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INrroLUCTION

HISTORICALLY SPEAKING, BUDDHISM CAN CLAIM 10 BE THE FIRST
missionary religion in the world. In fact, its messianic purpose was
expressly declared ncarly five centuries before Christ when, soon after
his enlightenment, the Buddha himself exhorted his disciples to “preach
the truth” and spread the gospel “out of compassion for the world,
for the good . . . for the welfare of gods and men.™

However, it was during the reign of emperor Asoka (269-232 B.C.)
that Buddhism — till then a regional faith — spread beyond the Indian
peninsula to many countries of Asia to the extent that at one time. it
was in a position to influence the lives of nearly one fifth of the whole
human race.

Resuscitated nearly two centuries after its inception and consider-
ably changed in its ‘inner structure’® due to competition with other
sorteriologies in India, Buddhism was introduced in Cevlon in the third
century B.C. The absence of any organised religion in island at that
time, the charisma of the Buddhist monks, and the roval patronage which
Buddhism received from the beginning were some of the major reasons
for its quick propagation.?

Cevlon was one of the first countries in Asia to come under the
sway of Buddhism and to assimilate its essential characteristics in evolving
the island’s culture and civilisation. In fact, so all pervasive has been
the influence of Buddhism in Ceylon that the recorded history of tra-
ditional Ceylon is virtually the history of Cevlonesc Buddhism. Under
such a setling it was natural that religious and political authoritics were
not only close but often drew sustenance from each other. This paper
is an attempt to describe the emerging pattern of Buddhism-State inter-
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action during the first two thousand years of the recorded history of
Ceylon.

ReLicious SyNCRETIsA IN CEYLON

In India. Buddhism was almost absorbed in Hind:ism but in Cevlon
Theravada Buddhism continued to be the state religion for more than
a millennium; in the process it absorbed within its fold aspects of magical
animism, Mahayanism as well as lay Hinduism without either compro-
mising wilh its basic tencts or with its predominant status in the re-
ligious system. *

In its canonical form Theravada Buddhism has becen a causc of
annoyance to scholars who tried to find a general and cross culturally
valid dcfinition of rcligion. Durkheim, for instance. refuted Frazer's
minimal definition of religion being “the beliefl in spiritual beings”
solely on the ground of Theravada Buddhism in which according to him
the ‘idea of God® was abscnt, or at least plaved a minor role. Even
Max Weceber, while describing “ancient™ Buddhism in his classical works
on Religion in India, wondered as to whcther a system of “ethics
without God” could be called a “religion.”® Elsewherc, Max Wcber
commenting on the highly individualistic nature of Buddhism went to
the extient of concluding that there was no nexus between Buddhist
ideology and social action. ¢

Taking Buddhism as a religious system of thought and simply in
historical development of Buddhism in Cecylon and elsewhere indicates
its canonical contest, these views might perhaps be entertained but the
canonical Buddhism as only one aspect of the religious system of
Theravada Buddhist societies. In all these countries two religious
systems — canonical and lay — existed side by side which were *“‘kept
clearly apart in theory and served by different religious specialists”
but were used by the laity simultaneously and were viewed by them as
“complementary and interdependent.”  The situation is no different
today: in fact it is this dualism of the Buddhist system that has facilitated
its sustenance to a considerable extent.

This dualism seemed to be inevitable once the religion of ‘cultured
professional monks” was made the religion of the pcople.* Salvation —-
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the final goal — was not possible for everybody but merit making
was the nearest possible way to achicve salvation (Nircanaya). The
more the merit was earned, the better were the chances of salvation.
In other words, while the philosophical doctrines of Cevlonese Buddhisin
gave it abstract orientation and emphasised the other-worldly  goul
i c. salvation, its pupular aspect led to an cmphasis on the importance
of immediate and more practical coal of merit making in this world
as a step towards salvation  And this acenmulation of meritorious deeds
could bhe achicved no better by the laity than by giving alms. arants
and endowments to the monks.  The more holy the monk was, the more
meritorions it was o give alms to him. Perhaps this was one of the
motivating factors for the masses and the elite to give their best to the
monks and the monasterics.

The implications of this were obvious. No doubt there were some
hermit monks (Vanavasin) who lived in jungles, meditated in the caves
and kept themsclves secluded from the varied trappings of society.
But their number at no time was big. Once the rcligion became the
state religion and thereby the religion of the people it was natural that
preaching to the liitv would become a more pressing and immediate
duty for many monks than exclusive meditation in scclusion.  Con-
sequently, the number of monks who lived very near or in the village
{Grameasins) and were actually involved in village life was bound to
be large. In other words, thanks to the continuous roval patronage,
notwithstanding  the individualistic character of Buddhist cosmology.
in Ceylon il gradually yvielded to the societal necds. The debate over
the superiority of learning over meditation in Cexlon as earlv as 1 century
B.C. and the recognilion of the supcriorily ot the lormer over the latter”
was one of the more obvious manifesiations of the sociulising character
of Buddhism. So was the veneration of the relics of Buddha, the con-
struction of stupas in which relics were prescried as well as the worship
of Bnddhist images.

In the process of becoming the Bahujanva — religion of the people
— Buddhism not only adapted itsell to lacal needs but also exploited
the local gods and indigenous customs for its propagation. In Cevlon,
onc of the instances in this context was that of the Pirith cercinony
one aspect of which was 1o cvorcise evil spirits and to that extent was
a substitute for the charms to which the people were already accusiom-
ed. However, the monks used the form ol ritual to chant certain
texts of Pali canons which explained the significance of the Buddhist
code of clhics in the day to day life of the laity.
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HistoricaL EvoLuTion oF THE MoONKR-FRATERNITIES
(Nikayas)

During the first two centuries of its advent in Ceylon the Mahavihara
(great monastery), founded by Bhikku Mahinda almost immediately
after the introduction of Buddhism in Ceylon, held the position of a
national churchi with a hierarchical structure in which all the monas-
teries (Viharas) in the island owed ecclesiastical allegiance to it and
were virtually affiliated to it “more or less as its branches.” The
abscnce of authority in the cosomology of Buddhism conpled with the
canonical justification of schism did not however facilitale the con-
tinuation of its monolithic position for long. Thus, by the fourth
century A.D. the power and status of AMahavihara as the “‘national
church” was alrcady challenged by the Jelavana and Abhavagiri viharas
which were founded by the dissident monks from the Mahatihara. ':
In due course, several groups of religious institutions conforming to
various sects, congregations or fralernities emerged due to doctrinal or
personal differences.  All of them however followed the rules and con-
stitution common to all. This was significant: though Sangha was a
sell-governing democratic body, it had no power 1o prescribe new laws
that contradicted the teaching of the founder. The precepts of Buddha
were decclared to be the pattern and guidance for all laws for the
regulation of the conduct of the monks. This gavce some sort of uni-
formity to the organisation, structure and function of the various frater-
nities. The popularity and power of these subjects or fraternitios varied
depending on the historical context, the charisma of their leaders, us
well as their influcnce over the king.

The internal organisation of the Sangha closcly reflected the ideo-
logical principles of Buddhism inasmuch as it vesled authority in learn-
ing: its organisational structure closely formed the pattern of the dc-
mocratic stale of the Buddhist republics of the era. By the thirteenth
century the supreme head of the Sangha, called Muahasami or Navaka
(and at times Sangha Raja); next to him were two dignitarics called

' Rahula, 0, 9, p. 303,

121hid. The Abhavugiri vihara came into being by virtne of the fact that
king Vatthagamini (29-17 BC) and his gencials donated the sihara to a particular
mank named Mluhatissa. This donation was resented by the monks of Aahavihara
who miuht have considvred this act as an encroachment on the eaclusive prestige
and anthority enjmed by the Mahavihara il then, Consequently the monk was
chiareed with an offence of vihuva — frequenting the families of lavmen —and was
cxpelled, A diseiple of Muhatissa raised objection 1o this charge and he in turn
was also eapelled. Cunsequently, this monk left Mahavibara along with his Jarge
number of followers to live in the new vihara,

The Jetavana vihara owed its inception to kine Muhasena who. having been
angry with AMahavihara patronised another seet called  Sacalia seet und  donated
the Jetavani ihara to a scaior monk of this sect. C.W. Nicholas and S. Pura-
navitana. A Concise History of Ceylon: From the FEarliest Times (o the Arrival
of the lorluguese in 1505 (Colombo, 1961). pp. 111-12.
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Mahatheras who were in charge of the fraternities dwelling in towns
and village (Gramatasins) and forests (Vanavasins) respectively. Lower
down in the hicrarchy were the heads of the organisations into which
the order was divided, and of the various colleges. *3

CasTE I1n Buopnisat: A Prop To StaTus Quo?

Through Buddhism did act as a leaven to develop new intellectual
perspectives, it did not bring about any revolutionary change in the
social organisation of traditional Cevlon. To illustrate, though caste
had no sanction in Buddhism, it continued to remain an integral part
of the Ceylonese social system. In fact, one might further argue that
the Buddhist concepts of Karma (action) and rcbirth, '* in a way. pro-
vided an explanatory justification for the stratificalion of the Ccylonese
society bascd on caste. Was not the fact of a person being born as
a Goyigama, i.e. the high caste, the result of his past actions (karma)
in earlier births® Once the basic factor of his ascriptive status was
cvplained in Buddhist terms it {ollowed that the low caste pcople also
accept their social status on the same ground. The rulers thus were
born to rule by virtue of their past karma and the ruled to submit to
their present position. An acceptance of such a state of affairs was
bound to facilitale maintenancc of the status quo in the Ceylonese social
structure.

CriTERIA FOR RECRUITMENT o1F THE Moxnks

This was however part of the story. Recruitment to the Buddhist
priesthood, at least doctrinally, was open to every one irrespective of
his ascriptive status. A low casle monk for instance could, at any
time, join priesthood and thereby receive the deference due to the robe.
But here again a question arises:  No doubt a low caste man could be
a monk but could he attain the highest positions in the hicrachy of the
Sangha? Canonical Buddhism did not recognise any hierarchy amongst
the monks excepl the one based on learning. With the emergence of
various monasterics and sccts, though the canonical criteria of learning
remained a dominant factor in determining the Sangha hicrarchy, it
did not scem to be the solec criteria. How important was the factor
of caste in Sangha hicrarchy is a point on which virtually no data is
available.  As an anachronism in Buddhist tenets even if it was a factor
to reckon with at times, it had 1o be covert.'™ TFurthermore, in a

U bid.. p. 329. Also see Rahula, n. 9. pp. 169-72.

Y For a genceral understanding of the basic tenets of the Theravada Buddhism,
refer to various papers in Kenneth Morgan, ed.. The Path of Buddha (New York,
19537) and Narada Mahathera, Buddhism in a Nutshell (Colombo, 19341).

'3 Even today. the question on which the monks show reticence is about their
caste. The reason given is thal once a person renounces lay life, these distinctions
arc meaningless and irrclevant.
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society the high caste (i.e. Goyigamas) being also thc most numerous
caste, might have been a factor blurring if not mitigating the caste
considerations. But the compulsions inherent in the social system in
Ceylon leads one to infer that while thcre might be some exceptions,
by and large, perhaps the highest position in the Sangha hierarchy went
to the high caste people.

A passage in Wilhelm Geiger’s celebrated work on the culture of
mediaeval Ceylon is rclevant in this context. Referring to the various
attempts made by the kings to invigorate the Buddhist church, the
author, quoting Mahavamsa, (the foremost historical chronicle of Ceylon)
maintains:  “From the sixteenth century the stress is laid on the fact
that the candidates were born in the noble houses™ and were ‘sons of
good families’ (Kulputra).™ One wonders whether the situation would
have been any differcnt carlier. Besides, it was a belief that giving a
son to the Sangha was one of the most meritorious deed. In view of
the preponderant number of the Goyigama as the most numerous caste *
it is also probable that in traditional Ceylon there were many more
high caste monks with better credence and opportunities (at least by
birth) to compete for a position in a religious hierarchical structure,
than the low caste monks.

Bases or THE Moxnk’s Power 1n CEvLoN

Whatever be the social background of the monks there is no
doubt that their vestment itsclf conferred upon them certain status
and power in the Ceylonese social system. The sources of their power
were canonical as well as non-canonical. To begin with, unlike the
other religions, the Sangha, defined as the “associated brotherhood of
Buddhist monks,” formed an organic part of Buddhism itself. The
three sacred symbols — the triple gem which every laity had to invoke
were "I take refuge in Buddha, 1 take refuge in the Dhamma (doctrine)
and I take refuge in the Sangha (monk fraternitv).” As the dominant
status group in the religious system, the monks “set the standard of
legitimacy for all rcligious ideas held by the Sinhalese” > and evoked
deference from other groups. Initially this defercuce wus derived from
their skill function as sole interpreter of the supernatural. In duc
course, their increasing involvement in social activities brought about
ramification to their position in a varicty of ways in the Cevlonese
society. The social role of the monks as educators, doctors and counsel-
lors to the rulers and the ruled became more and more significant.

v Geiger, n. 10, p. 203,

17 For an exhaustive account on the Sinhalese caste organisation sec Bryce

Rvan, Caste in Modern Ceylon (New Jerscy, Brunswick, 1953).
'$ Ames, n. 4, pp. 21-2.
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Not only this, the monks comprised a sector which had to its credit
several pioneering efforts in various ficlds. Sinhalese script, for instance,
derived as it was from Pali, was mainly shapced by the monks. It was
they who taught people the art of writing. Sinhalese painters and
sculpturists were mostly monks who evolved their theme around Buddha.
Sinhalese architecture evolved around stupas and monasteries which
were the abode of the monks.” Apart from being the centre for worship
and meditation, the monasterics were also the centres of cultural
activity and transmitted cultural traditions. The intellectual and social
contribution of Buddha’s followers was felt all over Cevlon for virtually
every village had a Buddhist temple. The charisma of Buddha thus,
to use Nax-Weber’s phrase, was gradually ‘routinised’ in the island.

Besides the social rcsources the clergy also derived power through
the royal patronage. Moreover, rulers like Dutugemunu in his baltle
crv “not for kingdom but for Buddhism,” against the Tamil ruler virtually
fused Buddhism with the Sinhalese national identity. At his request the
monks accompanicd his army “since the sight of the Bhikkhus is both
blessing and protection for us.™*°

Apart from lending political support to the monks’ activities, many
rulers also secured for them the sanction of state machinery ta look
after the extensive and lucrative landholdings which were endowed to
the Sangha. In these lundholdings the royal endowments had a lion’s
share.?' Thesc temple landholdings, adminisiered by the monks and
laity and worked by slaves and tenants madc some of the temples
very rich. No doubt the monks, commitied to a life of poverty, were
simply trustees of the rich monasteries ** still, their position as trustecs
itself was an important source of power.

Sources o1 \WWEAKNESS o1F THE PRIESTHOOD

Conversely, some of the sources of monk’s power had also certain
vitiating fealures. To begin with, the handling of temple estalcs by
the monks, at times of crisis in particular, made him so worldly as to
affect his image as a renunciator. This was bound to impinge on his
social base ol power.

Besides, the individualistic nature and autonomous character of
canonical Buddhism+* coupled with recognition of schism as “constitu-

9 Far the contribution of the manks in the culture and civilisation of Ceylon
sce Nichalas and Paranavitana, n. 13, pp. 116-21; G.P. Mualalasekera. The Pali
Literature of Ceylon (lLandon, 1928): Martin Wickremasinghe. Sinhalese Literature
(E.R. Saratchandra trans.. Colombo, 1949) and Mcndis, n. 3. pp. 14-16.

20 Rahula, n. 9, pp. 79-80.

21 1hid., pp. 135-52.

22 Kotagama \Washissara ‘I'hero, Velavita Saranankara and the Recival of Budd-
hisin in Ceylon (Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, london, 1961).

23 Buddha himself said in the Mahavagga — “Now. look you Kalamas, do not
be led by reports, or traditions, or hearsay. Be not led by the authority of religious
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tional” provided it was based on “honest differences™ was another factor
thwarting to some extent the evolution of an organised Buddhist church.
As time passed, the Monk community was divided into many sects. One
might appreciate Rev. Rahula’s comment on the dissension in the Sangha
in the context of its evolution during the first few centuries as “not a
symptom of decay and degeneration, but a sign of movement and
progress,”* but it is difficult to sustain this view throughout this period.
Besides, dynamism, often, did not synchronise with stability, organisation
and consolidation of the Sangha. One also wonders whether an organised
Buddhist church was ever the goal of its founder. Whatever be the
explanation therc is no doubt that throughout this period the emergence
of various fraternities and the intense rivalries between some of them
was a limitation on the Sangha’s power.

One of the redceming factors in this context was monarchy. As the
temporal Head of Buddhism, some of the rulers did try to unify and
resuscitate the Sangha. But here again, if the royal patronage could
promote the unification of the various sects, it could also be instrumental
in creating or perpetuating the division. Coexistence with all the sects
was not the policy of all the Sinhalese rulers. In fact some of them
strengthencd one scct as a counterpoise to the power of another. “Scrious
affliction,” for instance, “was suffercd by the Therevadins who had their
residence in the Mahavihara during the reign of Mahasena, 334-362,
who favoured the Abhayagiri monastery at the expense of Mahavihara.”*
In other cases support to one or the other sect was given by the rulers
as a prop to their power. In the sixth century the heretic sects were
favoured by the rulers “possibly because thev were more tolerant of
their misdeeds than the Theravadins.”* Finally, advent of rulers be-
longing to other faiths, also affected the power of the Sangha. During
the rule of Magha (from Malaya) in the thirteenth century for instance,
the monasterics were ravaged and plundered.? The political disintegration
of the country also led to the disintegration of the monk-community.
However, while the civil wars affected the Sangha partially, foreign in-
vasions affected it totally.

text, nor by mere logic or inference, nor by considering appearances, nor by
delight in specculative opinions. nor by secming possibilities, nor by the ideas.
This is our teacher.” Christian Humphreys, The Wisdom of Buddhism (l.ondon,
1960) p. 71. In other words, the Bhikkhus were bound neither by ‘“any vow
of obedience to a higher supreme authority. nor by a creedal statement, nor by
rituals.” 1bid. The obedience expccted of the Bhikkhu was to the Dhamma and
to his seniors in the Sangha he simply owed a respectful submission. B. Ananda
Maitreva Nayaka Thero. “Buddhism in Theravada Countries” in Morgan, n. 14,
p. 125,

2 Dutt. n. 2. p. 84.

25 Rahula. n. 9, p. 83.

28 Geiger. n. 10. p. 208 and Rahula, n. 9. pp. 93-6. The dates of the rulers
of the period for which they ruled vary in Rahula’s book and Paranavitara’s list.

27 Geiger, n. 10, p. 210.

28 Nicholas and Paranavitana, n. 12, pp. 277-8.
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Bubpiisyt AND THE STATE

Redemption of Ceyvlon from foreign domination during this period
as well as laler was a political goal the religious undertones of which
were no less significant. Ceylon was not considered lo be just an island
but the land destined to be the citadel of Theravada Buddhism that
had to be saved by the Sinhalese rulers from foreign onslaughts. The
Buddhist chronicles —the major source of the history of this period
{and written by the monks) -— emphasized time and again this special
destiny of the Sinhalese kings as the chosen guardian and savior of
Buddhism.

If the Sangha found a sourcc of powerlul support in the king,
it also wiclded tremendous power over the kingship by holding the
sacral resources of power. In a society saturated with religious valucs
the interaction of the monk community and the kingship was not only
close but also diffused. The naturc and significance of this interaction
in the maintenance of a dvnamic equilibriurn in the Ceylonese social
system could perhaps be best appraised by a brief analvsis of the sources,
structure and [unctions of political authority in traditional Cevlon.

Poriicy. AvTHORITY IN Trabimiony, Cevion: THE Bases

Traditional Cevlon had monarchical form of government with the
king as the rcpository of political power and authority. This was the
case with the Sinhalese principalities as well as with the Tamil kingdom
in the north which came into being in the thirtcenth century.

As in the case of other traditional monarchical states, kingship in
Ceylon was based on theological assumptions. As such, it was logical that
the main sources of political authority were derived from religious pre-
cepts as well as from traditions. The Iindu and Buddhist doctrine of
karma provided a major rationale for the authority of the ruler over his
subjects. The theory of causation while explaining and justifving the
exalted position of the king implied the allegiance of the less favoured
towards him. Religions values thus legitimated the status structure.

Besides the doctrine of karma, tradition had it that a king had to
be a Buddhist. Many Tamil rulers professed Buddhist faith, observed
Buddhist customs and supported Buddhisin. Laler, under the Mahavanist
influcnce in Cevlon, it was belicved that the king had not only to be
Buddhist but also a Bodisattva (one who had gained suflicient merit
and was destined to achieve Buddhahood).”” It was maintained that both
the Buddha and the Chakravarty — universal emperor —- were idenlified
by the thirtv-tlwo marks on their body.™ While one remained in the

“¥ Rahula, n. 9, p. 62.
*In the luter period it was maintained that the ruler was Bodhisattva. This
aftirmation reflects the influence of Mahavana over theravadins for while the prota-
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temporal world to rule, the other renounced the material world to be the
conqueror of the other world — the spiritual. Despite their diffcrent
domains both headed for the same goal — Buddhahood. As the repre-
sentative of God on carth the king had ‘charisma’ and was cndowed
with supernatural powers. Kingship as such was divincly sanctioned™
popular traditions as these lent powerful support to the authorily of the
king.

As regards the people, the Sangha was svmbolished by its religious
relics. Whosoever, for instance, had Buddha’s tooth rclic and alms bowl
had the allegiance of the people. In later times, the posscssion of these
relics was considered essential for the popular recognition of kingship.

The fact that according to the customary law of the island, a ruler
was deemed to be legitimate only if he was a Buddhist. emphasised the
dominant position of religion vis-a-vis stale. Onc might as well say that
the ruler’s position and role as the promoter and defender of Buddhism
confirmed his legitimacy. The ritualisation of the coronation cercmony
during this period further reflected the growing importance of the religious
institutions  vis-a-viy the kingship. Originally a secular affair, with the
growing prestige of the Sangha. the ceremony was recognised onlyv if it
was sanclioned by the “Mahasangha™ and performed in the vihara itself.
This was crucial “for, since the King's charisma was qualified by the
absence of a strict rule of succession by hereditary right. the coronation
did more than simply cap an acknowledged claim to the throne. Legi-
timacy was created by the ritual, not merely confirmed. Thus the move-
ment ol the coronation from unconsccrated public space into the sacred
grounds of the temple reflects the Sangha’s authority as a prime of poli-
tical torce which conferred the kingship.

SancHAa aND THE SUCCESSION

Apart from the ritual of coronalion shifting to the monastery and
thercby symbolising the authority of the Sangha, individual monks
scemed Lo play a significant role in the political game of succession. This
happened at different levels and in different ways. As advisors to the
court, their opinion and consent was sought by the ruler as well as his
counsellors on policy matters and often it had a salutary effect on the
decision making process. Scveral rulers, for instance, decided the nes-
gonists of Hinayana knew only one Bodhisultva. according to Mahayana the way
to Buddhaship was open to everyone. Geiger, n. 10, pp. 210-11. Also sce Ralph
Dicris, Sinhalese Social Organization: The Kandyan Period (Colomnbo, 1936), p. 10.

SUIbid., p. 11

2 Amold L. Green. “Sanghe and King: The Structure of Authority in Mcdiacval

Ceylon” (Caclostyled Paper rcad at a symposium on Pioblems in the sociology of
‘Theravada Buddhism at the tenth Pacific Congress, tlonolulu, 22 August 1961, p. 6.
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tion of succession only after consulting the eminent monks** and having
obtained their consent.

However, there were also cases where the monks were directly
and actively involved in cnthroning the ruler. Some of them are mentioned
as active participants in the palace intrigucs.® These kingmakers “went
to the extent of selecting princes for the throne and supporting favourites
even to the extent of violating the laws of succession.™”

Besides influencing the succession of rulers the monks also acted
as mediators in roval disputes’® and in few cases, even cast ofl their
robes to enter the battleficld and later ascend the throne in the interests
of religion and state.™

The importance ascribed to Buddhism and Buddihst monks in body
politic was not merely the result of a conscious or concerted effort on
the part of either parly but a rcflection of the basic characteristics
of a value system in which religious ideas held preccdence over the
others. Thus, offer of the kingdoms by rulers to the Buddha Sasana
was symbolic gesture 1o indicate that the state was run for Buddhism.?
In exercising the duty as defender and protector of Buddhism the kings
had a full-fledged department to promote religious activities. They levied
taxes for the mainlenance of Sangha and endowed lavish grants in the
form of paddy lands, forests and gardens. Lay managerial and working
stafl became necessary to administer the lands because the monks were
prohibited from either carrving on business or doing menial work. As such,
these religious endowments, usually referred to as Buddhist temporalities,

+3e.g. after the death of Saddha Tissa (39 B.C.), the roval councillors with
approval of the Sangha. consccrated the prince Thullathana sa king, Vijayabahu
(1053-1114 A.C.) decided to enthrone Jayabhhu in conformity with the advice of
the Bhikkhus. After his demise his sister imvited the hich dignitarics and eminent
monks to a conference to decide the question of suceession. Again Parakrumabahu
11 (1236-1271 A.D.) conferred the throne on the cldest son in accordance with
the advice of the wmonks. Rahula. n. 9, pp. 69-71.

3tIn his thesis Rev. Dr. Wachissara gives several illustrations of this type.
According to him. “The Aahanama Thera was the chiel organiser of Dhatusevoa’s
campaign against the Tamils. ... Theia Nanda accompanied the three princes Sang-
habodhi, Sanghatissa, and CGothabhaya from \ahivangana to Anuradhapur with the
express intention ol enthroning the Princes on the thrones of Rajarata. Parakrama-
bahu 1V ascended the thione with the unstinted support of Vidagama “Thera.
Rajavalia refers to the Machinvellan tactics of this Thera who was respousible
for the death of Alakeswara in order to make Parakkruma Bahu the King of
Kotle. Washissara, n. 22. p. 76.

35 Rahula. n. 9. p. 69,

36 Ibid., p. 82 and Ceiger, n. 16, p. 130

3 Ihid.. pp. 99 and 101,

33 e.g. Devanamapisatissa offered his kingship 1o the Mahabodhi. Duttagamini
is rcported to have bestowed the kingdom of Cevilon on the Sasana five times —
each time for seven days King Tissa offered the Kinsdom of Cevlon to Kala
Buddharakkhila as a «ift for his sermon. Sirimeghavanna offered the whole king-
dom to the Tooth Relic. Moggalana I, after his victory over his brother Kassapa,
went to the AMahavihara and offered state-parasol, the ssmbol of kingship, but it
was duly returned. Aggabodhi 11 after the restoration of Thuparama. offered the
whol¢ country to the thupa. Rahula, n. 9, p. 75.
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were governed by rules and regulations “laid down by the king with the
approval of the Sangha” and were administered by the state officials.™
However, the inability of the Sangha to administer its temporal affairs,
by itself made its action “subject to the proximate authority of the King.”"
In other words, in the position of the ruler as the defender of faith lay
the king’s strongest source of power over the faith.

KiNc THE PURIFIER OF THE SANGHA

Implicit in his position as the protector of Religion lay the King’s
jural authority over ecclesiastical affairs of the Sangha. Thus it was the
duty of the state “to suppress by law or expulsion of undesirable heretical
elements that stained the purity of the Sasana.”*' In order to guard the
Sangha against corruption from within, the kings sct up ecclesiastical
courts to enforce monastic discipline and to take action against heretic
monks.** At times he himself acted as a judge over religious disputes.*
The kings also invited learned Bhikkhus to prepare a code of religion
and to help cdit commentarics as well as Suttas™ and finally to hold
courts where there could be a thorough discussion on the basic tencts
of Buddhism. Often the kings actively participated in such conferences
and some of them even went to the extent of preaching and cxhorting
the Bhikkhus to keep the pristine purity of the Rcligion."

Kixg THE UNIIER AND RESUSCITATOR OF THE SANGHA

Besides, rulers like Parakkramabahu 1 (1153-1586) also tried to unify
the Tayo-nikaya (Three Scets). However, by providing one platform for
discussion and discourses to all the three fralernities, the king succeeded
in unifying il after more than a thousand ycars." Finally, the King resus-
citated the Sangha at times when it completely broke down as an Order.
According to the Vinaya, the higher ordination of upasampada cercmony
necessitaled the presence of five learned theras (senior monks) and at
times, even five theras could not be found. Under such circumstances,

%9 1bid., p. 72.

40 Gireen, n. 32, p. 3.

4t Rahbula, n. 9, p. 67,

42 Nicholas and Paranavilana, n. 12, p. 263 and pp. 328-9; Geiger, n. 10,
p. 206 and B.C. Law, A Manual of Buddhistic Historical Traditions (Calcutla,
1911), pp. 42-43.

44 Rahula, n. 9, p. 68.

4 1bid. e.g. Mahinda 1V, 10th century, entrusted the learned Thera Dhamma-
mitta with the commentary on the Abhidhamma; King Parakramabahu Il brought
several Bhikkhus to Ceylon from Cola well versed in the tripitaka. Geiger, n, 10,

. 203, .

i 45 This is reported of Mogegallana 1. about the vear 300. of Kumaradhatusena,
6th century, of Moggallana 1, T7th century, of Aggabodhi VII, 8th century,
of Sena I, 9th century. of Kassapa 1V, 896-913, of Kassapa V, 10th century,
of Bhinanekabahu V, 14th century and of Kittisirirujasiha 18th century, Geiger,
n. 10, p. 205

16 Nicholas, n. 12, p. 268.
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the rulers reinforced it by inviling learned monks from other theravada
countries, like Burma, India and Thailand. Special assemblies were held
under royal patronage for the admission of monks for higher ordination
and the King himself “had to approve the higher appointments of the
Order.” "

Conclusion

Traditional Cevlonese society derived its ideological orientations al-
most solely from the doctrinal precepts that were then prevalent in the
north of the Indian sub-continent. Introduced in the island as early as
the third century B.C. Buddhism, confronted with a tribal religion ini-
tially and Hinduism in its later phase, subsumed both. This capacity to
absorb change, was in the main, due lo a sustained state patronage for
more than thousand vears. During this period Buddhism had gaincd
sufliciently strong roots and found a wide base to withstand alien pres-
sures of the later period. The intellectual professional monks, by their
pioncering contributions in various socio-cultural ficlds had created enough
resources to make peopie rally round religion.  Besides, the monks, as
preachers, social workers and teachers secmed o be the most effective
communicating elite of the era. As lcarning was the monopoly of religion,
religious values and symbols predominated the cultural oricntations of
socicty and provided the mores for its socio-cultural inlegration.

It is significant to note in this context that notwithstanding the
close relationship of the religious and political institutions, hoth main-
tained some sort of distinctiveness. In othor words, though the king
had an important role to play in the Buddhist hierarchy, the religious
hicrarchical struclure was distinet from that of the political hicrarchy.
However, the line of demarcation was alwavs a faint one in terms of
royal and priestly functions. Furthermore, although, the deification of
Kingship was incompatible with pure Buddhism, Kingship in practice
was not seculariscd. On the other hand. the Buddhist priesthood, though
not a part of ruling elite in Ceylon still. by virtue of its power potential.
turned out to be a “parallel, intertwined elite.” “The Sangha and State.”
to quote Green, were “connected by a mesh of cross cutting ties that did

¥ Bhikkhus were broucht on the invitation of Vijayvabalur in 1065 from Ramanna,
by Vimala Dharma 11 in 1696 from Arakan (D B. Javatilata. “Sinhalese embassios
lo Arakan.” Journal of Royal Asiatic Society (Ceylon Branch), 35(93): 1910:
pp. -6 and by Vijavaraja Sincha and Kirti Siri Raja Sincha from Siam in 1710
and 1730 respectivey. The present Siam Nikava traces ils origin to this. 1. Pieris
gives a very interesting account of Kine Kirti Siri's ¢mbassy to Siam in his article
“An Account of King Siri’s embassv to Siam in 1672 Saka (1750 A.D)” in Journal
of Royal Asiatic Sociely (Ceylon Branch), 18(31): 1903, pp. 17-47. This account
in fact is a translation of Vimana Wastuwa by Ratanpala Sthavira. Ako see Geiger,
w100 pp. 198 and 203-5,

13 Marshal R. Singer. The Fmerging Elite: A Story of Political ILeadershup
in Ceylonw (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1961), p. 19.
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not differentiate their respective areas of authority but rather super-
imposed them. The result was not a separation but a broad complex
fusion in which the jurisdiction of cach party was partial, constricted
and in a real sense confounded.”

This mutual interdependence of Sangha and State could be ex-
pluined in terms of the stakes of both the partics in sustaining such a
statc of affairs. The final goal for the monk as well as the monarch
was no doubt salvation but the immediate identical goals which both
the Sangha and the monarchy had set was the welfarc and moral ame-
lioration of the people. Conflict of any sorts — social. cconomic, political
or ideological — affected the equation between the religious and political
institutions.  What was desired by both in this context was the main-
tenance of a stable status quo society. Buddhist doctrine of karma gave
a further support to this idea of status quo for, any challenge to the then
cxisting social order must mean a challenge to the Buddhist doctrine of
karma.

Political coordination and religious organisation. however. did not
always go side by side. Fmphasis on individualism in Buddhism secmed
to cushion the impact of the karma doctrinc to some cxtent. This was
however more a part of monk ethics, not the lay ethics. In the temples
of course there were revolts leading to the establishment of new sects.
Inter-sectoral and intra-sectoral dissensions created tensions and led to
conflicts resolutions of which scemed to be possible only under a strong
ruler.

On the other hand, the rulers of Ceylon, in the process of mobilising
their resources, seecmcd to be fully conscious of the force of the
Dhamma and Sangha as the locus of social as well as secular legitimacy.
Thus, soon after coming to power they built or repaired monasterics,
held grand religious festivals and bestowed lavish grants on the Sangha.
These endowments served a two-fold purposc — religious as well as poli-
tical; the support of the Sangha delivercd goods in this life as well as in
the life to come. Apart from legitimising the authority of the kings
the monks helped in rallying the masses through their religious, edu-
cational and cultural activities. “They helped the king to rule the country
in peace. It was the duty of the bhikkhus according to the Vinaya to
side with the kings.” The kings found a powerful means of propaganda
in the Sangha who had close contact with the pcople and great influence
over them. Using their influence over the masses the monks lent “sup-
port to the king who, in return, looked after their interests. It was a
matler of mutual understanding, though it was never cxplicitly stated.”™

This pattern of relationship between the religion and political insti-
tutions came under a heavy strain when there were political uphcavals in

WCreen. ne 32, p. 10,
¢ Rahula, n. 9, pn. 75-G.
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the island. Political disintegration of the country inevitably affected the
monastic organisations as was evident from the outcome of the frequent
invasions from South Indian kingdoms during the Polonnaruva period
(11th to 16th century A.D.). Dynastic disputes leading to civil wars as
well as foreign invasions appeared to have reached a phase far beyond
the influence of the Sangha and also beyond the strength of the local
political authority to control, even if some of them were occasionally strong
rulers. During this period the three fralernities seemed 1o have dis-
appeared and the Sangha reverted to the old categorics of the village
fraternity and jungle fraternity. The grcat monasteries were abandoned,
religious endowments were expropriated and indiscipline and decadence
within the Sangha increased. The disturbed political conditions blurred
the common destiny which the monarchy and the Sangha had evolved
by tradition but was not altogether effaced. A further blow to this
historical continuity occurred with the advent of the European powers
who not only challenged the local political authority but also the indigen-
ous religion when they imported christianity in the island.



