Hindu
giving. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
Godage Publishers, 180, 181
Gombrich, Richard, 16, 110, 172,

181–182
Gunaratana, Siyambalangamuve. See under

monks, Buddhist
Gunasena Publishing Company, 179–180,

181

2 1 4 I n d e x



Hallisey, Charles S., 175, 176, 182
heavens. See under cosmology, Theravada

Buddhist
Heesterman, J. C., 58, 65, 66, 70n. 23
hells. See under cosmology, Theravada

Buddhist
Hinduism. See communities, Hindu;

deities; texts, Hindu; Vedic sacrifices
Holmwood, Herbert, 95
Holt, John C., 26, 27
Horner, I. B., 20
Hudson, Dennis, 182
Huntington, Susan, 199, 200, 201

Islam. See communities, Muslim

Jackson, Michael, 115
Jaffna, 115, 120, 182
Jayakodi, Edward, 152
Jesus, 111
Jones, John Garrett, 16

Käläni River, 157
Kandy. See under kingdoms and royal cap-

itals, Buddhist
Kanthaka, 20
karavika bird, 50, 55n. 50
karma

agricultural metaphor for, 18, 57–58,
61, 62, 65

and aspirations (prarthanava), 9–10,
23–24

bad
bad results of, 10–11, 12, 13, 15, 19,

20, 22–23, 24, 76. See also cos-
mology, Theravada Buddhist:
hells in; sinners, famous

vanquished by giving, 57–68
as basis for deity states, 118
and bio-moral status, 58, 62–63, 67–68
and buddha-bodies, 193, 196
as Buddhist presupposition, 10
as field of merit. See karma: agricul-

tural metaphor for

good results of good, 10–11, 15,
18–19, 20–22, 23, 45, 74–75,
173–174, 200. See also cosmology,
Theravada Buddhist: heavens in;
saints, Buddhist

and kingship, 11–14, 19
overflow, 11–12, 19–20
political, 11, 12, 13–14, 15, 24–25,

30n. 12
and queenship, 44–49
“rebirth precursors,” 9, 16
of religions, 30n. 12
seeds of. See karma: agricultural meta-

phor for
social dimensions of, 9–39, 62, 77, 176
sociokarma

definition of, 11
types of 11–12, 17–26

transference of demerit, 12, 64–68
transference of merit, 10, 12, 19–20, 158

Keyes, Charles, 16
King, Winston, 14
kingdoms and royal capitals, Buddhist

Anuradhapura, 25, 38 n. 61, 183
Arakan, 131, 133, 144n. 3
Ayutthaya, 131, 133, 136, 143–44n. 2
Chiang Mai, 142
Daqbadeniya, 134, 135
Gampola, 113
Kandy, 27, 109, 110, 113–114, 132,

136, 139, 157
Lan Na, 140, 141–143
Pagan, 140, 147–148n. 44
Pegu, 140
Rangoon, 78
Sukhothai, 141–142

kings, Buddhist
Ajatazatru, 41
Azoka Maurya, 25, 41, 42–49, 197

children of. See Kunala; saints, Ther-
avada Buddhist: famous arahants:
Mahinda; saints, Theravada
Buddhist: famous arahants:
Sanghamitta

I n d e x 2 1 5



kings, Buddhist (cont.)
Azoka Maurya (cont,)

past lives of, 35n. 49, 37n. 57, 44
queens of. See queens, Buddhist:

Kaluvaki; queens, Buddhist:
Tisyaraksita; queens, Buddhist:
Vedisa-devi

as bodhisattas, 27
cakkavatti, 19, 27, 41, 190, 197, 203n.

7, 204nn. 13, 14
fourfold army of, 41
seven gems of, 42, 191

Devanampiyatissa, 35n. 49, 37n. 57,
38n. 61

Dhammazedi, 140
Dutthagamani, 36n. 49
Iksvaku, 23
Kiki, 15
Kirti Zri Rajasimha, 27–28, 111, 114,

132–133, 145n. 8, 179
Kuena, 141
Milinda, 22, 23, 24, 27, 35n. 49
Narapatisithu, 140, 148n. 44
Narendrasimha, 111
Nayakkar dynasty of, 111, 113–114
Parakramabahu I, 135
Parakramabahu II, 135
Parakramabahu VI, 154
Pasenadi, 36n. 52
Sam Fang Kaen, 142
Simhabahu, 108
ZriVijaya Narendrasimha, 132
ZriVijaya Rajasimha, 145n. 8
ZriViraparakrama Narendrasimha,

145n. 8
Suddhodana, 21
Tilokaraja, 142
Vijaya, 108–109

kingship, Buddhist
and karma, 11–14, 27–28, 30–31n. 6.

See also kings, Buddhist: Azoka
Maurya: past lives of

as “family affair,” 42–43
See also political leaders and parties;

queenship, Buddhist

Kirti Zri Rajasimha. See under kings, Bud-
dhist

Kumbakarna (pseudonym), 115, 121, 123
Kunala, 49

Lala, 108
Lall, Nanda Kishan, 91–93, 98
Leoshko, Janet, 90
Luther, Martin, 185–186

Macpherson, George, 93
Macpherson, William, 95
Madras, 182–183
Mahakassapa. See under saints, Buddhist:

famous arahants
Mahamoggallana. See under saints, Bud-

dhist: famous arahants
mahapurusa. See buddhas: thirty-two

marks of
Malalasekera, G. P., 43
manuscripts, 137, 174, 177, 178, 179
Marriott, McKim, 57
Marshall, John, 197
Matale, 109
Max Müller, Friedrich, 90
McDermott, James P., 11–16, 24
McMahan, David, 202
meditation. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
Meegaskumbura, P. B., 136
merit-making. See karma; practices,

Theravada Buddhist
missions and conversion

Buddhist. See under practices, Ther-
avada Buddhist

Christian. See communities, Christian:
missionaries and missionary schools

Mitra, Rajendralala, 89, 92
monasteries, temples and pilgrimage sites,

Buddhist
Amaravati, 197, 199, 201
Asgiri Viharaya, 133
Bharhut, 197, 199, 201
Bodhgaya

as “Buddhist Jerusalem,” 88, 90

2 1 6 I n d e x



Burmese at, 85, 87–88, 98, 99,
101n. 12

Dalit Buddhists at, 100, 105n. 62
ecumenicalism of, 85, 86, 97–100
history of Buddhist presence at,

87–89
Japanese at, 97–98, 105–106nn. 60,

64, 65, 68, 70
Mahabodhi Temple at, 85, 88, 91,

92, 93, 94, 96, 99–100
See also Arnold, Sir Edwin; commu-

nities, Hindu; monks, Bud-
dhist: Dharmapala, Anagarika;
Okakura, Kakuzo

Bodhi Tree
at Anuradhapura, 38n. 61, 142
at Bodhgaya, 20, 49, 92
See also practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: worship: of Bodhi trees
DaladaMaligawa, 110, 189
Dambulla, 109
Devinuwara, 111
Dighavapi, 114
Dipaduttaramaya at Kotahena, 176,

177, 182, 184
Gadaladeniya, 113
Käläniya RajamahaViharaya, 181
Lamkatilaka, 113
Mahavihara, 25
Malvatu Viharaya, 133
Mathura, 78
Mulagandhakuti Vihara, 156
Rajagaha (Rajgir), 60, 61
Satci, 197–201
Sarnath, 197
Zravasti, 59
Subhadraramaya Purana Viharaya, 177
Taksazila, 41
Wat Cedi Cet Yod, 142
Wat Pa Daeng, 142
Wat Suan Dok, 142
Wat Suan Kaew, 162
Wat Suan Mokkhabalarama, 162
See also art, Theravada Buddhist;

monasticism, Theravada Buddhist

monasticism, Theravada Buddhist
adminstrative structures of, 134, 137,

139, 142
Amarapura Nikaya, 177
educational practices and institutions

of, 134, 135, 136–137, 138, 157,
178

Buddhist Cultural Centre at Nedi-
mala, 181

Maha Chulalongkorn Buddhist Uni-
versity, 164

Narammala monastic school, 157
Sarananda Pirivena, 157
Sirinivasa Pirivena, 157

forest-dwelling (arattavasi), 59, 77,
134–136, 138, 142

ganinnanses, 132–134, 139, 144nn. 3, 5
legitimating discourses of, 134–143
lineages and pupillary succession in,

131, 134, 136, 139, 140, 141–142
Mahanikai, 162
material resources of, 133
monastic discipline (vinaya) and, 132,

133, 134, 135, 138, 141
music and, 151–52, 159–60

opposition to innovation in, 152,
158–162, 162–166

Pa Daeng lineage, 141–143, 148n. 57
Ramañña Nikaya, 153, 157, 160
ritual boundaries (sima) of, 136, 142
rivalry within, 132–134, 136, 139, 140,

142, 160
samgha as one Theravada community

among many, 2
Silvat Samagama, 132, 145n. 8
Siyam Nikaya, 131–140
Suan Dok lineage, 141–144
See also communities, Theravada Bud-

dhist; monasteries, temple and pil-
grimage sites, Buddhist; practices,
Theravada Buddhist

monks, Buddhist
Ariyadhamma, Panadure, 152
Azvaghosa, 90
Buddhadasa, 162

I n d e x 2 1 7



monks, Buddhist (cont.)
Buddhaghosa, 15, 28, 50, 66, 67, 70n.

23
Chapata, 140–141, 147–148n. 44
Chatta, 174
Danti Nayde Gurunnanse (Mendis,

Delath Andiris), 177
Devadatta. See under sinners, famous
Dhammapala, 60
Dharmakirti, 113, 128–129n. 24
Dharmapala, Anagarika, 88, 90, 91–96,

97, 98, 103n. 39, 156, 165, 172,
178, 183

Dhirakkhanda, Sinigama, 177
Faxian, 78
Gunananda, Mohottivatte, 177–179,

182, 184
Gunaratana, Balapitiya, 177
Gunaratana, Siyambalangamuve, 152,

153, 155–62, 163, 164, 165, 166
Kasyapa, Diqbulagala, 135
Khemapali, Nakhon, 164
Lakkhana, 76
Maitreya, Vidagama, 155, 160–161
Medhamkara, Diqbulagala, 135
Medhamkara (or Ñanagambhira), 142,

143
Ñanavimala, Kiriälle, 173–175, 179
Nyanaponika, 13, 25
Phayom Kalyano, 152, 162–166
Phra Malai, 76–77, 78–79
Rahula, Totagamuve Zri, 154–155
Ratanapañña, 142
Ratanapala, Gamulle, 146–147n. 34
Sarananda, Udunuvara, 156
Saranamkara, Välivita, 114, 132, 135,

136
Shin Rahula, 141
Siddhartha, Rambukkana, 151, 152,

167n.
Silacara, 11, 12, 30n. 7
Soma, Gangodawila, 114–126
Sumana, 141
Sumangala, Hikkaduve, 177

Uttarajiva, 147–148n. 44
Vajiragñana, Päläne, 159, 165, 166
Vättäve, 154
Wachiriyan, 11, 12
Xuanzang, 78
See also monasticism, Theravada Bud-

dhist; saints, Buddhist
morality. See practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: moral precepts; virtues, Bud-
dhist: morality

Mus, Paul, 53n. 25, 200
music. See under monasticism, Theravada

Buddhist:monastic discipline (vinaya)
and

Nandiya, 75
Navalar, Arumugala, 182–184
Nepal, 156
Neville, Hugh, 174
nibbana (nirvana), 10, 29, 146–147n. 34,

159, 161, 196, 200–201. See also
buddhas: Gotama: parinirvana and

funeral of; buddhas: Metteyya
(Maitreya); saints, Buddhist

Norman, K. R., 201
nuns. See monasticism, Theravada Bud-

dhist; saints, Buddhist: famous arahants

Obeyesekere, Gananath, 172, 181–182
Okakura, Kakuzo, 97–98, 105n. 64
Olcott, Col. Henry Steele, 97, 103n. 39,

173, 175, 178, 185–186. See also
theosophists

ordination. See under practices, Theravada
Buddhist

Orientalists and Orientalism: 87, 89, 93,
107, 113, 172, 184

paccekabuddhas. See under buddhas
Panadura debates, 177–178
Pali Text Society, 107
Parry, Jonathan, 58, 62–63, 65
Pasha, ‘Urabi (Arabi), 183–184
Peirce, Charles Sanders, 190

2 1 8 I n d e x



Phra Malai. See under monks, Buddhist
pilgrimage. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
political leaders and parties

East India Company, 87
Elgin, Gilbert, 94
Elgin, Lord, 94, 103–104n. 41
Gandhi, Mohandas K., 99
Gordon, Sir Arthur, 89
Kumaratunga, Chandrika Bandaranaike,

115, 116, 117, 122, 129n. 33
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam

(L.T.T.E.), 31n. 19, 115, 116,
120, 122, 123. See also Sri Lanka:
civil war in

Nehru, Jawaharlal, 86
People’s Alliance (P.A.), 116
Prabhakaran, Velupillai, 116, 120. See

also political leaders and parties:
L.T.T.E.; Sri Lanka: civil war in

Premadasa, Ranasinghe, 120–121, 157,
180

Ramachandran, M. G., 122
United National Party (U.N.P.), 116,

120–121
Wickremesinghe, Ranil, 116, 120

Portuguese invasion of Sri Lanka, 111
poya. See practices, Theravada Buddhist:

Full Moon Day observances
practices, Theravada Buddhist

ascetic, 59, 66–68, 135
astrology, 133, 136, 175
begging

as means of unburdening others’ bad
karma, 57–68

chants and chanting
devotional verses (gathas), 151, 186
namaskara, 158, 173, 176
protective (paritta), 109, 132, 136,

146n. 23, 152, 174, 175, 176 
Triple Refuge (tisarana), 86, 171,

173, 174, 175, 176, 179
See also practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: deity cults; practices,

Theravada Buddhist: moral pre-
cepts; practices, Theravada
Buddhist: worship

deity cults
devaradhana (invitation of the gods),

158
kapuralas (priests), 109, 124
santiya (blessings), 125–126
yatika (ritual invocation), 109
See also deities; practices, Theravada

Buddhist: worship: of deities
Full Moon Day observances (poya, up-

osatha), 10, 107, 173
Vesak, 180

funerary rites, 66–67
giving (dana), 10, 27, 44–49, 51,

57–68, 77, 174
of cloth, 44–46, 54n. 34, 59, 65–68
famous givers

Anathapindika, 59
Sujata, 67
See also kings, Buddhist: Azoka

Maurya; queens, Buddhist:
Asamdhimitta

gilanpasa, 160, 169n. 17
“regifting,” 60, 63, 69n. 5

liturgical. See practices, Theravada
Buddhist: chants and chanting;
practices, Theravada Buddhist:
deity cults; practices, Theravada
Buddhist: worship

manuals for, 171–186
medicine, 133
meditation, 60, 171, 174, 175, 176, 179

jhana states of, 74
and Mahayana and Pure Land visualiza-

tion practices, 74
as productive of supernormal cos-

mological knowledge, 72–77
samadhi state of, 60
as source of distinctively saintly teach-

ing, 81
merit-making (general), 10, 132. See also

karma

I n d e x 2 1 9



missions and conversion, 64, 73–74, 79,
156, 193–195

moral precepts, 182
eight precepts, 173
five precepts (pañcasila), 114, 118, 119,

158, 173–174
ten precepts, 173

ordination
lower (pabbajja), 133, 156
higher (upasampada), 131–134, 139,

142, 157, 177
pilgrimage, 10, 174, 176. See also monas-

teries, temples and pilgrimage sites,
Buddhist

preaching, 10, 178
addresses social problems, 164
bad effects of inappropriate, 159–160
as fluid tradition, 162
of ganinnanses, 132
listening as meritorious act, 10, 147n.

34, 161
modern forms of

in Sri Lanka, 114, 115, 118,
151–162, 166–167, 178, 182

in Thailand, 162–167
musical, 157–60
of queens, 50–51 
poetic, 151–167, 167n. 4
of saints, 80–82
of Siyam Nikaya monks, 138
texts for (bana pot), 135, 137, 154, 155.

See also texts, Buddhist
traditional culture of, 158, 159–161,

162–166
prostration, 176
protective, 136, 145n. 20

amulets and charms, 77–79
Bauddha Adahilla as, 180–181
See also deities; practices, Theravada

Buddhist: chants and chanting:
protective (paritta); practices,
Theravada Buddhist: deity cults

seeing (dassana), 194–195, 201–202.
See also art, Theravada Buddhist

sorcery, 49, 67, 122, 133, 136, 144n.
20

Ten Perfections and, 27, 178, 182
worship

artistic representations of, 200
of Bodhi trees (bodhipuja), 152, 189.

See also monasteries, temples
and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist:
Bodhgaya; monasteries, tem-
ples and pilgrimage sites, Bud-
dhist: Bodhi Tree; art,
Theravada Buddhist: figurative
elements

of the Buddha (buddhapuja), 10, 95,
174, 175–176, 179, 180, 182.
See also buddhas  

of deities (devapuja) 121, 125. See also
deities; practices, Theravada
Buddhist: deity cults

of the Dharma (dhammapuja), 157,
174

of stupas (thupapuja), 51, 77, 78, 189,
198, 200, 202

See also practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: chants and chanting;
virtues, Buddhist: devotion;
virtues, Buddhist: faith

See also communities, Theravada Bud-
dhist; karma; monasticism,
Theravada Buddhist

Prasad, Rajendra, 99
preaching. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
Pruitt, William, 140, 141
puja. See practices, Theravada Buddhist:

worship

Queens, Buddhist
Asamdhimitta, 35n. 49, 37n. 58, 43–51
Camadevi, 42
and cloth-giving, 44–46, 54n. 34
in chess, 42
as ideal Buddhist wives, 47–48
Kaluvaki, 42–43
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Mahamaya, 21
Mahapajapati Gotami. See under saints,

Buddhist: famous arahants
as merit-makers, 31–32n. 23, 45–48
sovereignty of, 47
Tisyaraksita, 49
Ulakudaya, 154
Vedisa-devi, 43
Vessamitta, 173–174
Empress Wu, 42
Ye-ses-mtsho-rgyal, 42

Queenship, Buddhist, 41–55

Rajakarunanayake, Lucien, 120–121
Rambukkana, 156
Ratnayaka, Victor, 152
Ratwatte, Gen. Anuruddha, 117, 121,

123, 130n. 44
Ratwatte, Dennis, 122–123
Ratwatte (family) 117, 129n. 35
Ray, Reginald, 72–73, 77, 80–82
Reynolds, Frank E., 3, 6–7, 16, 26, 43,

71, 74
Reynolds, Mani B., 3, 43
Roberts, Michael, 184
robes. See practices, Theravada Buddhist:

giving: of cloth
Roy, Sanjit, 99
Rupavahini, 115

Saints, Buddhist
charisma of, 77–80
distinctively saintly teaching of,

80–82
famous arahants
Ananda, 14, 20, 23, 32n. 24
Bhadda-Kapilani, 15
Channa, 20
Kaludayi, 20, 23
Mahakassapa, 15, 57–68
Mahamoggallana, 14, 23, 32n. 24,

71–82
and Phra Malai, 76–77
violent death of, 12, 74, 81–82

Mahapajapati Gotami, 15, 19, 21,
23, 195–196

Mahinda, 25, 43, 189
Moggaliputtatissa, 35n. 49
Nagasena, 22, 23, 24, 27, 35n. 49
Nigrodha, 35n. 49, 37n. 57
Rahula, 14, 15, 21
Sakula, 194
Sanghamitta, 43
Sariputta, 14, 21, 22, 23, 32n. 24,

194–195
Sela, 190–195, 197
Sona, 147n. 44
Upagupta, 41
Uttara, 147n. 44
Yasodhara, 14, 15, 20

foremost disciples, 23, 37n. 55, 72. See
also buddhas: Gotama: intimate
community of

forest-dwelling, 72, 73, 77, 80
past lives of, 194. See also karma; texts,

Buddhist: in Pali: Apadana
relics of, 77–78
supernormal powers of, 71, 72–74
as teachers, 72, 75, 80–81
See also buddhas; monks, Buddhist;

monasticism, Theravada Buddhist;
nibbana (nirvana)

Zakyans, 25
slaughter of, 12, 20, 22, 36n. 52. See

also sinners, famous: Vidudabha
Samaraweera, Vijaya, 184
samgha, Buddhist. See communities, Ther-

avada Buddhist; monks, Buddhist;
monasticism, Theravada Buddhist

samsara. See under cosmology, Theravada
Buddhist

Zankaracarya, 97
Sariputta. See under saints, Buddhist: fa-

mous arahants
Schober, Juliane, 16
Schopen, Gregory, 90
sermons. See practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: preaching
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Shils, Edward, 79
sil (sila). See practices, Theravada Bud-

dhist: moral precepts; virtues, Bud-
dhist: morality

sinners, famous
Bandhula the Mallian, 13, 19, 23, 36n.

52
Ciñcamanavika, 24
Devadatta, 14, 19, 21, 22, 24, 32n. 24
Sundari, 24
Tisyaraksita, 49
Vidudabha, 12, 13, 19, 20, 22, 36n. 52
See also cosmology, Theravada Bud-

dhist: hells in; karma: bad: bad ef-
fects of

Smith, Brian K., 64
Snellgrove, David L., 197, 199, 200
sociokarma. See under karma
Soma, Gangodawila. See under monks,

Buddhist
sorcery. See under practices, Theravada

Buddhist
soteriology. See buddhas; cosmology,

Theravada Buddhist; doctrines,
Theravada Buddhist; karma; nibbana
(nirvana); practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist; saints, Buddhist

Spiro, Melford, 16, 181
Sri Lanka

civil war in, 113, 181–182
and deity worship, 125–126
Norwegian intervention in, 116–117
See also political leaders and parties

karmic institutions of, 38n. 61
See also communities, Theravada Bud-

dhist; kingdoms and royal capitals,
Buddhist; monasteries, temples
and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist;
monasticism, Theravada Buddhist 

Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation
(S.L.B.C.), 168n. 12

Stevenson, Ian, 22
Stietencron, Heinrich von, 87, 99
Strong, John S., 17, 21, 24, 60, 78

stupas. See art, Theravada Buddhist: early
Buddhist stupa reliefs; buddhas: Go-
tama: relics of; monasteries, temples
and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist; prac-
tices, Theravada Buddhist: worship:
of stupas

Sunday Leader (Colombo), 115, 129n. 32
Sunday Observer (Colombo), 117
Sunday Times (Colombo), 115, 117, 119,

121, 122, 123, 129n. 31
Suriyabongs, Dr. Luang, 12–13

Tagore, Rabindranath, 97, 98
Tambiah, Stanley Jeyaraja, 77
Tamils, 113, 114. See also Sri Lanka, civil

war in
temples. See monasteries, temples and pil-

grimage sites, Buddhist
Tendulkar, Sachin, 115
Texts, Buddhist

in Burmese
donative inscriptions, 31–32n. 23
Glass Palace Chronicle, The, 140–141
nissaya texts, 140
thaimang texts, 141

for children, 180–181, 186
in English

Buddhist Catechism, 173, 175,
185–186

manuscripts of, 137, 174, 177, 178, 179
in Pali

Ambatthasutta, 191, 192
Anagatavamsa, 19, 25, 35n. 43
Anguttaranikaya, 11, 13, 15, 20, 72
Apadana, 15, 17, 18, 21, 23,

193–197, 199–202
Apadanatth. akatha, 20
Atthakathas (in general), 137, 174
Brahmayusutta, 191
Buddhavamsa, 15, 18, 19, 25, 196,

199
Catubhanavara, 136
Dasavatthuppakarana, 43, 44–45, 46,

47
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Dhajjaggasutta, 174
Dhammacakkapavattanasutta, 175
Dhammapada, 158
Dhammapadatthakatha, 12
Dighanikaya, 43, 191, 198
Dipavamsa, 38n. 61
Extended (or Cambodian) Mahavamsa,

43, 44, 48
Jatakas (in general), 14, 17, 18, 21,

26–27, 32n. 24
Bhaddasala, 12
Guttila, 154
Kalingabodhi, 198–199
Kurudhamma, 11, 13
Manicora, 11, 13
Paññasa, 16
Sattubhatta, 154
Vessantara, 27–28, 38n. 62, 39nn.

66–68
Jinakalamali, 141–143
Karaniyamettasutta, 174
Khuddakanikaya, 15
Khuddasikkha, 141
Lakkhanasutta, 191, 193
Mahabodhivamsa, 49
Mahamangalasutta, 174
Mahapadanasutta, 191, 193, 197, 198
Mahaparinibbänasutta, 32n. 26, 157,

198
Mahavamsa, 25, 43, 44, 45, 107–109,

113, 189
Majjhimanikaya, 43, 190, 191
Milindapatha, 22, 27, 137
Papañcasudani (Majjhimanikaya-

atthakatha), 50, 174
Paramatthadipani (Udanatthakatha), 60
Paramatthadipani (Vimanavatthu-

atthakatha), 61–62, 63–64,
74–75, 174

Ratanasutta, 174
Samyuttanikaya, 15, 28
Sihalovadasutta, 174
Sumangalavilasini

(Dighanikayatthakatha), 50

Suttanipata, 158, 190, 191
suttas (in general), 137, 190
Theragatha, 190
Tipitaka (in general), 14, 135, 137,

138, 140, 141, 158, 174, 189,
201

Tundilovadasutta, 32n. 26
Udana, 60–61, 64
vamsa (genre), 134
Vimanavatthu, 74, 75, 137,

146–447n. 34, 174
Vinaya. See monasticism, Buddhist:

monastic discipline (vinaya) and
Visuddhimagga, 66, 137

in Sanskrit
Lalitavistara, 59, 67
Mahavastu, 76
Mulasarvastivadavinaya, 58, 59, 64,

65
in Sinhala

bana pot, 135, 137, 154, 155
Bauddha Ädahilla, 171–186
Budugunalankaraya, 155
Guttila Kavyaya, 154
Kavyazekharaya, 154–455, 178

Lovädasaxgarava, 155, 160–161
Milindapraznaya, 178
Pansiyapanasjatakapota, 178
Pujavaliya, 172
Samgharajasadhucariyava, 134
sannasas, 127n. 13
sannayas, 135, 140
Sararthadipani, 135, 136
Sararthasangrahaya, 135
Sinhala literature (in general) 109,

110, 153–155, 175
Anuradhapura period of, 154
Daqbadeni period of, 135, 136,

137, 145n. 17, 153
Kandyan period of, 155
Kotte period of, 113, 154, 155,

166
Polonnaruwa period of, 134, 137

Siyabaslakara, 154
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Texts, Buddhist (cont.)
in Thai and Thai Yman

Brapamsukulanisamsam, 59, 66
nissai texts, 143
Phra Malai Klon Suat, 76
Tamnan MulasasanaWat Pa Daeng,

141–143
Tamnan MulasasanaWat Suan Dok,

141–143
Trai Phum (Three Worlds According to

King Ruang), 19, 30n. 6, 32n.
26, 43, 46, 47, 71

vohan texts, 143
translation into local languages,

137–138, 140–141
“visual texts,” 189–190. See also art,

Theravada Buddhist
texts, Hindu

Agni Purana, 92
Bhagavata Purana, 92
Dharmazastras, 58, 61
Puranas (in general), 110
Vayu Purana, 92
Visnu Purana, 104n. 46

Thailand. See communities, Theravada
Buddhist; kingdoms and royal capi-
tals, Buddhist; monasteries, temples
and pilgrimage sites, Buddhist;
monasticism, Theravada Buddhist

theosophists, 178, 182. See also Blavatsky,
Helena; monks, Buddhist:
Dharmapala, Anagarika; Olcott,
Col. Henry Steele

Theosophical Review, 185
Trevethick, Michael, 97
Turner, Victor, 86, 98

upasampada. See practices, Theravada Bud-
dhist: ordination

Varanasi, 62–63
Vedic sacrifices, 58, 60, 64–66, 200
Ver Eecke, Jacqueline, 43
Vidudabha. See under sinners, famous
Vijayavardhana, G., 136
vinaya. See monasticism, Theravada Bud-

dhist: monastic discipline (vinaya)
and

virtues, Buddhist
compassion (karuna), 29, 32–33n. 27,

61, 81–82, 118
devotion (bhakti), 157, 175, 192, 193,

194, 195. See also practices, Ther-
avada Buddhist: worship

faith (zraddha), 89, 91, 157, 171, 176,
190, 192

generosity, 31n. 21, 176, 182. See also
practices, Theravada Buddhist:
giving (dana)

gratitude, 28
loving-kindness (metta), 28, 118, 161
morality (sila), 173, 178, 182. See also

practices, Theravada Buddhist:
moral precepts

Visnu. See under deities
Vivekananda, Swami, 97, 183

Wach, Joachim, 71
Walters, Jonathan S., 201–202
Weber, Max, 14, 23, 24, 77, 79–80, 183
Wheel of Dharma, 47. See also art, Ther-

avada Buddhist: figurative elements
in

White, David, 60
Woodward, Mark, 17, 26
Wyatt, David, 141

Young, Richard Fox, 177, 178, 182, 183
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